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    Chapter 1




    The world was as­tound­ed when the first So­vi­et space shut­tle blast­ed off in­to

    or­bit.




    Ev­ery­one knew that the Rus­sians had been work­ing on a shut­tle of their own. But no one

    ex­pect­ed it to get off the ground. The Rus­sians had fi­nal­ly licked the prob­lem of

    cryo­genic propul­sion, but they couldn’t come up with a reusable rock­et mo­tor. They tried to

    steal the se­cret from the French Ar­iane space pro­gram, but failed.




    And so they re­sort­ed to the tac­tic that had en­abled them to get Sput­nik in­to or­bit.

    They didn’t build a bet­ter propul­sion sys­tem, they built a big­ger one. They mount­ed their

    main rock­et en­gines on­to the fat ex­ter­nal fu­el tank, strapped the shut­tle to it, and

    aug­ment­ed the sys­tem with four slen­der sol­id rock­et boost­ers. The U.S. shut­tle had used

    on­ly two.




    Once again, the Rus­sians had solved a prob­lem through brute force when pa­tience and skill

    would have been more ef­fi­cient.




    In the Sput­nik days, so long ago, they blew up rock­ets ev­ery third day un­til the law of

    av­er­ages ran in their fa­vor and their tiny satel­lite achieved or­bit. In the days of manned

    space flight, Rus­sian cos­mo­nauts lost their lives on the launch­ing pad or in space, one for

    ev­ery five suc­cess­ful Amer­ican man-​in-​space projects.




    Thus, when the first Rus­sian shut­tle made it in­to space on the first try, the world was

    as­ton­ished.




    “Amaz­ing,” said the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. “It didn’t blow up.”




    “It isn’t down yet, Mr. Pres­ident,” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense replied. “They got it up

    there, but they haven’t got it back in one piece. Not yet.”




    They were in the Sit­ua­tion Room in the White House base­ment. The walls were cov­ered with

    gi­ant com­put­er sim­ula­tion dis­plays, which fed off a bank of manned con­soles that

    re­ceived in­stan­ta­neous da­ta from or­bit­ing satel­lites. The Pres­ident had SINC­NO­RAD on

    the line. The head of NO­RAD’s Space De­fense Op­er­ations Track­ing Cen­ter was ex­plain­ing

    over the phone link that the launch was half ex­pect­ed.




    “The So­vi­ets have al­ways op­er­at­ed this way,” the gen­er­al said. “Ev­ery time we

    an­nounce some­thing new, they break their necks to beat us to the punch. When we an­nounced

    our first satel­lite pro­gram in the fifties, they sent up Sput­nik. When we start­ed shoot­ing

    mon­keys in­to or­bit, they sent Gagarin up there. When we put our first man in­to space, they

    sent up the first wom­an. Now that we’re about to re­sume our shut­tle pro­gram, they do this

    to up­stage us. Typ­ical Rus­sian think­ing.”




    “But we beat them to the moon, right?” the Pres­ident said. “We won that one.”




    “Yes, sir. Twen­ty years ago,” the NO­RAD gen­er­al said. “Times have changed. The Rus­sians

    are beat­ing the pants off of us in space.”




    “What is it do­ing up there?”




    “Just or­bit­ing so far,” said the gen­er­al. “But you can bet they’re go­ing to de­ploy a

    pay­load. The So­vi­ets may be grand­standers, but they aren’t do­ing this just for the

    show.”




    “I just want to know one thing,” the Pres­ident de­mand­ed. “Is their shut­tle bet­ter than

    ours or not? I have to face the Amer­ican peo­ple with this.”




    “It de­pends on how you look at it, sir.”




    “Look at it straight on, with­out blink­ing,” the Pres­ident said. “That usu­al­ly works for

    me.”




    “Their new En­er­gia boost­er sys­tem is clum­sy. Too many boost­ers. Dan­ger­ous to launch.

    They should have wait­ed. A few more years and they could have had reusable rock­et mo­tors

    at­tached to the shut­tle it­self. In­stead, they have to jet­ti­son their mo­tors when they

    ditch their ex­ter­nal tank. Not cost-​ef­fec­tive.”




    “It’s a turkey, then?”




    “Not ex­act­ly, sir. Their de­sign is a car­bon copy of ours. In place of the rock­et

    mo­tors, they’ve in­stalled or­di­nary jet en­gines. They’re small­er than rock­et mo­tors and

    that gives them a big­ger pay­load bay. But the im­por­tant thing is that the jet en­gines

    en­able their shut­tle to make a pow­ered land­ing. It can land any­where a 747 can. That’s a

    ma­jor plus.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand. Why doesn’t our shut­tle have that ca­pa­bil­ity? We have jet

    en­gines too.”




    “Bud­get re­stric­tions,” an­swered the NO­RAD gen­er­al.




    “That I un­der­stand,” said the Pres­ident, who had just spent the morn­ing ar­gu­ing with

    the Speak­er of the House over the mount­ing na­tion­al debt. “Your in­tel­li­gence sources are

    to be com­mend­ed.”




    “Thank you, Mr. Pres­ident,” said the gen­er­al, ne­glect­ing to men­tion that he’d got­ten

    ev­ery­thing out of his of­fice file of Avi­ation Week.




    The Pres­ident re­placed the phone. Over the loud­speak­er sys­tem of the Sit­ua­tion Room,

    the in­ter­cept­ed com­mu­ni­ca­tions from the So­vi­et shut­tle crew were re­pro­duced.

    Lis­ten­ing to the two-​way chat­ter, the Pres­ident wished he knew con­ver­sa­tion­al

    Rus­sian. An NSA stenog­ra­pher was rapid­ly tran­scrib­ing the com­mu­ni­ca­tions in­to

    trans­lat­ed En­glish on a short­hand ma­chine. The Pres­ident looked at the un­reel­ing strip

    of pa­per blankly. He didn’t read short­hand ei­ther.




    “They’re up to some­thing up there,” the Pres­ident told the Sec­re­tary of De­fense

    grim­ly.




    “They’re al­so in trou­ble,” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense, who did know short­hand, said

    sud­den­ly.




    At first Mis­sion Com­man­der Alex­ei Petrov did not think the spin­ning ob­ject was a

    threat.




    He sat at the con­trols of the first So­vi­et space shut­tle, com­mis­sioned the Yuri

    Gagarin in hon­or of the first man in space, and watched the metal­lic ob­ject through the big

    vac­uum-​in­su­lat­ed cab­in win­dows.




    The ob­ject ap­peared to be a me­te­orite on a col­li­sion course with earth. It was small

    and mis­shapen, not much larg­er than a toast­er. Com­man­der Petrov was not con­cerned about

    the pos­si­bil­ity of col­lid­ing with the me­te­orite. In the vast­ness of space, me­te­orites

    were no more a threat than they were on earth. A hit was pos­si­ble, but the odds of such a

    freak ac­ci­dent hap­pen­ing were about the same as be­ing struck by light­ning dur­ing a

    rain­storm.




    Com­man­der Petrov’s at­ten­tion was drawn to the ob­ject be­cause it moved more slow­ly

    than a me­te­orite be­ing drawn in­to the earth’s grav­ita­tion­al field should. Much too

    slow­ly.




    “Look there,” he told his copi­lot, cos­mo­naut Oleg Gleb.




    Gleb fol­lowed Petrov’s point­ing fin­ger. “I see it,” he said ex­cit­ed­ly. Gleb was the

    mis­sion’s exo­bi­ol­ogist, which meant that he was schooled in the sub­ject of life be­yond

    the earth. Inas­much as life be­yond the earth had not so far been dis­cov­ered, Gleb’s

    spe­cial­ty was on­ly a lit­tle more prac­ti­cal than psy­chi­atry. “But what is it?” he

    asked.




    “I do not know,” an­swered Petrov, “but it now ap­pears to be spin­ning in our

    di­rec­tion.”




    “Yes. I agree. It has charged di­rec­tion to­ward us. What do we do?”




    “Re­quest or­ders.”




    “But it will be up­on us be­fore the chain of com­mand can is­sue an in­formed

    de­ci­sion.”




    “Then my hand will ac­ci­den­tal­ly trip the ma­neu­ver­ing thrusters while you

    com­mu­ni­cate with Star City.” Suit­ing ac­tion to words, Com­man­der Alex­ei Petrov pressed

    the con­trol yoke with both hands. Thruster jets sent the shut­tle tip­ping away from the

    ap­proach­ing ob­ject, which re­sem­bled a clump of fused nick­els. “Yuri Gagarin to

    Cos­mo­grad. Ac­knowl­edge please, Star City,” said Cos­mo­naut Gleb as he watched, with

    widen­ing eyes, the strange spin­ning ob­ject ap­pear to change course again. “We have an

    uniden­ti­fied ob­ject clos­ing on us. Or­ders, please.”




    “De­scribe ob­ject,” de­mand­ed ground con­trol.




    “Not a satel­lite, not a me­te­or, not oth­er­wise iden­ti­fi­able,” sput­tered Cos­mo­naut

    Gleb as the ob­ject re­versed its spin­ning mo­tion as if lock­ing in on them. It con­tin­ued

    to close.




    “Be more spe­cif­ic,” said ground con­trol in that in­fu­ri­at­ing­ly steady mono­tone.

    Don’t those fools re­al­ize that we might pos­si­bly be un­der at­tack? thought Gleb.




    Mis­sion Com­man­der Alex­ei Petrov jumped in­to the con­ver­sa­tion.




    “I am tak­ing eva­sive ac­tion, but the ob­ject con­tin­ues to fol­low us. What do we

    do?”




    “Do not take eva­sive ac­tion with­out or­ders,” Cos­mo­grad in­sist­ed. Then the voice went

    away, ob­vi­ous­ly to con­fer with high­er au­thor­ities. In Rus­sia, there were al­ways

    high­er au­thor­ities and no one coura­geous enough to make a de­ci­sion in a crunch.




    “Chert voz­mi!” Petrov swore harsh­ly. “Do they not care about us? What about our

    mis­sion?”




    Faster than ei­ther cos­mo­naut ex­pect­ed, an an­swer crack­led up­link. It was two words.

    Brit­tle and in­ex­pli­ca­ble. “At­tempt sal­vage.”




    “Re­peat,” said Petrov.




    “At­tempt to cap­ture this for­eign ob­ject in your car­go doors. “




    “What about our pay­load? The satel­lite may be dam­aged.”




    “We can al­ways build an­oth­er satel­lite. At­tempt sal­vage.”




    Cos­mo­nauts Alex­ei Petrov and Oleg Gleb ex­changed sick glances, but there was no time to

    think. The spin­ning ob­ject was clos­er now, its pit­ted sur­face more clear­ly

    dis­cernible.




    Petrov threw the yoke to bring the Yuri Gagarin about while Gleb got on the in­ter­ship

    ra­dio and alert­ed the third crew­man, En­gi­neer Ig­or Ivanovitch, to don his space­suit and

    pre­pare to re­trieve an ob­ject from the car­go bay.




    “Do you not mean ‘de­ploy’?” asked Ivanovitch. “You have not de­ployed while I slept, have

    you?”




    “Just get in­to the suit,” Gleb barked as Petrov sent the shut­tle sound­less­ly tip­ping so

    that its car­go doors faced the sun and the ap­proach­ing ob­ject. Petrov threw the great lever

    that sent the mas­sive car­go bay doors on the top of the shut­tle yawn­ing wide like a white

    bee­tle spread­ing its wings. And then he shut his eyes tight­ly. It was out of his hands

    now.




    When sev­er­al min­utes passed with­out the sound of an im­pact, he knew that the ob­ject

    was not one of the feared Star Wars de­vices of the Amer­ican Na­tion­al Space

    Ad­min­is­tra­tion. He knew all about those. Satel­lite killers were be­ing de­vel­oped at a

    fu­ri­ous pace by Amer­ica’s Hol­ly­wood Pres­ident and named af­ter a war-​mon­ger­ing

    Hol­ly­wood movie. At least that was how the par­ty com­men­ta­tors de­scribed it on the

    Bre­mya TV news pro­gram. Be­cause he was a priv­ileged cos­mo­naut, Petrov man­aged to lo­cate

    a boot­legged video­tape of the Star Wars film. Even though it was a twelfth-​gen­er­ation

    print and as full of snow as a Moscovite’s boots, Petrov thought it was more ex­cit­ing than

    all of Rus­sia’s TV shows put to­geth­er. If too vi­olent.




    When ten min­utes passed, Petrov broke the si­lence. “We are still breath­ing,” he told

    Cos­mo­naut Gleb.




    “The ship is un­dam­aged,” Gleb agreed. Nei­ther man men­tioned the fact that their

    train­ing had re­quired don­ning space­suits at this crit­ical time. Both un­der­stood it would

    be bet­ter to die in­stant­ly from the ex­plo­sive­ly cold vac­uum of space than to die slow­ly

    in the lim­it­ed-​oxy­gen en­vi­ron­ment of a suit, ra­dio­ing their last ob­ser­va­tions for

    the ben­efit of the blood­less sci­en­tists at Cos­mo­grad, nick­named Star City by the

    Amer­icans.




    Petrov got on the in­ter­ship link. “Com­rade Ivanovitch, I am now clos­ing the car­go bay

    doors. You will en­ter the car­go bay and re­port on what you find there.”




    “What should I ex­pect to find there?” Ivanovitch asked in a sleepy but ner­vous voice.




    “You will tell me, and not I you. Keep your suit ra­dio link open.”




    “Da, Com­rade Com­man­der,” said Ivanovitch. To him­self he mut­tered the choice Rus­sian

    phrase “To zhopu,” mean­ing, “Up yours.”




    Petrov and Gleb lis­tened pen­sive­ly as the sounds of Ivanovitch’s mea­sured breath­ing

    came over the in­ter­ship sys­tem.




    “I am open­ing the first air­lock,” said Ivanovitch. In­di­ca­tor lights on the con­trol

    pan­el con­firmed that the air­lock door had opened.




    “I am clos­ing the first air­lock door,” said Ivanovitch. “I am in the air­lock now.”




    “He is very brave,” whis­pered Gleb.




    “He is third in com­mand,” said Petrov. “If he fails, it will be your re­spon­si­bil­ity

    next.”




    “Now I am open­ing the sec­ond air­lock door,” said Ivanovitch. “I can now see in­to the

    car­go bay.”




    “What do you see?” de­mand­ed Petrov. “De­scribe it, please.”




    “I see the satel­lite, still in its net, ready for de­ploy­ment.”




    “Look for some­thing small­er, like a me­te­or.”




    “I am en­ter­ing the car­go bay,” said Ivanovitch. Sud­den­ly the Yuri Gagarin shud­dered.

    The yoke in Petrov’s hand vi­brat­ed like a liv­ing thing. He gripped it with both hands,

    think­ing wild­ly that they were doomed. The con­trol pan­el went crazy. Lights blinked and

    flashed, and levers swung of their own ac­cord. The Yuri Gagarin, its ret­ros fir­ing

    spas­mod­ical­ly, turned slow pirou­ettes in the void of or­bital space.




    “We are haunt­ed!” screeched Gleb.




    “Shut up!” snapped Petrov, who did not be­lieve in ghosts. But mem­ories of an­oth­er grainy

    Amer­ican video­tape, one called Aliens, flashed in­to his mind, and he hasti­ly plugged

    him­self in­to a re­lief tube be­fore he re­leased his blad­der all over the high-​trac­tion

    floor­ing.




    When he was done, Com­man­der Petrov tried to raise Ivanovitch.




    “Ivanovitch! Ivanovitch! Are you safe?” There was no an­swer.




    “He will an­swer,” Gleb said fran­ti­cal­ly, know­ing that if Ivanovitch did not, he

    him­self would be or­dered in­to the car­go bay next. “Give him time.”




    But five min­utes of re­peat­ed en­treaties for Ivanovitch to an­swer brought on­ly

    stat­ic.




    “You know your du­ty,” Alex­ei Petrov told Oleg Gleb mean­ing­ful­ly.




    “Da,” said Gleb weak­ly. He shook Petrov’s cold hand stiffly, as if in farewell, and slipped

    down the wind­ing alu­minum stair to the low­er deck where the space­suits were racked.




    “I am open­ing the first air­lock,” Gleb’s voice came back mo­ments lat­er. “I am now in the

    car­go bay. The lights are on.”




    “Do you see Ivanovitch?”




    “No,” said Gleb in a voice so low-​pitched it might have come from a dead man.




    “Look hard­er,” said Petrov. “He must be there some­where.”




    “I see on­ly the satel­lite,” Gleb an­swered, an­guished. “Nev­er mind,” said Com­man­der

    Alex­ei Petrov in a sick voice. “I know where Ivanovitch is.”




    “You do?”




    “Da, he is out­side the ship, float­ing not ten feet in front of my face.”




    “I do not re­mem­ber you open­ing the car­go bay doors af­ter Ivanovitch en­tered,” Gleb

    point­ed out.




    “I did not. They must have opened dur­ing the mal­func­tion.”




    “Then I may leave this place now?”




    “No. Look for the ob­ject,” said Petrov, re­press­ing a shud­der as sil­ver-​flecked pieces

    of Ivanovitch’s pres­sure suit drift­ed away. No doubt the rest of the late Ig­or Ivanovitch

    was now spin­ning through emp­ty space.




    “I am look­ing for the ob­ject now,” said Gleb. “It may have float­ed out with

    Ivanovitch.”




    “No!” said Gleb ex­cit­ed­ly. “I see it! I see it!”




    “De­scribe it!”




    “It is ex­act­ly as it ap­peared when first sight­ed. A pit­ted clump of met­al. One side is

    smooth, as if ma­chined. It has at­tached it­self to the car­go bay doors man­ual con­trol

    board.”




    “Mag­net­ic?”




    “It must be so.”




    “At­tempt to re­move it.”




    “I am do­ing that now,” Gleb said, ex­er­tion twist­ing his voice. “But it will not

    dis­en­gage.”




    “No mag­net could be that pow­er­ful, could it?” de­mand­ed Petrov.




    “Com­man­der,” Gleb said won­der­ing­ly, “it does not ap­pear to be mere­ly at­tached to the

    con­trol board. It ap­pears to have fused it­self to the board.”




    “Fused?”




    “The edges of the board where it touch­es this ob­ject have grown out in­to the ob­ject.

    This is most pass­ing strange. “




    “It is more than pass­ing strange,” said Com­man­der Petrov.




    “What do I do?”




    “Let me think.”




    Com­man­der Alex­ei Petrov stared out the win­dows in­to the star-​sprin­kled deeps of

    space. Far­away now, he rec­og­nized a lu­mi­nous shape like a de­formed sil­ver starfish as

    the man­gled re­mains of Cos­mo­naut Ivanovitch. He quick­ly flipped the switch that

    reestab­lished a voice down­link to Cos­mo­grad. To his sur­prise, there was no up­link. He

    checked his teleme­try in­di­ca­tors. The down­link was dead too. He was cut off from all

    com­mu­ni­ca­tions with earth.




    Alex­ei Petrov switched to the in­ter­ship com­mu­ni­ca­tor. “We have lost ground

    com­mu­ni­ca­tions,” he in­formed his copi­lot in a voice more steady than he felt.




    “This … this thing must be the cause,” Gleb called back. “It is af­fect­ing our

    elec­tron­ics. It must have caused that ear­li­er mal­func­tion.”




    “Await me, Gleb. I am com­ing with tools. We must re­move that leech of a thing from our

    elec­tron­ics.”




    “Hur­ry,” said Oleg Gleb.




    Com­man­der Alex­ei Petrov scram­bled in­to his pres­sure suit, twist­ed the hel­met on its

    ring mount­ing, and drank in the ster­ile-​tast­ing oxy­gen/ni­tro­gen mix­ture. It lift­ed his

    heart, which was rac­ing more rapid­ly now. Tool­box un­der one arm, he made his way clum­si­ly

    to the air­lock. The out­er door was open. Strange. Gleb should have closed it be­hind him.




    Com­man­der Petrov poked his head in­to the car­go bay. He saw the satel­lite, whose

    pur­pose was un­known to him, still cra­dled in a re­strain­ing net of ny­lon fil­aments, like

    a mir­rored ball in a spi­der’s web. He saw al­so the shiny lump­ish thing which clung to the

    con­trol board like a half-​melt­ed ice cube.




    But he did not see Oleg Gleb.




    Per­haps Oleg was be­hind the satel­lite, just out­side the range of his own vi­sion. Yes,

    that must be it, Petrov told him­self. Oleg is be­hind the satel­lite.




    But a slight doubt flick­ered through Petrov’s mind. He smelled, with­in the con­fines of

    his suit, a sud­den rush of odor. A stale, sweaty odor. His vi­sor be­gan to steam. Petrov

    swore at his own in­fan­tile re­ac­tion to fear. There was noth­ing to be fright­ened of

    with­in the car­go bay. Just an un­usu­al tech­ni­cal prob­lem caused by a pe­cu­liar

    me­te­orite which must be mag­net­ic be­cause it had fol­lowed the shut­tle through eva­sive

    ma­neu­vers. Yes, that was it. The me­te­or was mag­net­ic. That would ex­plain

    ev­ery­thing-​why it stuck to the con­trol board and its strange ef­fect on the Yuri Gagarin’s

    com­pli­cat­ed elec­tron­ics.




    But still Alex­ei Petrov could not will his boot­ed feet to step over the thresh­old of the

    air­lock.




    He touched his throat mike to cov­er his in­de­ci­sion. “Oleg. I am here.”




    No an­swer.




    “Oleg?” His voice was tighter now. Sure­ly Oleg was be­hind the satel­lite. Oleg was

    play­ing a joke. Yes, that was it. A joke to re­lieve the ten­sion.




    Alex­ei Petrov laughed ner­vous­ly.




    “Very fun­ny, Oleg. But enough. Show your­self. I have brought tools, and they are very

    heavy. Come help me.” He added that last part be­cause, like a child at the door of a

    sup­pos­ed­ly haunt­ed house, he was not go­ing to en­ter the car­go bay alone. Oleg would have

    to show him­self first, show that it was in­deed safe to en­ter.




    But Oleg did not show him­self.




    Fi­nal­ly Alex­ei Petrov steeled him­self to cross the thresh­old. His boot bumped

    some­thing on the floor. Com­man­der Petrov looked down. It was then that he saw the liq­uid

    coat­ing on the floor-​the red liq­uid coat­ing. There was no time for his con­scious mind to

    reg­is­ter the mean­ing of that coat­ing be­fore he saw the ob­ject his boot had stubbed.




    It was im­pos­si­ble to bend over in a space­suit, but if one slow­ly scrunched down, one

    could low­er his body in­to a half-​crouch. Alex­ei Petrov did so, the hiss­ing of his oxy­gen

    tanks fill­ing his ears.




    The ob­ject was a cube of vari­col­ored ma­te­ri­al streaked with metal­lic sil­ver, like

    the out­er sur­face of his own cos­mo­naut suit. Care­ful­ly Petrov picked it up in his gloved

    hand. It was much, much heav­ier than it should have been. It was on­ly slight­ly big­ger than

    a child’s build­ing block.




    Com­ing to his feet, Petrov held the cube up to his vi­sor. He wiped at the vi­sor to clear

    the con­den­sa­tion that ob­scured his vi­sion. But of course it was his breath caus­ing the

    mist­ing, and it was no more pos­si­ble to wipe the in­side of the vi­sor than it was to

    scratch his itchy nose.




    The cube dripped. The liq­uid was red, like blood. But it was too pale for blood, too thin.

    It could not be blood, Petrov told him­self. Yet the cube was spongy to his touch, like an

    or­gan. Petrov squeezed it and felt it give, but un­der the sur­face, his fin­gers

    en­coun­tered hard­ness.




    On one side of the cube there was a pe­cu­liar in­den­ta­tion. As if a nut-​and-​bold

    as­sem­bly had been pressed in­to the cube. There were even the im­pres­sions of the bolt

    threads lin­ing the in­den­ta­tion. Just like the bolts of the in­ner air­lock’s walls. The

    same size, too. Petrov ex­per­imen­tal­ly pressed the cube to one of the pro­trud­ing bolts. A

    per­fect fit. Too per­fect. Abrupt­ly Alex­ei Petrov de­cid­ed the cube bore fur­ther

    ex­am­ina­tion. In the safe­ty of the con­trol room. Oleg could wait.




    Petrov went to the air­lock door. But it re­fused to re­spond to the elec­tron­ic con­trols.

    He tried man­ual. And as he tugged on the frozen lever, it be­came dark.




    Alex­ei Petrov could not hear the clos­ing of the air­lock door lead­ing to the car­go

    bay-​not while sealed in a pres­sure suit with that damned oxy­gen hiss­ing in his ears. But

    when he turned, he saw that he was locked in­to the air­lock.




    Oleg again.




    “This is not hu­mor­ous, Oleg,” Alex­ei Petrov shout­ed in­to his hel­met mike. “I or­der

    you to open the air­lock and show your­self. Do you hear me, Oleg? Cos­mo­naut Gleb, your

    su­pe­ri­or has giv­en you a di­rect or­der. You will obey this at once. At once, do you

    hear?”




    But Cos­mo­naut Oleg Gleb still did not an­swer. “Damn!” Alex­ei Petrov swore. He threw the

    cube of uniden­ti­fi­able mat­ter at the stub­born air­lock door. It bounced back like a

    rub­ber ball. Re­flex­ive­ly he caught it. A piece of the sil­ver streak­ing came off,

    re­veal­ing some­thing fa­mil­iar em­bed­ded in the whitish sur­face be­neath. It was writ­ing.

    No, not writ­ing, Petrov saw as he looked clos­er. Em­broi­dery. Very, very tiny em­broi­dery.

    The stitch­ing spelled out a sin­gle word: Gleb.




    Com­man­der Alex­ei Petrov threw up. A splash of vom­it coat­ed the in­side of his vi­sor

    and ran hot­ly down his chest. He tried to wipe it away, but of course he could not.




    Petrov grabbed for the air­lock con­trols, the ones lead­ing in­to the car­go bay. He did

    not wish to go in­to the car­go bay, but he did not fear that as much as he feared to re­main

    in the air­lock. He fran­ti­cal­ly punched the but­tons, but the door re­fused to open. It was

    frozen.




    Sob­bing, un­able to see clear­ly past the yel­low­ish film of vom­it coat­ing his vi­sor,

    Petrov fought the man­ual con­trols. They were stuck. He licked at the in­side of his vi­sor to

    clear it, spit­ting the acid taste down his suit. Then the walls be­gan to move.




    Com­man­der Alex­ei Petrov felt the strength go from his legs. He did not fight. He did not

    cry or scream or even pray. He was be­yond those things. He slid to the slick red floor next to

    the soft cube, and be­cause he thought he un­der­stood what the cube had been, he looked for a

    sec­ond cube. He saw it sit­ting in a cor­ner, and then he knew for cer­tain how he would

    die.




    Alex­ei Petrov watched the walls clos­ing in on him, the ex­posed bolts seek­ing to press

    in­to his too-​soft flesh.




    His last thought was to won­der how it was pos­si­ble. He had helped build the Yuri Gagarin

    and there was no mech­anism that would en­able the air­lock walls to con­tract like that. It

    was sim­ply not pos­si­ble for the So­vi­et shut­tle to demon­strate the char­ac­ter­is­tics of

    an Amer­ican trash com­pactor.




    In the Sit­ua­tion Room of the White House, the Pres­ident lis­tened to the Sec­re­tary of

    De­fense’s rapid-​fire trans­la­tions of the short­hand tran­script of Star City’s fran­tic

    de­mands that the Yuri Gagarin ac­knowl­edge trans­mis­sion.




    “They just re­peat the same mes­sage over and over,” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense said. “But

    the shut­tle is silent.”




    “Mal­func­tion?” won­dered the Pres­ident.




    “I doubt it. I think it may have some­thing to do with the ob­ject the crew claimed they

    en­coun­tered. There’s a dis­tinct pos­si­bil­ity, Mr. Pres­ident, that the craft and crew are

    ca­su­al­ties.”




    The Pres­ident nod­ded. It was re­gret­table, trag­ic. But at least it was a So­vi­et craft

    this time. Per­haps now the Amer­ican pub­lic would ful­ly un­der­stand the dan­gers of space

    ex­plo­ration.




    In the back­ground, the Rus­sian calls for the Yuri Gagarin to re­spond re­peat­ed

    end­less­ly, the voice of the mis­sion su­per­vi­sor sink­ing in­to a weary mono­tone.




    Then sud­den­ly there came an an­swer. A voice that was flat, metal­lic, and en­tire­ly

    with­out ac­cent or in­flec­tion. And the voice spoke in En­glish. It said:




    “Hel­lo is all right.”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and all he want­ed to do was help the home­less.




    Be­low, Wash­ing­ton D.C. was a blaze of light, its white build­ings pris­tine and

    ethe­re­al. It was a city de­signed to be beau­ti­ful. By night it was. Ar­tis­ti­cal­ly

    ar­ranged spot­lights made the Capi­tol re­sem­ble a tem­ple of the an­cient world. The White

    House was a shrine. The Lin­coln Memo­ri­al was a frag­ment of the Greek Em­pire.




    By day, it had ap­peared dif­fer­ent. The build­ings were grimy; the city be­yond the

    fringes of the seat of gov­ern­ment for the most pow­er­ful na­tion on earth was a ghet­to. But

    by night it breathed the high ide­als on which it had been built.




    Re­mo spanked pol­lu­tion par­ti­cles off his palms. He had picked up the grit climb­ing the

    cold obelisk that was the Wash­ing­ton Mon­ument. Nor­mal peo­ple did not get their hands dirty

    climb­ing the Wash­ing­ton Mon­ument. But then, nor­mal peo­ple took the in­door stairs dur­ing

    nor­mal vis­it­ing hours. Re­mo Williams had climbed the north face of the mar­ble nee­dle with

    his bare hands.




    He was a young-​look­ing man in sim­ple clothes-​tan chi­nos and a black T-​shirt. His eyes

    were brown, his hair was a dark­er brown, and his un­blem­ished skin held a light tan which

    even the ground spot­lights could not whiten. He looked nor­mal. In fact, he looked

    av­er­age.




    His one dis­tin­guish­ing fea­ture was a pair of ab­nor­mal­ly thick wrists which he

    ro­tat­ed ab­sent­ly.




    With eyes that were more than nor­mal, he scanned the city for the teem­ing le­gions of

    home­less and dis­placed per­sons that the TV an­chor­man had said, in dole­ful tones, were so

    nu­mer­ous in Amer­ica that they swarmed in the cra­dle of Lib­er­ty it­self. He called it

    Amer­ica’s shame.




    Re­mo, who had been born in Amer­ica and raised as an or­phan want­ed to see all these

    home­less peo­ple for him­self. He want­ed to help. That was all. It would be one of his fi­nal

    ser­vices for the land that nur­tured him, be­fore he left it for good.




    The trou­ble was, he couldn’t find any home­less in the streets of Wash­ing­ton, D.C. Not

    dur­ing the day. And not again at night, when the nip of ear­ly spring dwin­dled in­to the

    chill of late win­ter. The home­less would show them­selves at night, Re­mo thought. They would

    come out to sleep on the steamy grates of the Wash­ing­ton sub­way or crawl in­to card­board

    box­es just off Mas­sachusetts Av­enue.




    But wan­der­ing the streets, Re­mo had found no home­less peo­ple. Just the or­di­nary

    cit­izens of an in­ner city-​the winos, the drug ad­dicts, the pet­ty street crooks, and the

    oth­er kind-​who wore three-​piece suits and held forth in law of­fices and cor­po­rate

    board­rooms.




    As a last re­sort, Re­mo had climbed the Wash­ing­ton Mon­ument, know­ing that if there were

    any home­less prowl­ing the streets be­low, his ab­nor­mal­ly keen eyes would spot them from

    that high perch.




    Fi­nal­ly Re­mo did see some­one. An old wom­an push­ing a shop­ping cart filled to

    over­flow­ing with plas­tic bags stuffed with dirty clothes and old news­pa­pers.




    Re­mo pushed him­self off the blunt top of the Wash­ing­ton Mon­ument and twist­ed in midair

    so that he clamped the north and east faces of the obelisk with his body. Ap­ply­ing

    in­ter­mit­tent pres­sure with the toes of his Ital­ian loafers and us­ing the clamp­ing force

    of his arms to main­tain his ver­ti­cal po­si­tion, he slid down the mon­ument like a spi­der

    slip­ping down his web.




    It was not the nor­mal way to de­scend. But noth­ing about Re­mo Williams was nor­mal.




    He had stopped be­ing nor­mal the day he woke up in Fol­croft San­itar­ium and dis­cov­ered

    he was not dead. He had ex­pect­ed to be dead. Af­ter all, hadn’t he been tried and false­ly

    con­vict­ed of the mur­der of a drug push­er? And hadn’t he been tak­en to the elec­tric

    chair?




    It was, there­fore, a de­light­ful sur­prise for Re­mo Williams to awak­en in a hos­pi­tal

    bed and dis­cov­er that he was not dead. The trou­ble was, not be­ing dead was a tem­po­rary

    con­di­tion. Un­less Re­mo Williams went to work for a se­cret gov­ern­ment agen­cy called

    CURE, his death would not be mere­ly of­fi­cial; it would be re­al.




    Re­mo chose the less­er of the two evils and was put in­to the hands of a Ko­re­an named

    Chi­un, the most re­cent Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. The last of a line of as­sas­sins, Chi­un trained

    Re­mo in the fa­bled art of Sinan­ju, the sun source of all the less­er mar­tial arts. Af­ter

    on­ly a day in Chi­un’s stern hands, Re­mo had be­gun to think about true death with a cer­tain

    wist­ful­ness. But even­tu­al­ly he learned to un­lock the in­ner pow­er that all men

    pos­sessed, but which on­ly the prac­ti­tion­ers of Sinan­ju could ev­er know.




    In Chi­un’s hands, Re­mo stopped be­ing nor­mal. For CURE, he fought Amer­ica’s en­emies for

    near­ly two decades while the world got old­er and Re­mo seemed to be­come younger.




    Re­mo’s feet touched the grass at the base of the Wash­ing­ton Mon­ument, his knees bare­ly

    bend­ing with the im­pact. He trot­ted to­ward Con­sti­tu­tion Av­enue, obliv­ious of the cold

    that did not so much as raise the hairs on his bare fore­arms.




    Re­mo no longer worked for CURE. He no longer killed in the ser­vice of the or­ga­ni­za­tion

    that had been set up by a now-​dead Pres­ident to deal with Amer­ica’s se­cu­ri­ty prob­lems.

    In many ways he was no longer an Amer­ican. He was of Sinan­ju-​the dis­ci­pline, the

    tra­di­tions, and the tiny vil­lage on the West Ko­rea Bay, where he had start­ed to build a

    home for him­self and his bride-​to-​be, Mah-​Li, up­on his re­tire­ment.




    For the mo­ment, how­ev­er, he was stuck in Amer­ica for a year while Chi­un worked off a

    fi­nal obli­ga­tion to CURE. Re­mo ached to re­turn to Sinan­ju to fin­ish his house.




    Re­mo caught up to the big la­dy. “Ex­cuse me, ma’am,” he called.




    At the sound of Re­mo’s voice, the bag la­dy whirled like a Hell’s An­gel on a

    mo­tor­cy­cle. She shoved her heavy cart around with sur­pris­ing agili­ty.




    “What do you want?” she de­mand­ed. Her voice was a croak. Her fea­tures were shroud­ed by a

    ragged blue ker­chief. Dead strands of gray hair poked out from its edges.




    “Are you home­less?” Re­mo asked.




    “Are you?” the wom­an snapped back, jock­ey­ing the cart so that it stood, like a de­fense,

    be­tween her and Re­mo.




    “More like dis­placed,” said Re­mo. “But nev­er mind me. I’m ask­ing about you.”




    “I asked first,” the wom­an said.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I did,” Re­mo point­ed out. “Lis­ten, don’t get ex­cit­ed. I just want to help

    you.”




    “What do you know about home­less­ness?” the wom­an said, shov­ing the cart in his way when

    Re­mo tried to step around it.




    “I was raised in an or­phan­age,” Re­mo ex­plained, back­ing off. “I know how it feels. I

    wasn’t ex­act­ly home­less then. But I had no fam­ily. It nev­er got bet­ter. Not in Viet­nam,

    not af­ter I got back to Amer­ica. I’ve lived in just about ev­ery city you could name,

    drift­ing from one place to an­oth­er. So I know what it’s like. A lit­tle. That’s why I want

    to help.”




    “You’re a Viet­nam burnout case?” the wom­an said loud­ly. Too loud­ly.




    “I wouldn’t say that,” Re­mo replied. Some­thing was odd here. Re­mo wasn’t sure what it

    was. The wom­an seemed no longer afraid of him, but she kept that shop­ping cart po­si­tioned

    so that it al­ways faced him, the heaps of plas­tic garbage bags prac­ti­cal­ly in his

    face.




    “What brought you to this piti­ful state in life?” the wom­an asked. Her voice was clear­er

    than it had been.




    “Piti­ful?” Re­mo asked.




    “Look at you. No clothes. No pos­ses­sions. Wan­der­ing the streets in the mid­dle of the

    night in this freez­ing weath­er. You don’t con­sid­er that piti­ful?”




    “I nev­er feel cold.”




    “How many pints did it take to warm you tonight? How many the night be­fore?”




    “What are you talk­ing-?” Re­mo be­gan. Then he saw the gleam of glass in the green plas­tic

    bag that was ad­ver­tised as a Shur-​Lock Jiffy Bag. A dim whirring came to his ears.




    Re­mo’s hand drift­ed out and widened the hole in the plas­tic. The lens of a video cam­era

    stared back at him. Re­mo picked it up.




    On one side it said “Prop­er­ty of Chan­nel 55.”




    “Hey!” Re­mo said.




    The old wom­an yanked back her ragged blue ker­chief to ex­pose a cop­pery wealth of

    blow-​dried hair. Re­mo saw that her face was young, the skin dried out with make­up and

    stretched over cheek­bones sharp from too-​rig­or­ous di­et­ing.




    “Cat Harpy, Eye­watch News,” she said in­to a mi­cro­phone that seemed to jump in­to her

    hand like iron to a lode­stone. “I’d like your sto­ry, sir. Chan­nel 55 is do­ing a five-​part

    fea­ture on home­less­ness in Amer­ica.”




    “I’m not home­less,” Re­mo protest­ed. “Then why are you dressed like that?”




    Re­mo looked down at him­self. “What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?”




    “You look like a bum, you … you im­pos­tor,” the wom­an hissed.




    “Hey, I al­ways dress like this,” Re­mo said. “What’s your ex­cuse?”




    “I’m un­der­cov­er, and you’re wast­ing my time. The first part airs Mon­day and I’ve been

    here all week with­out one damned in­ter­view. Ex­cuse me,” she said huffi­ly, brush­ing past

    Re­mo.




    Re­mo stared at her re­treat­ing fig­ure, shrugged, and kept walk­ing.




    Maybe there were no home­less in Wash­ing­ton, de­spite the news re­ports, Re­mo de­cid­ed.

    He didn’t know whether to feel good or bad about that. As long as he was stuck in Amer­ica, he

    want­ed to do some good be­fore the year was up and he re­turned to Sinan­ju for­ev­er. He

    want­ed to pay Amer­ica back for the good things it had giv­en him. Help­ing the home­less

    seemed like the best idea.




    But there were no home­less in Rye, New York, where he was stay­ing with his men­tor,

    Chi­un. Nor in any of the sur­round­ing com­mu­ni­ties. He had tried New York City, but

    ev­ery­one in New York City had that fright­ened, hun­gry look, which made it im­pos­si­ble to

    tell the av­er­age cit­izen from the peo­ple the TV news­cast­er said had fall­en through the

    cracks of mod­ern Amer­ican so­ci­ety. Re­mo had de­cid­ed that it would be eas­ier to tell the

    true home­less from the street peo­ple in Wash­ing­ton, and so he had come to the na­tion’s

    cap­ital.




    It was no eas­ier.




    Re­mo’s aim­less walk brought him to the steps of the Capi­tol Build­ing. A few min­utes

    ago, when he had had an ea­gle view of the build­ing, it had been de­sert­ed. Now the steps

    were cov­ered with hud­dled, shiv­er­ing forms. Men and wom­en dressed in rags were tak­ing

    turns hold­ing up Zip­po lighters while oth­ers tried to warm their hands against the tiny

    flames. A few munched on fast-​food ham­burg­ers.




    A cor­don of po­lice ringed the clump of un­hap­py faces, trun­cheons at the ready, while

    passers­by stopped to gape. Re­mo drift­ed be­tween two cops as un­no­ticed as if he were a

    wisp of smoke from one of the flar­ing lighters.




    He walked up to a man in his ear­ly for­ties hun­kered and shiv­er­ing in three lay­ers of

    sweaters and jeans with holes in the knees. The man sat try­ing to cov­er his ex­posed kneecaps

    with gloved hands. At his feet lay a plac­ard that read: HELP FOR THE HOME­LESS NOW! Re­mo’s

    heart went out to the man.




    “Hey, bud­dy, don’t you have a warm place to go?” Re­mo asked.




    “Get lost,” the man growled.




    “Don’t be that way,” Re­mo said so­lic­itous­ly.




    “Don’t be a dip,” the man shot back. Some­thing in his voice sound­ed fa­mil­iar, Re­mo

    thought. He looked clos­er.




    Then Re­mo rec­og­nized him. He was a fa­mous ac­tor who had made his rep­uta­tion in a film

    about the Viet­nam war. Re­mo had not liked the film be­cause it de­pict­ed a Viet­nam as

    re­al­is­tic as a Jell-​O wrestling fes­ti­val. The man had a son, al­so an ac­tor, who had

    starred in a Viet­nam war film of his own. Re­mo hadn’t both­ered see­ing that film. Nei­ther

    man had ev­er seen com­bat, and Re­mo, who had, re­sent­ed the fact that both ac­tors made big

    speech­es about how close they felt to the foot­sol­diers of Nam af­ter the hor­ren­dous

    rig­ors of slog­ging through a Philip­pine movie set, be­ing shot at by oth­er ac­tors fir­ing

    blanks.




    “Aren’t you-?” Re­mo asked.




    “No au­to­graphs,” the man said, his teeth chat­ter­ing.




    “I don’t want your au­to­graph,” Re­mo said. “I want to help you out. I guess you’ve

    re­al­ly hit the skids, bud­dy. I’m sor­ry to hear that. But what are you do­ing on the

    streets? Don’t your kids care about you?”




    “Sure they care. They’re right be­hind me.” The ac­tor jerked a thumb at two small­er

    fig­ures on the next step above.




    Re­mo looked up. Dressed in tat­ters were two fa­mous younger ac­tors. Re­mo had read that

    they were both sons of the man in front, de­spite hav­ing com­plete­ly dif­fer­ent last

    names.




    “We’re protest­ing the gov­ern­ment’s cru­el ne­glect of Amer­ica’s home­less pop­ula­tion,”

    the fa­ther said.




    “By dress­ing up like them?” Re­mo asked.




    “How else can we un­der­stand their plight ex­cept by ex­pe­ri­enc­ing life as they do?” the

    ac­tor said, tak­ing a pull out of a pa­per-​bag wrapped bot­tle.




    “You could do­nate mon­ey to a fund,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “Mon­ey on­ly helps the home­less of to­day. What about the home­less of to­mor­row? And

    fu­ture gen­er­ations? No, on­ly po­lit­ical ac­tion will erad­icate this hor­ri­ble prob­lem.

    We must shame Amer­ica in­to tak­ing ac­tion.” The man’s breath hit Re­mo like ex­haust fumes.

    It smelled like a mix­ture of white wine and Pep­si-​Co­la.




    “But if ev­ery­one gave to char­ity now, there might not be any home­less peo­ple in fu­ture

    gen­er­ations,” Re­mo said.




    “Sure, just be­cause I’m an ac­tor and I gross sev­en fig­ures ev­ery year, peo­ple think I

    should give it away to any­one who asks. I earned my mon­ey. Why should I share with those who

    didn’t? You know, I near­ly died film­ing Ar­maged­don Yes­ter­day. Would you give away mon­ey

    you earned at the risk of your life?”




    “If it would help the un­for­tu­nate, yeah,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s a very sim­ple­mind­ed view of the prob­lem.”




    “You know, I nev­er liked any of your movies,” Re­mo said as he walked away.




    There was a frumpy wom­an in a pur­ple sweater over a print dress. Re­mo knelt down be­side

    her.




    “How about you, ma’am? Do you think all this sit­ting on the Capi­tol steps is go­ing to

    help you find a home?”




    “I have a home,” the wom­an snapped. “I hap­pen to be pres­ident of the Grosse Pointe

    Coun­cil of Church­es Wom­en’s Aux­il­iary, I’ll have you know. And I heard what you said to

    that won­der­ful cru­sad­er. You should know bet­ter than to think giv­ing away mon­ey will

    solve this ter­ri­ble prob­lem. On­ly gal­va­niz­ing the gov­ern­ment in­to pro­vid­ing more

    so­cial pro­grams will end this na­tion­al tragedy.”




    “Oh no,” said Re­mo, notic­ing for the first time her open-​toed I. Miller shoes.




    Re­mo went to the next per­son, a dusty young man whose face might have emerged from a coal

    bin. He iden­ti­fied him­self as a yet-​un­pub­lished au­thor work­ing on a book chron­icling

    the plight of the home­less. It was be­ing fi­nanced by a Har­vard grant. There were al­so two

    re­porters for the lo­cal news­pa­pers who, when they over­heard one an­oth­er iden­ti­fy

    them­selves to Re­mo, start­ed a fight over which had ex­clu­sive rights to the home­less

    sto­ry fran­chise.




    Re­mo jumped to the high­est step and threw out his hands. “Is there any­one here who is

    re­al­ly home­less?” he shout­ed.




    The un­pub­lished writ­er raised a black­ened hand. “I was thrown out of my par­ents’ con­do

    last week.”




    “That does it,” said one of the ac­tor’s young sons. “I’m not hang­ing around with bums. I’m

    out­ta here.”




    “Me too,” said the oth­er son.




    “You two punks get back here,” the fa­ther yelled at them. “Where’s your so­cial

    con­science?”




    “Up our ass­es,” replied the first son.




    “Where yours is,” said the sec­ond son. “You don’t care about this crap any more than we do.

    You just want pub­lic­ity for a stupid film about a home­less fam­ily star­ring the three of

    us. Well, screw that. My box-​of­fice pull is big­ger than yours now. I’m stick­ing with so­lo

    projects from now on.”




    “You un­grate­ful bas­tard,” shout­ed the fa­ther, jump­ing up.




    An­oth­er fight start­ed, and Re­mo Williams, a look of dis­gust mar­ring his fea­tures,

    walked away. He didn’t both­er to slip past the cor­don of po­lice silent­ly. One of them

    called to him.




    “Ex­cuse me, are you part of this demon­stra­tion?”




    “No,” Re­mo snarled.




    “Then I’ll have to ask you to leave. Par­tic­ipa­tion in this ac­tiv­ity is by en­graved

    in­vi­ta­tion on­ly.”




    “It fig­ures,” said Re­mo. Then he paused. “Hey, have you seen any re­al home­less peo­ple

    here­abouts?”




    The cop looked at Re­mo skep­ti­cal­ly. “In Wash­ing­ton?” he said. “The seat of our

    gov­ern­ment? Are you nuts?”




    “If I am, I’m not the on­ly one,” Re­mo an­swered, look­ing back at the Capi­tol steps,

    where a mi­ni-​ri­ot of pseu­do-​home­less peo­ple was en­su­ing.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was wait­ing for him when Re­mo got back to the ho­tel room they

    shared in George­town.




    “And how many home­less have we helped to­day?” Chi­un asked as Re­mo slammed the door.




    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Re­mo grum­bled.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sat on the couch watch­ing tele­vi­sion. Tele­vi­sion watch­ing was

    his chief leisure ac­tiv­ity, and al­ways had been dur­ing the days they worked in Amer­ica.

    But Re­mo couldn’t get used to see­ing Chi­un sit­ting up on the couch. He was old, over

    eighty, a wrin­kled lit­tle wiz­ard of a Ko­re­an with frail wisps of hair cling­ing to his

    chin and hov­er­ing above his ears. He be­longed on a reed mat, in a saf­fron ki­mono. In the

    old days of their ser­vice to Amer­ica, such a sight was a fa­mil­iar one.




    Now the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was sit­ting on the stuffed couch, wear­ing an im­pec­ca­ble

    tai­lored suit. Or it would have been im­pec­ca­ble had Chi­un not forced his tai­lor, un­der

    penal­ty of bro­ken fin­gers, to make the jack­et sleeves ex­tra long and wide enough that he

    could tuck his long-​nailed hands in­to them, as he did now.




    “I told you there were no home­less in Amer­ica,” Chi­un said, his hazel eyes bright.

    “Amer­ica is too great, too gen­er­ous a land to al­low its peo­ple to live in box­es or to

    sleep in al­leys.”




    “I said I didn’t want to talk about it,” Re­mo said short­ly.




    “You want­ed to talk about it ear­li­er,” Chi­un went on. “Ear­li­er it was all you would

    talk about. You said you want­ed to help the poor wretch­es of Amer­ica who were with­out food

    for their mouths or roofs over their un­hap­py heads. I told you there were no such wretch­es

    to be found be­tween Cana­da and Mex­ico. I as­sured you of this. But you would not lis­ten.

    You in­sist­ed up­on com­ing to this city to help these un­find­able peo­ple with their

    nonex­is­tent prob­lem.”




    “You didn’t have to come,” said Re­mo.




    “But I did. I came. I walked the streets with you. I saw no home­less. So I re­turned to

    this ho­tel to wait for you and your ad­mis­sion of same.”




    “What are you watch­ing?” Re­mo said in an ef­fort to change the sub­ject. “More Three

    Stooges?”




    Chi­un wrin­kled his fea­tures un­hap­pi­ly.




    “No. I no longer watch them,” he said dis­dain­ful­ly.




    “No?” said Re­mo. “I thought you loved them. They rep­re­sent­ed all that was great about

    Amer­ica. Isn’t that what you said?”




    “That was be­fore.”




    “Be­fore what?”




    “Be­fore the runovers.”




    “What runovers?”




    “The runovers where they show the same sto­ries again and again un­til the mind turns to

    por­ridge.”




    “True Amer­icans call those re­runs,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “Re­runs. Runovers. What is the dif­fer­ence? Why would any­one want to watch the same thing

    twice? In the days when I watched my beau­ti­ful dra­mas, there were nev­er any runovers.”




    “Soap op­eras don’t do re­runs.” Re­mo smirked. “Prob­ably be­cause they know no one would

    watch them twice. Watch­ing them once is like watch­ing them twice. They take for­ev­er to tell

    sto­ries.”




    “At­ten­tion to de­tail is im­por­tant in sto­ry­telling,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “So what are you watch­ing, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked, sink­ing in­to the so­fa be­side

    him. The cush­ion gave too much un­der his weight. He had grown to dis­like chairs, feel­ing

    more and more at home on hard­wood floors. He slipped down to the car­pets, and in­stant­ly his

    spine re­aligned it­self in­to a more cen­tered con­fig­ura­tion.




    “I am watch­ing Chee­ta Ching,” said Chi­un.




    “Oh, her,” groaned Re­mo. The pan­cake-​flat face of a well-​known la­dy an­chor­per­son

    filled the screen. Her voice, screech­ing like barbed wire go­ing through a shred­der, filled

    the room.




    “She is seen in this city too,” Chi­un said hap­pi­ly.




    “She’s seen in most cities now. She’s na­tion­wide.”




    “It is good to see an­oth­er Ko­re­an come to fame and for­tune in Amer­ica. Tru­ly this is

    a land of op­por­tu­ni­ty.”




    “It must be if that bar­racu­da can get air­time. What ax is she grind­ing tonight?”




    “I do not know. I nev­er lis­tened to her words, on­ly to the mu­sic of her voice.”




    “You can do that?”




    Chi­un shrugged. “It is nec­es­sary. They force her to read non­sense.”




    “I’m glad you ad­mit that much at least.” Re­mo smiled.




    “I am not as blind to some of the lit­tle faults of Amer­ica as you may think, my son,”

    Chi­un said lofti­ly. “And I have been think­ing. I am near­ly done with my lat­est Ung po­em.

    It is on­ly 1,076 stan­zas. If read in Yang ca­dence and if the tele­vi­sion peo­ple agree to

    omit the un­nec­es­sary com­mer­cials, it would fit in­to the al­lot­ted time Chee­ta Ching is

    giv­en.”




    “I don’t think the net­works will agree to let Chee­ta Ching read an Ung po­em in place of

    the sev­en-​o’clock news, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Of course not. Not even Chee­ta Ching is that im­por­tant.”




    “I’m glad you ap­pre­ci­ate the harsh re­al­ity here.”




    “We will do a duet, Chee­ta and I.”




    “For­get it.”




    Chi­un’s face fell. “I was hop­ing that Em­per­or Smith would agree to make the nec­es­sary

    ar­range­ments.”




    “Smith can or­der the Army, Navy, and Air Force in­to a state of high alert,” Re­mo said.

    “His com­put­ers can bring the Amer­ican econ­omy to a halt or fry an egg in Tuscaloosa. Any

    egg. But I doubt if even Smith could con­vince a net­work pres­ident to pre­empt the evening

    news. “




    “I un­der­stand that these so-​called news-​sto­ry pro­grams are cur­rent­ly suf­fer­ing

    se­vere fi­nan­cial set­backs,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said hope­ful­ly.




    “You and Chee­ta Ching and Ung po­et­ry are not the so­lu­tion to the rat­ing crunch. Trust

    me, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I know. “




    “No, I know. I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, not you. I know many things. It is true that you

    have pro­gressed re­mark­ably in the ways of Sinan­ju. You have achieved full Mas­ter­hood. You

    may be­come as able as I am one day. Yes, I ad­mit it. As able as I. And why not? You had a

    won­der­ful teach­er.”




    “No one could be as good as you, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “I will ac­cept that. Humbly, of course.”




    “Of course.”




    “But I am still reign­ing Mas­ter,” Chi­un said firm­ly. “Full in years and brim­ming with

    wis­dom and ex­pe­ri­ence that as yet you know not. Re­mem­ber that pow­er is not alone equal

    to all oc­ca­sions, Re­mo. Wis­dom is im­por­tant too.”




    “I bow to your wis­dom, Lit­tle Fa­ther. You know that.”




    Chi­un shook an ad­mon­ish­ing fin­ger in Re­mo’s face. “Not in all things. It has not been

    so of late. Of late you have be­lit­tled my de­sire to re­main in Amer­ica.”




    “I don’t be­lit­tle that. It’s just that we have out­grown Amer­ica, you and I. We should

    re­turn to Sinan­ju. You to your peo­ple and I to Mah-​Li.”




    “Please do not change the sub­ject, Re­mo. I think that be­cause you have grown in­to full

    Mas­ter­hood, you think you no longer need me.”




    Re­mo start­ed to ob­ject but Chi­un raised a quelling palm.




    “I hope that my im­pres­sion is not true. Per­haps I am wrong. But it has been weeks since

    you sat at my feet thirst­ing for the wis­dom that on­ly one who has mem­orized the his­to­ries

    of Sinan­ju may im­part. In the old days, it was dif­fer­ent. In the old days, you hung on my

    ev­ery pro­nounce­ment.”




    Re­mo, who could re­mem­ber no such thing, re­mained silent.




    “I am not mere­ly an old man,” Chi­un went on. “I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. I am the last

    of my line. The last of the pure blood­line of Sinan­ju. When I am gone, there will be no pure

    link to the Mas­ters who came be­fore me. You should not squan­der the re­source that is

    Chi­un, last reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, Re­mo. You should be im­bib­ing my wis­dom while

    there is time.”




    Re­mo spun on the floor to face the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He looked up in­to Chi­un’s

    pleas­ant­ly wrin­kled fea­tures. “Okay.”




    “Good. Now ask me a ques­tion. Any ques­tion. Any tri­fling ques­tion that comes to mind. I

    have all the ac­cu­mu­lat­ed wis­dom of the House of Sinan­ju at my com­mand.”




    Re­mo thought. His brow fur­rowed. His mouth puck­ered. He strug­gled for a ques­tion,

    hop­ing to ease Chi­un’s fears of be­ing un­want­ed-​the true rea­son, as Re­mo saw it, that

    Chi­un clung to Amer­ica, where he and Re­mo had lived for so long to­geth­er.




    Fi­nal­ly Re­mo asked his ques­tion.




    “Why is it be­fore you step in­to the show­er, your body feels dirty but your mouth feels

    clean, but when you step out, it’s the op­po­site?”




    Chi­un’s face shook with sur­prise. His mouth opened. His beard trem­bled ex­cit­ed­ly. His

    hands, rest­ing palm-​up in his lap, closed in­to tiny long-​nailed fists.




    “Is this a trick ques­tion?” he de­mand­ed an­gri­ly.




    “It was the on­ly ques­tion I could think of,” Re­mo said.




    “Well, I will not an­swer it. There are no show­ers in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju. I will

    not an­swer such a ques­tion. And you of­fend me with this frivolous and cheap waste of my

    mag­nif­icent mind.”




    “You said any ques­tion,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “I did not say any frivolous ques­tion.”




    “You said ‘tri­fling.’ I dis­tinct­ly heard the word ‘tri­fling’ used.”




    “Tri­fling I would have ac­cept­ed. But not frivolous.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I . . .” Re­mo stopped in mid-​sen­tence. The shrill voice of

    Chee­ta Ching cut in­to his thoughts with one word. The word was “home­less.”




    “Please, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I want to hear this,” Re­mo said.




    “I was just leav­ing,” said Chi­un. “I am re­turn­ing to Fol­croft. “




    “Be with you in a minute,” Re­mo said. Then he lis­tened to the harsh voice of Chee­ta Ching

    lament the fate of a sin­gle man, an Amer­ican who had no home be­cause un­think­ing,

    un­sym­pa­thet­ic peo­ple re­fused to let him live in their com­mu­ni­ties. Here was a man who

    was tru­ly home­less, she said.




    Af­ter the re­port was over, Re­mo punched the Off switch and stepped in­to the next room,

    where the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was pack­ing.




    “I have to go to Wash­ing­ton,” Re­mo said stoni­ly.




    “We are in Wash­ing­ton,” said Chi­un, not look­ing up. “We are in Wash­ing­ton, D.C. I have

    to go to Wash­ing­ton State,” Re­mo said.




    “On­ly you would split hairs like that,” said Chi­un. “Why do you have to go to this oth­er

    place?”




    “There is a home­less man there. A re­al one. He has nowhere to go. Ev­ery place he goes,

    peo­ple send him away. I have to do some­thing about his sit­ua­tion.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked up. He saw the anger in his pupil’s eyes.




    “This is very im­por­tant to you?”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo cold­ly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, see­ing the whitened knuck­les of Re­mo’s clenched fists, nod­ded

    sage­ly.




    “I will re­turn to Fol­croft and await you there,” he said.




    “Thank you, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo, bow­ing slight­ly.




    “I do not need thanks.”




    “I know you do not,” Re­mo said, the ten­sion go­ing out of his face.




    “But I would ac­cept a per­son­al in­tro­duc­tion to Chee­ta Ching,” Chi­un added

    mis­chievous­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States looked at his Sec­re­tary of De­fense. The Sec­re­tary

    of De­fense looked back, his mouth hang­ing open.




    “What did he say?” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense said slow­ly.




    “It sound­ed like ‘Hel­lo’ to me,” the Pres­ident said, doubt shad­ing his words.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly he said, ‘Hel­lo is all right,’ ” in­sert­ed the NSA stenog­ra­pher.




    “Let me see that,” said the Sec­re­tary of De­fense, tear­ing loose the long roll of pa­per

    on which the trans­mis­sions from the So­vi­et shut­tle were record­ed. ” ‘Hel­lo is all

    right,’ ” the Sec­re­tary read aloud. “What does that mean?”




    “Prob­ably bro­ken En­glish,” sug­gest­ed the NSA man. “They are send­ing us greet­ings and

    as­sur­ing us that they are well.”




    “Why us?” de­mand­ed the Pres­ident, his face gath­er­ing in con­cen­tra­tion. “Why are they

    com­mu­ni­cat­ing with us and ig­nor­ing their own con­trol peo­ple?”




    “Per­haps they are un­able to re­ceive the Rus­sian ground trans­mis­sions,” the NSA man

    sug­gest­ed.




    “Is that pos­si­ble?” asked the Pres­ident of the Sec­re­tary of De­fense.




    “Hard­ly.”




    In the back­ground, the So­vi­et ground con­trol re­quests had grown more shrill. They, too,

    had over­heard the brief burst of En­glish from the shut­tle craft and were de­mand­ing equal

    time. But there was no re­sponse to their ur­gent de­mands.




    “I think we should at­tempt to con­tact the shut­tle,” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense said

    af­ter scan­ning the stenog­ra­pher’s run­ning tran­script of the So­vi­et pleas.




    “Won’t that an­noy the So­vi­ets?” asked the Pres­ident. The Sec­re­tary shrugged. “It will

    serve them right for try­ing to get the jump on us. Be­sides, they’re not get­ting through to

    their peo­ple. We can call this a hu­man­itar­ian ges­ture on our part.”




    “Can you patch me through to the shut­tle?” the Pres­ident said af­ter a thought­ful

    pause.




    “You, Mr. Pres­ident?”




    “Why not? They can’t ac­cuse us of do­ing any­thing un­der­hand­ed if I han­dle this

    per­son­al­ly and it’s page-​one news in to­mor­row’s pa­pers.”




    “I see your point, Mr. Pres­ident,” said the Sec­re­tary of De­fense, and ex­cused him­self

    to con­fer with a track­ing of­fi­cer at a near­by radar con­sole.




    A mo­ment lat­er, the Sec­re­tary of De­fense re­turned car­ry­ing a portable tele­phone

    set.




    “You can start at any time, Mr. Pres­ident,” he said, hand­ing the de­vice to his

    com­man­der-​in-​chief.




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States took the re­ceiv­er and turned to face the elab­orate

    com­put­er track­ing sim­ula­tor which showed the So­vi­et shut­tle as a cod­ed green

    tri­an­gle float­ing over a wire-​frame sim­ula­tion of the globe. He cleared his throat.




    “Hel­lo, Yuri Gagarin. Can you hear me? This is the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States

    speak­ing.”




    The Pres­ident wait­ed. Af­ter a pause, the flat tone­less voice came again through the

    loud­speak­er.




    “There is no Yuri Gagarin here,” it said.




    “You can speak En­glish?”




    “Yes. Of course.”




    “Well, I’m hap­py to hear from you. The whole world is wor­ried about you and your crew,

    Yuri Gagarin.”




    “I am not called Yuri Gagarin,” the voice said.




    The Pres­ident chuck­led. “Yes, I know,” he said. “Yuri Gagarin is dead.”




    “It was nec­es­sary to kill him,” the voice said. “He and the oth­ers would have

    in­ter­fered with my reen­try, which is nec­es­sary for my con­tin­ued sur­vival.”




    The Pres­ident looked at the Sec­re­tary of De­fense doubt­ful­ly.




    The Sec­re­tary shrugged.




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




    “It is not im­por­tant that you un­der­stand,” said the voice. “It is im­por­tant that I

    sur­vive.”




    “That ac­cent is not Rus­sian,” whis­pered the Sec­re­tary of De­fense. The NSA

    stenog­ra­pher nod­ded in mute agree­ment.




    “Yuri Gagarin, why don’t you an­swer the re­quests for ac­knowl­edg­ment from Rus­sia?”




    “Be­cause I do not speak Rus­sian,” the voice said. “I am pro­grammed for En­glish

    on­ly.”




    “I see,” said the Pres­ident. Cup­ping a hand over the re­ceiv­er, he turned to the

    Sec­re­tary of De­fense. “What the heck is he talk­ing about?”




    “I don’t know, Mr. Pres­ident,” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense said wor­ried­ly. “Why don’t you

    ask him what he wants. “




    “What do you want?” the Pres­ident said in­to the re­ceiv­er.




    “I wish to land.”




    “Here?”




    “I do not know where ‘here’ is. Please clar­ify.”




    “I mean in Amer­ica.”




    “Yes, I wish to land in Amer­ica. This is why I had to de­stroy the meat ma­chines

    in­fest­ing this craft. They would have pre­vent­ed me from land­ing in Amer­ica. I can­not

    reen­ter earth’s at­mo­sphere with­out be­ing in­cin­er­at­ed by reen­try forces. This craft

    will pro­tect my vi­tal parts dur­ing reen­try.”




    “What is he bab­bling about?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “I have no idea, sir. He may be suf­fer­ing from a psy­chosis or brain in­jury. But if I

    read him cor­rect­ly, he seems to have mur­dered his fel­low crew mem­bers.”




    “Mur­dered?”




    “He said he de­stroyed the meat ma­chines. I think he means peo­ple. Un­less the So­vi­ets

    have launched the first ex­per­imen­tal butch­er shop in­to space.”




    “I’ve nev­er heard peo­ple called that.”




    “You should at­tend a Pen­tagon meet­ing some­time,” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense said.

    “They’ve got a tricky eu­phemism for ev­ery­thing. Nu­cle­ar-​war ca­su­al­ties are termed

    ‘col­lat­er­al dam­age.’ I think the lat­est word for ‘re­treat’ is ‘ret­ro­grade ad­vance’ or

    some­thing.”




    “Why would he mur­der his crew?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “To get them out of the way, per­haps. He may want to de­fect. Why not ask him?”




    “Do you want to de­fect? Is that it?” asked the Pres­ident of the anony­mous voice.




    “A de­fect is an er­ror or fault in a phys­ical form. It is a noun. I do not un­der­stand

    you when you use the noun ‘de­fect’ as a verb. Please clar­ify.”




    “I mean do you seek asy­lum in the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica?”




    “I seek to land in Amer­ica. I have al­ready said that.” The Sec­re­tary grabbed the

    re­ceiv­er so his words would not trans­mit up­link to the shut­tle.




    “With all due re­spect, Mr. Pres­ident, the con­se­quences of let­ting that ship land on

    Amer­ican soil are enor­mous. The So­vi­ets will re­tal­iate. They’ll prob­ably cut the

    sup­port staff to our em­bassy in Moscow even more. Or sus­pend the rights of our diplo­mats to

    shop in the bet­ter stores.”




    “This is a hu­man­itar­ian sit­ua­tion. That ship is in trou­ble. Let it land. We’ll sort

    out the fall­out lat­er.”




    “I wish you hadn’t used that word, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “What word?”




    ” ‘Fall­out,’ “




    “You have a point,” said the Pres­ident. “But we can’t just ig­nore that man. He’ll talk to

    us but not to his Rus­sian com­rades. What should I do?”




    “Stall him un­til we can con­fer with the So­vi­ets. Maybe we can ne­go­ti­ate an

    un­der­stand­ing.”




    The Pres­ident nod­ded. He lift­ed the phone set to his rugged face. “I am sor­ry, Yuri

    Gagarin, but I can­not au­tho­rize a land­ing on Unit­ed States soil at this time,” he

    said.




    “I do not need your au­tho­riza­tion. I am com­ing down.” As the Pres­ident and the

    Sec­re­tary of De­fense watched in hor­ror, the green tri­an­gle on the sim­ula­tor board

    tilt­ed so its apex point­ed earth­ward. It be­gan to de­scend. High in or­bit, the shut­tle

    Yuri Gagarin rolled like a shark sub­merg­ing in­to an inky ocean. Thrusters sent it tum­bling

    and then its rear brak­ing en­gines were brought in­to play. A six-​sec­ond fir­ing was all the

    ship need­ed to slow its or­bit. Then it slipped, wing first, in­to the out­er edges of earth’s

    at­mo­spher­ic en­ve­lope.




    In the cock­pit, the con­trol yoke moved au­to­mat­ical­ly. Lights blinked through

    au­to­mat­ed se­quences on their own and switch­es clicked as if pi­lot­ed by ghosts.




    The Yuri Gagarin de­scend­ed, nose down, its whitish wings grow­ing yel­low­ish-​or­ange

    along their lead­ing edges. It de­scend­ed in a flat glide through the iono­sphere and in­to

    the strato­sphere, mov­ing at Mach 25-over eigh­teen thou­sand miles per hour. Pink

    su­per­heat­ed plas­ma stream­ers broke out over the hull. On­ly the in­su­lat­ing cush­ion of

    the reen­try shock-​wave kept the six-​thou­sand- de­gree heat of at­mo­spher­ic fric­tion from

    in­cin­er­at­ing the ship.




    Once in the thick­er tro­po­sphere, the tail jets flamed in­to life and the shut­tle Yuri

    Gagarin lev­eled out over the Pa­cif­ic Ocean and be­gan to vec­tor for the west coast of the

    Unit­ed States.




    In the White House Sit­ua­tion room, there was near-​pan­ic.




    “Mr. Pres­ident, I im­plore you,” said the Sec­re­tary of De­fense. “We have to shoot that

    thing out of the sky. It’s head­ing to­ward Cal­ifor­nia.”




    “It’s in trou­ble,” said the Pres­ident stub­born­ly.




    “It may be, but we cer­tain­ly will be. We can­not-​we must not-​al­low a So­vi­et ma­chine

    to pen­etrate our airspace un­chal­lenged. We don’t know what they’re up to. They could be

    car­ry­ing on­board nu­cle­ar or bi­olog­ical weapons.”




    The Pres­ident heard the fran­tic gar­ble of So­vi­et ground con­trol com­man­ders in the

    back­ground. The NSA stenog­ra­pher con­tin­ued spew­ing out short­hand trans­la­tions of their

    broad­casts.




    “What are they say­ing?” the Pres­ident asked the NSA man.




    “Sir, they are threat­en­ing the cos­mo­nauts with dire con­se­quences if the Gagarin

    touch­es down any­where but So­vi­et Rus­sia.”




    “A ruse,” snapped the Sec­re­tary of De­fense. “They want to al­lay our fears, make us think

    we’re reel­ing in a pro­pa­gan­da coup.”




    The Pres­ident watched the tac­ti­cal map of the Unit­ed States on one wall. The shut­tle,

    still rep­re­sent­ed as a cod­ed green tri­an­gle, crossed the grids of lon­gi­tude and

    lat­itude to­ward the lu­mi­nous green line of the coast of Cal­ifor­nia.




    “We can in­ter­cept over the Pa­cif­ic,” said the Sec­re­tary of De­fense. “Wave it off. If

    it re­fus­es, blow it out of the sky. We’ll be jus­ti­fied.”




    “Maybe. But will the world un­der­stand? How would it look if we shot down a shut­tle? It

    would be worse than the time the Rus­sians downed that Ko­re­an air­lin­er.”




    “Maybe that’s what they want,” said the Sec­re­tary sud­den­ly. “Maybe they’re try­ing to

    set us up. Oh, my God, what do we do?”




    “Put a pair of chase planes on it,” the Pres­ident or­dered. “Tell them to stay with the

    shut­tle, but not to chal­lenge it. Let’s see where they land.”




    The Yuri Gagarin land­ed in the least ex­pect­ed lo­ca­tion-​New York’s Kennedy

    In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port. It came down on run­way 13-Right, with­out re­quest­ing clear­ance

    or land­ing in­struc­tions, and rolled to a stop at the far end of the run­way, just short of

    the blast fence.




    There it sat while the tow­er, on or­ders from Wash­ing­ton, hasti­ly di­vert­ed all

    in­com­ing traf­fic to La Guardia. All take­offs were sus­pend­ed and the air­lin­ers were

    drawn close to their gates like fright­ened fish who sense a preda­tor.




    The Na­tion­al Guard was the first mil­itary au­thor­ity on the scene. They set up a

    com­mand post in the tow­er un­til an Air Force team flown in from NO­RAD’s Cheyenne Moun­tain

    Com­plex threw them out. The Na­tion­al Guard com­man­der left in a huff, claim­ing that the

    pro­tec­tion of New York City from the So­vi­et in­vad­er was his re­spon­si­bil­ity. He vowed

    that there would be hell to pay.




    He was told to go kiss a tank.




    Mean­while, the shut­tle just sat on the run­way, ig­nor­ing ra­dio de­mands for the crew to

    dis­em­bark peace­ful­ly. From his high van­tage point in the tow­er, Colonel Jack

    Dellingsworth Rad­er trained his binoc­ulars on the So­vi­et shut­tle un­til he saw the red

    let­ters CC­CP on the near wing. He fol­lowed the clean lines of the craft un­til the small­er

    black let­ters Yuri Gagarin ap­peared in the lens­es. Then he lift­ed the glass­es ev­er so

    slight­ly un­til he had a clear view of the cock­pit. It ap­peared emp­ty. It had been emp­ty

    ev­er since the ship land­ed. Be­fore land­ing, if the tes­ti­mo­ny of a chase plane pi­lot

    could be ac­cept­ed. But that was im­pos­si­ble. A craft that so­phis­ti­cat­ed could not land

    on au­to­mat­ic.




    Colonel Rad­er picked up a field tele­phone and got the cap­tain in charge of the NO­RAD

    team, who were de­ployed on the run­way.




    “The cock­pit still ap­pears emp­ty,” he said.




    “Yes, sir, Colonel. I am re­li­ably in­formed that the cock­pit has been va­cant since the

    first F-15’s in­ter­cept­ed over Cal­ifor­nia.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble. That pi­lot has to be mis­tak­en.”




    “Sir, ev­ery Air Force pi­lot who picked up the shut­tle along the way re­port­ed the same

    sit­ua­tion.”




    “Well, it’s sure emp­ty now,” Colonel Rad­er har­rumphed.




    “The NASA team has just ar­rived, sir. Shall I send them in?”




    “Now’s as good a time as any.”




    “Yes, sir.”




    Colonel Rad­er picked up his binoc­ulars. Be­low, four fig­ures in white

    an­ti­con­tam­ina­tion suits ex­plod­ed from the back of an olive-​green van. They crept up on

    the shut­tle from the rear, slip­ping in un­der the tail as­sem­bly-​the main blind spot of

    most air­craft. They sneaked along the side un­til they got to the main hatch, af­fixed charges

    of C-4 plas­tic ex­plo­sive, and re­treat­ed un­til the charges whoomped and the door yawned

    like a slack mouth.




    The team tossed flash grenades through the open door and then climbed a portable lad­der

    in­to the ship it­self.




    Min­utes passed. There came a grind­ing sound from with­in the shut­tle. It last­ed bare­ly

    a minute. Af­ter that there was si­lence.




    No one came out of the shut­tle. “Any word?” asked Colonel Rad­er.




    The cap­tain’s voice came over the field tele­phone much more sub­dued than it had

    be­fore.




    “I’m try­ing to raise them now, sir. They were un­der or­ders to main­tain ra­dio si­lence

    un­less con­tact­ed first. But they are not re­spond­ing to my calls.”




    “Keep try­ing.”




    The colonel lis­tened in as his sec­ond in com­mand re­peat­ed his re­quests for a re­ply

    from the NASA team lead­er. The team lead­er did not re­ply.




    “Hold on,” said the colonel, bring­ing his glass­es to bear on the ship. “I see some

    ac­tiv­ity un­der the craft.”




    “I see it too. The ship ap­pears to be valv­ing wa­ter.”




    “Are you cer­tain it’s wa­ter?” asked the colonel.




    “What else would it be?”




    “It looks red to me. You’re clos­er than I am. Use your field glass­es.”




    “Sir,” said the cap­tain’s voice, “I can con­firm to you that the liq­uid be­ing dis­charged

    from the So­vi­et ship is red. There is a lot of it, sir,” he added.




    “Blood?”




    “No way to tell.”




    “Use your nose, man. You know what blood smells like. “




    The hound-​dog sound of the cap­tain sniff­ing the air trans­mit­ted back to the tow­er.




    Fi­nal­ly the cap­tain ad­mit­ted what both of­fi­cers knew in­stinc­tive­ly.




    “We ap­pear to have lost the team, colonel.” Earl Ar­malide had been pre­pared for

    any­thing.




    If it was a race war, no prob­lem. He had built him­self a fortress of tim­ber and stone on

    a high hill in the wilds of Ok­la­homa, near Enid. Be­low the barbed-​wire-​topped field­stone

    fence, he had cut down ev­ery tree and bush and kept the hill de­nud­ed with de­fo­liants. It

    gave him a clear field of fire in all di­rec­tions. No pil­lag­ing rev­olu­tion­ar­ies were

    go­ing to get past Earl Ar­malide’s 334-piece gun col­lec­tion.




    If it was Ar­maged­don, he had that cov­ered. The base­ment of his home was built with

    three-​foot-​thick gran­ite blocks en­cased in lead for pro­tec­tion against ra­di­ation.

    In­side the blocks he had built the finest fall­out shel­ter imag­in­able. The house would go

    if it was caught in the blast ra­dius, of course, but even a di­rect hit by a high-​yield

    ther­monu­cle­ar de­vice would on­ly fuse the top­side es­cape hatch. There was still the

    es­cape tun­nel lead­ing out in­to the for­est. Earl Ar­malide had enough pro­vi­sions-​canned

    veg­eta­bles, dried fruits, wa­ter, and con­densed milk-​to sur­vive as long as the

    gas-​pow­ered gen­er­ators held. He even had a VCR with a six-​hun­dred tape li­brary. He could

    live in Spar­tan com­fort un­til the ra­di­ation dropped to sur­viv­able lev­els.




    If it was an in­va­sion, Earl was pre­pared for that too. He strung fine ra­zor wire from

    the ham-​ra­dio an­ten­na mast on his roof to the sur­round­ing fence. They were like the

    strands of a spi­der’s web, thin and near­ly in­vis­ible. If Com­mu­nist para­troop­ers tried

    to land with­in his des­ig­nat­ed de­fense perime­ter, they would dis­mem­ber them­selves

    com­ing down. Earl would put them out of their mis­ery as they bled on the ground, of course.

    He be­lieved that sol­diers de­served to die with dig­ni­ty. And he had plen­ty of bul­lets to

    waste. He cast them him­self.




    He had it all fig­ured out be­cause Earl Ar­malide was a sur­vival­ist. He knew the end was

    com­ing, and he was go­ing to sur­vive it even if no one else did. Let them come. On foot, by

    air, in tanks, dressed in cam­ou­flage or in bulky flak jack­ets. They couldn’t get up the hill

    with­out be­ing seen. No one got up the hill, ex­cept the mail­man, who was al­lowed to slip

    the mail in­to a gun port in the main gate-​which Earl on­ly opened for his month­ly dash for

    sup­plies. Earl al­lowed the mail­man up the hill so he could re­ceive his sub­scrip­tion copy

    of Sur­vival­ist’s Month­ly. He al­ways threw the rest of the mail away.




    That was Earl Ar­malide’s down­fall.




    When they came for him, they were not wear­ing com­bat fa­tigues, or drop­ping out of the

    sky with Kalash­nikov ri­fles cra­dled to their chests. They came in a late-​mod­el Ford,

    wear­ing gray worsted and clutch­ing ex­pen­sive leather brief­cas­es.




    “IRS,” one of the men called in­to the gate in­ter­com.




    “Go away,” Earl Ar­malide said. “I don’t pay tax­es any­more.”




    “Yes, sir. That’s why we’re here, Mr. Ar­malide. You’ve ig­nored re­peat­ed re­quests to

    ex­plain your non­pay­ment of tax­es at our Ok­la­homa City of­fice and have been de­clared in

    de­fault. We’ll have to ask you to come with us.”




    “Noth­ing do­ing. What if they drop the big one while we’re in traf­fic? All this

    pro­tec­tion won’t do me any good, now will it?”




    “Mr. Ar­malide, this is a se­ri­ous mat­ter. It’s your du­ty as an Amer­ican cit­izen to pay

    your tax­es. Now, will you open the gate, please?”




    “Look, I don’t even have any mon­ey any­more. I ain’t worked since eighty-​one.”




    “We un­der­stand that. But you are delin­quent back to 1977.”




    “I ain’t pay­ing.”




    “Then we may have to con­fis­cate your prop­er­ty and sell it at auc­tion.”




    Those were the last words the IRS agent ev­er spoke. Earl Ar­malide split his skull like a

    mel­on with a clean shot from a .22 Swift. The con­tents of the agent’s skull splat­tered on­to

    his com­pan­ion’s face. The sec­ond agent pawed at the liq­uid mat­ter in his eyes and walked

    around in cir­cles while Earl Ar­malide tried to get a bead on his head. He could not.




    So Earl shot him in the right knee. When the man fold­ed up, Earl took him out with a head

    shot. He felt bad about that. He didn’t en­joy the thought of the man suf­fer­ing from a

    shat­tered knee in the three-​sec­ond in­ter­val be­tween the two shots. As his dad­dy had

    al­ways told him,”Earl, killin’s one thing. But in­flict­ing suf­fer­ing on any liv­ing thing,

    that’s a sin in the eyes of your cre­ator. Al­ways go for the head, son. It’s God’s way. “




    Earl left the bod­ies out in the sun.




    When a sec­ond Ford came up the dirt road lat­er that day, Earl wait­ed for them to spot the

    bod­ies. He tripped a ra­dio-​con­trolled an­ti­tank mine buried in the dirt. The car jumped

    twelve feet in­to the air and land­ed in flames.




    Two days lat­er, backed by an FBI SWAT team, state troop­ers sur­round­ed his hill­side

    home. Earl held them off for near­ly a week as the he­li­copters buzzed over­head and the

    sto­ry of his siege climbed to the top of the na­tion­al news­casts with each pass­ing day.

    Af­ter he had picked off near­ly a dozen of them when they at­tempt­ed to storm the south

    ap­proach, Earl be­gan to re­al­ize they were not go­ing to go away, no mat­ter how many he

    killed.




    Earl stuffed his pock­ets full of am­mo and dried fruit, col­lect­ed his two fa­vorite

    ri­fles, and belt­ed a.44 Au­toMag pis­tol to his hip. He stuffed the lat­est, un­read is­sue

    of Sur­vival­ist’s Month­ly in­to his back pock­et and took a last, wist­ful look at his prized

    col­lec­tion of Mack Bolan pa­per­backs be­fore he dis­ap­peared in­to the fall­out shel­ter,

    es­cap­ing through a tun­nel that led to the woods where he had buried a crat­ed trail

    bike.




    The trail bike car­ried him as far as the Ozarks in Mis­souri, where he hot-​wired a pick­up

    truck. He drove east, not ex­act­ly sure where he was go­ing. He trav­eled by day. By night he

    slept in the flatbed, his eyes on the heav­ens above. Earl fer­vent­ly hoped the nukes wouldn’t

    fall while he was so ex­posed.




    On the fifth night, he re­al­ized there was on­ly one path to sur­vival. Out of Amer­ica.

    There was no way he could build a new shel­ter, and no time to do it in. He would have to go

    some­where safe, some­where the So­vi­ets would not at­tack. Some place where there were no

    peo­ple, no en­emies, no race prob­lems, and no IRS.




    Earl Ar­malide de­cid­ed to go to Tahi­ti. He jumped out of the back of his flatbed in the

    mid­dle of the night when the in­spi­ra­tion hit him. He drove to the on­ly place he knew where

    he could pick up an in­ter­na­tion­al flight, New York City. It was true he did not have enough

    mon­ey to buy a tick­et, but he did have three guns. Guns were as good as mon­ey in some

    sit­ua­tions. Some­times bet­ter.




    Earl left his guns in the pick­up while he wan­dered through the be­wil­der­ing maze of

    ter­mi­nals at Kennedy Air­port. He looked in vain for the of­fi­cial Tahi­tian air­line.

    Fi­nal­ly he asked at the JAL counter. He thought JAL might be Tahi­tian.




    “You go to Tahi­ti, la­dy?”




    “No, sir, I’m afraid we’re not go­ing any­where to­day,” said the tick­et agent. “They’ve

    asked us to evac­uate the ter­mi­nal.”




    “They? They who?” Earl asked sus­pi­cious­ly, wish­ing he hadn’t left his Au­toMag in the

    truck.




    “There’s a Rus­sian space­craft on the main run­way. The Air Force has it sur­round­ed.

    We’re be­ing told to evac­uate to the city.”




    Earl Ar­malide fol­lowed the wom­an’s point­ing fin­ger.




    Out on the run­way, like a sick bird, the big white shape of the Yuri Gagarin sat

    qui­et­ly.




    “What’s it do­ing there?” Earl de­mand­ed fear­ful­ly.




    “No one knows. Could you please leave now?”




    “Sure, sure, I’m goin’,” said Earl. He backed out of the lounge, one eye war­ily re­gard­ing

    the silent shut­tle. This was it. Earl was con­vinced of it. The Rus­sians’ first move. Out in

    the park­ing lot, he ran for his pick­up, and jumped in. He ground the starter to life, and

    then it hit him.




    There was no chance of reach­ing Tahi­ti. There was no re­turn­ing to Enid, ei­ther. Earl

    Ar­malide was a fugi­tive. Soon­er or lat­er, the gov­ern­ment would catch up with him, and

    Earl knew he would die in a hail of gun­fire. The way he had al­ways dreamed of dy­ing.




    But dy­ing in a hail of gun­fire was not sur­viv­ing. Sur­viv­ing was sur­viv­ing.




    Earl belt­ed on his Au­toMag pis­tol, checked both ri­fles, and ca­reened out of the

    park­ing lot, slam­ming through a fence gate and on­to the run­way sys­tem, straight for the

    wait­ing shut­tle.




    Sol­diers scat­tered out of his path as he bar­reled through. But Earl Ar­malide did not pay

    them any at­ten­tion. His fever­ish eyes were fixed on the shut­tle.




    He was go­ing to storm the shut­tle sin­gle­hand­ed. Alone, a fugi­tive from jus­tice,

    hunt­ed on all sides, Earl Ar­malide would re­deem him­self. He would con­quer the in­vad­ing

    space­craft, cap­ture its wicked crew, and be re­ceived as a true Amer­ican hero by a thank­ful

    na­tion.




    The Pres­ident would prob­ably grant him a par­don. Af­ter all, what were the lives of a few

    IRS and FBI agents against the hero­ic cap­ture of an in­vad­ing force? Yes, the Pres­ident

    would par­don him. He’d be on all the TV sta­tions. Maybe some­one would write a pa­per­back

    book se­ries with him as the hero. Call it Earl Ar­malide, Su­per-​Sur­vival­ist. He liked the

    sound of that. He pressed the ac­cel­er­ator to the floor­board and won­dered if they’d let him

    write the first book him­self. In the con­trol tow­er, Colonel Jack Dellingsworth Rad­er

    watched as a pick­up truck bar­reled on­to the run­way and screeched to a halt at the side of

    the Yuri Gagarin. A man clam­bered from the cab, pulled him­self on­to the roof, and jumped

    in­to the shut­tle’s open hatch. Be­fore he dis­ap­peared in­side, Radar saw that he was

    bristling with weapons.




    “Who is that man?” Rad­er barked in­to the field phone.




    “I don’t know, sir,” the cap­tain replied. “He’s a civil­ian.”




    “I know that! On­ly an id­iot civil­ian would do what he just did.”




    “We’re still await­ing the back­up team from NASA, sir, but I can send in a squad.”




    “And lose them too? No chance. We’ll wait this out. Wash­ing­ton wants that thing

    in­tact.”




    Colonel Rad­er did not have to wait long. Less than ten min­utes af­ter the civil­ian

    dis­ap­peared in­to the open hatch, the hatch closed. The hatch should not have been able to

    close be­cause its hinges had been man­gled by plas­tic ex­plo­sives. But it did close. Colonel

    Rad­er saw through his binoc­ulars that the door looked as good as new.




    Then the shut­tle’s tail jets thun­dered to life. The sound even pen­etrat­ed the con­trol

    tow­er’s win­dows.




    “It’s tak­ing off,” the cap­tain ra­dioed.




    “I can see that, you fool! Stop it. Get a ve­hi­cle in front of it. Two ve­hi­cles. One in

    front and one in back.” But the cap­tain was un­able to get his men or­ga­nized in time. The

    Yuri Gagarin rolled down the run­way, turned smart­ly, and vault­ed in­to the twi­light

    sky.




    As it screamed past the con­trol tow­er, Colonel Jack Dellingsworth Rad­er looked down

    through the finest mil­itary binoc­ulars avail­able and saw that the con­trol cock­pit was

    com­plete­ly emp­ty. He could have sworn, how­ev­er, that he saw the con­trol yoke move as if

    un­der un­seen hands.




    That, of course, was im­pos­si­ble. But so was ev­ery­thing else about the mys­te­ri­ous

    So­vi­et shut­tle­craft. Af­ter the Gagarin dis­ap­peared to the north, the sec­ond NASA

    an­ti­con­tam­ina­tion team ar­rived. They de­scend­ed up­on run­way 13-Right like mag­gots on

    rot­ting meat. They swept the run­way with Geiger coun­ters, scraped up sam­ples of as­phalt,

    soaked up blood with ster­il­ized sponges, and gath­ered oth­er bits of phys­ical

    ev­idence.




    They start­ed from where the shut­tle had stood im­mo­bile and worked their way down its

    two-​mile take­off path.




    The team lead­er found the first cube. It was a white square like a child’s block. He picked

    it up in his white-​gloved hand and the first thing he no­ticed was that the cube seemed to be

    made of ma­te­ri­al very sim­ilar to the rub­ber­ized fab­ric of his an­ti­con­tam­ina­tion

    suit. He placed the cube in­to a black box and sealed it her­met­ical­ly.




    They found six oth­er cubes scat­tered along the take­off path, as if they had been

    jet­ti­soned from the es­cap­ing shut­tle.




    Four of the cubes were white. The oth­er two were a sil­very col­or. The team lead­er

    ra­dioed back a ques­tion to the cap­tain in charge of the op­er­ation.




    “How many men in the first team?” “Four. Why?”




    “I’d rather not say. But I think you’d bet­ter send a jeep out here to pick me up.”




    “Why?”




    “I think I’m go­ing to faint.”


  




  

    Chapter 4




    They came to the Baikonur Cos­mod­rome, deep in So­vi­et Cen­tral Asia, in the dead of

    night.




    They flew in sep­arate­ly from Moscow be­cause they were too im­por­tant to risk trav­el­ing

    on a sin­gle air­craft. A crash would have oblit­er­at­ed half of the So­vi­et com­mand

    struc­ture. The oth­er, truer rea­son was that they did not trust each oth­er.




    The head of the KGB ar­rived first. He was a gen­er­al in a green uni­form and an abun­dance

    of chest medals. Then came his ri­val, the lead­er of the GRU, the So­vi­et mil­itary

    in­tel­li­gence ap­pa­ra­tus. His uni­form was gray. They were met at the land­ing field by the

    chief sci­en­tif­ic ad­vis­er to the So­vi­et space pro­gram. Be­hind them, the moon rose above

    the skele­tal tow­er from which the Yuri Gagarin had been launched by the hulk­ing En­er­gia

    boost­er sys­tem on­ly hours be­fore.




    The men wait­ed stiff-​necked in an op­er­ations build­ing for the man who had sum­moned

    them to this crit­ical meet­ing.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary of the Union of So­vi­et So­cial­ist Re­publics ar­rived in his

    per­son­al jet just af­ter mid­night. He hur­ried to the op­er­ations build­ing.




    The oth­ers knew that the mat­ter was grave when they saw that he was alone. What­ev­er this

    meet­ing was about, it was so crit­ical the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary dared not bring his

    ad­vis­ers.




    Guards were sta­tioned about the en­trances. The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary per­son­al­ly shut

    off the lights when he en­tered.




    “To dis­cour­age the guards from watch­ing,” he said grim­ly, tak­ing off his as­trakhan fur

    hat and set­ting it on the ta­ble be­fore him. He re­gard­ed it in­tent­ly for sev­er­al

    min­utes, as if it were a crys­tal ball. Faint moon­light threw the edges of his bald skull

    in­to re­lief.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary had just opened his mouth to speak when a siren wailed in the

    dark­ness. Search­lights sprang in­to life. The criss­crossed un­der the cold stars,

    search­ing, prob­ing for some­thing.




    One beam caught a flash­ing wing. Two search­lights con­verged on and fol­lowed a tiny

    An­otov-2 bi­plane as it set­tled on­to the run­way, bounced once, and came to an idling stop

    in front of the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary’s guard­ed plane.




    A grace­ful fig­ure stepped from the plane on­to one wing and jumped to the ground.




    The guards im­me­di­ate­ly un­lim­bered their ri­fles. Rec­og­niz­ing the pi­lot’s

    slim-​hipped walk, the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary thrust his head out the door and or­dered the

    fran­tic guards to stand down. He was just in time. They were lev­el­ing ri­fles at the

    pi­lot.




    He turned to re­as­sure the oth­ers.




    “It is An­na. I left word where I could be found.” The oth­ers nod­ded in the dark­ness.

    They all knew An­na Chutesov, spe­cial strate­gic ad­vis­er to the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary

    him­self. None of them liked her.




    An­na clicked on the light switch when she en­tered. The four men blinked like star­tled

    owls.




    “Typ­ical male re­sponse,” An­na Chutesov told them. “To hide in the dark­ness in a time of

    dif­fi­cul­ty.”




    “It is to dis­cour­age lip-​read­ing by the guards,” the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary said,

    half-​apolo­get­ical­ly. “There must be no leaks.”




    “You are too late. The whole world knows that our shut­tle is in Amer­ican hands. You

    can­not keep this a se­cret. Es­pe­cial­ly this.”




    “That is not the se­cret, Ms. Chutesov,” said the chief sci­en­tif­ic ad­vis­er to the

    So­vi­et space pro­gram, Koldunov. “The loss of the craft is bad, but that is not the worst of

    it.”




    “We will talk in the light, where I can see your faces, and you can see mine,” said An­na

    Chutesov. “Lies breed in the dark. If the fear on your faces is true, then there must be no

    lies be­tween us this night.”




    “Agreed,” said the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary. He did not fear An­na Chutesov, or dis­like her as

    the oth­ers did, but he re­spect­ed this wil­low-​slim blond wom­an with the chilled steel

    mind, “Please sit.”




    An­na Chutesov took the seat that gave her the clear­est view of their faces. This was not a

    time for shirk­ing or flinch­ing. Some­thing ter­ri­ble had hap­pened, and she had been

    sum­moned to help deal with it.




    “Now,” be­gan the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary. “Our shut­tle is in Amer­ican hands. Now ev­ery­one

    knows this. Koldunov will ex­plain the ba­sic sit­ua­tion.”




    Koldunov rose to his feet like an in­struc­tor be­fore a class, caus­ing the mil­itary

    rep­re­sen­ta­tives of the KGB and GRU to sneer. They did not like civil­ians, es­pe­cial­ly

    sci­en­tist civil­ians.




    “I will be brief,” said Koldunov, and An­na leaned back in her chair be­cause she knew when

    a man said he would be brief it was a pre­emp­tive move to keep the au­di­ence from get­ting

    rest­less too soon.




    “We lost voice con­tact with the Yuri Gagarin at twelve hun­dred hours this af­ter­noon,” he

    went on. “At­tempts to make the crew re­spond con­tin­ued for sev­er­al hours, in vain. Dur­ing

    that time, there was on­ly one com­mu­ni­ca­tion from the space­craft. A sin­gle voice,

    speak­ing En­glish.”




    “Which crew­man spoke?” asked An­na Chutesov, im­me­di­ate­ly and in­stinc­tive­ly go­ing to

    the heart of the mat­ter.




    “That is the first im­pos­si­ble part. None of them spoke.”




    “None?”




    “There was a crew of three. The voice be­longed to none of them.”




    “How can you be cer­tain?” de­mand­ed An­na, her blue eyes like ice.




    “Two rea­sons: voiceprint iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, and the fact that all three crew­men spoke

    ex­cel­lent En­glish. The voice from the shut­tle spoke turkey En­glish.”




    “Pid­gin En­glish,” said An­na, and the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary smiled. An­na was ex­cel­lent

    with de­tails. That was her ge­nius.




    “Tell her what the voice said,” the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary or­dered.




    “Hel­lo is all right,” Koldunov said in En­glish. “It makes no sense. And here is the

    voiceprint read­out.” He pulled a long sheet of pa­per from a brown fold­er and slid it to the

    cen­ter of the ta­ble.




    The graph showed four hor­izon­tal lines. The top three were like light­ning crack­ling

    across the page. The bot­tom one was straight with slight waves just bare­ly vis­ible.




    “This is the un­fa­mil­iar voice?” asked An­na when the sheet at last came to her.




    “Yes,” said Koldunov. “Our ex­pert in­sists no hu­man lar­ynx could cause that kind of

    read­out, but . . .” Koldunov sim­ply shrugged.




    “A stow­away,” in­sist­ed the KGB head.




    “You see spies in your soup,” An­na said flat­ly.




    “Pri­or to the ac­ci­dent, the Gagarin en­coun­tered a space ob­ject of un­known ori­gin and

    at­tempt­ed to sal­vage it,” Koldunov went on.




    “What id­iot gave that or­der?” said the GRU chief, look­ing at Koldunov ac­cus­ing­ly.




    “This id­iot,” said the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary cool­ly. “The ob­ject might have been an

    ar­ti­fact of ex­trater­res­tri­al ori­gin. It was my de­ci­sion to risk the mis­sion to

    ob­tain it. I ad­mit I may have erred, but the risk ap­peared worth the prize.”




    “What was the Gagarin’s mis­sion?” asked the KGB head.




    “I do not know,” ad­mit­ted Koldunov.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary waved for the GRU chief to an­swer.




    “To de­ploy a high­ly se­cret mil­itary pay­load,” the GRU chief said re­luc­tant­ly.




    “What pay­load?” asked the KGB head, sens­ing an op­por­tu­ni­ty to pry in­to the af­fairs

    of his GRU ri­val.




    “It is clas­si­fied,” the GRU chief an­swered re­sent­ful­ly. The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary made

    a sooth­ing ges­ture with his hands. “I have called the four of you here for spe­cif­ic

    rea­sons,” he said. “Koldunov was re­spon­si­ble for the shut­tle, our il­lus­tri­ous GRU

    com­rade was in charge of the Sword of Damo­cles. An­na and the KGB will be in charge of

    re­cov­ery op­er­ations. Be good enough to put aside these tire­some in­ter­min­istry

    ri­val­ries and let us get down to busi­ness. And sit down, Com­rade Koldunov. This is not a

    school les­son.”




    Koldunov dropped in­to his chair so hard he passed gas from the shock.




    “What is the Sword of Damo­cles?” An­na Chutesov asked the GRU chief.




    “The ul­ti­mate in­sur­ance against an Amer­ican first strike,” the GRU chief said

    proud­ly.




    “Oh, re­al­ly,” An­na replied, arch­ing an el­egant eye­brow. “Don’t tell me. Let me guess.

    It is some kind of a dooms­day de­vice. No?”




    “How did you know?” de­mand­ed the GRU chief in­dig­nant­ly. “It was a se­cret of high­est

    or­der.”




    “I did not know,” An­na said acid­ly. “I guessed. I know how your mil­itary minds work. If

    you can­not win a war, you do not want the oth­er side to sur­vive.”




    “It is not like that,” the GRU chief said.




    “No! Then tell me what it is like,” An­na or­dered.




    “It is a satel­lite. To Amer­ican sen­sors, it would ap­pear as a com­mu­ni­ca­tions

    satel­lite. In truth, it has that func­tion. It is a mi­crowave re­lay de­vice. But that is not

    its pri­ma­ry pur­pose. As long as it re­ceived a coun­ter­mand sig­nal, sent each May Day, the

    pri­ma­ry func­tion would re­main dor­mant. If it failed to re­ceive the coun­ter­mand, it

    would ac­ti­vate, and as­sume a geosyn­chronous or­bit over the con­ti­nen­tal Unit­ed States.

    Mi­crowave bom­bard­ment would be­gin im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “An in­ter­est­ing idea,” said the KGB head in spite of him­self. “If the Amer­icans ev­er

    launched a suc­cess­ful first strike, there would be no Rus­sia to send the coun­ter­mand

    sig­nal. By win­ning, the Amer­icans would ini­ti­ate their own doom. What do these mi­crowaves

    do-​fry them all like TV din­ners?”




    “No,” said the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary. “The mi­crowaves do not kill peo­ple. They ster­il­ize

    them by rais­ing their body tem­per­atures ev­er so slight­ly. We have had many in­ci­dents of

    steril­ity caused by ex­po­sure to small mi­crowave dosages among our radar tech­ni­cians of

    both sex­es. That was the in­spi­ra­tion. In the men, it de­stroys the se­men-​pro­duc­ing

    ca­pa­bil­ities of the tes­ti­cles. Wom­an cease to ovu­late. You see, it is all quite hu­mane.

    Our re­venge from be­yond the grave would be the slow ex­tinc­tion of the Amer­ican

    pop­ula­tion.”




    “Killing the un­born is not hu­mane,” said An­na Chutesov bit­ter­ly. “Why not just fry them

    and be done with it?”




    “If any oth­er na­tions sur­vive a nu­cle­ar ex­change, we do not want the Rus­sians to be

    re­mem­bered as the ex­tinct race who had their macabre re­venge,” the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary

    ex­plained, “but as a peace-​lov­ing peo­ple who were cut down in their prime by the

    war­mon­ger­ing Amer­icans, who sub­se­quent­ly be­came ex­tinct, pos­si­bly through di­vine

    ret­ri­bu­tion. It would be good P.R.”




    “P.R.! P.R.!” shout­ed An­na Chutesov, leap­ing to her feet. “We will all be dead any­way.

    Who gives a damn about P.R. All that ef­fort for what? Re­venge? Bet­ter that you place the

    satel­lite in or­bit and shout its ca­pa­bil­ities to the world. Then it would be a

    de­ter­rent. As mad as nu­cle­ar weapons, but a de­ter­rent. By keep­ing this so-​called Sword

    of Damo­cles a se­cret, you ac­com­plish noth­ing ex­cept to be able to con­grat­ulate

    your­selves in ad­vance for a Pyrrhic vic­to­ry in the event of ul­ti­mate de­feat. This is

    in­sane.”




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary frowned. He did not like it when An­na Chutesov yelled at him. It

    set a bad ex­am­ple. But An­na al­ways spoke her mind with­out fear of con­se­quences. She was

    too valu­able to liq­ui­date. And she de­liv­ered.




    “It is a good idea,” he said qui­et­ly.




    An­na slid back in­to her seat, her eyes blaz­ing.




    “We’ll nev­er know now, will we? The Sword of Damo­cles satel­lite is now in Amer­ican

    hands. Once they dis­sect it, they will un­der­stand its true func­tion. They will ei­ther have

    an ex­cel­lent pro­pa­gan­da gift or they will quick­ly and qui­et­ly de­ploy a Sword of

    Damo­cles of their own. Won­der­ful. We can have a new kind of war. You men love that. In­stead

    of killing each oth­er, we will ster­il­ize one an­oth­er’s pop­ula­tions. Slow ex­tinc­tion.

    Bar­ren cou­ples go­ing child­less to their graves. Chil­dren grow­ing up with­out younger

    broth­ers or sis­ters. In ten, fif­teen years, there will be no more chil­dren. In twen­ty, we

    will ex­ist in a world of adults. In eighty or so years the last dod­der­ing rem­nants of the

    hu­man race will be liv­ing out their fi­nal years. What will they do? Will they be­moan you

    fools who made it all come to pass, or will they fight tooth­less­ly to be the last liv­ing

    hu­man on earth?”




    An­na Chutesov’s voice car­ried a pas­sion­ate in­ten­si­ty that was more damn­ing than her

    shout­ing. She looked about the room. The men avoid­ed her eyes. Their scheme, which had seemed

    so mag­nif­icent, so bril­liant, in the re­search-​and-​de­vel­op­ment stage, had been laid

    be­fore them in all its em­bar­rass­ing id­io­cy.




    “What then?” An­na re­peat­ed.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary broke the si­lence. His voice was low and dis­turbed. ” ‘What

    then’ can­not con­cern us now. It may be that the Sword of Damo­cles was an im­per­fect idea.

    Lat­er, we shall have that dis­cus­sion. Now we must re­cov­er or de­stroy the Sword be­fore

    its se­crets are laid bare. I have sent a for­mal let­ter of protest to the Unit­ed States,

    de­mand­ing the im­me­di­ate re­turn of the Yuri Gagarin and its crew.”




    “They will ig­nore it,” said Koldunov bit­ter­ly.




    “They have al­ready an­swered. They ad­mit­ted that the Gagarin land­ed at Kennedy

    In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port in New York City. They in­sist that it took off again af­ter

    pick­ing up an uniden­ti­fied per­son, pos­si­bly an Amer­ican.”




    “This makes no sense,” An­na said. “Who is fly­ing that craft, if not one of the crew?”




    “Three men went up on the Gagarin. A fourth has tak­en over. We can­not dis­count any

    pos­si­bil­ity, no mat­ter how in­cred­ible. It will be your task, An­na, to re­solve this

    cri­sis. You have done good work in Amer­ica be­fore. I am call­ing on you once again to serve

    Moth­er Rus­sia. You will have all the re­sources of the KGB at your dis­pos­al.”




    “We can land a com­man­do team near New York, by sub­ma­rine,” said the KGB head

    con­fi­dent­ly.




    “Weren’t you lis­ten­ing?” An­na said acid­ly. “The Gagarin is no longer in New York City.

    It flew away. And no bold mil­itary ma­neu­vers, please. They give me a headache. I will fly to

    New York City. I have a con­tact high in the in­fras­truc­ture of the Amer­ican In­tel­li­gence

    ap­pa­ra­tus. This con­tact will be the first one they will send to in­ves­ti­gate the

    Gagarin’s land­ing. I know how they work over there. I will find my con­tact and he will lead

    me to the Gagarin.”




    “What about my role?” de­mand­ed the KGB head.




    “Your peo­ple will en­ter Amer­ica qui­et­ly. Fly to Mex­ico. Dress your men-​a small team,

    please-​in peas­ant clothes and have them walk across the bor­der dressed as mi­grant

    work­ers.”




    “That will not do. If they are seen, their equip­ment will give them away.”




    “They will not car­ry weapons, id­iot. Why do you al­ways have to do some­thing so

    pre­dictable? In Amer­ica, weapons are as plen­ti­ful as rubles. They cross as un­armed

    work­ers, As­sem­ble them in a place we will de­cide on lat­er and await my con­tact­ing them.

    If I need KGB help-​which I deeply, sin­cere­ly hope will not come to pass-​I will sup­ply the

    weapons. If I do not, they will sneak back over the bor­der with­out the Amer­icans ev­er

    sus­pect­ing they were in their coun­try. Sub­ma­rine land­ings by moon­light!”




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary nod­ded his im­plic­it agree­ment. “An­na’s plan is sound. It is

    qui­et and I see no se­ri­ous prob­lems in its im­ple­men­ta­tion. Of course, An­na, you will

    fly in­to Amer­ica un­der diplo­mat­ic cov­er.”




    “Im­me­di­ate­ly,” said An­na Chutesov.




    The Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary looked about the room. “Any ob­jec­tions?” he asked.




    There were none. But then, the oth­ers all un­der­stood it was a rhetor­ical ques­tion.

    Ob­jec­tions were sel­dom voiced around the Gen­er­al Sec­re­tary. And he so much pre­ferred it

    to be that way.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    The guard at the en­trance gate to Gray­stone State Prison was not be­ing

    co­op­er­ative.




    “Vis­it­ing hours are over,” he told Re­mo Williams, who had just sent away the taxi which

    had brought him from Seat­tle-​Taco­ma In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port.




    “I don’t want to vis­it one of the reg­ular pris­on­ers,” said Re­mo. “I want to see Dex­ter

    Barn.”




    “Barn? He was paroled last month,” said the guard. He was a beefy black man with a bari­tone

    bel­low and a lot of gold edg­ing his front teeth.




    “I heard he was back.”




    “Who told you that?” asked the guard in a sus­pi­cious voice.




    “Chee­ta Ching,” said Re­mo, run­ning sen­si­tive fin­gers along the edge of the

    elec­tron­ical­ly con­trolled gate. At the touch of a but­ton from with­in the guard­house, the

    steel-​mesh fence would roll aside on a track. The fence would not stop a speed­ing truck, but

    it would slow it down long enough for the gate guards to splin­ter the cab with their

    au­to­mat­ic ri­fles.




    “That right?” said the guard. “She a friend of yours?”




    “No. I heard it on her pro­gram.”




    “Shit!” said the guard. “That wasn’t sup­posed to get out. “




    “Well, it is out and I’d like to see the man, if you don’t mind.” Re­mo smiled po­lite­ly

    be­cause he knew that smil­ing au­to­mat­ical­ly sent calm­ing sig­nals to an op­po­nent that

    put him off his guard.




    “You’re not a rel­ative.”




    “How do you know?”




    “If that guy was re­lat­ed to me, I wouldn’t want any­one to know it. Er­go, you’re not a

    rel­ative.”




    “No­body seems to want him,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed con­fi­den­tial­ly.




    “Yeah, they threw him out of Cen­tralia first,” said the guard. “They gave him a cov­er

    iden­ti­ty, got him a job and ev­ery­thing. He had more fake his­to­ry that some­body in the

    Fed­er­al Wit­ness Pro­tec­tion pro­gram. But the fool had­da wear that stupid fish­er­man’s

    hat of his. Ev­ery­body rec­og­nized him. Damn near ran him out of town on a rail. So they sent

    him to Sno­homish. That last­ed all of two days. He was on­ly a day in Mc­Mur­ray. They hadn’t

    got him in­to his mo­tel room when it was all over the six-​o’clock news. They had­da send in

    an ar­mored car to keep him from be­ing lynched. They even threw him out of Nook­sack. Hell,

    they’d let any­body live in Nook­sack. Not Barn, though.”




    “So they brought him back here,” said Re­mo.




    “What else could they do? Ev­ery time they tried to pa­role him, folks rose up like a tidal

    wave. And if the peo­ple didn’t, the city coun­cils did. Can’t say I blame them. You know what

    he done?”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo grim­ly. “I know what he did.”




    “Then why’re you here, bud­dy? You don’t look like the Wel­come Wag­on.”




    “I’m here to kill him,” said Re­mo mat­ter-​of-​fact­ly. The guard stared at Re­mo through

    the wire mesh. He tilt­ed his blue cap back off his shiny fore­head.




    “Not a bad idea. You know, they gave the guy a house trail­er. Set it up on the grounds.

    He’s not a pris­on­er any­more. He’s free to come and go. Acts like he owns the place. Sets my

    blood to boil­ing.”




    “How about open­ing the gate?” Re­mo asked.




    “You know the war­den lets him have wom­en vis­itors,” the guard said slow­ly. “Hook­ers, of

    course. No self-​re­spect­ing wom­an would be around him.”




    “That’s in­sane,” said Re­mo.




    “The war­den fig­ures if you don’t let the hook­ers in to see him, he’ll go off and at­tack

    some girl and it’ll start all over again. On­ly this time the war­den will be blamed. Our

    war­den, he’s a prac­ti­cal man.”




    “He’s a fool,” said Re­mo.




    “That, too.”




    “The gate,” said Re­mo.




    “Look, bud­dy. You got balls com­ing up to the gate like this and stat­ing your

    in­ten­tions, righ­teous as they may be, but I’ll lose my job if I let you in.”




    “So don’t let me in. Just look the oth­er way while I climb over the fence.”




    The guard laughed. “That ain’t just ra­zor wire up there, pal. It’s elec­tri­fied. The

    com­bi­na­tion will slice and fry you like fast-​food ba­con.”




    Re­mo looked up. Barbed wire coiled along the stone wall of the prison perime­ter in big

    dou­ble loops. Dou­ble strands of elec­tri­fied wire ran through the loops. A man climb­ing the

    smooth face of the wall could not top the wire with­out en­tan­gling him­self or touch­ing the

    elec­tri­fied line.




    “Why don’t you get your­self a cup of cof­fee and let me wor­ry about that?” Re­mo

    of­fered.




    The guard con­sid­ered briefly. “Tell you what. If you can get in on your own, I’ll look the

    oth­er way. But if you’re spot­ted on the grounds, I got­ta do what I got­ta do to stop you.”

    He pat­ted his au­to­mat­ic shot­gun for em­pha­sis.




    “Fair enough,” said Re­mo. “And thanks.”




    “It’s your fu­ner­al,” the guard said, turn­ing his back.




    “It’s some­one’s,” agreed Re­mo.




    The guard re­turned to the gate­house and bus­ied him­self with a clip­board. Ev­ery once in

    a while he could not re­sist peer­ing through the glass en­clo­sure to see if the skin­ny guy

    with the deep, emp­ty eyes was any­where in sight. He was not.




    But the front gate was open.




    Not wide, just enough for a man to slip through. The guard looked at his con­trol pan­el. It

    was dead. The switch con­trol­ling the elec­tri­cal gate was not open as it should have been

    with the gate like that. He tried clos­ing the gate elec­tri­cal­ly. The switch was

    in­op­er­ative. The guard went run­ning out.




    The gate was frozen. It would not roll free.




    He knew it was the work of the man at the gate. But he could not un­der­stand how. It would

    have tak­en su­per­hu­man strength to force the closed gate open even a few feet. It would have

    been eas­ier if the pow­er had been cut. But the man with the thick wrists could not have done

    that ei­ther. All pow­er sources were in­side Gray­stone Prison, not out­side. And a man

    at­tempt­ing to pen­etrate the prison would hard­ly sneak in and dis­able the pow­er just to go

    back to the gate and open it.




    Un­less of course the man had dis­abled the pow­er so he could get through the gate on the

    way out.




    The guard knew one thing. He could not close the gate and he could not ig­nore the

    se­cu­ri­ty prob­lem it pre­sent­ed. He hit an alarm switch.




    Sirens wailed all over Gray­stone. A squad of guards came run­ning on the dou­ble.




    The guard met them halfway. “I think we may have had a break,” he said un­cer­tain­ly. “The

    main gate is jammed open.”




    A swift search of the prison re­vealed that no pris­on­ers were miss­ing. The gate was

    jammed be­cause the gen­er­ator that pow­ered it was dis­abled. Ac­cord­ing to the

    elec­tri­cian’s re­port, the gate had been wrenched open with such force that the mech­anism

    blew out. No one could imag­ine how the truck that had done it had not al­so de­stroyed the

    gate as well.




    Fi­nal­ly, hours lat­er, when the gate was again op­er­ative some­one no­ticed that Dex­ter

    Barn was miss­ing. Be­cause he was not tech­ni­cal­ly a pris­on­er, there was no im­me­di­ate

    con­cern. Barn was free to come and go on his own re­cog­ni­zance. But it was strange that no

    one had seen him leave.




    “He’ll be back,” the war­den said con­fi­dent­ly.




    “I wouldn’t count on that,” said the gate guard, who re­fused to ex­plain his re­mark.




    Af­ter forc­ing the main gate to roll back two feet, Re­mo Williams squeezed in through the

    space and hugged the wall, mov­ing where the shad­ows of the dy­ing sun were strongest. He was

    for all in­tents and pur­pos­es in­vis­ible to the guards in the cor­ner tur­rets. They were

    more con­cerned with the sky any­way, where the mod­ern prison es­cape method, the hi­jacked

    he­li­copter, could be seen com­ing.




    Re­mo pre­ferred more tra­di­tion­al meth­ods.




    He found the house trail­er parked on the bas­ket­ball court. It was new, clean, and it

    looked com­fort­able. Re­mo could al­most imag­ine him­self liv­ing in one, and won­dered, for

    the first time, why he hadn’t asked Smith for a house trail­er years ago. Work­ing for CURE had

    de­mand­ed that he not live in any one place very long, but a mo­bile home would have solved

    that prob­lem.




    Re­mo shrugged in­ward­ly and moved on the home. The idea was too lit­tle, too late.




    Re­mo knocked on the trail­er door. He had de­cid­ed on the di­rect ap­proach. It usu­al­ly

    un­nerved his tar­gets. The man who poked his weath­er-​beat­en face out the trail­er door did

    not look like a man who would rape a thir­teen-​year-​old girl, and when he was done, re­move

    her arms and legs with a fire ax and then leave her for dead in an aban­doned house. He wore a

    frayed checked shirt. A pale blue fish­er­man’s hat sat crum­pled on his head, throw­ing his

    wa­tery blue eyes in­to shad­ow.




    “What can I do for you, young feller?”




    “You’re Dex­ter Barn?”




    “You tell me.”




    “You’re Dex­ter Barn,” said Re­mo solemn­ly. The man cack­led in his face. He was about

    six­ty, but he looked as worn as an eighty-​year-​old. Five years in prison had done that. But

    five years did not seem like much of a pun­ish­ment for a man who had rav­aged an in­no­cent

    girl’s life. No pun­ish­ment seemed ap­pro­pri­ate.




    “I un­der­stand you’re hav­ing trou­ble read­just­ing to life on the out­side,” Re­mo said

    so­lic­itous­ly.




    “Not me,” said Dex­ter Barn. “It’s them oth­ers. They don’t want me.”




    “Can you blame them?” Re­mo asked. He had thought he would feel some­thing fac­ing the man.

    He had felt anger when he first heard the news sto­ry about the rapist’s plight. He had felt

    hor­ror when he learned that the man had been par­doned af­ter on­ly five years. But the man

    did not look like a vi­cious rapist. He looked like any­body. He might have been an old salt

    sit­ting in the sun on a Glouces­ter wharf, or an Ida­ho dirt farmer, or any num­ber of oth­er

    mun­dane things.




    “Well, I don’t know,” said Dex­ter Barn. “I paid my debt to so­ci­ety. I de­serve to be left

    alone. Peo­ple don’t un­der­stand. A man just wants a home of his own. It re­al­ly hurts to be

    spit up­on and called names. It cuts deep, son.”




    “Al­most as deep as an ax,” said Re­mo bit­ter­ly.




    “I feel for that lit­tle girl,” said Dex­ter Barn, shak­ing his head dourly. “I re­al­ly do.

    I saw her at the tri­al. In a wheelchair, with hooks for arms and all that. Ter­ri­ble pity. It

    would have been a bet­ter thing if she had died, you know that? A bet­ter thing.”




    Re­mo looked at the man. Some­thing cold and ter­ri­ble welled up in­side his stom­ach. He

    re­pressed it. Anger, Chi­un had al­ways said, had no place in an as­sas­sin’s art. No place at

    all. It robbed the judg­ment, and led to mis­takes.




    Re­mo swal­lowed once. When he spoke, his voice was still a croak. “I’ve de­cid­ed,” he

    said.




    “De­cid­ed what, young feller?”




    “De­cid­ed that killing’s too good for you.”




    Dex­ter Barn re­coiled from Re­mo’s words. He tried to slam the sheet-​met­al door in

    Re­mo’s hard face, but Re­mo’s hand stopped it eas­ily.




    Dex­ter Barn backed in­to his com­fort­able mo­bile home while Re­mo Williams fol­lowed him

    in, his eyes as dead and un­car­ing as the heads of old nails.




    “I just want a place to call home,” Dex­ter Barn plead­ed.




    “You got it,” promised Re­mo, par­alyz­ing the man with an open­hand­ed thrust to his

    wat­tled throat.




    The clerk at the ship­ping agen­cy at first re­fused the crate.




    “Can’t ac­cept it,” he told Re­mo Williams, who had walked in­to the agen­cy with a large

    wood­en crate slung eas­ily un­der one arm.




    “Why not?” de­mand­ed Re­mo.




    “Reg­ula­tions. That pack­age is too large for its weight. I can tell by the easy way you

    car­ried it in here.” Re­mo de­posit­ed the crate on the counter. The counter shook, rat­tling

    the floor and the clerk’s leg bones so hard his teeth chat­tered.




    “Oh,” said the clerk, run­ning his fin­gers over the edges of the crate ap­prais­ing­ly.

    “Seems heavy enough.”




    He looked at Re­mo’s ex­posed bi­ceps won­der­ing­ly. They looked aw­ful­ly skin­ny.




    “I want to send this to Iran,” Re­mo said. “Where in Iran?”




    “It doesn’t mat­ter. Wher­ev­er the Ay­atol­lah lives, I guess.”




    “I see,” said the clerk, pulling out a preprint­ed in­ter­na­tion­al ship­ping form. “What

    are the con­tents?”




    “Garbage,” said Re­mo Williams, hop­ing that Dex­ter Barn would not wake up un­til the crate

    was well on its way.




    “Garbage?”




    “Yeah. I’m send­ing garbage to Iran to protest their gov­ern­ment’s ter­ror­ist

    poli­cies.”




    The clerk grinned ap­pre­cia­tive­ly. “I un­der­stand that. We had a few of those af­ter the

    last hi­jack­ing. Okay, now we just need one more thing.”




    “What’s that?”




    “A re­turn ad­dress.”




    Re­mo frowned.




    “Look,” ex­plained the clerk. “I’d like to help you, but with­out a re­turn ad­dress, this

    thing will end up back here if the Ira­ni­ans refuse it.”




    “I see your point,” said Re­mo. He con­sid­ered giv­ing the man the ad­dress of his for­mer

    boss, Harold W. Smith, but de­cid­ed that even Smit­ty did not de­serve to be stuck with such a

    pack­age. Af­ter some thought, Re­mo came up with a so­lu­tion.




    “The re­turn ad­dress is Tripoli, Libya,” he said.




    “That’ll do,” said the clerk, grin­ning as he marked the crate.




    Af­ter Re­mo had paid the man, he start­ed out the door, think­ing that he had for­got­ten

    some lit­tle de­tail. He ducked back in­to the build­ing.




    “By the way, how long will it take to reach Iran?” he asked.




    “About two or three weeks.”




    “Good. Thanks,” said Re­mo. He was very pleased that he had guessed right. There was just

    about enough canned dog food in the crate to keep Dex­ter Barn alive un­til he reached his new

    home, Iran or Libya. Still, Re­mo couldn’t get rid of the idea that he had for­got­ten some

    mi­nor de­tail.




    At the air­port, they stopped Re­mo as he went through the met­al de­tec­tor.




    “Please emp­ty your pock­ets, sir,” a wom­an guard re­quest­ed firm­ly.




    Re­mo turned his pock­ets in­side out. They were, emp­ty. He went through the de­tec­tor

    again. It buzzed again. The guard ran a met­al de­tec­tor wand up and down Re­mo’s body. It

    beeped near Re­mo’s waist.




    “I’ll have to con­fis­cate this,” said a guard, pluck­ing a can open­er from Re­mo’s

    belt.




    “I knew I for­got some­thing,” Re­mo said sheep­ish­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    If the mag­azine had not fall­en out of Earl Ar­malide’s back pock­et just as the wall

    splin­tered his fa­vorite ri­fle, he would have died hor­ri­bly.




    At first, Earl Ar­malide did not re­al­ize why the wails had sud­den­ly stopped clos­ing in

    on him. His fear-​frozen mind on­ly reg­is­tered the wel­come fact that the walls had locked in

    place. He would have sa­vored the mo­ment, but he was scream­ing at the top of his lungs.




    He had been scream­ing al­most from the mo­ment he first stepped aboard the So­vi­et

    shut­tle Yuri Gagarin and un­slung his high-​pow­ered Colt Com­man­do ri­fle. “Suck lead,

    Com­mie bas­tards,” he had yelled.




    But he found the shut­tle’s low­er deck emp­ty. The cock­pit was emp­ty too. So was the

    up­per deck. He moved care­ful­ly from sec­tion to sec­tion, hunched low, his ri­fle point­ing

    from his hip.




    He used the clas­sic room-​to-​room fight­ing tac­tics that was a guer­ril­la spe­cial­ty.

    He would bob his head in­to the next sec­tion too fast for any­one to get a clear shot at him,

    and if no one fired, he jumped in, hit­ting the floor in a snap-​roll and com­ing to his feet,

    spin­ning in place, fin­ger on the trig­ger, yelling, “Die, god­less hea­thens!”




    Ev­ery time Earl en­tered a new com­part­ment, he found him­self star­ing at bare walls.

    There was no trace of a crew or cap­tives.




    Even­tu­al­ly he worked his way to the rear of the ship and its huge car­go bay area. It,

    too, was va­cant.




    Earl Ar­malide was very un­hap­py. Fate had hand­ed him a so­lu­tion to all his

    prob­lems-​not to men­tion a gold­en op­por­tu­ni­ty to pump bul­lets in­to Rus­sian bod­ies

    with­out any le­gal con­se­quences. But there was no­body to shoot. It struck him as very

    un­fair. Like in­come tax.




    Earl con­sid­ered shoot­ing the big sil­very globe that nes­tled in the car­go bay, on the

    the­ory that, if he couldn’t kill Rus­sians, he could at least shoot up some Rus­sian

    tech­nol­ogy. But he de­cid­ed against it. The bul­lets were bound to ric­ochet off the

    bulk­head walls, catch­ing him in his own cross­fire.




    It was a dis­heart­ened Earl Ar­malide who stepped back in­to the air­lock sec­tion. He

    no­ticed sud­den­ly that the oth­er door, lead­ing back in­to the low­er deck, had silent­ly

    closed.




    Earl tried that door, with­out suc­cess. While he fought with it, the oth­er door sealed

    it­self and the walls be­gan to close in on him.




    That was when Earl stopped bel­low­ing guer­ril­la slo­gans and just sat on the floor with

    his hands over his eyes and his lungs work­ing at top vol­ume. It was dur­ing those gy­ra­tions

    that the mag­azine fell out.




    The mag­azine fell cov­er-​up, show­ing the ti­tle, Sur­vival­ist’s Month­ly. Abrupt­ly a

    flat metal­lic voice em­anat­ing from the walls asked him about it.




    “I am un­fa­mil­iar with the term ’sur­vival­ist,’ ” the voice said. “Please ex­plain.”




    Earl heard the emo­tion­less voice boom over his own scream­ing. It was very loud.




    “What?” he said, tak­ing his hands away from his eyes.




    “I re­quest­ed that you de­fine the term ’sur­vival­ist.’ ” Earl no­ticed the mag­azine. He

    al­so no­ticed that the walls had stopped mov­ing.




    “Me. I’m a sur­vival­ist. An ex­pert sur­vival­ist. Who are you?”




    “I am a sur­vival ma­chine, Is that like a sur­vival­ist?”




    “You’re a ma­chine?”




    “Do not be so sur­prised. You are al­so a ma­chine.”




    “The hell I am,” said Earl Ar­malide in­dig­nant­ly.




    “You are a ma­chine of meat and bone and plas­ma flu­ids. I am a ma­chine of met­al and

    plas­tic and lu­bri­cants.”




    “I am a hu­man be­ing.”




    “You are a meat ma­chine in­fest­ed with par­asitic or­gan­isms such as bac­te­ria, with­out

    which you could not func­tion. But I do not hold that against you. I am in­ter­est­ed in this

    con­cept called sur­vival­ism.”




    “Where are you?” asked Earl Ar­malide, look­ing around.




    “All around you. I am what you see.”




    “You’re a wall?”




    “I am this craft. It is my present form. I as­sim­ilat­ed it be­cause I could not reen­ter

    earth’s at­mo­sphere with­out burn­ing up. Be­com­ing this craft en­abled me to sur­vive.

    Sur­viv­ing is my prime di­rec­tive.”




    “We got some­thing in com­mon there,” said Earl Ar­malide, stand­ing up. He looked around

    for some­thing to face. The walls were blank. “Can you see me?”




    “The con­trol pan­el,” the voice stat­ed.




    Earl looked. The door con­trol lights blinked. Earl looked clos­er. One of the but­tons was

    not a but­ton, but a cold blue eye. Hu­man­like, but glassy and un­blink­ing like a cat’s-​eye

    mar­ble, it fol­lowed his ev­ery ges­ture. “That you?” asked Earl.




    “I can as­sume any form I choose, and I pos­sess the pow­er to ma­nip­ulate any form I

    as­sume.”




    “You’re not Rus­sian?”




    “No.”




    “Are you, like, a Mar­tian?”




    “No. “




    “What are you?”




    “I have told you, I am a sur­vival ma­chine. I have en­emies who de­sire my de­struc­tion

    and I am in­ter­est­ed in this new con­cept of sur­vival­ism, which must have come in­to be­ing

    while I was in out­er space, for I have nev­er heard of it.”




    “Well, turn­ing in­to a Russky space shut­tle and drop­ping down on New York City ain’t the

    way to go about sur­viv­ing,” Earl Ar­malide re­tort­ed. “If any­thing, you just col­lect­ed

    your­self a new batch of en­emies. They’re gonna have you sur­round­ed by tanks any minute now.

    You know what a tank is?”




    “A mil­itary ve­hi­cle ca­pa­ble of eject­ing ex­plo­sive pro­jec­tiles. “




    “Those ain’t the words I would have used, but you got the gen­er­al con­cept,” said Earl

    Ar­malide.




    “Tell me, sur­vival­ist, what would you do were you in my po­si­tion? How would you use your

    ex­pert skills to sur­vive this sit­ua­tion?”




    “First thing,” said Earl Ar­malide, “I’d get the heck out­ta here.”




    Earl was im­me­di­ate­ly thrown off his feet as the Yurf Gagarin lurched in­to mo­tion. The

    ris­ing whine of jet en­gines filled the cramped air­lock. Earl grabbed for a pro­ject­ing

    bolt, but the bolt with­drew from his fin­gers as if it were alive. Then Earl re­mem­bered that

    it was alive. He threw him­self spread-​ea­gle on the smooth floor while the shut­tle gath­ered

    speed. He felt the floor lift un­der his stom­ach, the shut­tle’s trem­bling pow­er mak­ing his

    beefy face shiv­er. He shut his eyes.




    When, min­utes lat­er, the ship lev­eled off, the voice asked him an­oth­er ques­tion.




    “What, in your ex­pert opin­ion, would be my next sur­vival ma­neu­ver?” it asked.




    “You got me,” an­swered Earl Ar­malide, his eyes pinched shut.




    “Yes,” said the voice. “I do have you.” And the walls be­gan to close in again.




    “No! No!” screamed Earl. “Time! Give me time to think. “




    “What is my next sur­vival ma­neu­ver?”




    Earl thought fran­ti­cal­ly, but his mind re­fused to work. In his fear, his eyes alight­ed

    on the ti­tle of the lead ar­ti­cle of his Sur­vival­ist’s Month­ly, “Cre­ative

    Cam­ou­flage.”




    “Cam­ou­flage!” he yelled.




    “De­fine. “




    “You blend in­to your sur­round­ings. Meat ma­chines-​I mean peo­ple-​paint their skin with

    plant and earth col­ors to move about un­seen. You got­ta blend in with your sur­round­ings.

    Peo­ple can’t chase you if they can’t see you.”




    “I do not ful­ly com­pre­hend. I land­ed in an area con­tain­ing oth­er air­craft. Why did I

    not blend in?”




    “Be­cause you’re a damned Rus­sian space­ship. The Rus­sians are Amer­ica’s en­emies.

    Amer­icans will chase you as long as they think you’re a Rus­sian craft. Which you are.

    Sor­ta.”




    “Now I un­der­stand. It is then im­per­ative that I as­sume an­oth­er form?”




    “Right. An­oth­er form. And could you let me off when you land in … Where are you head­ed,

    any­way?”




    “I am go­ing to a place called Rye, New York.”




    “Nev­er heard of it.”




    “I am fol­low­ing a ra­dio sig­nal. I have been fol­low­ing it ev­er since I was ex­iled

    in­to space years ago. The trans­mit­ter is at­tached to the en­emy I men­tioned ear­li­er. His

    name is Re­mo. Per­haps you know him?”




    “Nev­er heard of him.”




    “The one called Re­mo is pow­er­ful enough to de­stroy me. He is of­ten ac­com­pa­nied by an

    old­er meat ma­chine, who is called Chi­un. Both are dan­ger­ous. Both must die. Their deaths

    will en­sure my sur­vival be­cause when they are dead I will be the most pow­er­ful think­ing

    ma­chine on this plan­et. Do you not agree?”




    “Hearti­ly,” said Earl Ar­malide, watch­ing the walls ap­pre­hen­sive­ly. They had stopped

    with just enough room on all four sides for him to sit up. One of his ri­fles, ly­ing on the

    floor, had been bent at the bar­rel, the care­ful­ly oiled ma­hogany stock split in­to wood

    chips.




    Radar con­tact with the shut­tle Yuri Gagarin was lost over Long Is­land Sound.




    “What hap­pened?” de­mand­ed Colonel Jack Dellingsworth Rad­er of the civil­ian

    con­troller.




    “It went off the screen, sir. It just dropped out.”




    “In­to the wa­ter?”




    “No, I think it went down over land. But there’s no air­port in that area. It must have

    crashed.”




    “We’ll get my cri­sis team to the crash site.”




    The NO­RAD cri­sis team found no trace of the wreck­age of the So­vi­et shut­tle.




    He­li­copters cir­cled an area ten miles in di­am­eter around the city of Port Chester, New

    York. By this time, it was dark and the he­li­copters swept the ground with search­lights. The

    Na­tion­al Guard, kicked out of the pic­ture dur­ing the ini­tial cri­sis at Kennedy Air­port,

    joined the search. Na­tion­al Guard ve­hi­cles lum­bered up and down ev­ery road and high­way

    in the search area, find­ing noth­ing, but har­rass­ing Air Force per­son­nel at ev­ery

    op­por­tu­ni­ty.




    By dawn, ev­ery square foot of the search area had been cov­ered with­out turn­ing up so

    much as a sin­gle heat-​re­sis­tant ce­ram­ic tile off the shut­tle’s skin.




    By the fol­low­ing af­ter­noon, the land search was called off and the Coast Guard was

    brought in. Divers were dropped from res­cue he­li­copters in­to the cold wa­ters of Long

    Is­land Sound, on the the­ory that if the shut­tle could not be found with­in the land por­tion

    of the search area, it must there­fore have gone down in the wa­ter-​the air-​traf­fic

    con­troller at Kennedy notwith­stand­ing. But no trace of the Yurt Gagarin was found in Long

    Is­land’s wa­ters, ei­ther. It had ut­ter­ly van­ished.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Dr. Harold W. Smith was fas­ci­nat­ed by the fact that the So­vi­et shut­tle Yuri Gagarin

    had ap­par­ent­ly come down not far from Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York.




    The news sent him reach­ing for the bot­tom-​right­hand desk draw­er, where he kept his

    emer­gen­cy sup­plies. These con­sist­ed of a six-​month sup­ply of Maalox for his ul­cer and

    an equal quan­ti­ty of Al­ka-​Seltzer for the times his ul­cer was qui­es­cent.




    Smith hes­itat­ed, his gray eyes switch­ing ner­vous­ly from one sup­ply to the oth­er. He

    took a bot­tle of each and hur­ried­ly filled a pa­per cup of spring wa­ter from the of­fice

    dis­penser.




    Smith dropped two tablets in­to the wa­ter and wait­ed for them to fizz. He brought the

    bub­bling brew to his lips, bare­ly tast­ing its ster­ile tang. His stom­ach heaved once. He

    put the cup down and reached for the Maalox. He opened the tam­per-​proof cap and, with­out

    ben­efit of pa­per cup, drank a third of the white plas­tic bot­tle’s chalky con­tents.




    When the fa­mil­iar sooth­ing sen­sa­tion had sunk in­to his stom­ach, Smith re­laxed

    slight­ly. Then his stom­ach jumped again.




    Smith downed an­oth­er Al­ka-​Seltzer greed­ily.




    He set­tled back in­to his cracked leather chair. The morn­ing light beat through the big

    pic­ture win­dow of his of­fice at the edge of Long Is­land Sound.




    Smith turned to the win­dow. Some­where un­der those danc­ing waves, ac­cord­ing to the

    lat­est news re­ports, the Yuri Gagarin lay in a wa­tery grave. If that were true, there would

    be no prob­lem.




    But Smith did not think it was true. In fact, he had ex­cel­lent rea­son to sus­pect that

    the shut­tle had not crashed at all. His com­put­ers had told him so.




    Harold Smith was di­rec­tor of Fol­croft San­itar­ium. But Fol­croft San­itar­ium was not

    what it was sup­posed to be. Os­ten­si­bly an in­sti­tu­tion for the men­tal­ly im­paired, it

    was in fact a cov­er for CURE, Amer­ica’s ul­tra­se­cret bul­wark against threats to na­tion­al

    se­cu­ri­ty.




    Smith, a spare man with a tart face and a dis­po­si­tion two de­grees to the bad side of

    Ebenez­er Scrooge, had run CURE since it was cre­at­ed in the ear­ly six­ties. He had grown old

    man­ning the CURE in­for­ma­tion-​gath­er­ing com­put­ers through the days when CURE had a

    for­mer cop named Re­mo Williams for an en­force­ment arm.




    But then CURE’s con­tract with Chi­un, the aged Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, had fi­nal­ly ex­pired

    and, in re­turn for Chi­un’s help in a ma­jor cri­sis with the Rus­sians, Smith had re­port­ed

    to the Pres­ident that Re­mo had been elim­inat­ed-​leav­ing CURE op­er­at­ing with­out an

    en­force­ment arm. It was great while it last­ed.




    Then the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had reap­peared. Be­cause of a tech­ni­cal­ity in his

    con­tract, Chi­un had in­sist­ed that he owed CURE an­oth­er year’s ser­vice, and Smith had

    re­luc­tant­ly agreed. Soon af­ter, Re­mo had ar­rived, hav­ing fol­lowed his men­tor back from

    Ko­rea, and the two of them had helped Smith de­feat an en­emy from his OSS past.




    Six months had passed. Six qui­et months. Smith had set­tled back in­to the calm rou­tine of

    run­ning Fol­croft with one hand and man­ag­ing CURE’s da­ta-​gath­er­ing func­tions with the

    oth­er. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had tak­en up res­idence in Fol­croft, along with an un­hap­py

    Re­mo, un­til the year of ser­vice was over.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith had be­gun to en­ter­tain the hope of things stay­ing rel­ative­ly

    qui­et un­til Re­mo and Chi­un fi­nal­ly re­turned to Sinan­ju for­ev­er. But the pen­etra­tion

    of Unit­ed States airspace by the So­vi­et space shut­tle had dashed his ris­ing hopes.




    When the Gagarin land­ed peace­ful­ly at Kennedy Air­port, the prob­lem looked like an Air

    Force mat­ter. But when the shut­tle lift­ed off again, Smith had hun­kered down be­hind his

    desk­top com­put­er ter­mi­nal, tap­ping the main CIA and De­fense In­tel­li­gence com­put­ers.

    When he tapped in­to the re­port that the shut­tle had gone down not far from Rye and

    Fol­croft, Smith’s ner­vous stom­ach had gone in­to con­vul­sions.




    The Gagarin’s strange be­hav­ior was one thing. Its land­ing near Rye was more wor­ri­some.

    On­ly four peo­ple were sup­posed to know of CURE’s ex­is­tence. Smith was one. The Pres­ident

    was an­oth­er. Re­mo and Chi­un, its for­mer and present en­force­ment arms, were the

    oth­ers.




    But there was one oth­er per­son who did know about CURE-​a So­vi­et agent. She had worked

    with Re­mo on two past mis­sions. The first time was when a rene­gade Rus­sian

    para­psy­chol­ogist had come to Amer­ica. Smith had met her on that oc­ca­sion. He re­spect­ed

    her. He thought he could trust her.




    That didn’t stop him from or­der­ing Re­mo Williams to elim­inate her as a po­ten­tial

    se­cu­ri­ty threat to CURE. Re­mo had re­fused. Part­ly be­cause Re­mo, too, re­spect­ed the

    wom­an. But most­ly, Smith be­lieve, be­cause he had slept with her.




    Smith grudg­ing­ly al­lowed An­na Chutesov to live. It had been a wise de­ci­sion be­cause

    she had been in­stru­men­tal in quelling a sec­ond cri­sis in­volv­ing a world­wide out­break

    of brush­fire wars. She had even vis­it­ed CURE’s sanc­tum sanc­to­rum, Fol­croft, at the

    con­clu­sion of that mis­sion. Smith had had deep­er mis­giv­ings, and again sug­gest­ed to

    Re­mo that she had to be dealt with. Again Re­mo had re­fused. He and the Rus­sian wom­an had

    dis­ap­peared for sev­er­al weeks. When Re­mo fi­nal­ly re­turned, flushed with more plea­sure

    than Smith had ev­er seen in him, Re­mo in­formed him that An­na had def­inite­ly been tak­en

    care of.




    “You liq­ui­dat­ed her?” Smith had asked.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, she was more like jel­ly than liq­uid when I saw her last,” Re­mo said with a

    smirk.




    “Which was where?”




    “Dress­ing for the flight back to Moscow.”




    “Oh,” said Smith, sud­den­ly un­der­stand­ing.




    That was the last any of them had heard of An­na Chutesov. The cri­sis with the So­vi­et

    gov­ern­ment had oc­curred lat­er, but Smith knew that the beau­ti­ful So­vi­et blond would

    have had noth­ing to do with that mat­ter.




    Now Smith sus­pect­ed that An­na Chutesov was some­how in­volved with the Gagarin

    in­ci­dent. The land­ing of the So­vi­et shut­tle could mean any­thing.




    Smith re­turned to his desk. On the com­put­er screen a news di­gest blazed in glow­ing

    green let­ters. Smith, a veined hand on his throb­bing stom­ach, read it again.




    The di­gest re­port­ed the ar­rest of Daryl Doone, a sales­man. Doone had been ar­rest­ed

    when his car was spot­ted weav­ing on In­ter­state 95, just south of Rye. The state troop­er

    who took him in­to cus­tody re­port­ed that Doone had reg­is­tered .21 on the Breath­alyz­er

    test-​well over the le­gal lim­it.




    Daryl Doone had ad­mit­ted that he had been drink­ing. Ad­mit­ted it freely. But he swore

    that he had not start­ed un­til af­ter he saw the ghost.




    Ac­cord­ing to Doone, he had been driv­ing along a par­tic­ular­ly de­sert­ed stretch of the

    high­way when a space shut­tle came in for a land­ing. The shut­tle swooped down just ahead of

    Daryl’s car, nar­row­ly miss­ing the car roof.




    Daryl fol­lowed the craft as it tax­ied down the high­way. He lost it in the back­wash of

    its tail jets. When he fi­nal­ly came to the end of the burned rub­ber land­ing tracks, there

    was no trace of the shut­tle.




    As he ex­plained it to the state troop­er, the shut­tle had ob­vi­ous­ly rolled down the

    near­by ex­it ramp. But there was no sign of it at the end of the ramp-​just trees and an

    aban­doned car wash where the tracks stopped dead.




    Daryl Doone had an ex­pla­na­tion for the ap­pari­tion, how­ev­er. He was con­vinced it was

    the ghost of the de­stroyed Amer­ican shut­tle Chal­lenger. It was the on­ly an­swer. He had

    pulled the Scotch bot­tle kept for medic­inal pur­pos­es on­ly-​from his glove com­part­ment

    and drunk it dry to stop his hands from quiv­er­ing. He had nev­er seen a ghost be­fore.

    Es­pe­cial­ly one that big.




    Harold Smith did not be­lieve for a mo­ment that Daryl Doone had seen a ghost. Harold Smith

    did not be­lieve in ghosts.




    But Harold Smith knew that at the time of night that Daryl Doone had claimed to see a space

    shut­tle de­scend on In­ter­state 95, the mat­ter of the Yuri Gagarin had not been bro­ken to

    the press. It was too much of a co­in­ci­dence. There­fore, Smith rea­soned, Doone had seen the

    shut­tle land, ap­par­ent­ly in­tact.




    It was too much of a co­in­ci­dence, Smith al­so thought, that the So­vi­et craft would land

    so close to Rye and Fol­croft. It meant some­thing. But what?




    At that mo­ment, the in­ter­com buzzed. Smith tripped the switch.




    “Yes, Mrs. Mikul­ka?” he asked his sec­re­tary. “You have a vis­itor, Dr. Smith.”




    “I re­call no ap­point­ment at this time.”




    “I told her that, but Ms. Chutesov says she’s sure you’ll see her any­way.”




    “Ms. Chutesov is cor­rect,” Smith said grim­ly. “Send her in.”




    An­na Chutesov closed the door be­hind her.




    “You are not sur­prised to see me?” she asked. Smith’s lack of ex­pres­sion puz­zled her,

    this cool Rus­sian beau­ty who was so sel­dom sur­prised at any­thing any­one did.

    Es­pe­cial­ly men. She un­der­stood men. She un­der­stood that they were re­al­ly boys, and

    that is how she treat­ed them. Sur­pris­ing­ly, they seemed to like it.




    “Not at all,” said Smith.




    “Then do you al­so know why I am here?”




    “No,” ad­mit­ted Smith. He looked at her cold­ly.




    “Oh! You ad­mit it,” said An­na Chutesov, tak­ing a seat and cross­ing her long legs

    provoca­tive­ly. “I ad­mire a man who ad­mits his ig­no­rance. So few men do. It is some ma­cho

    thing with them.”




    “Please get to the point,” Smith said war­ily. He was un­armed. He did not imag­ine that

    this young wom­an with the Kew­pie doll face would barge in­to his of­fice to as­sas­si­nate

    him, but it was pos­si­ble.




    “I am here to re­cov­er the prop­er­ty of my gov­ern­ment. I know your gov­ern­ment would

    en­joy the stupid pro­pa­gan­da coup that cap­tur­ing the Yuri Gagarin would bring. Let me

    as­sure you that it is not worth it. Our shut­tle is no dif­fer­ent from yours.”




    “We don’t have the Gagarin,” Smith said flat­ly.




    “But you will do your ut­most to lo­cate it. You will prob­ably send your best man to

    re­cov­er it. You will send Re­mo.”




    “Re­mo doesn’t work for me any­more,” said Smith.




    “Then ei­ther you are ly­ing to me or Re­mo is dead,” said An­na Chutesov sud­den­ly. “Which

    is it?”




    “Nei­ther,” said Smith in a voice as short as the Rus­sian’s.




    “The Re­mo I knew was a pa­tri­ot. He would nev­er stop work­ing for you, for Amer­ica.”




    “A year ago. I would have agreed with you, Ms. Chutesov,” Smith said in a less brit­tle

    tone. “But Re­mo has changed. I don’t un­der­stand it my­self, but he ap­pears to have

    ab­sorbed his train­ing un­til he’s more Ko­re­an than Amer­ican now. Or he thinks he is.”




    “Than you have no one to track the miss­ing space­craft?” asked An­na Chutesov

    dis­ap­point­ed­ly.




    “Chi­un is still with us,” said Smith. “Of­fi­cial­ly, that is.”




    “You mean un­of­fi­cial­ly, do you not?” And she smiled.




    “Well, yes, un­of­fi­cial­ly, then. I mean that Chi­un still works for me.”




    “I see. And Re­mo? Where is he?”




    “Re­mo has agreed to re­main in Amer­ica with Chi­un for the du­ra­tion of the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju’s cur­rent con­tract. I don’t con­trol him any­more.”




    “Re­mo has al­ways been un­pre­dictable, es­pe­cial­ly for a male. But per­haps we can work

    some­thing out.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand.”




    “I think you do, but you wish to draw me out be­fore com­mit­ting your­self. Very well, let

    me lay my cards on the ta­ble. I am here-​un­of­fi­cial­ly, of course-​to re­cov­er the

    Gagarin. That is your task too. But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, pow­er­ful as he is, is not

    ex­act­ly suit­ed for this kind of as­sign­ment. He is more your in­fal­li­ble ar­row. All you

    need do is point him and he will hit the bull’s-​eye each time. But if you can­not give him a

    clear tar­get, he might as well be a ram­pag­ing ele­phant-​pow­er­ful, un­stop­pable, but

    ul­ti­mate­ly use­less.”




    “You un­der­stand my prob­lem per­fect­ly, but I doubt that you could point Chi­un in the

    right di­rec­tion-​un­less you al­ready know where the Gagarin is.”




    “I do not. And I think you are be­gin­ning to re­al­ize this.”




    Smith nod­ded word­less­ly, and An­na Chutesov sensed that she was fi­nal­ly get­ting

    through to the dry-​as-​dust bu­reau­crat.




    “I agree that I can­not com­mand Chi­un, but I do have a cer­tain, shall we say, in­flu­ence

    over Re­mo. This is what I of­fer you.”




    “You’ll . . er . . in­flu­ence Re­mo to help you lo­cate the Gagarin, is that it?”




    “And in re­turn for my help in prov­ing to you that the craft has in­ad­ver­tent­ly strayed

    in­to your airspace, you will al­low me to re­cov­er the Gagarin for my coun­try.

    Qui­et­ly.”




    Smith shook his head. “I can­not make that guar­an­tee. I am un­der or­ders.”




    “Bosh! An or­ga­ni­za­tion like yours could not func­tion if it were or­der­able, like the

    CIA. You have au­ton­omy, Smith. Do not de­ny this.”




    Smith leaned back in his chair. His brow wrin­kled like an old blan­ket and his lips be­came

    a blood­less line be­hind which his teeth clamped tight­ly. The nut­like hard­en­ing of his jaw

    mus­cles be­trayed his dilem­ma.




    An­na Chutesov was cor­rect, in all of it. She could, Smith imag­ined, con­vince Re­mo

    Williams to aid in the search for the Yuri Gagarin. It would solve many prob­lems, and solve

    them quick­ly. Smith, at first wor­ried that the shut­tle’s land­ing was a So­vi­et thrust

    against CURE, now had on­ly one more con­cern.




    “You are an hon­or­able per­son, Ms. Chutesov. I will ask you for your word on some­thing

    be­fore I agree to this.”




    “Ask. “




    “Give me your word that the Gagarin’s land­ing is not a hos­tile act against ei­ther

    Amer­ica or CURE.”




    “To the best of my knowl­edge, nei­ther is the case,” replied An­na Chutesov

    truth­ful­ly.




    “Ac­cept­ed,” said Smith.




    Smith reached for his in­ter­com.




    “Mrs. Mikul­ka, could you have Mr. Chi­un sent up here?”




    “That nice pa­tient who in­sists up­on call­ing you Em­per­or Smith?” asked Smith’s

    sec­re­tary.




    “Yes, that Mr. Chi­un,” Smith said tired­ly.




    “Im­me­di­ate­ly, Dr. Smith. He’s such a sweet lit­tle dear. It’s too bad about his

    prob­lem.”




    “Yes,” said Smith. “It is too bad.”




    An­na Chutesov cocked a slim eye­brow at Smith. “Prob­lem?” she in­quired.




    “For se­cu­ri­ty pur­pos­es, Chi­un is on the books as a Fol­croft pa­tient. The staff

    be­lieves he’s suf­fer­ing from Alzheimer’s dis­ease. It cov­ers most of his in­ex­pli­ca­ble

    be­hav­ior, such as boast­ing to the oth­er pa­tients that he is the sole de­fend­er of the

    Amer­ican Con­sti­tu­tion.”




    “Does it ev­er wor­ry you, Dr. Smith,” An­na Chutesov asked plain­ly, “that the great­est

    se­cret of your young na­tion is en­trust­ed to a man who would bab­ble it away to any­one who

    would lis­ten?”




    “Yes,” said Smith. “It both­ers me. It both­ers me a lot.” And he asked An­na Chutesov to

    ex­cuse him as he downed the rest of the bot­tle of Maalox.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    An­na Chutesov had met her match. There was no ques­tion about it. Over the years, she had

    hacked through the bu­reau­crat­ic jun­gle of the Krem­lin as if it were a gold­en stair­case

    de­signed sole­ly for her feet. Un­til to­day, she had nev­er en­coun­tered a man who was

    im­mune to her wiles, her cool au­thor­ita­tive sen­su­al­ity, her wom­an­ly praise, or-​if all

    else failed-​that most po­tent weapon, her with­er­ing scorn.




    The se­cret of her suc­cess was sim­ple: nev­er want any­thing from a man more than he wants

    some­thing from you. Men de­sired her. She re­fused to ac­knowl­edge her in­ter­est in them.

    She had learned that les­son as a mem­ber of the Komon­sol, the So­vi­et youth group. A

    po­lit­ical lead­er had rec­og­nized her brains. At the same time, he couldn’t keep his eyes

    off her legs. The man had made An­na, then six­teen, a leer­ing of­fer. One night of pas­sion

    in re­turn for a place in a Komon­sol-​spon­sored trip to Swe­den.




    An­na had ac­cept­ed. The night was not the most en­joy­able of her life. The man was a

    slob­ber­ing un­washed brute who com­bined the tech­nique of an oc­to­pus with the equip­ment

    of a chip­munk. But she sur­vived the ex­pe­ri­ence.




    When, a week lat­er, the man had all but ig­nored her at the po­lit­ical lec­tures, An­na

    cor­nered him in the back of the bustling in­doc­tri­na­tion hall.




    “I have been wait­ing to hear about my trip,” she asked low-​voiced. In truth, she was

    ashamed to face the man. Ashamed of her ac­tions as much as his own. But she want­ed to see the

    world be­yond her coun­try, and such ex­pe­ri­ence usu­al­ly led to po­lit­ical ad­vance­ment,

    which was her deep­est de­sire.




    “Trip?” the brute had asked. His eyes were black and un­read­able.




    “Yes, our deal. Sure­ly you have not for­got­ten?”




    “Show me a piece of pa­per doc­ument­ing this so-​called agree­ment,” the man said

    cold­ly.




    “You know there is none.”




    “Then there is no agree­ment, is there?” And he had walked off, leav­ing An­na Chutesov

    clutch­ing the Komon­sol pin at­tached to the new sweater which she had pur­chased to wear in

    the Swedish cap­ital, and quak­ing in cold rage.




    An­na Chutesov vowed nev­er again to want some­thing so bad­ly that she be­trayed her­self

    to get it.




    In­stead, she worked her way up the par­ty lad­der. It was sur­pris­ing­ly easy. If

    thwart­ed, she shrugged dis­in­ter­est­ed­ly and tried an­oth­er ap­proach, trans­ferred to

    an­oth­er di­rec­torate. She found that if she be­trayed no pref­er­ence, asked no fa­vors, and

    of­fered none, she was al­most al­ways pro­mot­ed on mer­it. It was sim­ply a mat­ter of nev­er

    let­ting the bas­tards know what you re­al­ly want­ed. They usu­al­ly gave it to you any­way

    when they un­der­stood they could ex­tort noth­ing in re­turn.




    Even in her two en­coun­ters with Re­mo Williams, whose mag­net­ic sex­ual­ity had thawed

    her long-​sup­pressed yearn­ings for love, she had nev­er sur­ren­dered. That was be­cause

    Re­mo Williams had want­ed her more than she had want­ed him. Per­haps not by a great mar­gin,

    but An­na had re­fused to let Re­mo know she de­sired him more than just ca­su­al­ly.




    But now an eighty-​year-​old Ko­re­an with the man­ner of a babush­ka and the sex ap­peal of

    a tor­toise had An­na ex­act­ly where he want­ed her: in the pas­sen­ger seat. “Slow­er,” An­na

    shout­ed. “Drive slow­er.”




    “How?” asked the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, his head strain­ing to see over the dash­board of the

    car they had bor­rowed from Dr. Smith. He sat on a pair of cush­ions.




    “Press the brake with your foot,” said An­na. She closed her eyes as a light post whipped

    past the open win­dow at near­ly nine­ty miles an hour.




    “I can­not.”




    “Why not?”




    “My foot is on the ped­al that makes it go,” Chi­un said wor­ried­ly. “If I take my foot

    off, the ve­hi­cle will stop and those be­hind us will crash in­to the back end.”




    “It doesn’t work that way,” said An­na Chutesov. “The brake will slow us first. Hur­ry!

    Be­fore we are smeared all over the road.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju switched to the oth­er ped­al. The car, slow­ing, be­gan to ca­reen

    crazi­ly.




    “Stay in this lane!” screamed An­na Chutesov, vow­ing to her­self that if she sur­vived

    teach­ing the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to drive, she would im­me­di­ate­ly re­turn to Rus­sia and

    for the first time in her life ad­mit to fail­ure. Even if she had to swim back to the

    Moth­er­land.




    “Why should I stay on that side of the road?” Chi­un said rea­son­ably. “This oth­er is not

    in use.”




    “The cars come in the op­po­site di­rec­tion on this side of the road,” said An­na

    des­per­ate­ly. “The sol­id yel­low lines mean do not cross.”




    “When they see me com­ing, they will stop and get out of the way. Amer­ican drivers are like

    that. Po­lite.” The first Amer­ican driv­er to come along swerved to avoid them and ran his

    ve­hi­cle off the road and in­to a thick­et.




    “See?” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said hap­pi­ly. “Po­lite­ness. It is an Amer­ican na­tion­al

    char­ac­ter­is­tic. That driv­er rec­og­nized that I am a novice driv­ing a mo­tor car­riage

    and tact­ful­ly made way.”




    “I hope he is not dead,” said An­na, “al­most as much as I hope we do not die on this

    road.”




    The next driv­er had to swerve in­to the on­com­ing lane. He swung about and be­gan chas­ing

    them, scream­ing at the top of his lungs and ges­tic­ulat­ing ob­scene­ly through an open

    win­dow.




    “What about him?” An­na asked.




    “He is driv­ing a Japanese ma­chine. All Japanese are like that. Rude.”




    “He looks Amer­ican to me,” said An­na Chutesov, her head fly­ing wild­ly from the

    im­mi­nent dan­ger be­fore them to the ma­ni­ac in pur­suit. “In Amer­ica, they some­times

    set­tle traf­fic dis­agree­ments with gun­fights. I have read this in Prav­da. Per­haps we

    should get rid of him.”




    “Leave that to me,” de­clared Chi­un. “I have been driv­ing for al­most twen­ty min­utes now

    and am near­ly an ex­pert.”




    “That is not nor­mal­ly con­sid­ered enough ex­pe­ri­ence.”




    “Oh, Re­mo gave me some point­ers be­fore he got bored and said he would teach me no

    more.”




    “Oh, and what did he teach you?”




    “That there are two dif­fer­ent kinds of drivers in the world. Those who can drive

    cor­rect­ly, and those who are best avoid­ed.”




    “I could have told you that,” An­na said.




    “But could you have told me how to dif­fer­en­ti­ate be­tween the spec­imens?”




    An­na clutched her seat belt. “No. How?”




    “Fuzzy dice,” said Chi­un res­olute­ly.




    “Fuzzy-“




    “Avoid any driv­er who hangs fuzzy dice in­side his ve­hi­cle. It is a cer­tain sign of a

    shrunk­en brain. Thus spoke Re­mo Williams, the eas­ily bored.”




    An­na looked back at the pur­su­ing driv­er. A pair of big pink fur­ry dice bounced be­side

    his head.




    “In that case, I think we should be es­pe­cial­ly care­ful with this one in back of us,” she

    said wor­ried­ly.




    Still trav­el­ing south in the north­bound lane, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju bore down on the

    ac­cel­er­ator. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly a car ap­peared ahead, and Chi­un would weave in­to the

    prop­er lane un­til it passed. He avoid­ed three cars in this fash­ion, the back­wash whip­ping

    his fa­cial hair each time.




    “Ah,” breathed Chi­un when he saw the Mack truck ap­proach­ing.




    “Ah?” asked An­na.




    “Watch,” said Chi­un.




    The truck driv­er start­ed honk­ing his horn when he was still a quar­ter-​mile away. The

    honk­ing grew loud­er. In the rearview mir­ror, the pur­su­ing driv­er was hunched be­hind the

    wheel, his eyes glar­ing hate.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju wait­ed un­til the last pos­si­ble sec­ond, the in­stant that he saw

    the truck driv­er be­gin to turn in­to the oth­er lane to avoid hit­ting Chi­un’s car

    head-​on.




    Chi­un slid in­to the lane first. The Mack truck wa­vered, then stayed its course.




    The car that had been fol­low­ing them did not have enough room to slide in­to Chi­un’s lane

    be­cause the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had cut in front of a long line of cars. The pur­su­ing

    driv­er had a choice the Mack truck or the soft shoul­der of the road. He se­lect­ed the

    shoul­der. And bare­ly made it. His car hit dirt at such a high rate of speed that it rolled

    on­to one side in a cloud of en­velop­ing dust.




    “That will teach him to drive more care­ful­ly,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju smug­ly.




    An­na Chutesov sank in­to the pas­sen­ger seat. She was be­yond fear, be­yond pain, and

    be­yond car­ing. She on­ly hoped that when the end came, she would not suf­fer. The Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju would have con­tin­ued driv­ing at over one hun­dred miles an hour all the way to New

    York City, but up ahead the traf­fic thick­ened in both lanes.




    “I do not think I can stop in time,” said Chi­un, see­ing the traf­fic as he came around a

    hair­pin curve.




    “What?” said An­na dazed­ly.




    “These fools in front of me. They will not move out of the way,” Chi­un told her.




    “What fools?” asked An­na, look­ing up sud­den­ly. Then she saw it. Traf­fic was tan­gled up

    at the next ex­it. It was backed up all the way from the bot­tom of the ramp, like a swarm of

    feed­ing lo­custs.




    An­na Chutesov sud­den­ly cared. She cared about liv­ing. She cared about her mis­sion. And

    most of all, she cared about not be­com­ing the mid­dle el­ement in a chain-​re­ac­tion

    high­way crash.




    She dived for the floor­board, grabbed at the brake with her slim strong hands, and pressed

    hard. “Wheee!” cried the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju as the car be­gan to slow. It came to a stop

    di­rect­ly be­hind a con­vert­ible. A sheet of onion­skin typ­ing pa­per could have fit

    be­tween its rear bumper and the front bumper of Chi­un’s car-​but it would have to be worked

    down care­ful­ly so the pa­per would not tear.




    An­na Chutesov scram­bled back in­to her seat.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked at her ap­prov­ing­ly. “That was very good,” he said. “Re­mo

    did ex­act­ly that same thing be­fore he in­ex­pli­ca­bly lost in­ter­est in teach­ing me.”




    “I think I should take the wheel for a time,” An­na Chutesov said abrupt­ly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju clutched the steer­ing wheel pos­ses­sive­ly. “Re­mo said those

    words too. Ex­act­ly those. And once I sur­ren­dered the wheel to him, he re­fused to let me

    have an­oth­er turn.”




    “Why do you want to learn to drive?” An­na asked.




    “I told you. So I can be­come like an Amer­ican.”




    “You no more want to be­come an Amer­ican than I do.”




    Chi­un’s face dark­ened. “Are you sug­gest­ing that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is speak­ing an

    un­truth?”




    “I sug­gest no such thing. I speak it plain­ly.”




    “You are di­rect. Nor­mal­ly, that is a rude trait, but I no­tice that Amer­icans are al­so

    di­rect, so I will con­sid­er it as pos­si­bly a good thing, al­though it pains me. Very well,

    I will speak to you the truth. I wish to learn all things Amer­ican so that Re­mo will agree to

    stay in this coun­try with me.”




    “When a child grows up, it is bet­ter to let him go rather than to cling to him,” An­na

    Chutesov said gen­tly. “It is an old Rus­sian say­ing.”




    “Suit­able for old Rus­sians, I am sure,” Chi­un said bit­ing­ly. “But do not waste your

    Rus­sian wis­dom on me. I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “And it will be a long time be­fore you are a Mas­ter of the Au­to­mo­bile.”




    “I am learn­ing,” sniffed Chi­un. “Al­ready you have taught me many im­por­tant driv­ing

    tricks, as was our agree­ment. “




    “Our agree­ment was that I would teach you a lit­tle driv­ing and you would tell me where I

    can find Re­mo.”




    “Re­mo is away on im­por­tant mat­ters that con­cern on­ly him.”




    “I on­ly agreed to teach you to drive if we stayed on this road,” An­na went on firm­ly. “It

    was in this area, ac­cord­ing to Smith, that a pos­si­bly drunk­en man saw what might be my

    coun­try’s space­craft come down.”




    “And we have seen no Rus­sian ship,” said Chi­un.




    “Grant­ed. But I won­der if this traf­fic con­ges­tion has any­thing to do with my

    search?”




    “Why would it?” asked Chi­un.




    “I don’t know,” An­na Chutesov said slow­ly, “but per­haps I can find out.”




    An­na got out of the car and walked up to the con­vert­ible in front of them. A young man in

    a tank top and the tan of an old shoe sat be­hind the wheel lis­ten­ing to what An­na

    rec­og­nized as “metal­lic” mu­sic, which was be­com­ing pop­ular in her home­land. The

    Amer­icans called it heavy met­al, but as An­na saw it, by any name it was garbage.




    “Ex­cuse me, com­rade,” An­na asked, “what is the mean­ing of this block­age?”




    “What?” asked the boy. He wore a T-​shirt that said, “Scram­bled Debu­tante World Tour.”




    “I asked what was the mean­ing of this stopped traf­fic.”




    “What?” asked the boy, tap­ping the steer­ing wheel with blunt fin­gers. He made nois­es

    with his mouth in time to the mu­sic that re­mind­ed An­na of her grand­moth­er who was in a

    peo­ple’s nurs­ing home. She sat by the win­dow all day and made sim­ilar sounds. The on­ly

    dif­fer­ence was that her grand­moth­er did not need rau­cous mu­sic to in­spire her. She had

    suf­fered a brain in­jury dur­ing the Great Pa­tri­ot­ic War.




    An­na reached in and low­ered the vol­ume. “Huh?” said the boy.




    “Can you hear me now?” asked An­na.




    “I’m not deaf, you know,” said the boy.




    “Not yet. Why is the traf­fic stopped? Has there been an ac­ci­dent?”




    “No, babe. This is the line.”




    “What line?”




    “The line to the car wash.”




    “But this is a ma­jor high­way. I see no car wash­er.”




    “Car wash. It’s at the bot­tom of the ramp. The next ex­it. “




    “I do not see what is so won­der­ful about a car wash-​what­ev­er that is-​that it would

    back up the traf­fic like this.”




    “Hey, babe, it don’t have to be won­der­ful. It’s free.”




    “So?” asked An­na. In Rus­sia, many things were free. Usu­al­ly they were not worth

    cross­ing the street for, ex­cept pos­si­bly the free med­ical cov­er­age ev­ery So­vi­et

    cit­izen re­ceived. That was worth cross­ing the street for. The trou­ble was, af­ter

    treat­ment it wasn’t al­ways pos­si­ble to cross back.




    “Free is free,” sang the boy, turn­ing up the vol­ume again.




    “Why do you lis­ten to that junk?” An­na asked.




    “What?” asked the boy.




    “Why do you lis­ten to that?” An­na screamed in­to his ear, point­ing at the tape deck.




    “It helps me to con­cen­trate,” the boy screamed back. An­na Chutesov walked back to the

    car. Two things struck her si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. One was the thick rub­ber burn marks in the

    mid­dle of the road. She hadn’t no­ticed them be­fore. Rub­ber burns were com­mon on Amer­ican

    high­ways. But these were too big, the tires too fat, even for the big freight trucks that

    plied the roads.




    The oth­er thing that struck her was a mem­ory. Dr. Smith had briefed her that the drunk­en

    driv­er, Daryl Doone, had claimed to see the shut­tle dis­ap­pear near a car wash. Air Force

    in­ves­ti­ga­tors had combed the area. The on­ly car wash they had found was aban­doned and

    emp­ty.




    Pos­si­bly the very car wash up ahead, An­na rea­soned. On­ly now it ap­peared to be in

    busi­ness. She hur­ried back to the car.




    “Do you know what a car wash is?” she asked Chi­un. She smiled sweet­ly, as if talk­ing to a

    child.




    “I have seen them,” Chi­un said doubt­ful­ly. He knew from past ex­pe­ri­ence that when

    An­na Chutesov turned on the charm she want­ed some­thing. He made a men­tal note that

    what­ev­er it was, he would not give it to her with­out a fight-​or with­out get­ting

    some­thing very spe­cial in re­turn.




    “I have nev­er been in one, but I would like to,” An­na smiled. “All those cars in front of

    us are wait­ing in line to see this one par­tic­ular car wash. It must be ex­traor­di­nary.

    Don’t you agree?”




    “How can wash­ing a car be ex­traor­di­nary?”




    “I don’t know, but I would like to see the car wash that is caus­ing such traf­fic,” said

    An­na Chutesov.




    “But I would not,” said Chi­un firm­ly.




    “I will teach you more about driv­ing,” An­na promised. Ahead, the con­vert­ible surged

    ahead. The line was mov­ing.




    “You are al­ready ob­li­gat­ed to teach me all you know,” replied the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.

    “You can­not bar­gain with what you have al­ready bartered away.”




    An­na said noth­ing. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was right. The line of cars inched for­ward

    while An­na thought. “It is im­por­tant to my coun­try that I re­cov­er our lost shut­tle,” she

    said.




    “I am glad it is im­por­tant to some­one,” Chi­un sniffed. He sent the car bounc­ing

    for­ward. This time he braked with near­ly two milime­ters to spare be­tween his bumper and the

    con­vert­ible’s. He was very pleased.




    An­na Chutesov fold­ed her arms an­gri­ly. She was not go­ing to get an­gry, she told

    her­self. She was not go­ing to be­tray her need. And most of all, she was not go­ing to give

    in.




    Then she saw the sign. It was a rude wood­en sign, a piece of ply­wood nailed to a rail­road

    tie and plant­ed in the dirt at the road­side. A leg­end was scrawled on the board with what

    ap­peared to be slop­py blue paint: YURI GAGARIN




    FREE CAR WASH NEXT RIGHT




    “I must see that car wash,” An­na Chutesov plead­ed. “Name your price.”




    “Help me hold on to my son,” said Chi­un in­stant­ly.




    “Done,” agreed An­na Chutesov. “It is the next right,” she added.




    “I know. I had al­ready de­cid­ed to go there any­way,” said Chi­un. “Heh, heh. Too bad you

    were not more pa­tient. “


  




  

    Chapter 9




    The car wash was con­struct­ed of alu­minum and white tile, as if it had been de­signed by

    an ar­chi­tect who had prac­ticed by build­ing mu­nic­ipal lava­to­ries. The sign over the

    en­trance port read YURI GAGARIN FREE CAR WASH in neat black let­ter­ing. The build­ing stood

    at the bot­tom of the ex­it ramp, in a black­top oa­sis sur­round­ed by high grass and weeds.

    It was do­ing a boom­ing busi­ness. Ev­ery minute or two, an­oth­er car rolled in one end and

    came out the oth­er, glis­ten­ing as if new.




    An­na Chutesov ex­am­ined the build­ing crit­ical­ly as the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sent their

    car jounc­ing along un­til they were third in line at the en­trance.




    “There is some­thing wrong with this place,” An­na said aloud.




    “I agree,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, watch­ing a fly buzz the wind­shield.




    “You do?”




    “Yes. This free busi­ness. It is very wrong. It is un-​Amer­ican. “




    “I was re­fer­ring to the name over the en­trance. Yuri Gagarin.”




    “A Rus­sian name,” said Chi­un dis­taste­ful­ly. The fly alight­ed inch­es from his face and

    be­gan rub­bing its forelegs to­geth­er. Chi­un hit the wind­shield-​wiper switch. The fly took

    off just ahead of the sweep­ing blades.




    “Ah, now you un­der­stand.”




    “Of course. On­ly a Rus­sian would of­fer some­thing good for noth­ing. I told you it was

    un-​Amer­ican.” Chi­un stopped the wipers in mid-​sweep.




    “Yuri Gagarin was the name of the first cos­mo­naut shot in­to out­er space.”




    “What did he do wrong?” asked Chi­un, watch­ing the fly as it re­turned to its for­mer spot,

    next to one of the mo­tion­less blades.




    “Noth­ing. Be­ing shot in­to space is con­sid­ered a great hon­or for a So­vi­et

    cit­izen.”




    “In the days of Caligu­la, hav­ing your head dipped in a vat of cool­ing tal­low was

    con­sid­ered an hon­ored way to de­part this world al­so,” said Chi­un, hit­ting the switch

    again. The fly looped off just ahead of the lazy wiper blade. “Es­pe­cial­ly when com­pared

    with the more com­mon prac­tice of be­ing torn apart by li­ons.”




    An­na Chutesov sighed. “Yuri Gagarin was killed in an avi­ation ac­ci­dent in 1968.”




    “His son, then.”




    “The son of a So­vi­et hero would not stoop to op­er­at­ing a car-​wash ma­chine in

    Amer­ica.”




    “Why not? The best cit­izens of the world come to these shores. Amer­ica is a land of

    op­por­tu­ni­ty. All are wel­come here.”




    “Those words seem hol­low com­ing from so ex­alt­ed a per­son­age.”




    “At least we agree on one thing,” said Chi­un, watch­ing the fly buzz the wipers

    cu­ri­ous­ly.




    “That you are full of hot air?”




    Chi­un made a face. “No, that I am an ex­alt­ed per­son­age. Al­though I much pre­fer the

    term ‘awe­some.’ ‘Il­lus­tri­ous’ is good too.”




    “Yuri Gagarin is the name giv­en to the So­vi­et space­craft I am seek­ing. See those tracks

    of burned rub­ber on the road? I be­lieve they were made by the craft. They lead di­rect­ly to

    the car-​wash build­ing.”




    “So?” asked Chi­un, turn­ing off the wipers and pre­tend­ing to look else­where.




    “So this is no co­in­ci­dence,” said An­na Chutesov. “The en­ter­pris­ing own­er of yon

    car-​wash ma­chine re­named it in hon­or of the ex­iled Gagarin af­ter the craft named af­ter

    him ven­tured through his es­tab­lish­ment. Per­haps it was his first cus­tomer. Amer­ican

    mer­chants al­ways cel­ebrate the first cus­tomer-​al­though ev­ery­one knows it is the

    cus­tomer you are deal­ing with at a giv­en mo­ment who is the most im­por­tant.” And with­out

    look­ing at the wind­shield, he hit the wiper switch. The fly be­came a smear on the glass. The

    smear was oblit­er­at­ed on the re­verse sweep, caus­ing the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to smile

    de­light­ed­ly.




    “The Yuri Gagarin would not de­vi­ate from its mis­sion mere­ly to un­der­go a

    wash-​and-​wax treat­ment,” an­swered An­na Chutesov huffi­ly.




    “No! Did you not tell me that there are no such ma­chines as these in your na­tive

    Rus­sia?”




    “What has that to do with any­thing?”




    “Have you a bet­ter ex­pla­na­tion than the one the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has put forth?”




    “No,” said An­na Chutesov mis­er­ably, as the yawn­ing en­trance loomed near­er, like a

    great cu­bis­tic cav­ern.




    “Our turn has come,” said Chi­un, and he sent the car bounc­ing and lurch­ing in­to the

    dark­ened in­te­ri­or of the Yuri Gagarin Free Car Wash.




    A uni­formed at­ten­dant stepped up to Chi­un’s side of the car.




    “Put the car in­to neu­tral and take your foot off the brake,” he in­struct­ed.




    “What is neu­tral?” asked Chi­un, notic­ing the at­ten­dant’s nametag.




    “You kid­din’ me, bud?”




    “Nev­er mind, I will do it,” said An­na, bat­ting the gearshift lever in­to the neu­tral

    po­si­tion.




    “You got a fun­ny ac­cent there, la­dy,” said the at­ten­dant. “Where’re you from?”




    “Moscow.”




    “That near Rus­sia?” he asked sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “Too near,” said An­na Chutesov.




    “I don’t like them Rus­sians,” the at­ten­dant opined.




    “It is mu­tu­al, I am sure,” said An­na Chutesov in a voice like a brook freez­ing over.




    “What do we do next?” asked Chi­un.




    “Don’t you know?” said the at­ten­dant.




    “We are new,” said Chi­un, “to the mys­ter­ies of Amer­ican car wash­ing.”




    “Just roll up your win­dows and en­joy the ride.”




    “But how will I con­verse with the me­nials who do the wash­ing? I may wish to urge them on

    in their im­por­tant tasks.”




    The at­ten­dant laughed. “There ain’t no oth­er meat machi-​I mean men, here. Just me.

    Ma­chines do all the work.”




    “Ma­chines?” said An­na Chutesov. “Then you are the own­er?”




    “Nope. He’s in the booth at the oth­er end. I just make sure the cars go in okay.”




    “But you said you were the on­ly per­son here,” An­na point­ed out.




    “I am,” said the at­ten­dant as he set the chocks that locked the car on­to the mov­ing

    track. The car be­gan to glide to­ward hang­ing black leather strips. An­na shut the elec­tric

    win­dows.




    “That poor man,” said Chi­un sad­ly.




    “What about him?”




    “He has fall­en great­ly in life.”




    “You know him?”




    “He was once of roy­al blood. Now he tends ma­chines.”




    “How can you tell he is roy­al­ty?”




    “The mono­gram de­vice over his pock­et. It said that he was once an earl.”




    “Oh,” said An­na Chutesov as the black leather strips slapped the wind­shield and noz­zles

    on ei­ther side be­gan spout­ing wa­ter. “He re­mind­ed me of the fat mil­itary males of my

    coun­try. He would look more at home with a weapon in his hands.”




    “Hush,” com­mand­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju im­pe­ri­ous­ly. “I wish to en­joy this

    unique­ly Amer­ican ex­pe­ri­ence in peace.”




    An­na Chutesov lapsed in­to si­lence. She too was in­ter­est­ed in the me­chan­ical

    fea­tures of the car wash. But most of all she was in­ter­est­ed in hav­ing a talk with the

    own­er in the booth once they reached the oth­er end-​the man who had named his

    es­tab­lish­ment af­ter a So­vi­et peo­ple’s hero but who hired Rus­sian-​hat­ing staff.




    The au­to­mat­ic track dragged the car through the first se­ries of wa­ter jets. Then came

    the kelp­like leather strips that danced be­fore the wind­shield and dragged against the hood

    and sides.




    “Wheee!” squealed Chi­un. “It’s like be­ing un­der­wa­ter.”




    “It is like be­ing eat­en by a whale,” said An­na Chutesov, who de­spite her

    so­phis­ti­ca­tion felt her skin tight­en with an al­most su­per­nat­ural fear. She was not

    afraid of ma­chines, or­di­nar­ily. But this was an in­com­pre­hen­si­ble ma­chine, and she was

    a Rus­sian in a for­eign land. Nev­er hav­ing seen the in­side of a car wash be­fore, she did

    not know what to ex­pect. It made her un­easy.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was any­thing but un­easy. He was out of his seat, try­ing to see in

    all di­rec­tions at once.




    “Look!” he cried, point­ing ahead. “Gi­ant sponges.” There were not sponges. They were

    buffers, com­posed of bright red and blue plas­tic bris­tles. They at­tacked the car body like

    whirling dervish­es, mak­ing the met­al hood and fend­ers hum with their as­sault.




    Chi­un reached for the win­dow switch. An­na placed her hand on his, but she could not move

    it.




    “What are you do­ing?” she cried.




    “I want to touch it,” said Chi­un.




    “Why?”




    “Per­haps I can ob­tain a bris­tle, a sin­gle soli­tary bris­tle, as a sou­venir.”




    “But what if there is more wa­ter?”




    Chi­un sank back in his seat. His pleas­ant face wrin­kled in un­hap­pi­ness. “I am too

    late. They are gone, and it is your fault I will have no sou­venirs of my first Amer­ican

    car-​wash ride. This is a gold­en hour, to be sa­vored and passed on to grand­chil­dren, and

    you have turned it to dross.”




    “I have al­so saved you from be­ing soaped in the face,” said An­na Chutesov as the liq­uid

    soap squirt­ed from all sides.




    “Now I can­not see. I can see noth­ing,” Chi­un wailed. he bounced about in his seat. But it

    was no use. Ev­ery win­dow–front, sides, and rear-​was cov­ered with soapy bub­bles.




    A sec­ond wave of red and blue buffers at­tacked the car next, clean­ing the wind­shield and

    calm­ing the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. When the win­dows on An­na’s side cleared, she caught a

    glimpse of the wall be­yond the ma­chines. There were let­ters on the wall, huge and red and

    turned on their side. An­na tilt­ed her head to read them bet­ter.




    The let­ters were C and P.




    “I won­der what C.P. stands for,” An­na won­dered aloud.




    “Com­mu­nist pro­pa­gan­da,” an­swered Chi­un.




    “That is not fun­ny,” said An­na, who no­ticed that the C seemed to curl up on­to the

    white-​tiled ceil­ing.




    “C.P.!” she shout­ed sud­den­ly, rolling down her win­dow.




    She poked her head out, cran­ing her neck to see the ceil­ing. Above was a tan­gle of

    lat­tice­work, but through the struts, be­fore the ceil­ing passed from sight, she thought she

    caught a fleet­ing glimpse of the re­main­ing let­ters her heart told her would be there. But

    it was im­pos­si­ble to say for cer­tain.




    An­na Chutesov felt her blood run cold. She said noth­ing. She set­tled in­to the cush­ions

    of the seat like a fright­ened child, her blue eyes star­ing ahead, glassy and dazed.




    “Ah­hh!” she screamed. A black thing came at her face.




    But then she re­al­ized it was some kind of ma­chine, a hot-​air blow­er with a sin­gle

    guid­ing wheel un­der­neath. It coast­ed along the hood, climbed the wind­shield, and bumped

    along the car roof.




    The sin­gle tire left a wa­ter track that re­mind­ed An­na of the burn marks that had led

    them to the Yuri Gagarin Free Car Wash-​which she now knew with near to­tal cer­tain­ly had

    be­longed to the van­ished So­vi­et space ma­chine Yuri Gagarin.




    Af­ter the blow­ers, there was more of the kelp. This time there were two swish­ing cir­cles

    of it, dry and the col­or of ocher. They slapped the hood clean of wa­ter like blind

    un­rea­son­ing ma­rine life.




    “Ooohh,” said Chi­un un­hap­pi­ly.




    “What!” An­na asked ner­vous­ly.




    “I think we are done.”




    “I am sure of it,” said An­na Chutesov. “For I do not feel well.”




    “Car­sick­ness,” pro­nounced Chi­un. “A well-​known Amer­ican mal­ady. Put your head

    be­tween your knees and it will pass like a sum­mer cloud.”




    “I am afraid to do any such thing.”




    “Then do not do it,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju dis­in­ter­est­ed­ly.




    When the car broke through the fi­nal bank of leather strips in­to the day­light at the end

    of the car wash, An­na felt re­lief at see­ing the open sky.




    But then she saw the booth to one side. It was dirty and the glass filmed, un­like the rest

    of the place, which was very clean. Be­hind the smeared glass, she could see the up­per half of

    a man who worked switch­es at an un­seen con­sole.




    An­na screamed at him.




    “Mur­der­er! Where is the crew? Have you slaugh­tered them?”




    A voice with­in the booth sound­ed tin­ni­ly.




    “Please re­main in your car. You have not been pro­cessed yet.”




    And then An­na saw the sil­very globe hang­ing from the ceil­ing. It hung sus­pend­ed like

    an alu­minum sun. The bot­tom hemi­sphere dropped open like a me­chan­ical shov­el, ex­pos­ing

    a dish-​shaped an­ten­na lined with many tooth­like fo­cus­ing el­ements. They buzzed.




    And An­na Chutesov knew that she was look­ing di­rect­ly at the most fear­some weapon of the

    So­vi­et ar­se­nal, the Sword of Damo­cles satel­lite. She felt sud­den­ly fever­ish.




    “Quick! Drive!” she cried. “It is point­ing at us.”




    But in the driv­er’s seat, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju did not an­swer. He sat limp be­hind the

    wheel, his face dull and life­less. As An­na watched, his fa­cial hair seemed to dark­en. She

    re­al­ized al­most im­me­di­ate­ly that the phe­nomenon was an il­lu­sion.




    For the hair of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was not grow­ing dark­er. His face was turn­ing

    whiter. Pale white. Corpse white.




    “Damn!” said An­na Chutesov, scram­bling to pull his in­ert fig­ure out from be­hind the

    wheel.




    Des­per­ate­ly she clam­bered over him, got be­hind the wheel, and wrenched the en­gine to

    life.




    An­na Chutesov sent the car screech­ing out of the Yuri Gagarin Free Car Wash as the

    damnably in­hu­man voice from the booth called af­ter her: “Have a nice day.”


  




  

    Chapter 10




    They rushed the her­met­ical­ly sealed con­tain­ers to the Air Force’s For­eign Tech­nol­ogy

    As­sess­ment De­part­ment at Wright-​Pat­ter­son Air Force Base in Day­ton, Ohio. FORTEC

    sci­en­tists emp­tied the con­tents of each box-​the strange­ly spongy cubes which had been

    re­cov­ered from Kennedy In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port’s blood­slicked run­way 13-Right-​in­to

    sep­arate bio-​con­tain­ment ves­sels.




    The head sci­en­tist was about to in­sert his hands in­to the rub­ber­ized gloves that

    fit­ted in­to the ex­am­ina­tion bub­bles when a man in a three-​piece suit barged in­to the

    room wav­ing a fold­ed sheaf of of­fi­cial-​look­ing pa­per.




    “What is this man do­ing in here?” the FORTEC sci­en­tist cried. He was wear­ing

    pro­tec­tive gar­ments, as was ev­ery oth­er man in the room. The room had been sealed and

    pres­sur­ized to P-3 to pre­vent sus­pect­ed alien mi­crobes from leak­ing in or out of the

    con­tain­ment bub­bles.




    “I couldn’t stop him, sir,” said the guard. “He has au­thor­ity. “




    “What do you mean, au­thor­ity?” The man in the suit showed a badge.




    “Fed­er­al mar­shal,” he said. “I’m sub­poe­naing these spec­imens. “




    “Sub­poe­na? This is a re­strict­ed mil­itary lab­ora­to­ry. We’re un­der quar­an­tine.”




    “Un­til the le­gal tech­ni­cal­ities are dis­pensed with, you are for­bid­den to ex­am­ine

    these spec­imens.”




    “For­bid­den! By whom?”




    “Well, this suit has been filed by the De­fense Ad­vanced Re­search Projects Agen­cy,” the

    fed­er­al man said, hand­ing over a set of pa­pers. “And this is one from the De­part­ment of

    Health and Hu­man Ser­vices. The Na­tion­al Bu­reau of Stan­dards, the Cen­ters for Dis­ease

    Con­trol, the FAA, and the Sier­ra Club make it an even half-​dozen,” he fin­ished, hand­ing

    over the re­main­ing doc­uments.




    “Do you re­al­ize we may be deal­ing with some kind of ex­trater­res­tri­al mat­ter here? By

    the time this drags through the courts, these spec­imens may de­te­ri­orate be­yond study. If

    there’s a threat to our na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty in­volved, we won’t be able to deal with it. Do

    you un­der­stand that?”




    “I un­der­stand my job,” said the fed­er­al mar­shal as he left the room. “That’s all they

    pay me to un­der­stand.”




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was not hap­py. The Air Force, Coast Guard, and

    Na­tion­al Guard had called off their search. There was no sign of the lost shut­tle Yuri

    Gagarin with­in the search ra­dius, which had been ex­pand­ed an­oth­er thir­ty miles in all

    di­rec­tions. The gist of the re­ports from the three mil­itary branch­es was that the Gagarin

    was un­find­able.




    “Un­find­able,” the Pres­ident grum­bled. “They gave up. That’s what it is. They finked out

    on us.”




    “There’s an­oth­er pos­si­bil­ity, Mr. Pres­ident,” in­ter­ject­ed the Sec­re­tary of

    De­fense, who was ul­ti­mate­ly re­spon­si­ble for the ac­tions of Amer­ica’s mil­itary

    ma­chine.




    “What’s that?” the Pres­ident asked. He was seat­ed at his desk in the Oval Of­fice.




    “The shut­tle might have been tak­ing some sort of eva­sive ac­tion when it went off our

    radarscopes. It could have flown out to sea, close to the deck, as they say in the Navy, and

    off to Eu­rope and Rus­sia.”




    “Then why are the So­vi­ets still scream­ing for their shut­tle through diplo­mat­ic

    chan­nels?”




    “Con­ceiv­ably, the shut­tle might not have made it home.”




    “And what about the man who was seen climb­ing aboard the thing at Kennedy. Any word on

    him?”




    “The lat­est in­tel­li­gence re­ports are sketchy, Mr. Pres­ident. Ac­cord­ing to the CIA,

    the FBI has iden­ti­fied an aban­doned pick­up truck with Mis­souri li­cense plates left at the

    air­port. It’s reg­is­tered to a farmer who re­port­ed it stolen sev­er­al days ago. It’s

    be­lieved that the pick­up was stolen by a fed­er­al fugi­tive named Earl Ar­malide, who is

    want­ed for in­come-​tax eva­sion, flight to avoid ar­rest, and the mur­ders of sev­er­al

    LEOs.”




    “Li­ons?”




    “Law-​en­force­ment of­fi­cers,” said the Sec­re­tary. “You may have seen this man’s siege

    on the net­works.”




    “The sur­vival­ist with the hill­top fortress? That’s the man who es­caped in­to a Rus­sian

    shut­tle?”




    “I know it sounds un­like­ly, but that’s what our friends over at the CIA think the FBI has

    un­cov­ered.”




    “Think? Why not ask the FBI di­rect­ly? Don’t they re­turn CIA calls?”




    “Well, Mr. Pres­ident, there’s such a thing as in­ter­agen­cy ri­val­ry. The CIA feels if

    they ask the FBI for a fa­vor now, the FBI may want it re­turned at an in­con­ve­nient time.

    You know.”




    “I know that we’re all sup­posed to be on the same team. That’s what I know,” the Pres­ident

    said fu­ri­ous­ly. He grabbed the phone and asked the op­er­ator to get the di­rec­tor of the

    FBI.




    “What else do we know?” the Pres­ident asked the Sec­re­tary of De­fense while he

    wait­ed.




    “We have a prob­lem with the spec­imens re­moved from the air­port run­way. The FORTEC

    peo­ple have been un­able to an­alyze them. It seems that there have been sev­er­al

    in­junc­tions filed against them.”




    “In­junc­tions?” The Pres­ident’s face shook with con­trolled fury. He could not be­lieve

    what he was hear­ing. “Well, yes. It seems the CDC, DARPA, and a few oth­ers are claim­ing that

    the re­cov­ery and anal­ysis du­ties on those spec­imens were their in­di­vid­ual

    provinces.”




    “If I could, I’d fire the whole bunch of them!” shout­ed the Pres­ident. In­to the phone he

    said, “What? No, not you, Mr. Di­rec­tor. I was talk­ing to the Sec­re­tary of De­fense. Wait.”

    The Pres­ident put the FBI di­rec­tor on hold and turned to the oth­er man. “Quash those suits.

    I don’t care what you have to do. Di­vide the spec­imens among ev­ery­one. Just get them

    an­alyzed. We have a ma­jor in­cur­sion by a So­vi­et space ve­hi­cle and no one is

    func­tion­ing. This is the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment, not Romper Room!”




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” said the Sec­re­tary of De­fense sheep­ish­ly as he left the Oval

    Of­fice.




    The Pres­ident was in no mood for small talk so he asked his ques­tion of the FBI di­rec­tor

    with­out pream­ble. “What can you tell me about the man who was seen climb­ing aboard the

    So­vi­et shut­tle at Kennedy?”




    “Mr. Pres­ident, we think he was Earl Ar­malide, a self-​avowed sur­vival­ist and fed­er­al

    fugi­tive. We the­orize that the So­vi­et space­craft was hi­jacked by an ac­com­plice of

    Ar­malide’s and that the two men have es­caped to an un­known third coun­try, but we ad­mit the

    ev­idence is cir­cum­stan­tial.”




    “The idea is be­yond the ab­surd-​wouldn’t you al­so say that as well?” de­mand­ed the

    Pres­ident.




    “Well, it would seem un­like­ly. Ar­malide did not be­come a want­ed crim­inal un­til days

    be­fore the So­vi­et shut­tle was launched. Not enough lead time to plan an op­er­ation this

    ma­jor. And the Bu­reau doesn’t con­sid­er it like­ly that the So­vi­ets them­selves would land

    the shut­tle at Kennedy to ren­dezvous with Ar­malide.”




    “It’s a long way to go to evade in­come tax,” the Pres­ident agreed dry­ly.




    “But the Air Force per­son­nel on the run­way have iden­ti­fied pho­tos of the man, so we

    are nine­ty per­cent cer­tain that Ar­malide did board the Gagarin pri­or to its tak­ing

    off.”




    “I find it dif­fi­cult to swal­low. Is there any­thing else?”




    “Yes, we have a re­cent re­port that Ar­malide was sight­ed at a fast-​food restau­rant near

    Rye, New York.” There was si­lence on the line.




    “Mr. Pres­ident. Are you still there?”




    The Pres­ident’s voice, when he spoke, was re­mote and metal­lic. “Isn’t Rye with­in the

    sup­posed crash ra­dius of the shut­tle?”




    “Yes, it is. Which is why we lend cre­dence to the re­port. But our agents have turned up no

    trace of the man.”




    “Ex­cuse me,” said the Pres­ident. “I have an­oth­er call to make. An im­por­tant one.”




    The Pres­ident slipped out of the Oval Of­fice, in­form­ing his staff that he was go­ing to

    take a short nap. He knew one of them would leak it to the press, but that was unim­por­tant.

    If the world on­ly knew what he was re­al­ly do­ing when he took his sup­posed naps … Well …

    The Pres­ident smiled in­ward­ly. They might im­peach him. Then again, they might re­peal the

    Twen­ty-​sec­ond Amend­ment and give him an­oth­er term of of­fice.




    The Pres­ident sat on the edge of his bed and opened his locked night­stand draw­er. He

    re­moved a tele­phone. It was a stan­dard AT cept it was hot-​coal red and had no di­al or push

    but­tons. The Pres­ident lift­ed the hand­set to his ear and wait­ed.




    The voice of Dr. Harold W. Smith came on the line. “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident?”




    “We’re at a dead end with this Gagarin in­ci­dent. But I have some in­for­ma­tion for you.

    The FBI in­forms me that the man who was seen board­ing the craft when it was on the ground was

    a known fugi­tive named Earl Ar­malide. He was seen in your area on­ly two days ago. I don’t

    know what any of it means, but I can’t help but re­call that prob­lem we had with the Rus­sians

    last year.”




    “In the past, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said for­mal­ly.




    “We lost our en­force­ment arm dur­ing that mess. Just be­cause we paid with our dear­est

    blood doesn’t mean that the So­vi­ets aren’t out to even the score.”




    “I am cer­tain I can as­sure you that the Gagarin in­ci­dent is not a part of any such

    senario.”




    “The mil­itary think the shut­tle has gone back to Rus­sia. What do you think?”




    “I can­not spec­ulate on that, sir. But my spe­cial per­son is al­ready look­ing in­to

    this.”




    “Good. I have enough meat­balls work­ing for me on this end. I need some­one I can re­ly on.

    You’re the man, Smith.”




    “Thank you, Mr. Pres­ident. I ap­pre­ci­ate your say­ing that.”




    “Then why do you sound like I just broke the news that you have ter­mi­nal can­cer?”




    “Er, yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” said Smith awk­ward­ly. “I’ll get back to you when I have

    some­thing con­crete.”




    At Fol­croft, Dr. Harold W. Smith hung up the phone. Al­though alone, he tight­ened his

    Dart­mouth tie self­con­scious­ly. He liked the cur­rent Pres­ident. But the na­ture of Smith’s

    job re­quired that no per­son­al bond be formed with the Pres­ident. Smith could not af­ford a

    chief ex­ec­utive who thought that he could call on CURE to solve ev­ery lit­tle prob­lem that

    came along. The un­writ­ten CURE char­ter stip­ulat­ed that the Pres­ident could sug­gest

    mis­sions, but not or­der them. A Pres­ident had on­ly eight years in of­fice, tops. But Harold

    Smith was in his job for life.




    He sat back and wait­ed for Chi­un to re­port in. Re­mo Williams whis­tled as he walked

    through the Seat­tle-​Taco­ma Air­port. He was in a good mood. True, he had not ex­act­ly

    erad­icat­ed the prob­lem of the home­less in Amer­ica, but it wasn’t his fault that he

    couldn’t find any. But he could take plea­sure in solv­ing the bizarre plight of Dex­ter Barn,

    now sleep­ing peace­ful­ly through the first leg of his trip to a hap­pi­er to­mor­row. It had

    been a neat so­lu­tion to a dif­fi­cult mat­ter and Re­mo was es­pe­cial­ly proud that he

    hadn’t had to kill any­one. He was re­tired from killing. Killing was in the past. In a few

    months Re­mo would ship out for Ko­rea one last time and set­tle down with his bride-​to-​be,

    Mah-​Li, and raise a fam­ily. Maybe he would teach his chil­dren Sinan­ju. But he would not

    teach them to kill. No, he would teach them just enough Sinan­ju so they could be­come fa­mous

    ac­ro­bats or en­ter­tain­ers. Yes, that was it. Maybe when they grew up he would start a

    fam­ily cir­cus. Re­mo used to dream of run­ning away and join­ing a cir­cus when he was a boy.

    All boys, he sup­posed, did. Re­mo used to dream of walk­ing the high wire with­out a net.




    Re­mo had walked all the way from town be­cause he had run out of mon­ey. No longer

    em­ployed, he didn’t have the cred­it cards or cash that Smit­ty used to sup­ply him with.

    Re­mo had come back from Sinan­ju with some gold from the trea­sure house of the vil­lage, but

    he had spent the last in­got worth about four hun­dred dol­lars–on the case of dog food. The

    gro­cer had re­fused to give him change, claim­ing that he hadn’t that much cash in the en­tire

    store. No one, it seemed, liked to change gold in­gots these days, thought Re­mo as he searched

    for a work­ing pay phone.




    Still whistling, Re­mo walked to the next ter­mi­nal. He would call Chi­un when he found a

    pay phone that worked. Chi­un would lend him some mon­ey. Nor­mal­ly he would have asked

    Smit­ty, but Smith would prob­ably ask for col­lat­er­al and Re­mo was wear­ing all the

    col­lat­er­al he had to his name.




    There was no an­swer from Chi­un’s room, so Re­mo asked the op­er­ator to switch him to Dr.

    Smith’s of­fice. “Re­mo,” Smith said. “I’m glad you called.”




    “You are?” said Re­mo. “Think about that a minute. I still don’t work for you.”




    “I need you here, right away.”




    “Noth­ing do­ing,” said Re­mo. “I’m re­tired. No more mis­sions, no more killing.”




    “Are you fa­mil­iar with the land­ing of the Yuri Gagarin?”




    “No, but I can hum ‘Sink the Bis­mar­ck.’ “




    “Don’t be smart, Re­mo. Chi­un was just brought in­to Fol­croft. There’s some­thing

    ter­ri­bly wrong with him, and I have rea­son to be­lieve it is re­lat­ed to the miss­ing

    So­vi­et space shut­tle.”




    “Chi­un?” whis­pered Re­mo, grip­ping the re­ceiv­er un­til he left fin­ger­prints

    em­bed­ded in the plas­tic.




    “Fol­croft doc­tors are ex­am­in­ing him now.”




    “He might be fak­ing,” Re­mo said slow­ly. “He did that once be­fore. At least, I think he

    was fak­ing that last time. “




    “I don’t know, Re­mo. It looks se­ri­ous. And An­na swears it’s con­nect­ed with the Gagarin

    mys­tery.”




    “An­na? Is that your wife’s pet name this week?”




    “No. An­na Chutesov. You re­mem­ber her.”




    “Oh, her. Was she ask­ing for me?”




    “As a mat­ter of fact, yes.”




    “Did you tell her I was en­gaged?” Re­mo asked in an anx­ious voice.




    “No, I didn’t think it was im­por­tant.”




    “Try to break it to her be­fore I get there, Smit­ty. I don’t need any more prob­lems right

    now.”




    “Please hur­ry.”




    “Don’t hang up yet, Smit­ty. I’m out of mon­ey. Can you ar­range air­fare for me?”




    “Go to the Wing­light Air­lines desk. A tick­et will be wait­ing for you there. Where are

    you, by the way?”




    “Seat­tle.”




    “First class or coach?”




    “First class,” said Re­mo. “You must re­al­ly need me, Smit­ty. In the old days, I nev­er

    had a choice.”




    “I ex­pect you to re­im­burse me for the fare, of course,” said Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    “Of course,” par­rot­ed Re­mo Williams. “Na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty is on­ly na­tion­al

    se­cu­ri­ty, but the Fol­croft bud­get is for­ev­er.” And he tossed the re­ceiv­er to the floor

    and walked away.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    Re­mo Williams brushed past the sec­re­tary.




    “I’m sor­ry, sir. Dr. Smith is in con­fer­ence,” the sec­re­tary said.




    “He’ll see me,” Re­mo snapped, tight-​lipped.




    The bo­somy wom­an jumped to her feet and put her head in­to Smith’s of­fice one step ahead

    of Re­mo Williams. “I’m sor­ry, Dr. Smith, I couldn’t stop him,” she apol­ogized, get­ting out

    of Re­mo’s way just in time.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith saw the rock-​hard face of Re­mo Williams and said, “Quite all right,

    Mrs. Mikul­ka. No one could.”




    “Where is he, Smit­ty?” said Re­mo. “Where’s Chi­un?” An­na Chutesov rose from her cor­ner

    seat.




    “Hel­lo, dar­ling,” she said in a warm voice. She walked up to give him a wel­com­ing hug

    and found her­self clutch­ing emp­ty air.




    “Hi,” Re­mo said with­out glanc­ing in her di­rec­tion. To Smith he re­peat­ed his de­mand.

    “Chi­un. Take me to him.”




    “This way, Re­mo,” said Smith. He led Re­mo to the el­eva­tor.




    An­na Chutesov stood rigid, dis­be­lief mark­ing her un­blem­ished com­plex­ion. When she

    re­al­ized she was be­ing left be­hind, she ran af­ter the pair and squeezed through the

    clos­ing el­eva­tor doors. Re­mo was in a heat­ed con­ver­sa­tion with Smith.




    “He’s re­gained con­scious­ness and is ask­ing for you,” Smith said. “The doc­tors are

    cer­tain he will be all right.”




    “Then what was the prob­lem?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “Bet­ter let Chi­un ex­plain it to you.”




    Re­mo stared at the ceil­ing light, flex­ing his thick wrists im­pa­tient­ly. “He’d bet­ter

    not be fak­ing this time. He just bet­ter not be,” Re­mo warned. But the sick wor­ry on his

    face be­lied his harsh tone.




    “He is not,” said An­na crisply.




    “How would you know?” asked Re­mo dis­tant­ly, as if months had not passed since they had

    said warm farewells to one an­oth­er.




    “I was with him when it hap­pened.”




    The el­eva­tor doors slid open, and with­out wait­ing, Re­mo brushed past An­na Chutesov as

    if he had sud­den­ly for­got­ten they were talk­ing.




    He found Chi­un sit­ting up in a hos­pi­tal bed. The vis­age of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was

    waxy and pale, but Re­mo’s at­tuned hear­ing told him Chi­un’s heart­beat and lung ac­tion were

    nor­mal.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, what hap­pened to you?” Re­mo asked.




    “Death,” said Chi­un hol­low­ly.




    “You’re not dead,” said Re­mo.




    “I am not dead,” agreed Chi­un. “Not yet. But I do not mat­ter. Sinan­ju is dead. The

    fu­ture is dead. It is gone, all of it gone.”




    Re­mo, hear­ing the trem­bling an­guish in the voice of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, knew that

    his men­tor was not fak­ing. The pain was re­al. Re­mo sat at the edge of the bed, took

    Chi­un’s long-​nailed hand in his, and pressed it con­cerned­ly.




    “Tell me all about it, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said.




    “There are many deaths, Re­mo. There are the death of body and the death of mind and the

    death of spir­it.” Re­mo nod­ded. Smith and An­na Chutesov hov­ered in the open door­way,

    re­luc­tant to in­trude.




    Chi­un turned his hazel eyes up­on Re­mo’s deep brown ones.




    “But there is a worse death than any of those,” he in­toned. “Woe to the House of Sinan­ju.

    I shall rue the day I al­lowed that wom­an to lure me in­to that place of doom.”




    “Wom­an?” won­dered Re­mo, look­ing at An­na Chutesov. He looked right through her as if she

    weren’t there. An­na flinched un­der the in­dif­fer­ence of his gaze.




    “I was learn­ing to drive a mo­tor car­riage,” Chi­un ex­plained. “Do not trou­ble your­self

    that you were too eas­ily bored to com­plete your teach­ing. I un­der­stand. You were too busy

    seek­ing the un­find­able home­less to care for your adopt­ed fa­ther, who spent near­ly two

    decades train­ing you in the sun source. A few hours of in­struc­tion in re­turn were too

    valu­able to you. But it is of no mo­ment. I un­der­stand.”




    Re­mo squeezed Chi­un’s hand.




    “Cut it out, Chi­un. I don’t want to hear guilt. I want to hear what hap­pened.”




    “The Rus­sian wom­an lured me in­to the di­abol­ical tem­ple with the Rus­sian name. She

    promised the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju a few mo­ments of di­ver­sion from his cares and wor­ries. But

    be­fore it was over, I felt it die with­in me. All of it.”




    “Die? What died?”




    “The fu­ture of Sinan­ju.”




    “I am the fu­ture of Sinan­ju. Haven’t you al­ways said that?”




    “You are the fu­ture of my house, Re­mo. But not of the pure line. The pure line ends with

    me.”




    “That’s news?”




    “Tell them to be gone,” Chi­un said, ges­tur­ing in the di­rec­tion of the open door.




    Re­mo turned. “Could you two give us a minute? This is fam­ily stuff.” And Chi­un smiled

    wan­ly.




    “We’ll be in my of­fice,” said Smith. An­na went re­luc­tant­ly, her fea­tures a patch­work

    of con­fu­sion. Re­mo was ig­nor­ing her.




    When they had gone, Chi­un laid his aged head against the dou­ble pil­lows.




    “Lean clos­er, my son, that I may speak of my mis­for­tune. It is too un­bear­able to say

    aloud. I will whis­per it. “




    Puz­zled, Re­mo leaned his ear next to Chi­un’s thin mouth.




    “I can no longer have chil­dren,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in­toned in a dole­ful hush.




    Re­mo looked blank. “Chil­dren?”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “The seed with­in me has died. It is the fault of the Rus­sian wom­an-​her

    and that place of death.”




    “Seed?”




    “Yes, seed. You know, Re­mo. The male seed. The seed that makes the fe­male fat with

    child.”




    “Are you try­ing to tell me you’re im­po­tent?”




    “Shhh! Do you want the whole of Fol­croft to know of my shame?” Re­mo saw the col­or come

    back in­to Chi­un’s cheeks, but it was buried be­neath the skin, like ros­es un­der wax.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said gen­tly, “these things hap­pen. You get old­er, you slow down,

    things change. I don’t think it is so ter­ri­ble.”




    “So ter­ri­ble!” Chi­un hissed. “Is there wax in your white ears? There can be no off­spring

    of my blood­line. It is over. When I awoke from my fevered sleep, I knew it in­stant­ly. The

    seed no longer burned with­in my loins. Alas, no wom­an will ev­er bear it now.”




    “Re­mo stood up.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I think I un­der­stand your dis­ap­point­ment. But as long as I’ve known

    you, you’ve nev­er ex­pressed any in­ter­est in hav­ing chil­dren. I al­ways thought I was sort

    of … well, you know.”




    A gen­tle light sprang in­to the eyes of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “You are, Re­mo. But you

    are not the blood of my blood. Oh, there is some Ko­re­an in you. We both know this. But you

    are not the prod­uct of the pure seed of Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo shoved his hands in­to his pock­ets. “I’m sor­ry if that dis­ap­points you, Chi­un.

    But I thought I was good enough.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju reached out to touch Re­mo’s arm. “Do not be hurt, Re­mo. There is

    be­ing a son and be­ing a son. I think no less of you than I would if my dead wife had birthed

    you in the shad­ow of the Horns of Wel­come it­self.”




    “Then what’s the prob­lem?”




    “The prob­lem is that my seed has died.”




    “So, it died. You weren’t plan­ning on re­mar­ry­ing, were you?”




    “Phag­gh!” Chi­un spat. “No. One dis­ap­point­ment of a bar­ren wife was enough. But the

    seed of Sinan­ju was there, should I have had need of it.”




    “For what? A sperm bank?”




    “You’re be­ing in­sult­ing, Re­mo.”




    “Okay, okay. I just don’t un­der­stand the fuss. You seem to be fine. I’m thrilled. That’s

    all I care about.”




    “Typ­ical,” clucked Chi­un. “You think on­ly of the mo­ment, not of the fu­ture. Very well,

    I will ex­plain it so that even your dense brain will ab­sorb the true im­port of this

    calami­ty.”




    Re­mo fold­ed his arms. “I’m lis­ten­ing.”




    “I am the last of the pure line of Sinan­ju. You are the next Mas­ter, not of the pure line,

    but you will do.”




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said dry­ly.




    “I mean no in­sult. You have done well. For a white. But Sinan­ju is not mere­ly the skills,

    not on­ly the sun source. It is a blood tra­di­tion that has been passed down the line of my

    an­ces­tors for cen­turies.”




    “It fell apart when you could find no rel­ative wor­thy of train­ing,” Re­mo said. “That’s

    how I came in­to the pic­ture.”




    “An over­sim­pli­fi­ca­tion-​but what can I ex­pect from one of your men­tal­ity? Try to

    fol­low along now. You are the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. When I am dust, you will take my

    place. But sup­pose some­thing were to hap­pen to you?”




    “You’d have to start all over and train an­oth­er, I guess.”




    “I am too old for an­oth­er up­hill strug­gle with a grown pupil. If you were to per­ish, I

    would have to start with a babe, which is the tra­di­tion­al way to train a fu­ture Mas­ter.

    Prefer­ably a Ko­re­an. More prefer­ably of my vil­lage, and even more prefer­ably of my

    seed.”




    “I get it,” said Re­mo sud­den­ly. “If I were out of the pic­ture, you’d try for an­oth­er

    son.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “Ex­act­ly.” Then his voice trailed off. He looked at Re­mo

    sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “What do you mean-​an­oth­er son?” Chi­un asked. Flus­tered, Re­mo tried to cov­er up. “I

    meant an­oth­er son, like me. I’m your son, sort of.”




    “That is not what you meant, Re­mo. Speak to me.”




    “I know about the son who died,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “How?” said Chi­un, sit­ting up. “I have nev­er told you that sto­ry.”




    “True,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “Have you been look­ing through my per­son­al scrolls?”




    “Nev­er,” said Re­mo, cross­ing two fin­gers over his heart and giv­ing the Boy Scout

    salute.




    “What, then?”




    “The Great Wang told me. It was one of the things we talked about when his spir­it ap­peared

    be­fore me and I passed in­to full Mas­ter­hood.”




    “That gos­sip!” hissed Chi­un. “He was al­ways a gos­sip.”




    “Hey, that’s no way to speak of the dead. Not to men­tion the great­est Mas­ter in the

    his­to­ry of Sinan­ju.”




    “I do not wish to dis­cuss it.”




    “I un­der­stand, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Maybe some­day you will. Maybe some­day you will see me as

    the son fate de­nied you.”




    “I would rather see you as the avenger of the seed of Sinan­ju.”




    “You want re­venge, huh?”




    “It is your du­ty. Our du­ty.”




    “I’m game.”




    “We must be care­ful,” said Chi­un, rais­ing an ad­mon­ish­ing fin­ger. “I do not want you

    to lose your seed too.”




    “Oh, don’t wor­ry about me,” Re­mo said air­ily. “I think I have a few good years left in

    me.”




    “You have not lis­tened to a word I have said. This is not a calami­ty of ag­ing, for I am

    still young in Sinan­ju years, but of de­lib­er­ate evil. Some­one did this to me. He is do­ing

    it to oth­ers. We must stop him.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said, still not fol­low­ing Chi­un. “We’ll stop him.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sank back in­to the bed and closed his eyes weari­ly. “He has ears,

    but he does not un­der­stand,” he mut­tered.




    An­na Chutesov was hit­ting a high C when Re­mo walked in­to Smith’s of­fice.




    “I am telling you that some­one has per­pe­trat­ed a heinous crime against my coun­try,” she

    railed.




    “Calm down, Ms. Chutesov. I un­der­stand your frus­tra­tion, but your the­ory is not …

    plau­si­ble.”




    “I know what I know.”




    “And I know noth­ing,” Re­mo in­ter­ject­ed. “Some­body fill me in.”




    An­na Chutesov pre­sent­ed Re­mo with her shape­ly back. Re­mo ig­nored the slight.




    “Ms. Chutesov thinks she has found the So­vi­ets’ miss­ing space shut­tle.”




    “Thinks!” An­na blazed. “I know.”




    “Sten­ciled let­ters on an in­side wall are not ex­act­ly con­clu­sive proof,” said Smith

    dry­ly. He was seat­ed be­hind his big oak desk. The com­put­er ter­mi­nal was up from its

    con­cealed port and run­ning. Smith had sent his sec­re­tary off on an er­rand. He was

    un­com­fort­able con­duct­ing CURE meet­ings in his of­fice, but he had no choice.




    “It was the Gagarin,” An­na Chutesov in­sist­ed. “Why else would it have the same name?”




    “What’s the Gagarin?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ms. Chutesov is here on au­thor­ity of her gov­ern­ment to re­cov­er their miss­ing

    shut­tle, which may have crashed in this area.”




    “I got that much,” Re­mo said.




    “The shut­tle is named Yuri Gagarin. She thinks she’s found it.”




    “I have found it,” An­na Chutesov bris­tled. “It is now called the Yuri Gagarin Free Car

    Wash.”




    Re­mo looked at Smith and silent­ly made cir­cles over his tem­ple with a fin­ger. He

    mouthed one word be­hind An­na’s cool back: crazy?




    Smith shook his head in the neg­ative. “That doesn’t sound right,” Re­mo said.




    An­na whirled on him. “What would you know, you … you suk­tin synP”




    “Hey,” Re­mo said in a hurt voice. “What hap­pened to de­tente? And the good times we once

    had?”




    An­na sput­tered some­thing un­in­tel­li­gi­ble. “Did you tell her?” Re­mo asked Smith.




    “No time,” Smith said. “It nev­er came up.”




    “What nev­er came up?” An­na de­mand­ed.




    “My new sit­ua­tion,” Re­mo said, sud­den­ly un­der­stand­ing An­na’s bad mood. She had

    ex­pect­ed to pick up their ca­su­al re­la­tion­ship where it had left off months ago. She

    didn’t know about Mah-​Li. “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo sighed. “I’ll fill you in lat­er.” To Smith he

    said, “I think Chi­un will re­cov­er. He claims that he’s been ster­il­ized.”




    At Re­mo’s words, An­na Chutesov sank in­to a chair and buried her face in her hands. “He

    knows,” she said. Her shoul­ders shook un­con­trol­lably.




    “I thought you said you didn’t break the news to her,” Re­mo said doubt­ful­ly, look­ing at

    her.




    “I did not,” Smith af­firmed.




    “Then what?”




    “Ms. Chutesov is con­vinced that the shut­tle has been re­con­sti­tut­ed as this Yuri

    Gagarin Free Car Wash. She and Chi­un drove through it. That was when Chi­un lapsed in­to

    un­con­scious­ness. Her sto­ry is patent­ly ab­surd, of course. The shut­tle crashed two days

    ago. As­sum­ing some id­iot was in­clined to build a car wash out of the scrap, he could

    hard­ly have ac­com­plished that feat overnight. But there is some­thing odd about the car

    wash.”




    “That’s the tem­ple of evil Chi­un was bab­bling about? A freak­ing car wash?”




    “It seems so,” said Smith.




    Re­mo went over to An­na Chutesov and gen­tly shook her shoul­der.




    “Is that it?”




    An­na Chutesov lift­ed a tear-​filled face to Re­mo’s. She shook her head un­til her blond

    hair flopped at the nape of her neck.




    “He must have killed the crew,” she said bro­ken­ly. “There is no oth­er

    ex­pla­na­tion.”




    “Could I see you a mo­ment, Re­mo?” Smith asked. Re­mo and Smith hud­dled in a cor­ner.




    “I don’t un­der­stand any of this,” Smith said.




    “Join the club.”




    “The Gagarin dis­ap­pears near Rye and then this wom­an shows up. She’s the on­ly one

    out­side of our op­er­ation who knows about CURE.”




    “You think this is a set­up?”




    “Her car-​wash sto­ry is ridicu­lous. And why was Chi­un ren­dered un­con­scious and she was

    not?”




    “Sinan­ju makes a per­son more sen­si­tive to cer­tain things that don’t both­er nor­mal

    peo­ple,” Re­mo said. “The ham­burg­er you had for lunch would put me six feet un­der. I do

    know this much: if Chi­un says he was ster­il­ized by a car wash, I have to be­lieve him,

    Smit­ty.”




    “I think you should look in­to that car wash, Re­mo. Take Ms. Chutesov with you, but keep an

    eye on her.”




    “Gotcha,” Re­mo said, mak­ing an A-​okay sign with his fin­gers.




    Re­mo re­joined An­na Chutesov, who had found her feet and her com­po­sure. She wiped her

    eyes with her fin­ger­tips.




    “You game for an­oth­er crack at that car wash?” Re­mo asked.




    An­na Chutesov squared her shoul­ders and opened her mouth to speak.




    “Yes,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju from the door­way. He was wear­ing a hos­pi­tal john­ny,

    which he clutched at the back, out of mod­esty.




    Re­mo snapped around.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, should you be out of bed?”




    “It is my fu­ture that has been mur­dered, not my re­solve,” said Chi­un. “And I can­not

    al­low you to ven­ture in­to that evil build­ing with­out me to guide you. For you lack the

    wis­dom of the full Mas­ter and are the last po­tent ves­sel of Sinan­ju, Re­mo.”




    “I nev­er thought of my­self in those terms.” Re­mo smiled.




    “Nei­ther have I,” said An­na Chutesov arch­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 12




    Re­mo slowed the car as they ap­proached the crude road sign that said YURI GAGARIN FREE CAR

    WASH. “Where are the huge lines I’ve been hear­ing about?” he asked. He had driv­en the car

    from Fol­croft be­cause Chi­un was too weak to fight about it. An­na Chutesov smol­dered in the

    back seat. At times, she dabbed at her eyes. Re­mo, feel­ing a wave of pity, thought he knew

    why. An­na was hurt by his re­jec­tion of her. Maybe she was in love with him. He would have to

    break the news of his en­gage­ment to her gen­tly, poor kid. Let her down easy.




    “There!” Chi­un said, point­ing. He had donned a tiny suit of green and white checks that

    made him look like the Ko­re­an ver­sion of a race­track book­ie. “The place of evil,” Chi­un

    added. “Fie on the day I set eyes up­on its wicked­ness.”




    “Looks like an or­di­nary car wash to me,” Re­mo ven­tured.




    In the back seat An­na Chutesov growled from the back of her throat and un­lim­bered a

    Walther PPK au­to­mat­ic from a pock­et of her spring coat.




    “Where’d you get that?” Re­mo asked, notic­ing the gun in the rearview mir­ror.




    “I bought it.”




    “How’d you man­age that? Guns are tough to get in this state.”




    “The gun-​store own­er was very co-​op­er­ative. He, at least, rec­og­nized me for what I

    am.”




    “A Rus­sian agent?” Re­mo asked. No, fool. A wom­an.”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo. “I think there’s some­thing I should tell you.”




    “Lat­er,” Chi­un broke in. “The evil place looms ahead.” Re­mo coast­ed to the bot­tom of

    the ramp, let­ting two cars pass be­fore he slid on­to the grounds of the car wash. There was

    no ac­tiv­ity about the place. The wind shook the banks of oak trees be­hind it. There was a

    card­board CLOSED sign taped to the front.




    “Looks de­sert­ed,” Re­mo said af­ter a long pause.




    “A bril­liant ob­ser­va­tion,” An­na Chutesov snort­ed, step­ping out of the car, pis­tol in

    hand.




    “Hey!” Re­mo said. “Wait up!”




    “Hush!” said Chi­un. “Let her do as she will.” “She might get killed,” Re­mo point­ed

    out.




    “Bet­ter her than us. Be­sides, it is her fault I have been un­manned.”




    “Un­manned? Oh, right.”




    “Let us see how the car-​wash ma­chine treats her,” Chi­un said.




    “Noth­ing do­ing, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “She might do some­thing crazy.” Re­mo

    trot­ted af­ter her.




    An­na Chutesov had stepped in­to the open en­trance. She moved like a cat, sup­ple and

    silent, and Re­mo felt, vague­ly, a stir­ring of his old feel­ings for her. She was a grace­ful

    fe­male an­imal, cool as a snow leop­ard, and fear­less. She paused be­fore the hang­ing

    leather strips to ex­am­ine a con­trol board.




    The leather strips lift­ed qui­et­ly like the ten­drils of a great plant and wrapped around

    her head, arms, and legs. An­na Chutesov screamed as they dragged her in­side.




    Re­mo broke in­to a run.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju pounced af­ter him and got in his way.




    “No, Re­mo!” said Chi­un, push­ing against Re­mo’s stom­ach. “I will at­tend to this. You

    must not risk your seed too.”




    “You’re not well. You stay.”




    “We will both go, then, stub­born one,” Chi­un said, and they flashed in­to the Yuri Gagarin

    Free Car Wash. They went through the hang­ing leather strips so fast they cracked like sails in

    the wind.




    In­side, Re­mo saw an in­cred­ible sight. The in­te­ri­or of the car wash was dark, hot, and

    sti­fling, but its mech­anisms were alive. Look­ing down the length of the car track, he saw

    fran­tic me­chan­ical move­ment. It was like a fun-​house tun­nel come to malev­olent life.




    Huge bun­dles of hang­ing strips of leather, like sea­weed, dragged along the wet floor­ing,

    and out of the tan­gle poked a pair of slim legs. An­na’s legs. And An­na screamed as they

    dragged her to­ward the flail­ing ma­chin­ery.




    “Hold!” Chi­un cried. Re­mo, his eyes au­to­mat­ical­ly ad­just­ing to the light, saw the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju jump to one side of the leather tan­gle. There was a flur­ry of flash­ing

    fin­ger­nails, and in a twin­kling, the leather strips fell in­to a wet heap.




    Re­mo helped An­na Chutesov to her feet.




    “Good go­ing, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “I have her. “




    “Now take her,” Chi­un cried. “I de­mand you leave. Go! This in­stant!”




    “Noth­ing do­ing,” said Re­mo stub­born­ly.




    “The dan­ger is not at this end,” An­na said sud­den­ly, “but at the oth­er.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un looked at her. She was drip­ping wet.




    “How do you know that?”




    “Trust me. I know,” said An­na, wring­ing out her hair.




    “What do you think, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    Re­mo nev­er heard what Chi­un thought, be­cause sud­den­ly jets of wa­ter sprayed at them

    from all di­rec­tions and the huge spin­ning buffers bore down on them.




    “You take the right side, Re­mo. And I will take the left,” said Chi­un.




    “And you fol­low us,” Re­mo told An­na.




    Re­mo moved to one side as the buffer, red and blue like a child’s ball, came at him

    sus­pend­ed on the end of a strut mech­anism.




    Re­mo went for the strut, avoid­ing the buffer, which, de­spite its size, looked harm­less.

    But Re­mo knew those bris­tles, de­signed to scour enam­eled car bod­ies, would tear off his

    skin in a twin­kling.




    They nev­er even got close.




    Re­mo hit the strut at the lug point and sent the buffer fly­ing in­to a wall. It bounced

    off, teetered like a rolling tire, and wob­bled to the ground.




    Re­mo looked back. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was still oc­cu­pied with the twin of Re­mo’s

    buffer.




    Chi­un had set him­self off to one side, his feet apart in a fight­ing stance, as the

    whirling pom-​pom of plas­tic came at him.




    “Stand back,” he said.




    “What is he do­ing?” de­mand­ed An­na, her voice on edge. “He is just stand­ing there. He

    will be killed.” But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was not just stand­ing there. His hazel eyes were

    fixed on the whirling de­vice. When it was a whisker’s length from his face, he stepped back

    and pushed out both hands, the fin­gers held loose­ly, as if he were a ma­gi­cian throw­ing

    flash pow­der on­to a bra­zier.




    The heavy bris­tles en­coun­tered Chi­un’s long, Sinan­ju-​trained fin­ger­nails.




    It was no con­test.




    The buffer spun like a buzz saw, but it was a buzz saw that had lost its teeth. Red and blue

    bris­tles flew off in all di­rec­tions like rice at a wed­ding. Wet, they coat­ed the walls and

    floor.




    An­na screamed.




    Chi­un laughed at the sight of the Rus­sian wom­an paw­ing at her clothes. Snip­pets of

    bris­tle clung to her, mak­ing her look like a hu­man ice-​cream cone sprin­kled with red and

    blue jim­mies.




    “I warned you to stand back,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo took An­na by one arm and spun her in place, and al­though his hands moved as if he

    were slap­ping her body at high speed, An­na felt noth­ing more than the fan­ning breeze of his

    hands in mo­tion.




    When Re­mo stepped back, there wasn’t a speck of plas­tic on her clothes.




    “Thank you,” she said for­mal­ly.




    “Stick close,” Re­mo ad­vised.




    “The soap is next,” Chi­un point­ed out. “It will come from those noz­zles ahead.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. “Let’s hit them be­fore they hit us.”




    “Agreed,” said Chi­un. Still stick­ing to op­po­site sides of the track, Re­mo and Chi­un

    went for the ver­ti­cal bars which housed the jet noz­zles. No soon­er had they be­gun to

    drib­ble than fin­gers clamped over them with the pow­er of hy­draulic vis­es. The noz­zles,

    crimped by the steel-​strong fin­gers, dripped white liq­uid that burned holes in the con­crete

    floor­ing.




    “They use strong soap here,” Re­mo said.




    “Fool,” said An­na Chutesov. “Do you not rec­og­nize acid when you see it?”




    “What’s next?” asked Re­mo.




    “Don’t you know?” asked Chi­un. “I thought all whites were fa­mil­iar with ma­chines.”




    “Not all car-​wash ma­chines are alike. And I’ve nev­er been in this one be­fore.”




    “The hot-​air things,” said Chi­un.




    And then they came, drop­ping from the ceil­ing to the height of a car hood, and blow­ing

    hot air.




    “We can walk around those,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly. “They won’t hurt us.”




    “You are too con­fi­dent,” warned Chi­un.




    “Car wash­es are built to clean, not to kill,” Re­mo said.




    The blow­ers sud­den­ly gushed flame.




    “This one does not ap­pear to know that,” re­mind­ed Chi­un, sidestep­ping a jet of liq­uid

    fire.




    Re­mo grabbed An­na.




    “What are you do­ing?” she yelled.




    “Trust me,” Re­mo said, pulling her in­to the mount­ing flames. They went through the

    sud­den wall of flame. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, ex­ecut­ing a nim­ble leap, joined them.




    “I could have burned to death,” An­na said an­gri­ly, shak­ing free of Re­mo.




    “No chance,” Re­mo said, look­ing back at the abat­ing flames. “You’re cov­ered with wa­ter.

    It pro­tect­ed you.” Sud­den­ly the air was alive with death.




    “Down! Hit the floor!” Re­mo called to An­na. He rec­og­nized the sound of

    au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire. A bul­let zinged past his face.




    Re­mo heard the stut­ter of a ma­chine gun to his right, out­side the car-​wash track. He

    tore through the lat­tice­work, avoid­ing the bul­let spray eas­ily.




    The weapon was an M-16 ri­fle at­tached to a mount­ing on the floor. It fired

    au­to­mat­ical­ly. Re­mo came up on the side and snapped out the ba­nana clip. The weapon ran

    emp­ty. Si­lence re­turned to the dark con­fines of the build­ing.




    “Chi­un, you and An­na stand still. They’ve got boo­by traps on this side. I’m go­ing to

    check them out.”




    “Have a care, Re­mo,” Chi­un warned.




    Re­mo found a com­pli­cat­ed spring con­trap­tion de­signed to launch a trio of stun

    grenades when a pho­to­elec­tric beam was in­ter­cept­ed. Re­mo ex­tract­ed the grenades,

    crushed them in­to harm­less pow­der in his hands, and wiped his hands clean.




    There were no oth­er traps ahead, so he clam­bered back on­to the track.




    “What did you dis­cov­er?” An­na asked, her au­to­mat­ic shak­ing in her hand.




    “Lat­er. I want to check the oth­er side. Give me a hand, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    Chi­un reached in­to a tan­gle of pipe and gear mech­anism and, at Re­mo’s sig­nal, they

    lift­ed a sec­tion of the wall free.




    Re­mo stuck his head around the oth­er side. It was dark, dark­er than the car track, but

    Re­mo’s eyes took in even the tini­est light and mag­ni­fied it un­til he could see

    clear­ly.




    “This side looks clean,” Re­mo said, re­join­ing the oth­ers.




    “Did you see the let­ters?”




    “Yeah. The let­ters C.P. Some­one paint­ed them on the wall at a fun­ny an­gle. So

    what?”




    “Look above you,” An­na sug­gest­ed.




    Re­mo and Chi­un looked up. Through a maze of pip­ing they saw a huge red let­ter C.

    An­oth­er C. was be­side it.




    “To­geth­er they read CC­CP,” An­na said grim­ly. “In the al­pha­bet of Rus­sia, it stands

    for the Union of So­vi­et So­cial­ist Re­publics. Ex­act­ly the same as the let­ters on the

    Gagarin’s wing.”




    “Are you go­ing to start that again?” Re­mo said. “This is a car wash. It’s been here for

    years. Smith told us that. It isn’t your miss­ing shut­tle.”




    “It’s just like a stub­born male to refuse the ev­idence when it is pushed in your face,”

    An­na cried. “You are in­vin­ci­bly dense, like all your sex. How can I make you be­lieve!” She

    looked over­wrought, tense. Some­thing was both­er­ing her, Re­mo re­al­ized. Some­thing more

    than the present sit­ua­tion.




    “Try lev­el­ing with us,” Re­mo said, on a hunch. An­na bit her lip. She turned to the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who was watch­ing the flames die out at the oth­er end of the track.




    “Do you re­mem­ber the sil­ver ball that hung over the ex­it from this place?” she

    asked.




    Chi­un wrin­kled his face in thought.




    “Ah, I re­mem­ber now,” he said. “I was look­ing at it when I lost con­scious­ness. I

    re­mem­ber won­der­ing what it was for.”




    “It match­es pho­tographs my gov­ern­ment showed me of a com­mu­ni­ca­tions satel­lite that

    was aboard the Yuri Gagarin when it was launched.”




    Re­mo looked at An­na Chutesov as if she had two heads.




    “Com­mu­ni­ca­tions satel­lite?” Re­mo said. “Hang­ing in a car wash.”




    “Yes!” An­na said hot­ly.




    “A com­mu­ni­ca­tion satel­lite hang­ing in a car wash,” Re­mo re­peat­ed, giv­ing An­na a

    skep­ti­cal look.




    “Why is that so un­be­liev­able, Re­mo?” Chi­un said. “Some peo­ple hang fur­ry dice in

    their mo­tor car­riages. Per­haps it is an Amer­ican cus­tom with which you are not

    fa­mil­iar.”




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un. And again at An­na.




    Fi­nal­ly he shook his head. “All right, all right, we’ll go look at this thing. But let’s

    skip the rest of the tour, shall we?”




    “It is un­be­liev­able,” An­na whis­pered, touch­ing the huge red let­ters as they brushed

    past them.




    “It’s noth­ing,” Re­mo said. “In the six­ties, kids would spray graf­fi­ti let­ters twice

    that size. Right-​side-​up, up­side-​down, and in­side-​out. They called it pop art, but I

    think they were all on drugs or some­thing.”




    “Amer­ican teenagers would write USA, would they not?”




    “Prob­ably mem­bers of the So­cial­ist Work­ers’ Par­ty,” Re­mo said. “This is about their

    speed.”




    They emerged at the end of the build­ing. A door led off to one side, back in the

    di­rec­tion of the car track. “Prob­ably leads to the ex­it,” Re­mo said.




    “The man in the booth may be there,” said An­na. “And the satel­lite. I am sure he is

    mak­ing the ma­chin­ery at­tack us.”




    Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “What do you think, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    Chi­un lis­tened. “I hear no heart­beats. just wa­ter drip­ping. “




    “Then let’s go,” Re­mo said, reach­ing for the door­knob.




    “No!” said An­na Chutesov. “Let me go first.”




    “Why?”




    “It is too late for me. But you have not been af­fect­ed. I will go first.”




    “Af­fect­ed?” Re­mo said.




    “The wom­an speaks wis­dom,” said Chi­un. “She will go first.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Then she goes first. But let’s pick up the pace. I haven’t got all

    day.”




    An­na un­latched the safe­ty to her au­to­mat­ic, gripped the door with her oth­er hand, and

    set her­self. The door flew open and she was through it in a smooth leap. Her heels clicked on

    the op­po­site side.




    “See any­thing?” Re­mo asked.




    “No,” An­na said in a small voice. “It is gone. Gone.”




    Re­mo went to step over the thresh­old, but Chi­un tugged him back by the sleeve.




    “I am next. I will tell you if it is safe.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sniffed the air care­ful­ly be­fore ven­tur­ing forth. Re­mo

    wait­ed. He knew that sniff­ing the air was the last re­sort of a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju when

    fac­ing the un­known. It was a lega­cy from the days when Mas­ters trav­eled through far­away

    lands, of­ten en­coun­ter­ing un­known car­ni­vores along the way.




    Chi­un went through. In a mo­ment he called for Re­mo to fol­low.




    Re­mo found Chi­un and An­na star­ing at the ceil­ing. Strut­work dan­gled bro­ken­ly. It

    was clear that some­thing, not long ago, had hung from the ceil­ing, but had been twist­ed

    loose.




    “There was some­thing there, all right,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “See?” An­na said tri­umphant­ly. “I told you. And there, that is the booth where the man

    with the sin­is­ter voice called to me.”




    “What did he say to you?” Re­mo asked.




    “He said, ‘Have a nice day.’”




    “Gosh, that’s sin­is­ter, all right,” Re­mo said. “I’ll ask Smit­ty to put out an

    all-​points bul­letin. Charge him with in­cit­ing to have a pleas­ant day. He could get twen­ty

    years for that.”




    “It was the way he said it,” An­na in­sist­ed.




    Re­mo stepped over to the grimy booth and rubbed his fin­gers against the glass. Some gunk

    came off in his hands, but the oth­er side was just as dirty and he couldn’t see clear­ly.




    “Fun­ny,” he said. “This place is as new as a pen­ny, all ex­cept for the dirt on this

    thing.”




    “The own­er’s booth,” An­na told him. “He did not wish to be seen, the fiend.”




    “The de­mon car wash­er,” Re­mo said. “I don’t buy it.”




    “How do you ex­plain the ma­chines that at­tacked us?”




    “Mal­func­tion,” said Re­mo.




    “And the boo­by traps?”




    “The own­er has a thing against tres­passers,” said Re­mo, less con­fi­dent­ly.




    “Fool,” said An­na Chutesov. But even her scorn did not faze Re­mo Williams.




    Re­mo pulled back his hand and hit the glass with an open palm. The glass shiv­ered, hung in

    place as spi­der­web cracks ra­di­at­ed from the point of im­pact, and then fell in shards so

    fine it was as if the glass had turned to sug­ar.




    There was a con­trol board on the oth­er side, Re­mo saw, and the en­tire booth ap­peared to

    be oc­cu­pied by it. There was no space in which a hu­man be­ing could sit. In­deed, no seat.

    Just a steel well lined with ca­bles and con­nec­tive de­vices.




    “You say there was some­body in this booth?” Re­mo asked.




    “I saw his shad­owed out­line through the glass,” An­na in­sist­ed.




    “Have a look,” Re­mo of­fered.




    An­na stepped care­ful­ly. When she saw that the con­fines of the booth could con­tain a

    hu­man be­ing on­ly if he had no low­er body, she turned a pale green­ish white and stum­bled

    off to a cor­ner, where she sank to the ground, un­mind­ful of the grease stains her cloth­ing

    soaked up.




    Re­mo yanked hand­fuls of thick ca­ble un­til they snapped apart. The sound of the fran­tic

    ma­chin­ery ceased im­me­di­ate­ly. He turned to Chi­un.




    “Did you see the out­line too, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “Would you think me mad if I said yes?” asked Chi­un.




    “No.”




    “I did.”




    “That’s crazy!” Re­mo blurt­ed.




    “Liar!” Chi­un said.




    “Okay, I’m sor­ry. It just doesn’t add up.”




    “It’s di­abol­ical,” said An­na. “Where can it be? What can he be do­ing with it?”




    “I think An­na’s start­ing to lose it, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Lis­ten to her.”




    “You lis­ten to her. I am dis­ap­point­ed that I have found no one on whom to avenge my

    hon­or.” And he kicked at a wall un­til the bricks tore loose from their mor­tar. Af­ter Chi­un

    had a pile, he stamped the bricks with his san­daled feet un­til a fine pow­der re­sult­ed.




    “Feel bet­ter now?” asked Re­mo.




    “No,” replied the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “I didn’t think so,” said Re­mo, of­fer­ing An­na Chutesov a hand. “Let’s all get out of

    here. There’s noth­ing more to this shell.”




    They walked out the back and around to the car. Be­fore they got to it, the wind­shield fell

    out in pieces and the hood popped up.




    “Uh-​oh,” said Re­mo. “We’re in trou­ble.”




    “Sniper,” cried An­na, div­ing for shel­ter be­hind the car.




    “That too,” said Re­mo, look­ing around. “But I was think­ing of what Smit­ty is go­ing to

    say. That’s his car.” A tire ex­plod­ed, and one side of the car sprout­ed a string of neat

    black holes like notes on a mu­si­cal scale. On the ground, An­na clung to hand­fuls of grass

    and won­dered what was keep­ing Re­mo and Chi­un from join­ing her in safe­ty.




    In the bud­ding top of an oak tree, Earl Ar­malide emp­tied an M16 ri­fle in­to the car

    un­til he knew it was un­driv­able.




    He dropped the weapon, which swung free from a lan­yard at­tached to his belt, and

    un­shipped his Au­toMag pis­tol from its shoul­der hol­ster. He de­cid­ed to take out the tall

    skin­ny one first. His head rep­re­sent­ed the clean­est shot.




    Ar­malide fired one round. He was so sure of his aim that he didn’t pause to look. He

    as­sumed his tar­get had gone down, and ad­just­ed his sights to the sec­ond tar­get, the

    lit­tle Ori­en­tal in the Pee Wee Her­man suit. A sec­ond shot blast­ed out.




    Earl looked for the girl next. She must have sought shel­ter be­hind the car. No prob­lem.

    An Au­toMag round could go through an en­gine block. He brought the pis­tol back up to his

    face, but in do­ing so no­ticed that there were no bod­ies on the ground.




    Now, where had those two kills gone? They couldn’t have dragged them­selves be­hind

    any­thing. A .44 slug had the stop­ping pow­er to nail a kill to the ground, even if death

    wasn’t in­stant which it usu­al­ly was. Yet there were no blood tracks or drag marks in the

    grass.




    Earl Ar­malide had cho­sen this par­tic­ular oak tree be­cause it was sol­id and had a large

    crown of branch­es. There wasn’t much leafage to the branch­es this ear­ly in the spring, but

    there were enough green buds to help his cam­ou­flaged body blend in. It was al­so high enough

    that he could pick off any­one at­tempt­ing to climb the tree af­ter him.




    The tree, all four feet in cir­cum­fer­ence of it, shook sud­den­ly.




    Earl Ar­malide was sure it was an earth­quake un­til he looked down.




    Look­ing back up at him from the base of the tree were the up­turned faces of his two kills.

    But they weren’t dead. They were alive. In fact, the tall one with the dead-​look­ing eyes

    smiled. It was not a nice smile.




    “Ol­lie, ol­lie ox­en free,” the tall one called play­ful­ly.




    “Eat this, suck­er,” Earl spat back. And then he fired in­to that grin­ning face.




    The bul­let split a half-​buried rock where the man had been stand­ing. The tree shook

    again. More vi­olent­ly this time. Earl had to clutch at the tree trunk just to hold on. Sap

    made his fin­gers sticky and he cursed. That stuff could jam a fine weapon like the Au­toMag in

    no time. He switched hands.




    “Why do you not come down?” asked a high squeaky voice.




    Earl looked down at the Ori­en­tal and shot at his face. The oak shook again. Al­though the

    Ori­en­tal had not seemed to move, he was sud­den­ly stand­ing in a dif­fer­ent spot.

    Un­harmed.




    “He must want us to say the mag­ic word be­fore he’ll come down,” the tall man told the

    Ori­en­tal in a loud voice.




    “I won­der what it is?” said the Ori­en­tal in a won­der­ing tone.




    “Maybe it’s ‘tim­ber.’ ” The tall man called up to him, “Hey, bud­dy, is it ‘tim­ber’?”




    Earl did not an­swer. In­stead he pulled the pin from a hand grenade and dropped it.




    The hand grenade shot back up. It stopped an inch from the tip of Earl Ar­malide’s

    quiv­er­ing nose. It seemed to hang in the air as if weight­less. Fran­ti­cal­ly Earl made a

    grab for it, but the grenade sud­den­ly fell back.




    It re­turned in an­oth­er mil­lisec­ond, hang­ing im­pos­si­bly. “I can keep do­ing this

    un­til it goes off in your face,” the tall man sang cheer­ily.




    Earl grabbed again. In vain. The grenade fell. The next time it came up, Earl was cer­tain

    the five-​sec­ond fuse had been ex­haust­ed. But the grenade did not stop long enough to

    erad­icate his sweat­ing face. It kept go­ing.




    High up, it went off. The con­cus­sion shook the tree. Hot pieces of shrap­nel rained down.

    They clipped branch­es, set bark to smol­der­ing, but mirac­ulous­ly, did not em­bed

    them­selves in Earl’s hud­dling flesh. A sin­gle red-​hot piece land­ed in his lap and he

    fran­ti­cal­ly pushed it off be­fore it burned through to the fam­ily jew­els.




    “Are you com­ing down now?” the Ori­en­tal want­ed to know. He slapped at the trunk and it

    vi­brat­ed like a sapling.




    Earl clung to the tree, hop­ing it was all a dream. It had to be. No one could toss a

    grenade in­to the air so high that the shrap­nel lost its killing ve­loc­ity falling back to

    earth.




    “I guess it’s ‘tim­ber,’ ” said the skin­ny white man. And the mighty oak shook again, and

    kept on shak­ing. They were us­ing ax­es on the tree, Earl knew. The sharp, meaty thunk sound

    was un­mis­tak­able. So was the crack! just be­fore the oak be­gan to sway.




    Earl jumped clear as the oak crashed to earth. He land­ed in a tan­gle of break­ing

    branch­es, and lay still, the air knocked out of him.




    The white man and the Ori­en­tal ex­tract­ed him from the woodsy mess. Earl Ar­malide sat

    catch­ing his breath as the two stood over him.




    Dazed, un­able to think of any­thing bet­ter to say, he asked, “Where are your ax­es?”




    “What ax­es?” asked the white man, blow­ing a wood shav­ing out from un­der a

    fin­ger­nail.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    The first thing Dr. Harold W. Smith said when he ar­rived at the Yuri Gagarin Free Car Wash

    was, “What hap­pened to my car?”




    “He shot it up,” Re­mo said la­con­ical­ly, in­di­cat­ing a man in soiled jun­gle

    fa­tigues.




    Smith stood over Earl Ar­malide, who was crouch­ing on the grass, his hands clamped at the

    nape of his neck. “I’m not giv­ing you any­thing but my name, rank, and se­ri­al num­ber,” said

    Earl Ar­malide. His arms ached. His legs tin­gled from con­strict­ed blood flow. He would have

    moved to re­lieve the agony, but af­ter the white guy had forced him to as­sume the

    hu­mil­iat­ing POW po­si­tion, the Ori­en­tal had touched him at the back of the neck, and

    ev­er since then Earl Ar­malide had felt as if he had de­vel­oped a case of mus­cle

    lock­jaw.




    “Your wal­let,” Smith said grim­ly.




    “I al­ready checked,” Re­mo said, hand­ing Smith the bill­fold. “There’s no I.D.”




    Smith took the wal­let word­less­ly. He rif­fled through it, found no iden­ti­fi­ca­tion

    cards, and ex­tract­ed a thick sheaf of bills. He silent­ly count­ed out an as­sort­ment of

    tens and twen­ties. He tossed the wal­let at the man’s feet and said, “This is for the dam­age

    to my car. And es­ti­mat­ed tow­ing charges.”




    “I hate to point this out, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said, “but you’ve got a more se­ri­ous prob­lem

    on your hands than your re­pair bill. Be­sides, any­one can see your car has been

    to­taled.”




    “I know an ex­cel­lent me­chan­ic,” said Smith. “Now, what was so ur­gent that you

    in­sist­ed I come here per­son­al­ly?”




    “This guy is some­how con­nect­ed with the car wash. He says his name is Tex Trail­er.”




    “He’s ly­ing,” said Smith. “His name is Earl Ar­malide.”




    “How do you know?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “I rec­og­nize him from TV re­ports. He’s a fed­er­al fugi­tive, want­ed on a num­ber of

    charges, not ex­clud­ing mur­der of law-​en­force­ment of­fi­cers.” Smith leaned down and broke

    the man’s dog tags from un­der his cam­ou­flage col­lar. He glanced at them briefly.




    “See?” he said, show­ing them to Re­mo.




    Re­mo read the tags. “You’re right. It says Earl Ar­malide, se­ri­al num­ber 334-55. What

    branch are you with, bud­dy?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “No com­ment.”




    “Turn it over, Re­mo,” said Smith.




    Re­mo read the oth­er side. Stamped on the re­verse were the words “Com­pli­ments of

    Sur­vival­ist’s Month­ly.”




    “They give them out as a sub­scrip­tion pro­mo­tion,” Smith said. He walked over to the

    car-​wash en­trance and ex­am­ined the ex­te­ri­or care­ful­ly. With a penknife tak­en from his

    vest pock­et, he pried loose one of the white tiles cov­er­ing the out­er walls.




    “In­ter­est­ing ar­chi­tec­ture?” asked Re­mo when Smith re­turned.




    “No, but the con­struc­tion ma­te­ri­als are un­usu­al.”




    “You should see the wash­ing mech­anism it­self. It’ll kill you.”




    “It’s un­usu­al to see space-​age plas­tics and top-​se­cret al­loys used in the

    con­struc­tion of a com­mer­cial car wash,” said Smith lev­el­ly, look­ing Earl Ar­malide

    straight in the eye.




    Earl Ar­malide want­ed to look down to avoid Smith’s stern gaze, but his neck would not

    move.




    “What are you say­ing, Smit­ty?” Re­mo asked.




    “This is no or­di­nary tile. It is one of the ex­pen­sive heat­proof tiles used to pro­tect

    shut­tle hulls. They are eas­ily iden­ti­fied. They re­sist ex­traor­di­nar­ily high

    tem­per­atures, but are so brit­tle that they would shat­ter un­der heavy rain.” To

    demon­strate his point, Smith broke the thick tile be­tween two fin­gers. “I be­lieve Ms.

    Chutesov was right all along,” he added, drop­ping the pieces at Ar­malide’s feet.




    “I am glad some­one here can think,” said An­na Chutesov. She, too, was giv­ing Earl

    Ar­malide a hard stare.




    “Where are the crew­men?” asked Smith.




    “Search me. I nev­er saw them. I think they’re dead.”




    “Of course they are dead,” said An­na dul­ly. “They were brave men. They would nev­er let

    one man take con­trol of their craft with­out fight­ing to the death.”




    “I had noth­ing to do with that,” said Ar­malide. “The ship was emp­ty when I climbed

    aboard.”




    “At Kennedy?”




    “Yeah. I fig­ured it was a Russky in­va­sion trick and if I stormed the shut­tle I’d be a

    hero and get a par­don from the Pres­ident. “




    “Id­iot male,” spat An­na Chutesov.




    “If the ship was emp­ty, pal, who flew it?” Re­mo de­mand­ed. “You don’t look like you could

    fly a pa­per air­plane if you had the rest of your life to prac­tice.”




    “This is gonna be hard for you folks to swal­low.”




    “Try us,” Re­mo said.




    “There wasn’t any­one in­side.”




    “It took off au­to­mat­ical­ly?” asked Smith. “No, not ex­act­ly.”




    “What, ex­act­ly?” Re­mo prompt­ed.




    “The ship flew it­self,” Earl Ar­malide said.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju drift­ed up be­hind the crouched fig­ure of Earl Ar­malide. “Did I

    men­tion that this was the crea­ture who worked at the evil car wash? No? As such, he is

    part­ly re­spon­si­ble for the un­speak­able thing that has be­fall­en the House of Sinan­ju.

    As reign­ing Mas­ter, I claim the right to deal with the wretch as I see fit af­ter this

    in­ter­ro­ga­tion is over.”




    “And I claim the right to kill him in the name of the brave So­vi­et cos­mo­nauts who lost

    their lives,” re­turned An­na Chutesov.




    “The ship flew it­self” said Earl Ar­malide fran­ti­cal­ly. “You got­ta be­lieve me.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju reached for Earl Ar­malide’s left ear and gen­tly rubbed it be­tween

    thumb and in­dex fin­ger. He con­tin­ued rub­bing it even af­ter Earl Ar­malide grit­ted his

    teeth against the ris­ing heat fric­tion. Smoke drift­ed past his nos­trils. He was sure the

    old Ori­en­tal was cook­ing his ear­lobe with a match, but there was no flame vis­ible. And

    Earl Ar­malide had spent years train­ing his pe­riph­er­al vi­sion in sim­ulat­ed com­bat. He

    could tell if his side­burns lined up with­out us­ing a mir­ror. But he could not see any

    match.




    “What say you now?” said Chi­un.




    “The ship flew it­self,” Earl Ar­malide moaned through wa­ter­ing eyes. “It was alive.”




    “Okay, the ship flew it­self,” said Re­mo, who knew that no one ev­er lied un­der the fierce

    pain the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could in­flict. “Tell us more.”




    “I climb in­to the ship, you un­der­stand? On­ly there’s no one aboard. I’m in this air­lock

    thing and sud­den­ly the walls start clos­ing in. You know, like in an old movie when the hero

    is locked in a se­cret room by the bad guy.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble,” scoffed An­na Chutesov. “The air­lock has no such func­tion.”




    “Don’t I wish,” said Earl Ar­malide. “I was this close to be­com­ing a bouil­lon cube,

    when-“




    “Did you say cube?” asked Smith, sud­den­ly think­ing of the ob­jects found on the Kennedy

    Air­port run­way. “Yeah, cube. The walls were com­ing in and so was the roof. I fig­ured if

    they didn’t stop, I’d be cubed. But they did stop. In fact, the ship asked me a ques­tion. I

    look up and there’s an eye­ball stick­ing out of a wall. It’s look­ing at me, and it wants to

    know about this mag­azine that fell out of my pock­et Sur­vival­ist’s Month­ly.”




    “What did the … er … ship want to know?” Smith asked.




    “It want­ed to know what a sur­vival­ist was. It was in­ter­est­ed in sur­vival.”




    The hair on the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s face sud­den­ly trem­bled, but there was no breeze to

    stir it.




    “What did it ask?” Chi­un want­ed to know.




    “About sur­vival stuff most­ly. It want­ed to com­pare notes. It said it was a ma­chine, a

    sur­vival ma­chine.” Smith, his face ashen, looked at Re­mo. “Are you think­ing what I’m

    think­ing?” he said hol­low­ly.




    “Gor­dons,” said Re­mo. “He’s back.”




    “Who’s Gor­dons?” asked An­na Chutesov.




    Chi­un nod­ded grim­ly. “Gor­dons. Oh, this is a dou­bly evil day.”




    “Who’s Gor­dons?” re­peat­ed An­na.




    “You saw him?” Smith asked Earl Ar­malide. “Can you de­scribe him?”




    “I told you. I just saw the eye. He claimed that he was the shut­tle. Said he as­sum­ilat­ed

    it.”




    “As­sim­ilat­ed,” cor­rect­ed Smith. His face was hag­gard.




    “Yeah, that.”




    “Did he give you his name?” Smith asked.




    “I didn’t know he had one. He said he was a sur­vival ma­chine and if I helped him, he

    wouldn’t cube me. It was a good deal, so I took it. I wasn’t in­ter­est­ed in be­ing on a

    first-​name ba­sis.”




    “Ex­plain the car wash,” said Smith. “It’s the Gagarin, isn’t it?”




    “Must be. One minute I was in­side the ship, fly­ing along calm as you please. The next, we

    land­ed and I was knocked cold. When I woke up, I was in­side the car wash and the ship was

    gone. I fig­ured I was home free at first, but when I tried to leave, the place came alive. You

    can’t imag­ine what it’s like, be­ing threat­ened by a car wash.”




    “Oh, I don’t know,” Re­mo said dry­ly.




    “That’s right,” Earl Ar­malide said sheep­ish­ly. “You do.”




    “Why a car wash?” Smith asked.




    “Cam­ou­flage. At first, I gave him the idea that if he didn’t want any­one chas­ing him, he

    had to be un­ob­tru­sive.”




    “The Yuri Gagarin Free Car Wash is not ex­act­ly a mas­ter­piece of sub­tle­ty,” said

    Re­mo.




    “That part came lat­er. He kept the name be­cause, to be truth­ful, he didn’t seem too

    bright. Know what I mean? He took things too lit­er­al. I tried ex­plain­ing that the name was

    a prob­lem, but he said he had to work with the things he as­sim­ilat­ed. First he

    as­sim­ilat­ed the shut­tle, then he merged that with the car wash. When the mil­itary dropped

    their search, he was ready to move on to some­thing else, when the idea hit him.”




    “What idea?”




    “Well, he was afraid of en­emies. I guess that’s you guys, be­cause he talked about you a

    lot.”




    “Oh, Gor­dons and I go back years,” said Re­mo.




    “Who is Gor­dons?” An­na asked again. She was ig­nored.




    “He said as long as there were so many peo­ple on this plan­et, he wasn’t safe, I kin­da

    un­der­stood him then for the first time. I’m a sur­vival­ist, you know. We had that in

    com­mon. The way we fig­ured it, there were too many peo­ple on the plan­et telling oth­ers

    what to do and us­ing up all our re­sources. There were peo­ple af­ter me and oth­er peo­ple

    af­ter him. So we de­cid­ed to team up to solve the prob­lem.”




    “By ster­il­iz­ing the plan­et,” said An­na Chutesov. Re­mo, Chi­un, and Dr. Smith all

    looked at An­na Chutesov in the same blank way.




    “Yeah? How’d you know that?” Ar­malide said won­der­ing­ly.




    “Yes, how did you know that, Ms. Chutesov?” Smith asked firm­ly.




    “Let him tell it,” said An­na Chutesov. She looked pale. Her Walther hung slack in her hand

    as if it was sud­den­ly too heavy.




    “There was this satel­lite thing that came with the shut­tle, the Sword of Damo­cles,” Earl

    Ar­malide said. “The ma­chine had fig­ured out it used mi­crowaves to ster­il­ize

    peo­ple-​on­ly he didn’t call peo­ple, peo­ple. He called them meat ma­chines. Isn’t that

    weird? He and I fig­ured out that if we kept killing our en­emies, it on­ly made more en­emies.

    But if we ster­il­ized them, all we had to do was wait them out, and in time, we would have the

    prob­lem licked.”




    “The Yuri Gagarin Free Car Wash was a ster­il­iz­ing fac­to­ry?” Smith said, aghast.




    “The free part was my idea,” Earl Ar­malide said proud­ly. “You get more peo­ple faster that

    way.”




    “Did it nev­er oc­cur to you that a sin­gle car wash, at best, is on­ly go­ing to get a

    frac­tion of the pop­ula­tion in, say, a fifty-​mile ra­dius?”




    “Af­ter a while, yeah, it did. I ex­plained that to the ma­chine, and we worked it out. Once

    we fig­ured out how to make more mi­crowave ster­il­iz­ers, he was go­ing to give me the

    fran­chise. I was go­ing to have free car wash­es all over the world.”




    “Won­der­ful,” said An­na Chutesov, throw­ing up her hands. “Cap­ital­ism at work.”




    “Don’t knock it if you ain’t tried it, hon­ey,” Earl Ar­malide said.




    “Who was in the booth?” asked Re­mo.




    “The ma­chine, I guess. He could turn in­to any­thing. I guess he turned a part of the car

    wash in­to a me­chan­ical man. I nev­er saw him clear­ly, though. He nev­er came out of that

    booth. But I was glad about that. I got tired of air ducts talk­ing to me and eye­balls

    star­ing from walls. It was creepy.”




    “So where is Gor­dons now?” asked Re­mo.




    “He got spooked. He said he picked this area be­cause he knew his en­emies-​that’s you

    guys-​were near here, and he fig­ured if he wait­ed around long enough you’d drive through, and

    zap-​he’d ster­il­ize you both. On­ly the Ori­en­tal came through alone and he pan­icked when

    you were knocked out, mis­ter.”




    “I am not a mis­ter, I am a Mas­ter,” said Chi­un, his face full of re­pressed rage. He

    slapped Earl Ar­malide’s head and the man, par­alyzed in a fe­tal po­si­tion, tipped over like

    a ten­pin.




    Re­mo set him up again.




    “Sor­ry, Mas­ter,” Ar­malide said. “When it hap­pened, he fig­ured it was time to split

    be­cause he was wor­ried you’d prob­ably in­ves­ti­gate what hap­pened to your friend. He

    didn’t want a fight. So he had me steal a garbage truck for him so he could get away. I was to

    wait un­til you peo­ple showed up. You know what hap­pened af­ter that.”




    “He’s driv­ing a garbage truck?” Smith asked.




    “No, he is the garbage truck. It was the on­ly thing I could hi­jack that was big enough to

    car­ry the satel­lite so no one’d no­tice it.”




    “Where did he go?”




    “He didn’t say. But I fig­ure he’s out there do­ing his thing, ster­il­iz­ing peo­ple. He

    wants to clear the plan­et of meat ma­chines. You know, peo­ple.”




    “That’s in­sane,” said An­na.




    “No, ma’am, it’s sur­vival­ism in its purest form. You get rid of the peo­ple and you got no

    prob­lem. No more wars, no more racism or nu­cle­ar fears, and plen­ty of food to go around. It

    was go­ing to be just him and me.”




    “It would take, min­imum, about eighty years for the last liv­ing adult to die off,” Smith

    point­ed out.




    “We had it fig­ured at fifty,” said Earl Ar­malide. “In fifty years, the on­ly ones on their

    feet would be so old we could shoot most of them. Can you guys make my arms and legs work

    again? I’m ready to go to jail now.”




    “No chance,” said Re­mo.




    “Okay, I’ll go to jail like this.”




    “That wasn’t what I meant,” Re­mo said mean­ing­ful­ly.




    Chi­un looked at Smith. “Em­per­or?”




    “We’re done with him,” Smith said. “Make it look like an ac­ci­dent.”




    “Would you pre­fer heart at­tack or per­haps sud­den lung col­lapse?” asked Chi­un,

    flut­ter­ing his fin­ger­nails over Earl Ar­malide’s close-​cropped head.




    “Hey, you can’t do this. It’s against the Gene­va Con­ven­tion. Be­sides, I ain’t killed no

    one. I just ster­il­ized a few. Show me a law against that. Specif­ical­ly.”




    “You are for­get­ting the IRS agents and the oth­ers,” Smith re­mind­ed him.




    “Hell, that was dif­fer­ent. That was war.”




    Those were the last words that Earl Ar­malide ev­er spoke be­cause An­na Chutesov, her face

    like some­thing ex­tract­ed from a gran­ite cliff, stepped up to the squat­ting sur­vival­ist

    and shot him in the face.




    Earl Ar­malide rocked back on his heels and tipped over on­to his back.




    “What did you do that for?” asked Re­mo. “Now we’re go­ing to have to bury him so there

    won’t be an in­ves­ti­ga­tion.”




    “You do not un­der­stand, do you?” An­na Chutesov said fu­ri­ous­ly. “Id­iot! You are so

    im­mersed in your own stupid self that you over­look the ob­vi­ous.”




    “Give me a hint.”




    “I, too, have been ster­il­ized.”




    “Is that why you’ve been so up­set?” Re­mo asked.




    “Of course. What did you think?”




    “Nev­er mind,” said Re­mo, who was sud­den­ly dis­ap­point­ed to learn that An­na Chutesov

    wasn’t car­ry­ing a torch for him, af­ter all.


  




  

    Chapter 14




    “Who is this crim­inal, Gor­dons?” de­mand­ed An­na Chutesov.




    They had re­turned to Smith’s Fol­croft of­fice. Out­side the big pic­ture win­dow with a

    view of Long Is­land Sound, night had fall­en. There was no moon. The on­ly il­lu­mi­na­tion

    came from the weak flu­ores­cent lights, flut­ter­ing out their last hours. The of­fice looked

    danker than it did by day, and An­na Chutesov no­ticed the dust in the cor­ners that was not

    ap­par­ent in sun­light. Of course, she thought to her­self, Smith prob­ably cleans it

    him­self. It was, af­ter all, a high-​se­cu­ri­ty of­fice. And Smith had a ma­nia for

    at­tend­ing to de­tails him­self.




    Up­on en­ter­ing the room, Smith im­me­di­ate­ly took his cus­tom­ary po­si­tion be­hind the

    desk and brought up the CURE ter­mi­nal. It glid­ed up from the sol­id oak desk­top like a

    ge­nie an­swer­ing a sum­mons. Smith went to work. An­na turned to Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “Will one of you kind­ly an­swer my ques­tion?” she asked.




    “An­na wants to know about Gor­dons, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Pah! Do not speak that thing’s name to me,” Chi­un spat.




    “An­na’s not a thing,” Re­mo said. “And I don’t think you should blame her for what

    hap­pened to you. She got a burst of mi­crowaves too.”




    “I did not mean the fe­male,” said Chi­un. “I was re­fer­ring to the ma­chine man.”




    “Oh, Gor­dons. Right.”




    “Will some­one an­swer me?” An­na said tart­ly.




    “Gor­dons is an an­droid,” Re­mo said. “Do you know what an an­droid is?”




    “Yes,” an­swered An­na Chutesov.




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “Why don’t you ex­plain it to me? I nev­er got it straight.” He took a

    lo­tus po­si­tion on a bare space on the floor. Chi­un had set­tled on­to a hard­wood chair.

    An­na thought to her­self that they had their po­si­tions re­versed. It should have been Re­mo

    on the chair and Chi­un on the floor.




    “An an­droid is an ar­ti­fi­cial hu­man be­ing,” said Dr. Smith ab­sent­ly, key­ing

    com­mands in­to his ter­mi­nal. “It’s a quan­tum leap above a robot. An an­droid can be made to

    look like a hu­man be­ing with ar­ti­fi­cial skin and pros­thet­ic de­vices.”




    “Thank you,” said An­na Chutesov. She re­gard­ed Re­mo as if he were a bug.




    Re­mo, stung by the look, sat up straighter.




    “We first en­coun­tered Gor­dons years ago,” he said se­ri­ous­ly. “His full name is Mr.

    Gor­dons. He was named af­ter a brand of gin. Gor­dons was part of some crazy space

    pro­gram-​an ar­ti­fi­cial think­ing ma­chine de­signed to pi­lot space­craft on long-​range

    mis­sions, where it was im­pos­si­ble to send a man. He was pro­grammed to sur­vive, no mat­ter

    what. I guess that pro­gram was a good one be­cause he’s still around. We thought we killed him

    at least three times.”




    “I wish we had,” snapped Chi­un.




    “Go on,” said An­na Chutesov.




    “Any­way,” Re­mo con­tin­ued, “Gor­dons was just an ex­per­iment. Be­fore him there was Mr.

    Smirnoff, Mr. Sea­grams, and oth­ers. The NASA sci­en­tist who cre­at­ed him liked to drink. A

    lot. That was the in­spi­ra­tion for nam­ing him. Then the gov­ern­ment cut off fund­ing for

    the project and Gor­dons over­heard. He un­der­stood that mon­ey was im­por­tant, and must have

    fig­ured he’d be de­ac­ti­vat­ed or some­thing, so he fab­ri­cat­ed a new look to pass him­self

    off as a per­son and es­caped.”




    “How could a ma­chine repli­cate a per­son?” An­na asked.




    “He usu­al­ly tears the skin off and starts from there.” An­na, in spite of her­self,

    shiv­ered.




    “A mon­ster,” she said. “When will you males stop cre­at­ing such mon­sters? When?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly,” Re­mo said, “the NASA sci­en­tist was a wom­an. What was her name, Chi­un?

    Wasn’t it Vanes­sa Some­thing?”




    “Yes, you are cor­rect,” Chi­un said dis­in­ter­est­ed­ly. “Vanes­sa Some­thing was her

    name.”




    From his con­sole sta­tion, Dr. Smith broke in. “A records search in­di­cates that the city

    cur­rent­ly owns the car wash. It went bankrupt in 1984 and was seized by the state for

    tax­es.”




    “How did this Gor­dons take con­trol of the Gagarin, in the first place?” An­na asked.




    “Smit­ty, what can I tell her about that?” Re­mo asked. “What­ev­er you want. Af­ter what

    we’ve heard about the mi­crowave satel­lite, she’s hard­ly in a po­si­tion to com­plain. “




    “Com­plain about what?”




    “Gor­dons had ev­ery­thing he need­ed to sur­vive,” Re­mo went on. “He was as strong as a

    der­rick and could trans­form him­self in­to any­thing. He might even be that chair you’re

    sit­ting on.”




    An­na Chutesov jumped up and looked at the chair. It looked or­di­nary, a sim­ple wood­en

    chair. Then it moved. An­na re­coiled.




    “It’s him! Gor­dons,” she screeched.




    “Look at her, Re­mo,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “She is afraid of a chair.” And he stamped his san­daled foot against the floor a sec­ond

    time, caus­ing the wood chair to skit­ter to one side. Chi­un cack­led.




    An­na Chutesov gave the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju a bil­ious stare. But when she sat down, she

    availed her­self of an­oth­er chair.




    “Gor­dons was miss­ing one crit­ical el­ement,” Re­mo went on. “Cre­ativ­ity. He didn’t have

    any. He could rea­son in a sim­ple way, but he was un­able to think orig­inal thoughts-​kind of

    like a Hol­ly­wood pro­duc­er. It drove him crazy. He kept try­ing to fig­ure out ways to

    be­come cre­ative. One time, he killed a bunch of artists and scooped out their brains for

    study. It didn’t work. The last time we saw Gor­dons, he had as­sim­ilat­ed a NASA

    ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gence com­put­er. And, bin­go, in­stant cre­ativ­ity.”




    “But he was still stupid,” said Chi­un.




    “Slow, any­way,” Re­mo amend­ed. “But he was still dan­ger­ous, and we had to chase him all

    the way to Moscow to re­cov­er the com­put­er.”




    “Gor­dons was in Rus­sia?” An­na Chutesov said.




    “Do you re­mem­ber the Vol­ga mis­sile?” Re­mo asked her.




    An­na Chutesov said noth­ing. She re­al­ized her mouth was gap­ing, and she clicked her

    teeth shut.




    “That is one of the great­est se­crets of my gov­ern­ment. How did you know about it? How

    could you know?”




    “Your peo­ple had a doozy of an idea. They couldn’t land a man on the moon, even af­ter the

    U.S. showed them how. And they were afraid that we’d claim the moon for Amer­ica one day. So

    they cre­at­ed a dead­ly germ that could breed in space and in­fil­trate space­ships and

    space­suits, and then load­ed it aboard a moon rock­et called the Vol­ga. The idea was to

    poi­son the moon so no one could claim it.”




    “I know the plan,” said An­na Chutesov hot­ly. “It was in­sane. But it was a pre­vi­ous

    regime. The cur­rent lead­er­ship had noth­ing to do with it.”




    Re­mo shrugged as if that were a mi­nor de­tail. “Chi­un and I fol­lowed Gor­dons to Moscow.

    The Rus­sians had cap­tured him be­cause in or­der to launch the Vol­ga, they need­ed the

    ar­ti­fi­cial in­tel­li­gence com­put­er he had ab­sorbed. We made a truce with Gor­dons, and

    con­vinced him to ride the Vol­ga in­to out­er space and send it off course. The moon was saved

    and Gor­dons was out of our lives. A hap­py end­ing, we thought. Un­til to­day.”




    “There were strange ru­mors sur­round­ing the Vol­ga’s fate,” An­na Chutesov said slow­ly.

    “The men in charge of the project were blamed for the fail­ure and ex­ecut­ed.”




    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said.




    “I do not un­der­stand how this Gor­dons could at­tach him­self to the Yuri Gagarin. The

    Vol­ga was lost in deep space.”




    “That part I can’t ex­plain,” ad­mit­ted Re­mo.




    Smith sud­den­ly looked up from his ter­mi­nal. “Oh, my God,” he whis­pered.




    “Smit­ty?” said Re­mo.




    “Gor­dons knew where to find us.”




    “Yeah, he’s cre­ative now. He prob­ably looked us up in the Yel­low Pages.”




    “No. That isn’t it.” Smith turned in his chair to face the oth­ers. “Even lost in space,

    Gor­dons wasn’t en­tire­ly help­less. He prob­ably fab­ri­cat­ed some kind of propul­sion

    sys­tem from the Vol­ga’s parts. It would be easy for him. But find­ing earth would be next to

    im­pos­si­ble with­out spe­cif­ic nav­iga­tion­al pro­gram­ming. Un­less Gor­dons had a sig­nal

    to home in on.”




    “What’s so hard about that? There’s plen­ty of earth ra­dio trans­mis­sions he could have

    locked in on,” said Re­mo.




    “Not from Rye, New York. Not from Fol­croft.”




    “From where, then?” asked Re­mo.




    “Do you re­mem­ber the trans­mit­ter Gor­dons plant­ed on you that last time?”




    The mem­ory made Re­mo ab­sent­ly scratch his back. “Yeah, he stuck a lit­tle thing in­to my

    back no big­ger than a bee sting. I didn’t even feel it, but it threw my body out of whack. I

    couldn’t stop hop­ping like a jack-​in-​the-​box un­til Chi­un pulled it out.”




    “You nev­er could sit still,” Chi­un said un­kind­ly.




    “I took pos­ses­sion of the de­vice af­ter you re­turned from Moscow,” Smith said. “It

    lat­er dis­ap­peared. I can re­mem­ber think­ing it must have fall­en off my desk and I had

    ac­ci­den­tal­ly swept it up dur­ing a clean­ing.”




    An­na Chutesov came to her feet.




    “If this Gor­dons homed in on this of­fice, it would ex­plain why he land­ed in this area,”

    she said.




    “Yes, it would,” Smith agreed.




    “Then the trans­mit­ter must still be here. Where did you see it last?”




    Smith con­sid­ered. “Right … here,” he said, plac­ing a fin­ger on a pack­et of print­outs.

    “I placed it on a set of com­put­er forms. I al­ways put my print­outs on this quad­rant of the

    desk.”




    “Be­lieve him,” said Re­mo. “At home, he’s prob­ably got in­di­vid­ual com­part­ments in his

    sock draw­er.”




    “Then the trans­mit­ter is still here,” said An­na. Ev­ery­one got down on the floor and

    looked for the trans­mit­ter, ex­cept the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who mut­tered some­thing about

    clos­ing the barn door af­ter the horse. On­ly he didn’t say “horse,” he said “ox.”




    Af­ter sev­er­al min­utes, Re­mo got to his feet and said, “I don’t see any­thing.”




    “Nor I,” ad­mit­ted Smith.




    “It does not seem to be here,” said An­na Chutesov. And re­mem­ber­ing that Re­mo had called

    it a bee sting, she ran her hands along the floor­boards. She was re­ward­ed by a tiny

    sting­ing sen­sa­tion in the ball of her thumb.




    “Ouch!” she said de­lib­er­ate­ly.




    “You all right?” asked Re­mo so­lic­itous­ly.




    “A splin­ter,” An­na said, get­ting to her feet. “Here, let me . . .”




    “I am ful­ly ca­pa­ble of ex­tract­ing a splin­ter from my own hand,” she said stern­ly.

    Turn­ing to Smith, she asked, “Is there a wash­room where I can clean the wound?”




    Smith hand­ed her a brass key. “Use my pri­vate wash­room,” he said. “It’s out in the

    hall.”




    “Thank you,” said An­na Chutesov.




    In the wash­room, she held her thumb up to the bare ceil­ing bulb. As she had hoped, the

    splin­ter was black, in­sect­like. It had pen­etrat­ed at a shal­low an­gle so that it was

    clear­ly vis­ible un­der the translu­cen­cy of her epi­der­mis. The trans­mit­ter.




    An­na washed a droplet of blood from the point of en­try and, with­out re­mov­ing the

    trans­mit­ter, she re­joined the oth­ers.




    “Find it?” she asked bright­ly.




    “No,” said Smith.




    “Uh-​uh,” sec­ond­ed Re­mo. “I don’t think it’s here.”




    “I’ll have the room swept elec­tron­ical­ly,” Smith de­cid­ed. “A bug is a bug. I’m cer­tain

    it will be found. I should have thought of it be­fore this.”




    “Don’t be too hard on your­self, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “Who would have thought Gor­dons

    would re­turn?” But Smith wasn’t lis­ten­ing. He was at his ter­mi­nal again, tap­ping keys

    like some de­ment­ed con­cert pi­anist. “What’re you do­ing, Smit­ty?” Re­mo asked

    cu­ri­ous­ly. “I’m set­ting up a pro­gram to col­lect statis­tics on in­fer­tile cou­ples. It

    will feed off the AMA com­put­ers and Health and Wel­fare files.”




    “You’re go­ing to track Gor­dons that way?”




    “No, this is in case you and Chi­un don’t stop him be­fore he suc­ceeds in ster­il­iz­ing

    more peo­ple. I can count on your help, can’t I?” said Smith, think­ing of An­na Chutesov’s

    promise to in­flu­ence Re­mo in­to solv­ing the Gagarin mys­tery.




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “I promised Chi­un I’d pitch in on this one. And I have six months to

    kill be­fore re­turn­ing to Ko­rea.”




    “This could take much longer to re­solve than six months,” Smith warned.




    “How long?”




    “Weeks, months, years,” said Smith. “We don’t know what form Gor­dons will take next. But

    based on the car-​wash ex­pe­ri­ence, he will prob­ably as­sume the form of a com­mer­cial

    struc­ture, some­thing through which large num­bers of peo­ple pass dai­ly.”




    “Like an air­lin­er?”




    Smith shook his head. “Not ef­fi­cient enough. Some­thing sta­tion­ary. A skyscrap­er, or

    pos­si­bly the Lin­coln Tun­nel. The World Trade Tow­ers, per­haps.”




    “You’re talk­ing about a nee­dle in a haystack here,” Re­mo protest­ed. “Chi­un and I can’t

    just walk up to ev­ery big build­ing on the con­ti­nent, tip our hats, and ask, ‘Par­don us,

    but are you Mr. Cor­dons, the ster­il­iz­ing ma­chine?’ “




    “When we find the trans­mit­ter, we should be able to track him through it,” Smith said.

    “It’s our on­ly lead.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said, set­tling back on­to the floor. “So we wait.”




    “Wait!” cried An­na Chutesov. “Thou­sands of peo­ple are be­ing ster­il­ized with each

    pass­ing hour and you want to wait! Does he not un­der­stand what is hap­pen­ing?” she asked no

    one in par­tic­ular.




    “No, he does not,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “He can­not un­der­stand. He thinks it is

    some un­for­tu­nate mi­nor ail­ment, like a hang­nail.”




    “What’d I say?” said Re­mo plain­tive­ly.




    “For ev­ery per­son who los­es the abil­ity to pro­cre­ate,” Smith said, “the world not

    on­ly los­es the 2.3 chil­dren most cou­ples bear in their life­times, but al­so the

    grand­chil­dren and great-​grand­chil­dren and so on who will nev­er be. Fu­ture lead­ers,

    sci­en­tists, en­ter­tain­ers, and or­di­nary hard­work­ing peo­ple will nev­er be. The loss to

    our so­cial and eco­nom­ic fu­ture is in­cal­cu­la­ble. If Gor­dons on­ly par­tial­ly

    suc­ceeds, Amer­icans may be­come scarce in the next cen­tu­ry.”




    “Smith is right,” said An­na Chutesov.




    “I’m glad you said that, Ms. Chutesov,” said Harold W. Smith, “be­cause I would like some

    in­for­ma­tion from you. Please give me the spec­ifi­ca­tions on the mi­crowave satel­lite. I

    be­lieve that Gor­dons’ sur­vival­ist ac­com­plice re­ferred to it as the Sword of

    Damo­cles.”




    “I re­gret I can­not,” said An­na Chutesov. “That is a state se­cret.”




    Smith nod­ded im­per­cep­ti­bly and re­turned to his com­put­er.




    “Do any of you know the Rus­sian words for ‘Sword of Damo­cles’?”




    “Damoklov Mech,” an­swered the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Thank you,” said Smith, key­ing the

    phrase in­to his com­put­er. He wait­ed, and in a mat­ter of sec­onds he was read­ing an

    on-​screen file.




    “The Sword of Damo­cles is a phased-​ar­ray mi­crowave trans­mit­ter,” he re­port­ed. “It’s

    very pow­er­ful, ca­pa­ble of af­fect­ing a mas­sive land­mass dur­ing an ap­prox­imate­ly

    four-​year or­bital sweep. As you may know, mi­crowave ovens heat by ex­cit­ing wa­ter

    molecules in food. This satel­lite us­es the same prin­ci­ple to raise the hu­man body

    tem­per­ature just enough to neu­tral­ize the re­pro­duc­tive sys­tem. Slow but cer­tain

    ster­il­iza­tion re­sults. The trans­mit­ter is very pow­er­ful, but for it to ac­com­plish its

    full task, the ster­il­iz­ing of Amer­ica, it must be placed in or­bit. That part at least is

    good news. On the ground, Gor­dons can do lim­it­ed dam­age. But we’re still talk­ing

    thou­sands of peo­ple each month, un­der op­ti­mum cir­cum­stances. And Gor­dons, be­ing a

    ma­chine, has no lim­ita­tions on his lifes­pan. If not stopped, he could con­ceiv­ably

    ster­il­ize the en­tire earth.”




    “Where are you get­ting that in­for­ma­tion?” de­mand­ed An­na Chutesov, blink­ing

    fu­ri­ous­ly.




    “From the com­put­er files of the Glavnce Razvedy­vatel­noe Up­re­vle­nie,” Smith said

    non­cha­lant­ly.




    “You … you have ac­cess to GRU files!”




    “Nor­mal­ly, no,” Smith ad­mit­ted. “I am usu­al­ly re­buffed by the ob­struc­tive

    pass­codes placed over the files. But know­ing the co­de­name Sword of Damo­cles makes it

    pos­si­ble to pen­etrate this par­tic­ular file.”




    “When did you ob­tain this ca­pa­bil­ity?”




    “Re­cent­ly. I’ve been work­ing on it in my spare time. Oh, don’t wor­ry. I’m sure you’ll

    in­form your su­pe­ri­ors, and they’ll en­ter new buffers. Just be cer­tain you don’t tell them

    about my op­er­ation.”




    “And if I do?”




    “You know I could not al­low you to live un­der those con­di­tions,” said Smith with­out

    hes­ita­tion.




    “I will not al­low this wom­an to be killed un­til she has ful­filled an obli­ga­tion which

    she has in­curred with the House of Sinan­ju,” said Chi­un stern­ly. “Af­ter­ward is a

    dif­fer­ent mat­ter.”




    “What obli­ga­tion is that?” asked Re­mo.




    “It does not in­volve you,” said Chi­un, eye­ing An­na Chutesov and shift­ing his gaze to

    Re­mo sug­ges­tive­ly. An­na came over to Chi­un’s side and whis­pered in his ear. “What would

    you have me do?”




    “Re­mo liked you be­fore,” Chi­un breathed back. “Get him to like you again. Of­fer him

    any­thing, but ex­tract from him a promise to re­main in ser­vice to Amer­ica.”




    “I will do my best,” said An­na. She drift­ed over to Re­mo, who had been watch­ing the

    ex­change with open-​faced cu­rios­ity.




    “Hi!” said An­na Chutesov breathi­ly. She smiled. Re­mo smiled back ten­ta­tive­ly.




    An­na placed her slim hands on his bare bi­ceps and al­most purred. “I was think­ing that

    when this is over we should get reac­quaint­ed.”




    At the fa­mil­iar stroking, Re­mo felt a de­li­cious tin­gling deep with­in him. Mem­ories

    of An­na Chutesov, the soft An­na Chutesov, the one who was a tiger in bed, rushed back to

    him.




    Sud­den­ly An­na Chutesov felt her hands clutch­ing them­selves in­stead of Re­mo’s hard

    arms.




    “Bad idea,” Re­mo said sheep­ish­ly.




    An­na al­lowed her­self a mo­ment of puz­zle­ment, then pressed clos­er.




    “Per­haps we could dis­cuss this out­side,” she breathed.




    “I can’t,” Re­mo plead­ed.




    “Yes, you can. Help him over­come his shy­ness,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “He has grown

    very shy late­ly.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, did you put her up to this?” Re­mo asked.




    “Nev­er,” said Chi­un.




    “How could you say such a thing, my Re­mo?” asked An­na Chutesov. She had met Re­mo’s

    ear­li­er in­dif­fer­ence with scorn. That had not worked. She had ig­nored him and he had

    ig­nored her back. She had in­sult­ed him, to no avail. Now she was throw­ing her­self at him.

    That nev­er failed.




    Un­til now.




    “Look, things are dif­fer­ent with me now,” Re­mo said.




    “I will make them right again,” said An­na, play­ful­ly tug­ging on Re­mo’s belt. She

    laughed. Her pink tongue dart­ed out from be­tween per­fect teeth and her blue eyes sparkled

    mis­chievous­ly.




    At his desk, Smith’s face flushed and he craned his head clos­er to the com­put­er

    screen.




    Re­mo backed away, his hands held palms-​up be­fore him, as if An­na Chutesov were some

    species of poi­sonous fruit.




    “I’m en­gaged,” Re­mo blurt­ed out. “To be mar­ried.”




    “So?” asked An­na Chutesov.




    “I love her.”




    “You will have all the rest of your life to love her. Love me now.”




    “Could you please take this out in the cor­ri­dor?” asked Smith ex­as­per­at­ed­ly. Open

    dis­plays of af­fec­tion em­bar­rassed him. Naked lust such as An­na Chutesov was por­tray­ing

    up­set him even more.




    “Yes, it is dis­grace­ful,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who hoped that in the pri­va­cy of

    an­oth­er room, it would be even more dis­grace­ful.




    “I don’t want any part of this,” said Re­mo. “I’m go­ing to be a hap­pi­ly mar­ried man

    soon.”




    “I do not be­lieve you,” protest­ed An­na Chutesov.




    “Look, don’t take it per­son­al­ly,” said Re­mo. “There’s just some­one else now.”




    An­na Chutesov looked at Re­mo, his hard-​mus­cled arms, his lean stom­ach, and that face

    that could be so cru­el but now had that lit­tle-​lost-​boy look, and ex­pe­ri­enced a sink­ing

    feel­ing deep with­in her. Re­mo no longer want­ed her.




    Sud­den­ly, clear­ly, An­na Chutesov re­al­ized some­thing that had been true for a long

    time, but which she had pushed deep in­to her sub­con­scious.




    She want­ed Re­mo Williams. She want­ed him sex­ual­ly, want­ed him so bad­ly it made her

    throat dry and her heart pulse hot­ly in her neck, and if he were not stronger than she was,

    she would have flung her­self at him, tear­ing at his clothes un­til she got what she want­ed.

    Worse, she thought she loved Re­mo Williams.




    Re­mo Williams, who did not want her.




    In one mo­ment of shocked recog­ni­tion, the en­tire psy­cho­log­ical mind­set that had

    en­abled An­na Chutesov to rise to po­lit­ical pow­er crum­bled like a sand cas­tle be­fore the

    in­rush­ing tide.




    An­na looked at Re­mo with un­com­pre­hend­ing eyes. “I want you, but … but you do not want

    me,” she said hol­low­ly.




    “I’m sor­ry. Re­al­ly,” Re­mo said, mean­ing it.




    Bit­ing her low­er lip like an in­jured child, An­na Chutesov walked stiffly out of the

    room.




    “You both saw that,” Re­mo said. “I tried to break it to her gen­tly, didn’t I? It’s not my

    fault she couldn’t han­dle it.”




    “You gave her the back of your hand,” said Chi­un an­gri­ly. “And af­ter all she has meant

    to you.”




    “She’ll be back,” said Smith hope­ful­ly.




    “No, she will not,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, fold­ing his hands in­to the over­size

    sleeves of his jack­et. “She want­ed on­ly two things, Re­mo and Gor­dons. Re­mo has spurned

    her. She will go di­rect­ly to Gor­dons and take her bit­ter­ness out on him.”




    “How can she?” asked Re­mo. “She doesn’t know where to find Gor­dons any more than we

    do.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju shook his aged head. “Not so. She has the in­sect thing.”




    “Gor­dons’ bug? How?” de­mand­ed Smith.




    “She picked it up, pre­tend­ing it was a splin­ter. Did nei­ther of you no­tice? She was so

    ob­vi­ous about it.”




    “You could have men­tioned it, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Now we have to fol­low her.”




    “We do not need the in­sect de­vice. I know where Gor­dons is.”




    “You do?” Re­mo and Smith said a beat apart.




    “Yes. Gor­dons wish­es to make all per­sons bar­ren. He will thus go to the on­ly place

    where he can ac­com­plish this eas­ily.




    “Where?” asked Smith.




    “The one place in all the world where all Amer­icans and non-​Amer­icans go. Or hope to

    go.”




    “Where?” asked Re­mo.




    “I will not tell you. I will show you. Em­per­or Smith, I will ask you to make trav­el

    ar­range­ments for Re­mo and my­self “




    “I would like to know ex­act­ly where you are go­ing,” said Smith.




    “The mat­ter be­tween Gor­dons and the House of Sinan­ju is a mat­ter of hon­or,” Chi­un

    said grave­ly. “Re­mo and I will han­dle it.”




    “Very well,” agreed Smith. “I will make the ar­range­ments. Just let me know the nec­es­sary

    de­tails.”




    Just then, the red tele­phone rang. Smith picked it up.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident. You picked an ap­pro­pri­ate time to call. I have just con­firmed the

    fate of the Rus­sian shut­tle­craft.”




    Smith lis­tened.




    “No, it is not in­tact, ex­act­ly,” he said un­com­fort­ably. “Ac­tu­al­ly, the crew is

    al­ready in Air Force hands. No, the Air Force hasn’t quite re­al­ized this as yet. I know it

    sounds strange, sir. In fact, the whole mat­ter is strange. Please bear with me while I try to

    ex­plain. And by the way, Mr. Pres­ident, are you sit­ting down?”


  




  

    Chapter 15




    Carl Lusk loved sex. He loved it in all its splen­dif­er­ous va­ri­ety. In an age of AIDS,

    her­pes sim­plex, her­pes com­plex, and more tra­di­tion­al so­cial dis­eases, he moved

    un­afraid through the dat­ing bars and com­put­er love ser­vices. Carl Lusk was twen­ty-​three

    and be­lieved that AIDS on­ly hap­pened to fags and hero­in ad­dicts and that on­ly stupid

    peo­ple caught so­cial dis­eases. While he was young he was go­ing to sleep with as many wom­en

    as pos­si­ble. Some­times as many as five in one day. The trick, he be­lieved, was not to sleep

    with the same wom­an twice. He knew the chance of catch­ing any so­cial dis­ease from a

    one-​night stand was slim, but it went up with each sub­se­quent en­counter. As Carl saw it,

    monogamy was like play­ing Rus­sian roulette with five of the six cham­bers load­ed.




    Carl Lusk was not com­plete­ly reck­less. There were some en­coun­ters he did avoid. Dogs,

    chil­dren, and men were at the top of that list. But that didn’t mean that he couldn’t

    fan­ta­size about these things. To that end, he put to­geth­er one of the world’s largest

    col­lec­tions of taped and print pornog­ra­phy to fa­cil­itate his fan­ta­siz­ing.




    Carl was a bag­gage han­dler at Den­ver’s Sta­ple­ton Air­port. It was not the most

    glam­orous job in the world, but it en­abled him to copy off wom­en’s names and ad­dress­es

    from the lug­gage he load­ed. It was bet­ter than a com­put­er dat­ing ser­vice. Cheap­er, too.

    Carl Lusk was fer­ry­ing a load of lug­gage to a wait­ing 747 when the garbage truck that would

    change his en­tire at­ti­tude to­ward sex rolled past him.




    Carl knew right away there was some­thing strange go­ing on.




    First, garbage was not picked up on the run­ways, where the jets sat.




    Sec­ond, there was no one driv­ing the garbage truck. The driv­er’s seat was emp­ty.




    Carl spun the bag­gage truck around and lost the rear cart of the bag­gage train, but he

    didn’t care. He was sure the garbage truck was out of con­trol and he want­ed to see where it

    end­ed up. Carl al­so liked to stop at ma­jor traf­fic ac­ci­dents.




    The garbage truck went around a cor­ner to the area where pri­vate planes were hangared, and

    Carl had vi­sions of Piper Co­manch­es fly­ing in all di­rec­tions.




    When Carl ne­go­ti­at­ed the same cor­ner, he was sur­prised to see that the garbage truck

    had come to a full stop.




    Carl came to a full stop too.




    The garbage truck had stopped be­hind a Lear jet, its front bumper touch­ing the tail

    as­sem­bly.




    Then the garbage truck reared up on its back wheels. The wheels spun and the garbage truck

    lurched like a rogue ele­phant. It came down on the Lear jet, squash­ing the tail and push­ing

    its nose in­to the air. The garbage truck be­gan to shake fu­ri­ous­ly. The Lear quiv­ered like

    a fish caught in a net.




    Carl Lusk watched in rapt awe. Un­der his breath, he said the first thing that came to mind.

    “Oh, my God, they’re screw­ing!”




    Carl Lusk got down on the run­way and tried to look un­der the garbage truck’s chas­sis. He

    had nev­er seen a garbage truck screw a cor­po­rate jet be­fore. He won­dered what the garbage

    truck-​which was ob­vi­ous­ly the male-​had for equip­ment. De­tails like that fas­ci­nat­ed

    him.




    As he watched, grav­el dig­ging in­to his cheek, Carl heard the truck’s hy­draulic

    equip­ment start to grind. “I won­der if that means it’s com­ing?” he asked him­self. Then he

    saw it. A sil­ver ball, like a per­fect­ly round egg, dropped from the garbage truck’s

    un­der­car­riage and was ab­sorbed by the jet. The jet’s alu­minum skin just opened up and

    swal­lowed the sil­ver ball.




    The garbage truck, sud­den­ly qui­es­cent, fell over on its side, rear wheels smok­ing and

    spin­ning im­po­tent­ly. The Lear jet sud­den­ly whined in­to life and rolled on­to the

    run­way.




    As it passed, Carl Lusk saw that there was no one pi­lot­ing the air­craft. Not on­ly that,

    but the crum­pled tail was re­turn­ing to its nor­mal shape like a plant re­cov­er­ing af­ter

    be­ing stepped on.




    Af­ter the Lear jet had vault­ed in­to the sky, Carl Lusk sum­moned up enough nerve to

    ap­proach the garbage truck.




    The driv­er’s seat was va­cant. But he knew that. The truck smelled of week-​old trash and

    tiny bugs crawled out from the smeary edges of the hy­draulic door, which hung open and

    emp­ty.




    “It’s dead,” Carl Lusk whis­pered. And then he thought about what he had just said. Fun­ny

    that he would think of the garbage truck as dead. Garbage trucks did not live. Garbage trucks

    al­so did not cop­ulate with oth­er ma­chines, but this one had.




    Carl Lusk re­treat­ed to his bag­gage cart and de­cid­ed not to men­tion what he had seen to

    any­one. On the way back to his ter­mi­nal, he de­cid­ed to burn his pornog­ra­phy

    col­lec­tion. It would be tough to live with­out it, but maybe there was such a thing as too

    much sex af­ter all. That left on­ly the fu­ture course of his sex life to be

    de­cid­ed-​monogamy or celiba­cy? It was a grim choice. Per­haps he would flip a coin.




    When the unau­tho­rized Lear jet land­ed at Bur­bank Air­port in Cal­ifor­nia, it tax­ied to

    one end of the main run­way and whined to a stop.




    Be­cause it had re­fused ra­dio con­tact, did not ask for land­ing clear­ance, and came down

    the wrong way, the tow­er nat­ural­ly as­sumed it had been hi­jacked.




    Air­port se­cu­ri­ty was im­me­di­ate­ly mo­bi­lized. The first man on the scene was

    Of­fi­cer Andy Og­den, who drove his car to the jet and got out cau­tious­ly. He did not draw

    his gun. He as­sumed that a drawn gun would be a sig­nal for vi­olence and he was trained to

    defuse vi­olent sit­ua­tions, not make them worse.




    As he ap­proached the jet, Andy Og­den heard a loud metal­lic sound, like a ti­tan­ic

    punch­press. There was no ex­plo­sion, so he knew it was not a ter­ror­ist grenade go­ing

    off.




    A man came out from un­der the far wing. He jumped down as ca­su­al­ly as if he had stepped

    from a bar­ber’s chair. The man walked up to Of­fi­cer Andy Odgen.




    He was not armed, so Andy Og­den did not pull his weapon. Pulling his weapon would have been

    an over­re­ac­tion. And Andy Odgen was trained not to over­re­act.




    And so when the man with the strange sil­ver suit and the fixed face ap­proached him with an

    out­stretched hand and said, “Hel­lo is all right,” Andy Og­den ac­cept­ed the hand in re­lief

    as much as in friend­ship. When he saw that the man’s face was a clus­ter of wires and

    cir­cuits with glassy blue eyes and an arm­rest ash­tray for a mouth, it was too late to draw

    his weapon be­cause the man had squeezed his hand to a blood-​soaked pulp and had start­ed to

    work on his oth­er hand.




    His last thought was a strange one. Why did the man have a round port­hole in the mid­dle of

    his chest?




    When the main se­cu­ri­ty team reached the Lear jet, they did not think twice about hav­ing

    passed Andy Odgen on the way. Of­fi­cer Og­den was driv­ing his car, which for some rea­son had

    a great sil­ver ball mount­ed on the roof. He was prob­ably go­ing for help. When they found

    the body on the run­way, skinned raw, they for­got about Andy Odgen and drew their guns.




    They rec­og­nized that there were times to over­re­act. They moved un­der the Lear jet’s

    wings, look­ing for an open hatch.




    They did not find an open hatch, ex­act­ly.




    What they found was an open­ing in the far side of the hull. The open­ing was six feet tall,

    in the rough shape of a man, like the chalk out­line usu­al­ly made at mur­der scenes to

    in­di­cate where the vic­tim fell. It led di­rect­ly in­to the ship.




    They climbed in through the man-​shaped open­ing and found that the plush pas­sen­ger

    sec­tion was de­sert­ed. Go­ing for­ward, they found that the cock­pit had been van­dal­ized.

    Most of the flight con­trols-​the nav­iga­tion­al in­stru­ments and on-​board com­put­ers-​were

    miss­ing. They did not find the miss­ing hull sec­tion, which should have been im­pos­si­ble to

    miss. Not on­ly was it shaped like a gin­ger­bread man, but there should have been a port­hole

    in the mid­dle of the thing.




    The on­ly oth­er odd­ity was a tele­vi­sion set built in­to one wall. It was on, show­ing a

    pop­ular chil­dren’s car­toon pro­gram. The chief of the se­cu­ri­ty team turned it off and led

    his men back out to the body on the ground.




    “Won­der who that thing was?” one of the oth­ers said. The se­cu­ri­ty chief looked at the

    in­hu­man car­cass for a mo­ment. He saw the gleam of white gold on the man’s left ring fin­ger

    and sud­den­ly sat down on the run­way.




    “What?” he was asked when they saw his strick­en ex­pres­sion.




    “The ring. Look at the ring. That’s Andy’s ring!”




    “You sure?”




    “Look,” the chief of se­cu­ri­ty said in a sick voice. One of the men looked. He saw the

    sil­ver mono­gram A. 0. mount­ed on an onyx set­ting. Bits of skin clung to the edges of the

    band, in­di­cat­ing that the epi­der­mis had been torn off around the ring.




    He too sat down on the run­way. He threw up in­to his lap and didn’t both­er to clean

    him­self off. He just sat there.




    “That wasn’t Andy we saw a minute ago,” he said.




    “I won’t say any­thing if you don’t,” said the se­cu­ri­ty chief.




    The se­cu­ri­ty team all sat down in a cir­cle on the run­way and made a pact that they

    would not men­tion the man they had seen flee­ing the area who looked like their for­mer

    col­league but was not. They cut their thumbs and pressed them to­geth­er so that it was a

    blood oath.




    Then they wait­ed. But they didn’t know what they were wait­ing for.




    An­na Chutesov drove to the So­vi­et em­bassy in New York City. She drove over the speed

    lim­it be­cause she felt that if she slowed down or stopped it would all catch up with her.




    It caught up with her in New Rochelle. She pulled over to the side of the road and buried

    her face in the steer­ing wheel and, for half an hour, sobbed un­con­trol­lably.




    When she sat up at last, her face was drawn and her eyes were dry. She was again the An­na

    Chutesov who had risen from the Komon­sol to a po­si­tion of supreme re­spon­si­bil­ity in the

    Krem­lin.




    She was in love. And the man whom she loved was not on­ly an Amer­ican agent but al­so, more

    damn­ing­ly, he did not want her. It was the ul­ti­mate hu­mil­ia­tion for a wom­an who had

    nev­er be­fore al­lowed her­self the lux­ury of ac­knowl­edg­ing deep feel­ings for any man.

    The con­sul gen­er­al was not sur­prised to see An­na Chutesov. He had been in­formed that she

    was in the coun­try, and be­cause he knew all about the miss­ing Yuri Gagarin-​as did the whole

    world by now-​he as­sumed that the shut­tle’s re­cov­ery was her mis­sion. “Com­rade Chutesov,”

    he greet­ed unc­tu­ous­ly. In­stead of speak­ing, An­na Chutesov took her thumb be­tween her

    teeth and ripped at the skin. She dug at the tear with a col­or­less fin­ger­nail and at­tacked

    it again with her teeth,




    “Here,” she said, spit­ting a black plas­tic whisker in­to the doubt­ful con­sul gen­er­al’s

    hand. “This is a high­ly so­phis­ti­cat­ed hom­ing trans­mit­ter. If there is a way to

    pin­point the source that is re­ceiv­ing its trans­mis­sions, do so im­me­di­ate­ly and in­form

    me once you have that in­for­ma­tion.”




    “Of course, Com­rade Chutesov. Where might I reach you?”




    “I will be in the em­bassy lounge. Drink­ing.”




    An­na Chutesov was drink­ing vod­ka when the con­sul gen­er­al found her. She did not look

    drunk. Prob­ably she wasn’t. But the bot­tle on the bar was near­ly emp­ty.




    “We have iso­lat­ed the area at which the trans­mis­sions are di­rect­ed,” he said.




    “Where?” snapped An­na Chutesov, paus­ing with a tum­bler just un­der her el­egant lips. The

    con­sul gen­er­al no­ticed that there was no ice in the glass.




    “In the state of Cal­ifor­nia. Near Los An­ge­les.”




    “Is that the best So­vi­et sci­ence can do?”




    “No. A team will be dis­patched to tri­an­gu­late the ex­act lo­ca­tion, if that is what

    Com­rade Chutesov de­sires.”




    “Com­rade Chutesov on­ly de­sires the loan of the equip­ment nec­es­sary to lo­cate that

    point. Com­rade Chutesov will han­dle the mat­ter her­self. Com­rade Chutesov would not trust

    this to a man. Com­rade Chutesov will nev­er trust a man ev­er again.”




    “Yes, Com­rade Chutesov,” said the con­sul gen­er­al. “You will not re­quire back­up agents

    on this mat­ter?”




    “I al­ready have them, if the fools were able to pass them­selves off as un­trained mi­grant

    work­ers-​which I think may have been too much for them.”




    And An­na Chutesov downed the re­main­der of the tum­bler of warm al­co­hol, telling

    her­self bit­ter­ly that all men were like straight vod­ka, col­or­less and so damned

    trans­par­ent.


  




  

    Chapter 16




    Lar­ry Lep­per hat­ed robots. “I hate robots,” he said.




    “These aren’t robots,” said Bill Ba­nana, head of the fa­mous Ba­nana-​Berry An­ima­tion

    Stu­dios, in a sooth­ing voice. Nor­mal­ly Bill Ba­nana saved his sooth­ing voice for his

    girl­friends. When you were the head of the largest car­toon fac­to­ry in the his­to­ry of

    tele­vi­sion, you did not soothe, you barked. Some­times you did nei­ther. Some­times you just

    fired peo­ple when they re­fused to let you have your way.




    Bill Ba­nana did not want to fire Lar­ry Lep­per. He want­ed to hire him. Lar­ry Lep­per,

    de­spite his youth­ful ap­pear­ance, was the great­est an­ima­tor in the busi­ness.




    “I don’t do robots,” in­sist­ed Lar­ry Lep­per. “I did robots over at Epic Stu­dios. You

    could fill a junk­yard with the robots I de­signed for Epic. No more.”




    “These robots are dif­fer­ent,” soothed Bill Ba­nana. He leaned back in his of­fice chair,

    sur­round­ed by life-​size pa­pi­er-​mache stat­ues of his stu­dio’s car­toon cre­ations. They

    looked more re­al­is­tic than he did.




    “I thought you said they weren’t robots,” said Lar­ry Lep­per.




    Bill Ba­nana spread his hands in an ex­pan­sive ges­ture. He broke out in a pleased grin.

    Some­how, his grin looked wider than out­spread arms. He had good rea­son to grin. When you

    grossed three mil­lion dol­lars a year and were re­spon­si­ble for ex­act­ly sev­en­ty-​eight

    per­cent of the car­toons shown on Sat­ur­day morn­ing, you were king of your in­dus­try. Even

    if it was an in­dus­try in which artis­tic skill, tech­ni­cal bril­liance, and sto­ry­telling

    abil­ity were re­duced three per­cent each year as a hedge against ris­ing pro­duc­tion costs,

    so that af­ter near­ly thir­ty years of an­ima­tion, the Ba­nana-​Berry Stu­dio was re­duced to

    crank­ing out car­toons that were on­ly one step above flip-​page books.




    “They aren’t robots. Ex­act­ly.” Bill Ba­nana grinned.




    “Robots are robots,” said Lar­ry Lep­per. “You can call them Gob­ots, Trans­form­ers, or

    Robokids, but they’re still robots.”




    “Robokids made us a cool quar­ter-​mil­lion last year,” said Bill Ba­nana se­ri­ous­ly,

    rolling a stub­by cigar to the oth­er side of his mouth.




    “The rat­ings sucked. You made it all on toy-​li­cens­ing deals.”




    “That’s where the ac­tion is these days. You know that. And don’t knock Robokids. It was

    bril­liant. I should know, I came up with it my­self. Kids who trans­form in­to robots. No one

    had ev­er thought it up be­fore. They had trucks that turned in­to robots and jet air­planes

    that turned in­to robots. They even had robots that turned in­to oth­er robots. But Robokids?

    Orig­inal.”




    “I’m not work­ing on robot shows,” re­peat­ed Lar­ry Lep­per. “I’m sick of them. Here,” he

    said, un­zip­ping a black port­fo­lio that was the size of an ex­ec­utive’s desk­top. “Let me

    show you my lat­est con­cept.”




    Bill Ba­nana ac­cept­ed the Bris­tol Board re­luc­tant­ly. He looked at the draw­ing, cigar

    ash falling on the board with each puff.




    “Buster Bear?” he barked.




    “Look, this robot trend’s got­ta peak soon,” Lar­ry said ea­ger­ly. “Be the first guy out of

    the gate for a change.”




    “No good. No one will buy a Buster Bear toy. Look at him. He looks like a cream puff. Maybe

    we could change him, though. Call him Blaster Bear. Stick a whatcham­cal­lit an Izzy-​in his

    paw.”




    “Uzi,” said Lar­ry Lep­per weari­ly.




    “We’ll call it an Izzy. That way we can copy­right the de­sign and spin off the gun as a

    sep­arate toy.”




    “And copy­right the char­ac­ter your­self? Noth­ing do­ing,” said Lar­ry Lep­per, snatch­ing

    back the pre­sen­ta­tion piece be­fore cigar ash burned holes in it. “Thanks, but no

    thanks.”




    “So let me tell you about my new show,” said Bill Ba­nana, hap­py to get Buster Bear off the

    ne­go­ti­at­ing ta­ble.




    Lar­ry Lep­per wiped at his shiny fore­head un­hap­pi­ly. He was on­ly thir­ty-​four, but he

    had al­ready lost most of his hair. Odd­ly, his high fore­head made him look younger than his

    years.




    “No robots,” said Lar­ry Lep­per.




    “We call them Spi­deroids. They’re not robots, ex­act­ly. They’re gi­ant spi­ders, see, but

    they turn in­to an­droids. An an­droid is a robot that looks like a re­al per­son. My

    man­icurist ex­plained it to me.”




    “How orig­inal,” said Lar­ry Lep­per dispirit­ed­ly.




    “I knew you’d get it!” Bill Ba­nana said ex­cit­ed­ly, slap­ping the desk with a beefy

    smack. “I knew that you, Lar­ry Lep­per, of all the guys work­ing in the in­dus­try to­day,

    would see the awe­some po­ten­tial of this con­cept. How fast can you come up with the

    de­signs? I’ll put you on at our top salary.”




    Lar­ry Lep­per qui­et­ly zip­pered the pre­sen­ta­tion piece marked “Buster Bear” in­to his

    port­fo­lio like a man clos­ing the lid on his dreams.




    “I’ll do the mod­el sheets,” he said dul­ly. “Get some­one else to do the an­ima­tion.”




    “Done,” agreed Bill Ba­nana, reach­ing across the desk to shake Lar­ry Lep­per’s limp hand.

    He was not en­tire­ly hap­py, be­cause it meant he’d have to hire oth­er artists to do the

    stuff that Lar­ry wouldn’t, but it was deal­able. He just wouldn’t pay Lep­per the top rate.

    The dumb schmuck hadn’t worked for Ba­nana-​Berry in five years and would nev­er know the

    dif­fer­ence.




    “When do you need it?” asked Lar­ry Lep­per. “Mon­day morn­ing. The spon­sors are gonna show

    up at nine.”




    “But this is Fri­day. I’ll have to work all week­end.”




    “Work here. I’ll give you a stu­dio, have your food sent in, and if you want, a girl. Or a

    boy. Or both. I treat my em­ploy­ees right.”




    “Just leave me alone all week­end and I’ll see what I can do,” said Lar­ry Lep­per

    mis­er­ably, vi­sions of draw­ing stupid robots for the rest of his life danc­ing in his mind’s

    eye.




    By Sun­day evening Lar­ry Lep­per had gen­er­at­ed a room­ful of Spi­deroid mod­el sheets,

    show­ing front and side views of dif­fer­ent spi­der char­ac­ters. He had jump­ing spi­ders,

    spin­ning spi­ders, and climb­ing spi­ders. There were brave spi­ders, mean spi­ders, and, for

    com­ic re­lief, sil­ly spi­ders. They looked pret­ty sharp-​if you liked spi­ders.




    The prob­lem was, Lar­ry couldn’t fig­ure out plau­si­ble an­droid trans­for­ma­tions for

    any of them. De­sign­ing robots that be­came cars or planes was easy. But spi­ders had eight

    legs. Lar­ry didn’t know what to do with the ex­tra legs. If he kept them, the an­droids still

    looked like spi­ders. And he couldn’t ig­nore the ex­tra legs. If the show sold, the mod­el

    sheets would be turned over to a toy com­pa­ny for im­me­di­ate pro­duc­tion so that the toys

    would hit the stores the week the show pre­miered.




    Lar­ry tossed his pen in­to the inkwell in frus­tra­tion. In his port­fo­lio he had de­signs

    for dozens of fun­ny an­imal char­ac­ters which, if he had got­ten them on the air twen­ty

    years ago, would have made him fa­mous.




    But Lar­ry Lep­per had not been an an­ima­tor twen­ty years ago. He had been a child

    dream­ing of draw­ing car­toons for a liv­ing and maybe, just maybe, own­ing his own theme park

    like his idol, Walt Dis­ney. He nev­er told any­one this, but Lar­ry was more in­ter­est­ed in

    op­er­at­ing his own ver­sion of Dis­ney­land than he was car­toon­ing. That was where the

    re­al mon­ey was. An­ima­tion was just the road to the greater dream.




    Lar­ry Lep­per had pur­sued his dream-​dis­ap­point­ing his fa­ther, who had had his heart

    set on Lar­ry fol­low­ing him in­to the fam­ily hard­ware busi­ness-​and come to Hol­ly­wood.

    He was good. But more im­por­tant, he was fast. And he had found work.




    Draw­ing robots that turned in­to mo­tor­cy­cles and fly­ing saucers that be­came robots,

    all fight­ing mind­less­ly, and not a sin­gle hu­man char­ac­ter in any of the scripts-​that

    was the de­press­ing part. If they wouldn’t let him draw Buster Bear or Squir­rel Girl or any

    of his oth­er cre­ations, at least they could give him a re­al-​life per­son to draw once in a

    while.




    In­stead, he was stuck try­ing to come up with a plau­si­ble an­droid coun­ter­part for a

    gi­ant spi­der with eight laser-​beam eyes and vise grips for feet. He de­cid­ed to work on the

    char­ac­ter’s names in­stead. But even that de­feat­ed him.




    “What the hell is an­oth­er word for ’spi­der’?” he mut­tered aloud.




    ” ‘Arach­nid,’ ” said a metal­lic voice from the open door. “It is the sci­en­tif­ic

    term.”




    Lar­ry Lep­per turned at the sound. There was a man framed in the door. He was a tall man,

    dressed in Hol­ly­wood pas­tels and wear­ing wraparound sun­glass­es that looked like they were

    part of his face and not an ac­ces­so­ry. His shirt was open at the throat but in­stead of

    chest hair, Lar­ry saw glass. Prob­ably a medal­lion, but it looked pret­ty big. The man’s hair

    was the col­or of sand, and when he smiled, it was like a cam­era shut­ter lock­ing in­to the

    open po­si­tion. His teeth looked too good to be true, even for Hol­ly­wood.




    “Hel­lo,” said Lar­ry Lep­per, think­ing the man was some as­sis­tant pro­duc­er come to

    check on his progress.




    “Hel­lo is all right,” said the man, walk­ing in. He walked stiffly, as if his joints were

    arthrit­ic.




    “It works for me,” said Lar­ry dry­ly. Prob­ably on coke, he thought to him­self. Half the

    town was.




    “I am look­ing for Com­man­der Robot,” said the man po­lite­ly.




    Lar­ry ex­tract­ed him­self from his draw­ing board and dis­tinct­ly heard two ver­te­brae

    pop. He had been hunched over the board since dawn.




    “Um, he’s not here,” said Lar­ry cau­tious­ly. And just in case this nut was dan­ger­ous, he

    reached for a sharp­nubbed Speed­ball pen.




    “Lieu­tenant Cy­borg, then,” the man said calm­ly. The breeze waft­ing through the open

    win­dow sent the man’s scent to­ward Lar­ry Lep­per. Dis­tinc­tive per­son­al scents were in

    this year. On Rodeo Drive, where the stars shopped, you could buy colognes that made you smell

    like ev­ery­thing from av­oca­dos to old mon­ey. This guy smelled like the Las Ve­gas

    shut­tle.




    “Nope,” said Lar­ry. “I re­al­ly think you should try the se­cu­ri­ty guard at the front

    gate.”




    “He was most help­ful. He di­rect­ed me to this build­ing. You are the on­ly one here.”




    “He’s not sup­posed to do that. We’re nor­mal­ly closed on Sun­days,” said Lar­ry Lep­per,

    slid­ing to­ward the door.




    “Yes, he was re­luc­tant at first. I broke his arm in three places and his at­ti­tude

    changed. I have al­ways been in­trigued by the co­op­er­ative at­ti­tude caused by in­flict­ing

    phys­ical dam­age on meat ma­chines.”




    “Meat ma­chines?” asked Lar­ry. The man was com­ing to­ward him, a hand out­stretched.




    “Ho­mo sapi­ens,” said the man, tak­ing Lar­ry by one wrist. He ex­ert­ed sud­den pres­sure.

    With the Speed­ball, Lar­ry stabbed him in the stom­ach three times. The Speed­ball broke on

    the third thrust. When Lar­ry looked up at the man’s face, that fixed smile had not changed one

    whit. It al­so seemed very far away.




    Lar­ry dis­cov­ered that he was on his knees from the pain.




    “What … what do you want?” he moaned.




    “I have told you. I will ask again. I wish to speak with ei­ther Com­man­der Robot or

    Lieu­tenant Cy­borg. I have seen them on tele­vi­sion fight­ing the Stone Kings and I wish to

    en­list their aid in com­bat­ing two per­son­al en­emies of mine. I have lost my for­mer

    tu­tor, who was a sur­vival­ist, and am in need of al­lies.”




    “You can’t,” Lar­ry lep­per groaned.




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause they’re not re­al.”




    “I do not un­der­stand your mean­ing. I saw them my­self on the tele­vi­sion screen.”




    “They’re car­toons. They don’t ex­ist in re­al life.”




    “Ac­cord­ing to your skin ten­sion read­ing, you are telling the truth, but I still do not

    un­der­stand your words.”




    “I … I can show you,” gasped Lar­ry Lep­per, feel­ing the two bones of his wrist click­ing

    to­geth­er in the strange man’s one-​hand­ed grip.




    Lar­ry Lep­per felt him­self be­ing yanked to his feet. “Show me,” the man said

    tone­less­ly.




    “The next room,” said Lar­ry.




    In the next room, Lar­ry showed the man paint­ings of scenes from the Robokids show done on

    clear ac­etate. They fes­tooned the walls.




    “These are called cels,” Lar­ry said. “Artists paint pic­tures of Com­man­der Robot and the

    oth­ers on them.”




    “This one is very re­al­is­tic,” said the man, pluck­ing a eel from the wall.




    “You got­ta be kid­ding,” said Lar­ry Lep­per, who had a low opin­ion of cel artists. He

    rubbed his sore wrist. The feel­ing was com­ing back.




    “It looks ex­act­ly like Com­man­der Robot.”




    “Well, yeah, that’s true,” Lar­ry said. He picked a pile of cels off an acrylic-​splat­tered

    work­table. “Here, see these oth­ers? The Com­man­der Robot fig­ure is dif­fer­ent in each one.

    We shoot these in se­quence so that Com­man­der Robot seems to move against paint­ed

    back­grounds. It’s an op­ti­cal il­lu­sion. It’s called an­ima­tion.”




    The man gath­ered up the cel paint­ings, and faster than it seemed pos­si­ble, he sort­ed

    them in­to the cor­rect or­der. Then, hold­ing them up to the light, he fanned the cels un­til

    the il­lu­sion of move­ment was cre­at­ed.




    “See?” Lar­ry said hope­ful­ly.




    “They do not talk.” His voice sound­ed dis­ap­point­ed.




    “They can’t. They’re just paint­ings. Ac­tors dub in the voic­es. “




    “That would ex­plain why Com­man­der Robot and the an­nounc­er had iden­ti­cal voice

    recog­ni­tion pat­terns.”




    “The ac­tors dou­ble up. It’s in their con­tracts. You must have a great ear to be able to

    tell that.”




    “Why is this done?”




    Lar­ry Lep­per shrugged. “To make mon­ey, to pro­vide en­ter­tain­ment for the chil­dren who

    watch the show. But most­ly to sell toys and break­fast ce­re­al.”




    “Is that your goal-​to sell toys and break­fast ce­re­al?”




    “No, I just want to make enough mon­ey to launch my own busi­ness. I sank my sav­ings in­to

    an aban­doned theme park, but I need more cash to get it off the ground. That’s the on­ly

    rea­son I’m wast­ing my time on this junk.”




    “I am be­gin­ning to un­der­stand,” said the man, let­ting the cels fall to the floor. “It

    is all make-​be­lieve. Yes, this ex­plains an­oth­er fact that had puz­zled me.”




    “What’s that?” asked Lar­ry Lep­per con­ver­sa­tion­al­ly. “Why Com­man­der Robot and his

    fel­low Robokids went to such great lengths to con­ceal their se­cret iden­ti­ties and then

    broad­cast their ad­ven­tures for all to see.”




    “I can see why that would both­er you, pal. I sure am glad I was able to clear up the

    mys­tery for you. I sure am. Yes sir­ree.”




    The man stood in si­lence for a long time af­ter he dropped the cels to the floor.




    “You okay, pal?” asked Lar­ry Lep­per.




    “Com­man­der Robot and I would have made an ef­fec­tive team,” said the man. His chin fell

    and even his too-​square shoul­ders seemed to droop.




    “You had a lot in com­mon, yeah,” said Lar­ry. “Any­one can see that.” The man was block­ing

    the on­ly path to the door and Lar­ry knew he had to hu­mor the guy. He might sur­vive if he

    hu­mored him.




    “You un­der­stand,” said the man, look­ing up.




    “I’m good with robots,” said Lar­ry sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. “Ev­ery­one knows that.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I am an an­droid sur­vival ma­chine. My name is Mr. Gor­dons.”




    “Glad to meet you, Mr. Gor­dons, I’m re­al sor­ry about the con­fu­sion. Re­al sor­ry. I’ll

    ask the stu­dio to put a dis­claimer on the next episode so it won’t hap­pen again.” Lar­ry

    inched to the door. Mr. Gor­dons matched him step for step. Lar­ry gave up.




    “I ap­pre­ci­ate your sym­pa­thy. Al­though I am a ma­chine, I have the ca­pa­bil­ity of

    feel­ing emo­tion. Al­so I can trans­form my­self in­to any ob­ject with which I come in

    con­tact.”




    “Yeah, that’s handy, all right. Re­al handy. Pop­ular, too. I know lots of robots who can do

    that. Al­most all of them, ac­tu­al­ly.”




    “I told you, I am not a robot. I am a sur­vival an­droid. My name is Mr. Gor­dons.”




    “Right. I got that. ‘Robot’ was just a fig­ure of speech. No of­fense.”




    “None tak­en. Would you like to see me as­sim­ilate an ob­ject of your choice?”




    “I re­al­ly would, but I have to fin­ish mak­ing Spi­deroids.”




    “What are Spi­deroids?”




    “Car­toon char­ac­ters. They’re spi­ders who turn in­to an­droids.”




    “Would you like to see me be­come a spi­der, then?”




    “No, not that,” Lar­ry said hasti­ly. “I hate spi­ders. They crawl up my pants leg and make

    me itch.”




    “I would be­come a very big spi­der, and I would promise not to crawl up your leg if you do

    not wish it.”




    “Thanks just the same. Okay if I go back to work now?”




    “I will watch you work,” said Mr. Gor­dons. “Per­haps I will learn some­thing use­ful.”




    “Suit your­self,” said Lar­ry Lep­per, back­ing in­to the oth­er room. He climbed be­hind

    his draw­ing board and pre­tend­ed to get to work. Maybe the nut would get bored and leave.




    Mr. Gor­dons watched him silent­ly. He gave Lar­ry the creeps, but he was afraid to make a

    break for it. When Lar­ry had not drawn a sin­gle line for five min­utes, Mr. Gor­dons had a

    ques­tion.




    “Why are you not work­ing?” he asked.




    “I can’t think of a name for this one.”




    Mr. Gor­dons looked at the mod­el sheet and the blank space at the bot­tom for the name.




    “I am very cre­ative. It is one of my new­er skills. Let me try.”




    “Sure,” said Lar­ry Lep­per, who couldn’t get out of Mr. Gor­dons’ way fast enough. “Go

    right ahead. I’ll get lunch.”




    “Wait. I will not be long.”




    “Took me all week­end to do all those sheets,” said Lar­ry Lep­per, and then he stopped

    talk­ing.




    The right-​hand fin­gers of the man who called him­self Mr. Gor­dons blurred sud­den­ly. One

    minute he was touch­ing the tum­bler of ink pens on the desk, and then the next, he had an

    as­sort­ment of draw­ing uten­sils for fin­gers.




    As Lar­ry Lep­per watched, slack-​jawed, Mr. Gor­dons be­gan writ­ing names on­to the mod­el

    sheets with his in­dex fin­ger, which was a pen­cil. He inked them with his oth­er fin­gers,

    which end­ed in dif­fer­ent size nibs. His thumb was an ink eras­er, but Gor­dons nev­er

    re­sort­ed to it. He seemed in­ca­pable of draw­ing a false line.




    Less than a minute af­ter he be­gan, Mr. Gor­dons hand­ed a stu­pe­fied Lar­ry Lep­per a

    neat stack of mod­el sheets. Lar­ry went through them, his eyes bulging like those of a

    thy­roid pa­tient.




    “Gob­blelegs, Spin­ner, Spi­derette,” Lar­ry read. “These are pret­ty good

    names-​con­sid­er­ing in­dus­try stan­dards these days.”




    “Thank you. I al­so took the lib­er­ty of mod­ify­ing some of your de­signs so that they are

    more prac­ti­cal.”




    “We usu­al­ly don’t wor­ry about that stuff. The an­ima­tors can’t be both­ered to keep the

    char­ac­ters con­sis­tent half the time.”




    “Is there any­thing else?”




    “Can you do the an­droid robot coun­ter­parts? I’m hav­ing trou­ble with that part.”




    “You are my friend so I will do this for you,” said Mr. Gor­dons, and tak­ing sev­er­al

    blank sheets and ten min­utes’ time, he pro­duced a set of mod­el-​sheet an­droids that

    ex­act­ly matched the Spi­deroid draw­ings.




    Lar­ry Lep­per was as­ton­ished. This Gor­dons char­ac­ter didn’t even re­fer to the

    orig­inal sheets. Yet his robots were per­fect. They looked like they could be built. In the

    mar­gins Gor­dons had even worked out weight spec­ifi­ca­tions, gear ra­tios, and oth­er

    tech­ni­cal de­tails that would have been ab­surd if they didn’t look so damned

    plau­si­ble.




    “You re­al­ly are an an­droid,” said Lar­ry Lep­per won­der­ing­ly.




    “If you had known me be­fore to­day, you would not have doubt­ed me,” said Mr. Gor­dons. “I

    do not lie.”




    “That means you can re­al­ly turn in­to oth­er stuff, like the Robokids do. Re­al­ly?”




    “Re­al­ly. Would you like me to demon­strate?”




    “No! I mean, yeah. Maybe.” Lar­ry Lep­per was think­ing at a fu­ri­ous pace. This nut or

    ma­chine or what­ev­er it was seemed to like him.




    “Please make up your mind. I have en­emies and now that I un­der­stand I can­not re­ly on

    the fic­ti­tious Com­man­der Robot, I must dis­cov­er a new form to take so that my en­emies

    will not find me.”




    “You can turn in­to any­thing?”




    “Yes. I re­quire on­ly ap­pro­pri­ate raw ma­te­ri­als to as­sim­ilate. “




    Lar­ry Lep­per looked at Mr. Gor­dons and his all-​pur­pose draw­ing hand.




    “I’m your friend, right?”




    “You are my friend, right.”




    “And you can turn in­to any­thing?”




    “I have al­ready said that.”




    “Any­thing I ask, right?”




    “Yes. “




    “If I asked you to turn in­to some­thing very, very big, what would you say?”




    “I would say what very, very big thing do you want me to as­sim­ilate, friend?”




    “I’ll get my car,” said Lar­ry Lep­per, de­cid­ing that here was one robot he could learn to

    love, “and show you.”


  




  

    Chapter 17




    At Los An­ge­les In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju rent­ed a car with the

    priv­ileged air of a diplo­mat be­ing whisked through cus­toms.




    “I’m driv­ing,” Re­mo in­sist­ed, as the counter clerk fin­ished pro­cess­ing Chi­un’s

    cred­it card.




    “No,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju firm­ly. “I am.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, you don’t know the roads out here. I do. We’ll get there faster if I

    drive.”




    “But you do not know our des­ti­na­tion,” Chi­un said tri­umphant­ly. “I do.”




    They walked to the lot in si­lence. Since Chi­un had told Re­mo that he knew where to find

    Mr. Gor­dons, he had re­fused to say any more. He had asked Harold Smith to book a flight for

    Los An­ge­les and went off to change his clothes. Re­mo was sur­prised when he re­turned, not

    in a gaudy Amer­ican suit, but wear­ing a bro­cad­ed ki­mono that Re­mo es­ti­mat­ed weighed

    close to twen­ty pounds. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had ex­plained that the mat­ter be­tween

    Sinan­ju and Gor­dons was a mat­ter of hon­or and re­quired cer­emo­ni­al at­tire, and that he

    was not re­nounc­ing Amer­ican dress, de­spite what Re­mo might think. He had al­so sug­gest­ed

    that Re­mo dress more ap­pro­pri­ate­ly. Re­mo had changed his socks.




    When they neared the rental car, Re­mo dart­ed ahead and slipped be­hind the wheel. He

    grabbed it in both hands and clung for dear life.




    “You are not driv­ing,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­jn testi­ly. “I am. I pur­chased the use

    of this con­veyance with my won­drous card and I in­sist up­on driv­ing.”




    “It’s a cred­it card and ev­ery­one has one,” cried Re­mo.




    “Not like mine. Mine is gold, and mer­chants do not bur­den me with re­quests for mon­ey

    when I use it.”




    Re­mo, who had tried re­peat­ed­ly to ex­plain how cred­it cards re­al­ly worked, and

    failed, sighed and said, “I’m driv­ing. Just tell me where I’m go­ing.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stamped a san­daled foot. “If you do not step out this in­stant I

    will have you ar­rest­ed.” He made a show of look­ing around for a po­lice­man.




    “Tell you what, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said light­ly. “Let me drive down so you get to know

    the roads and I’ll let you drive us back. Fair enough?”




    “I wish to drive both ways,” Chi­un said stub­born­ly. “Some­times the roads are not the

    same in both di­rec­tions.”




    “Look, if I drive, you can con­cen­trate on nav­iga­tion. An­na told me you were a

    won­der­ful driv­er, but need­ed more nav­iga­tion prac­tice.”




    “She said that?” asked Chi­un.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” lied Re­mo.




    “I take back ev­ery bad thing I said about her,” said Chi­un, step­ping around to the

    pas­sen­ger side. “Where to?” asked Re­mo when Chi­un set­tled in­to the pas­sen­ger side.




    “I will not tell you. I wish it to be a sur­prise.”




    “Then how am I go­ing to get there?”




    “Give me a map and I will in­form you of each step.”




    “Oh, for cry­ing out loud,” Re­mo sighed, reach­ing in­to the glove com­part­ment and

    pulling out a fold­ed road map. “Here.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju del­icate­ly un­fold­ed the map and stud­ied it for some mo­ments,

    trac­ing sev­er­al routes with a long-​nailed fin­ger. Re­mo tried to peer over the edge of the

    map, and Chi­un shift­ed in his seat so that his back was to Re­mo.




    Re­mo fold­ed his arms and looked bored. Fi­nal­ly Chi­un said, “Leave this park­ing

    area.”




    Re­mo sent the car out of the lot and asked, Now what?”




    “Left.”




    “This will go a lot smoother if I’m not work­ing from con­nect-​the-​dots di­rec­tions,”

    Re­mo com­plained. “Could you pos­si­bly see fit to give a town to aim for? Please.”




    “Very well,” said Chi­un petu­lant­ly. “We are go­ing first to In­gle­wood.”




    Re­mo fought the traf­fic along Manch­ester Boule­vard un­til they hit In­gle­wood, and

    asked, “Now?”




    “Fol­low this same road south.”




    Re­mo drove un­til the road took him to Fire­stone Boule­vard and fi­nal­ly linked up with

    the San­ta Ana Free­way. It was on­ly ten in the morn­ing and traf­fic was just a step away

    from be­ing grid­locked.




    “I do not know why you did not wish me to drive,” said Chi­un, his eyes peeled for cars

    dec­orat­ed with fuzzy dice. “We are spend­ing most of our time stand­ing still.”




    Be­cause he was in no mood for an ar­gu­ment, Re­mo asked about some­thing that had been

    both­er­ing him. “When Smith gave that cred­it card to you, what ex­act­ly did he say?”




    “He said I was re­spon­si­ble for it.”




    “Re­spon­si­ble. That was the word he used?”




    “Ex­act­ly. Why do you ask?”




    “Oh, noth­ing,” said Re­mo. “By the way, have you been get­ting a lot of strange mail

    late­ly?”




    “Some. All junk. I throw it out un­read.”




    “I see,” said Re­mo.




    “Why did you ask that ques­tion?” Chi­un want­ed to know.




    “Oh, no rea­son. Just to kill time.”




    The traf­fic got worse the fur­ther south they trav­eled. When they en­tered the town

    lim­its of Ana­heim, it was al­most at a stand­still.




    “This next ex­it,” said Chi­un at the last pos­si­ble minute. Re­mo sent the car slid­ing

    off the ramp with a screech of tires.




    “A lit­tle more warn­ing next time, huh?” he said.




    “We are al­most there.”




    “Where?” But Re­mo knew where al­most as soon as the words were out of his mouth. He braked

    the car. “Oh, no,” he said, look­ing at the huge sign grac­ing the en­trance to a sprawl­ing

    park­ing area: DIS­NEY­LAND.




    “Oh, yes,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju proud­ly. Grim­ly Re­mo drove in­to the lot and

    parked the car. With Chi­un trail­ing be­hind him, he strode to the row of tick­et booths. A

    dig­ital sign for keep­ing track of ad­mis­sions stood off to one side. The cur­rent num­ber

    was 257,998,677.




    Re­mo groaned.




    “Do you not agree with me that this is where Gor­dons has come?” Chi­un said.




    “Yeah, Lit­tle Fa­ther, I do,” Re­mo said hoarse­ly. He was think­ing of the num­bers of

    peo­ple who passed through the gates of Dis­ney­land ev­ery day. He could re­mem­ber read­ing

    that more than three mil­lion peo­ple had vis­it­ed Dis­ney­land since open­ing day. That meant

    thou­sands each year. And ev­ery one of them po­ten­tial vic­tims of Mr. Gor­dons’ mi­crowave

    ster­il­iza­tion plan.




    Re­mo walked up to one of the booths. The tick­et girl prac­ti­cal­ly hugged him.




    “Oh goody, a cus­tomer!” she squealed de­light­ed­ly.




    “Why the sur­prise?” asked Re­mo. “Don’t you get hun­dreds of peo­ple here ev­ery day?”




    “Look around. Do you see any hun­dreds of peo­ple?” Re­mo looked around. There were on­ly

    the oth­er tick­et tak­ers, look­ing at Re­mo with long­ing ex­pres­sions. He looked back at

    the park­ing area. Ex­cept for Re­mo’s car, it, too, was emp­ty. In the back­ground the fa­mous

    Dis­ney­land mono­rail scoot­ed along its raised track, ev­ery car va­cant.




    “Where are all the peo­ple?” Re­mo asked.




    “We haven’t had any ev­er since that oth­er place opened up,” the tick­et girl

    con­fid­ed.




    “What oth­er place?” asked Re­mo.




    “Don’t tell him,” the oth­er tick­et tak­ers hissed.




    “Too late,” said Re­mo. “Tell me.”




    “Lar­ry­land. It’s down in San­ta Ana. It sprang up prac­ti­cal­ly overnight, and ev­er

    since it did, peo­ple have been go­ing there in­stead of here.”




    “So what? They’ll come back when the nov­el­ty wears off. “




    “Not this nov­el­ty. Lar­ry­land gives free ad­mis­sion.”




    “Did you say free?” asked Chi­un, who had been look­ing in vain for Mick­ey Mouse.




    “Yeah. And it’s twice the size of this place. That will be thir­teen dol­lars for two adult

    ad­mis­sions, please,” she added.




    Re­mo ig­nored her and turned to Chi­un. “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I think you were wrong.”




    “But not far wrong,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. “I think we should ven­ture to this up­start

    Lar­ry­land. Af­ter we have vis­it­ed Fron­tier­land, that is. I have al­ways want­ed to see

    Fron­tier­land.”




    “Fron­tier­land was dis­man­tled years ago, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said gen­tly.




    Chi­un sucked in his cheeks with dis­ap­point­ment. “No!” he gasped.




    “I’m afraid so.”




    Chi­un brushed past Re­mo and ac­cost­ed the tick­et girl.




    “Fron­tier­land. It is no more?”




    “Long gone,” said the girl.




    “Do you have any more of the fur caps with the long tails?”




    “Davy Crock­ett hats are col­lec­tor’s items now. You can’t get them any­more.”




    Chi­un turned on Re­mo. “You should have brought me here soon­er,” he said, and stormed off

    to the car.




    “This was your idea, re­mem­ber?” Re­mo shout­ed. Then he ran af­ter the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    in case Chi­un de­cid­ed that his on­ly so­lace af­ter this grievous dis­ap­point­ment would be

    to get be­hind the wheel of an au­to­mo­bile.




    “Does this mean you’re not com­ing in af­ter all?” the tick­et girl called af­ter them.




    Colonel Rshat Kirlov had al­ways dreamed of one day vis­it­ing the Unit­ed States of

    Amer­ica. He nev­er imag­ined he would cross the bor­der walk­ing on his hands and knees,

    lead­ing sol­diers who crawled like dogs.




    At thir­ty-​sev­en years of age, Colonel Kirlov was a squat bull of a man whose swarthy skin

    be­trayed a hint of Tatar blood. His black hair was as coarse as horse­hair. He would nev­er

    pass for an Amer­ican, but he could pass for a Mex­ican peas­ant, which was why he had been

    se­lect­ed for this mis­sion.




    Mex­icans would not mis­take him for one of their own, how­ev­er. That was why Colonel Rshat

    Kirlov kept his dis­tance from the oc­ca­sion­al re­al mi­grant work­er as he led ten

    hand­picked sol­diers, most­ly en­lis­tees from the Asi­at­ic re­publics of Uzbek­istan and

    Tashkent, across the desert on their hands and knees. They were dressed in the Mex­ican

    peas­ant clothes which had been pro­vid­ed to them at the em­bassy in Mex­ico City, where they

    had been flown di­rect­ly from Moscow. They had donned the gar­ments when they got to the dusty

    bor­der town of Sonoi­ta, to which they had been driv­en in a rick­ety bus.




    There they had set out on foot for the Ari­zona bor­der. The em­bassy had briefed him that

    the bor­der was not heav­ily pa­trolled. Al­though the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment frowned up­on the

    mi­grant work­ers who stole up from Mex­ico, they al­so need­ed them to har­vest their fruit

    crops. Cross­ing would be com­par­ative­ly easy, he was as­sured.




    Colonel Kirlov was not a man to take chances. So he had his men drop to their knees and,

    lead­ing the way, he showed them how to walk on their knees and just the tips of their

    fin­gers. The tracks they left would look un­can­ni­ly like those of a hop­ping jackrab­bit.

    That was to fool the Amer­ican bor­der po­lice.




    They trav­eled for three miles in this fash­ion, with hot desert sand burn­ing their

    fin­ger­tips and wind­blown sand abrad­ing their faces. Colonel Rshat Kirlov wor­ried that

    their fin­gers would be too raw to pull gun trig­gers when the time came, but inas­much as he

    had been for­bid­den to car­ry weapons in­to the Unit­ed States, it did not seem es­pe­cial­ly

    im­por­tant just then.




    When Colonel Kirlov fi­nal­ly gave the or­der to stand, they were on Amer­ican soil.




    They am­bushed a camper van on a lone­ly road. Kirlov waved his cot­ton shirt in the face of

    the on­com­ing ve­hi­cle, and when it slowed, his men leapt from out of the rocks. That they

    were un­armed made no dif­fer­ence. There was on­ly a mid­dle-​aged man and his wife and their

    dog. They killed all three with bare hands, bury­ing all but the dog by the side of the road.

    They buried the dog too, but on­ly af­ter they had eat­en the meat.




    Colonel Kirlov’s or­ders were to reach the town of Vaya Chin, near the Pa­pa­go In­di­an

    Reser­va­tion, and wait.




    When An­na Chutesov showed up two days lat­er, she took one look at the hi­jacked camper and

    said, “Good. You are not as big a fool as I would have ex­pect­ed. We will need this.”




    Colonel Rshat Kirlov was not used to hav­ing a wom­an talk to him like that. Es­pe­cial­ly

    one who was not a KGB of­fi­cer. He start­ed to raise his voice in protest.




    An­na Chutesov slapped him in the face. It was the shock more than the pain that stilled his

    tongue. Dis­dain­ful­ly the blond wom­an turned her back on him and ad­dressed his men, who

    were lined up at at­ten­tion. “I have brought you all Amer­ican tourist clothes,” she said,

    toss­ing bun­dled pack­ages at their feet. “Go be­hind those rocks and change while I load your

    equip­ment on the ve­hi­cle.”




    When Colonel Kirlov opened his pack­age, he dis­cov­ered a gaudy Hawai­ian shirt and

    Bermu­da shorts. Chang­ing clothes in si­lence, he felt like a fool. Look­ing at his men

    climb­ing in­to their new clothes, he knew he looked like one too.




    Kirlov sat in the back of the camper dur­ing the drive across the desert to the place that

    An­na Chutesov, break­ing a long smol­der­ing si­lence, told them was Cal­ifor­nia. She kept

    ad­just­ing a beep­ing de­vice that sat in her lap. Of­ten she raised it, turn­ing a loop

    an­ten­na this way or that, and send­ing the camper in con­fused cir­cles. Kirlov knew she was

    hom­ing in on some ra­dio sig­nal. But that was all he knew.




    Fi­nal­ly, af­ter many long hours in which the driv­en blond wom­an had re­fused to give any

    of them a turn at the wheel, they stopped on a great black high­way where the traf­fic was

    backed up un­til they could drive no fur­ther.




    An­na Chutesov stood up.




    “We can go no fur­ther. The rest of the way we will trav­el on foot. In twos. You will find

    your weapons in the over­head com­part­ments.”




    The men fell on the com­part­ments like thirsty dogs. They had been alone in an en­emy land

    too long with­out weapons. Weapons would make them feel like men again.




    Colonel Kirlov pulled out a stub­by Uzi with a fold­ing stock and looked at his men. They,

    too, had brought forth iden­ti­cal weapons.




    “No Kalash­nikov ri­fles?” Kirlov said to no one in par­tic­ular.




    “The Uzi is an ex­cel­lent field weapon and eas­ily con­cealed,” said An­na Chutesov.

    “Gath­er up ex­tra am­mu­ni­tion clips and form your men in­to pairs. I will di­rect them on

    when to ex­it.”




    “Where are we go­ing?”




    An­na Chutesov point­ed out of the wind­shield, be­yond the lines of honk­ing, smok­ing

    cars.




    Colonel Rshat Kirlov squint­ed. Not many hun­dreds of yards away was a great en­camp­ment.

    Tow­ers climbed to the sky. A pe­cu­liar wheel turned against the sun, like a cog in a great

    ma­chine. Fly­ing ma­chines dart­ed like drag­on­flies.




    Colonel Rshat Kirlov nod­ded. Ob­vi­ous­ly the place was an im­por­tant Amer­ican

    in­stal­la­tion. Prob­ably a space com­plex, for Kirlov knew of the re­cent loss of the Yuri

    Gagarin.




    He tried to read the enor­mous sign over the en­trance, but he could trans­late on­ly the

    last part of the com­plex’s of­fi­cial ti­tle.




    He turned to one of his men, whose En­glish was bet­ter than his own.




    “What means ‘Lar­ry’?” he asked. “I do not know the word.”




    “We are ob­vi­ous­ly go­ing to that se­cret Amer­ican space com­plex ahead,” he whis­pered

    to the oth­ers. “Do any of you know what that word on the great sign means?”




    The men took turns squint­ing at the large sign.




    But none of them could trans­late the pe­cu­liar name Lar­ry­land in­to prop­er Rus­sian.

    And the cold An­na Chutesov re­fused to en­light­en them.


  




  

    Chapter 18




    Lar­ry Lep­per was lord and mas­ter of all he sur­veyed. Stand­ing on the top of a

    fairy­land minaret, he en­joyed the spec­tac­ular panora­ma that was Lar­ry­land. From the main

    gate, where the crowds streamed in through the open­ing in the shape of Buster Bear’s smil­ing

    mouth, to the hun­dred-​foot stat­ues of Squir­rel Girl, Mag­ic Mouse, and oth­er Lar­ry

    Lep­per cre­ations, he owned it all. Chil­dren played in the plas­tic-​cob­bled streets. Their

    shrieks of joy ra­di­at­ed from the Room of the Creep­ers, laugh­ter welled up from the

    Holo­gram House, and the smells of pop­corn, cot­ton can­dy, and fried dough waft­ed in­to the

    dry heat of the south­ern Cal­ifor­nia af­ter­noon.




    Lar­ry had it all. No more slav­ing away at a draw­ing board. Nev­er again would he have to

    work for the likes of Bill Ba­nana or draw an­oth­er robot. In fact, pro­duc­ers were bang­ing

    at the door to op­tion his char­ac­ters. Lar­ry had al­ways as­sumed that he would achieve his

    dream the oth­er way around-​get the char­ac­ters on the air first and hope they led to a theme

    park. But it had come true the easy way.




    And best of all, it had hap­pened overnight.




    Lar­ry had led the strange Mr. Gor­dons to the site, a de­sert­ed theme park that had gone

    bankrupt try­ing to com­pete with Dis­ney­land.




    “Can you do some­thing with this?” Lar­ry had asked. It was night. Mr. Gor­dons sim­ply

    walked through the chain-​link fence, cut­ting a hole large enough to pass through with

    fin­gers like wire cut­ters. He walked over to the de­sert­ed Fer­ris wheel and in­to the

    con­trol booth. Not through the door, but lit­er­al­ly in­to the wall. Lar­ry had blinked, and

    the wall had seemed to ab­sorb Gor­dons.




    Lar­ry had felt a trem­bling in the ground, and sud­den­ly, like the col­or fill­ing the

    screen in The Wiz­ard of Oz, the park came to life. Lar­ry rushed in like a child.




    He had spent the first evening over­see­ing ad­just­ments. He had on­ly to ask the Fer­ris

    wheel to change and it be­came the Squir­rel Girl ride, com­plete with col­or­ful im­ages of

    Squir­rel Girl on each hub.




    When the last at­trac­tion, the sprawl­ing Moon Walk, had been mod­ified, Lar­ry was

    sat­is­fied.




    “We’ll make mil­lions,” he cried. “What should I charge for ad­mis­sion?”




    “Noth­ing,” said the voice of Mr. Gor­dons, which this time came from the Moon Walk

    en­trance, which Gor­dons had de­signed so that no one could leave the park with­out en­joy­ing

    it.




    “Noth­ing? How will I make mon­ey?”




    “You will make mon­ey on the con­ces­sions,” said Mr. Gor­dons. “But it is im­por­tant that

    large num­bers of peo­ple pass through Lar­ry­land.”




    “Lar­ry­land? I was go­ing to call it Lep­per­land.”




    “Lep­per­land has an un­for­tu­nate con­no­ta­tion,” point­ed out Mr. Gor­dons, whose voice

    now crack­led from the Buster Bear stat­ue as Lar­ry made his rounds. Lar­ry quick­ly got used

    to the voice com­ing from dif­fer­ent places. He had worked in a fan­ta­sy world so long that

    noth­ing sur­prised him. Not even the fact that the en­tire park was a think­ing an­droid.




    “I had my heart set on Lep­per­land,” he com­plained. “Names are im­por­tant. I learned this

    in my last oc­cu­pa­tion. “




    “What was that?” Lar­ry asked, cu­ri­ous. “I was a car wash.”




    “You mean, you worked in a car wash.”




    “No,” said Mr. Cor­dons. “I was the car wash.”




    “Oh.”




    And be­cause Mr. Gor­dons had pro­vid­ed Lar­ry Lep­per with his dream, Lar­ry had not

    com­plained or ob­ject­ed. He had rushed out to place ads in the news­pa­pers so that when the

    first rush of fam­ilies came, he was all set to greet them in his Buster Bear suit.




    That had been just one hec­tic day be­fore. Now Lar­ry was tak­ing a break from be­ing

    Buster Bear and en­joy­ing the view from his pri­vate tow­er.




    “Ah, what could pos­si­bly go wrong now?” Lar­ry said aloud.




    The voice of Mr. Gor­dons came from the air-​con­di­tion­ing vent. “There is trou­ble in

    Lar­ry­land, Lar­ry Lep­per,” it said.




    “What trou­ble?” Lar­ry asked, bring­ing his face close to the vent.




    “Sev­er­al men are com­ing in through the en­trance, car­ry­ing au­to­mat­ic weapons.”




    Lar­ry looked down. Lines of cars stretched out from the park­ing lot like bee­tles on a

    con­vey­or belt. Cars honked im­pa­tient­ly. And across the tops of a string of ve­hi­cles

    stomped sev­er­al men in gaudy tourist clothes.




    They pushed their way through the crowd. They car­ried beach tow­els and Lar­ry didn’t have

    to guess as to what the tow­els con­cealed. He knew from the two-​hand­ed way the tow­els were

    car­ried, one hand un­der and the oth­er on top, hold­ing the tow­els in place.




    “What do I do?” de­mand­ed Lar­ry Lep­per.




    “Find out what they want. It is im­per­ative that there be no dis­rup­tion in the

    func­tion­ing of this theme park.”




    “My think­ing ex­act­ly,” said Lar­ry Lep­per res­olute­ly. Lar­ry Lep­per donned his

    over­size Buster Bear head and wad­dled down the wind­ing steps, his heart in his mouth. He

    won­dered if the Mafia had come to de­mand a piece of the Lar­ry­land ac­tion.




    An­na Chutesov was sur­round­ed.




    She stood in a sea of chil­dren, try­ing to iso­late the ra­dio trans­mis­sion. It was

    im­por­tant that she stay in one place long enough to get one leg of the sig­nal. The chil­dren

    milled around her and it on­ly made her acute­ly aware of the hor­ror that was masked un­der

    the harlequin name of Lar­ry­land. How many of them, she won­dered, would nev­er de­vel­op

    in­to pu­ber­ty be­cause of this in­no­cent day in the sun?




    When a lit­tle girl skipped by, bump­ing An­na’s head with a Buster Bear bal­loon, An­na

    turned on her with the fury born of frus­tra­tion.




    “Go away!” she hissed. “Can you not see that I am do­ing some­thing im­por­tant?”




    The lit­tle girl stopped, looked stunned, and rushed off cry­ing, “Mom­my, Mom­my.”




    An­na Chutesov re­turned to her ra­dio lo­ca­tor, bit­ing her lip. Ev­ery mo­ment she was

    de­layed find­ing the Sword of Damo­cles, more par­ents, more chil­dren, would be ex­posed to

    its mi­crowaves. Some­where, An­na knew, the satel­lite was do­ing its in­sid­ious work. But

    where? Which of these rides was strip­ping those who walked through it of the abil­ity to bear

    chil­dren?




    An­na got her first fix, and lock­ing it in­to the op­ti­cal view­er, start­ed for the

    oth­er end of the park.




    She didn’t get there. She dropped the lo­ca­tor, break­ing it. She was look­ing at the

    ob­ject of her search.




    It was a great palace of crys­tal and chrome. The neon sign in front said MOON WALK. It was

    the largest build­ing in the park and set near the back. It had the biggest lines, which snaked

    around a se­ries of posts and lines de­signed to keep the crowds in place. It was al­so the

    on­ly ex­it from Lar­ry­land.




    “How di­abol­ical,” An­na Chutesov said, hush-​voiced. “In or­der for the peo­ple to leave,

    they must go through the Moon Walk. It is there that I will find what I seek.”




    An­na found Rshat Kirlov at an ice-​cream stand try­ing to bal­ance a dou­ble-​scooped

    pis­ta­chio-​nut cone. “Fool,” she said, knock­ing the cone from his hand.




    “I was hun­gry,” Colonel Rshat Kirlov whined.




    “Nev­er mind. I think I have found the ob­ject of my search.”




    “I will have my men as­sem­ble for the as­sault.”




    “Let us pray such a mo­ron­ic mea­sure will be un­nec­es­sary,” An­na said. “De­ploy your

    men around the at­trac­tion called the Moon Walk. Do not-​re­peat, do not-​let them en­ter. I

    am go­ing in­side. Alone. If I do not re­turn at the end of twen­ty min­utes, you will send in

    your two best men. Tell them they are to look for what ap­pears to be a satel­lite. They are

    not to be fooled by ap­pear­ances of frivoli­ty. If they see such an ob­ject, they are to

    de­stroy it at all costs. If the first pair do not re­turn, send in the next, and so on un­til

    suc­cess.”




    “I un­der­stand.”




    “No, you do not. You are tak­ing or­ders and you are obey­ing them. Un­der­stand­ing is not

    your func­tion.”




    “What hap­pens, Com­rade Chutesov, if none of my men re­turn from this place?”




    “You will go to the So­vi­et con­sulate in the city of Los An­ge­les. It is the large city

    to the north. Tell them that the Sword is in­side that build­ing.”




    “The sword?”




    “The Sword,” re­peat­ed An­na Chutesov. “Now, in­struct your men. The twen­ty min­utes

    be­gin when you see me walk through the en­trance to the Moon Walk at­trac­tion. “




    An­na Chutesov did not get in­to the long line lead­ing to the Moon Walk. There was no time.

    Ev­ery de­lay would ster­il­ize that many more peo­ple walk­ing through the build­ing. She

    strug­gled through the crowd and hopped a low con­crete ob­struc­tion un­til she was near the

    head of the line. She stepped ahead of the first in line, a fam­ily of four. She want­ed to

    warn them, but who would be­lieve her?




    An­na did not ar­gue with the teenage boy who con­trolled the doors. She smiled glass­ily,

    and while the boy sput­tered some­thing about not break­ing in line, An­na led him around to

    the side wall and squeezed his neck un­til he lay dead. She wished she did not have to kill

    him, but it was his life against that of thou­sands of un­born gen­er­ations. With­out an

    op­er­ator, no one could en­ter the Moon Walk un­til An­na Chutesov had neu­tral­ized its evil

    func­tion.




    “I smell Rus­sians,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Re­mo Williams paused. They had just made their way past the Buster Bear en­trance gate. The

    crowds seemed too packed to al­low pas­sage, but Chi­un told Re­mo to fol­low his lead.




    The crowd prob­ably nev­er un­der­stood why they part­ed be­fore the tiny Ori­en­tal in the

    white bro­cade ki­mono. Some felt an itch and moved aside to scratch it. Oth­ers felt pres­sure

    against their backs, but when they looked back, they saw noth­ing.




    Thus it had gone un­til Re­mo had dis­cov­ered him­self deep with­in the gai­ety of

    Lar­ry­land.




    He sniffed the air. “Yeah. I smell them too,” he said. Long ago, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had

    taught him that all peo­ple gave off dis­tinc­tive odors, a mix­ture of body chem­istry and

    di­et. Al­though all these per­son­al odors were unique, they could be cat­ego­rized

    ac­cord­ing to di­etary in­flu­ences. There was the dis­tinc­tive cur­ry-​spice aro­ma of the

    East In­di­an, the ham­burg­er smell of the Amer­ican, and so on. Rus­sians usu­al­ly smelled

    of black bread and pota­to soup.




    “There,” said Chi­un, point­ing.




    Re­mo saw two men in Hawai­ian shirts stand­ing about un­com­fort­ably, tow­els held at hip

    lev­el.




    “Think they have guns?” Re­mo asked.




    “They will need them. They reek of sus­pi­cion.”




    “An­na must have beat us to the punch, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Per­haps,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju dis­tant­ly. He was not watch­ing the Rus­sians. He

    was scan­ning the park, look­ing for the most prob­able hid­ing place of the Sword of

    Damo­cles. He dis­missed the tallest struc­ture-​a large tow­er-​be­cause he sensed no en­er­gy

    em­anat­ing from it. The Squir­rel Girl wheel was too open. There was no place amid its

    skele­tal works to con­ceal a spher­ical ob­ject. That left the walk-​in at­trac­tions.




    “I don’t see An­na, but I count ten Rus­sians, all armed, hang­ing around the Moon Walk,”

    Re­mo said. “What do you sup­pose that means?”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju turned his at­ten­tion on the Moon Walk. The at­trac­tion had the

    longest line, mean­ing that it was the most pop­ular. It was al­so sur­round­ed, as Re­mo had

    point­ed out, by Rus­sian agents.




    Chi­un faced Re­mo and looked him in the eye. “Lis­ten to me, Re­mo, for this is

    im­por­tant,” he said.




    “I’m lis­ten­ing,” said Re­mo, watch­ing the Rus­sians out of the cor­ner of his eye.




    “Then lis­ten with your eyes too,” snapped Chi­un, clap­ping his hands so sharply that

    near­by pi­geons took wing.




    “Okay, okay.”




    “I have lost some­thing im­por­tant to me,” Chi­un scold­ed. “I will not lose you too.”




    “I can han­dle what­ev­er comes,” Re­mo said.




    “Nor will I coun­te­nance your los­ing your seed. Some­day you will have need of it, when

    the time comes to train the next Mas­ter af­ter you. Look around you, Re­mo. Look at these

    peo­ple. Look at the hus­bands and wives and the pre­cious lit­tle chil­dren.”




    Re­mo looked. Ev­ery­where, he saw joy. A fa­ther picked up a small boy so he could bet­ter

    see a greeter dressed as Mag­ic Mouse jug­gling white balls. Twin broth­ers took turns eat­ing

    from the same cot­ton-​can­dy cone, their mouths pink and sticky. It made Re­mo wish he was a

    child all over again.




    “What do you see?” asked Chi­un.




    “I see a lot of peo­ple hav­ing fun. Makes me wish I was one of them.”




    “I see chil­dren who will nev­er know the joy of a new sib­ling com­ing in­to their lives,”

    in­toned the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “I see par­ents who have cre­at­ed life for the fi­nal time

    and do not re­al­ize it. I see wom­en who will nev­er en­joy the mir­acle and won­der of birth.

    I see fa­thers who will nev­er again be­hold their like­ness in a ba­by’s face. I see a desert

    of suf­fer­ing. Med­itate up­on that, Re­mo, my son, and tell me again what you see about

    you.”




    Re­mo looked again.




    “I see hor­ror,” he said.




    “Good, for now you see true. Some of these peo­ple may be saved from such a des­tiny, but

    you must obey my ev­ery com­mand, for there is lit­tle time.”




    “Say the word, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said res­olute­ly. “I’ll do what­ev­er you ask.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju nod­ded. “The Rus­sians look ner­vous,” he said. “They have many

    guns and there are many in­no­cents about. You will at­tend to them. Use all your skill, for no

    bul­lets must fly.”




    “They’ve seen their last sun­set. What about you?”




    “I will search for the in­stru­ment of in­fer­til­ity, and Gor­dons. Do not fol­low me, for

    you must not risk your seed too. That is the most im­por­tant part.”




    “I can’t let you go up against Gor­dons alone,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “And I can­not let you be­come an emp­ty ves­sel,” Chi­un re­tort­ed. “If you will not do

    this for me, or for Sinan­ju, then think of your be­trothed, who awaits your re­turn.”




    “Mah-​Li,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes, Mah-​Li may wish to bear your chil­dren, al­though why is be­yond me. Keep Mah-​Li in

    mind, lest you do some­thing fool­ish. Now at­tend to the Rus­sians while I search these

    build­ings, be­gin­ning with this one. What­ev­er you do, what­ev­er hap­pens, do not fol­low

    me in­to any of them un­til I have de­stroyed the round sword of the Rus­sians.”




    “Gotcha, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo promised.




    And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju melt­ed in­to the crowd. Re­mo tried to fol­low him with his

    eyes, but it was im­pos­si­ble to spot his tiny fig­ure mov­ing through the mass­es of tall

    Amer­ican tourists.




    Colonel Rshat Kirlov un­der­stood his or­ders. He was to await the re­turn of An­na Chutesov

    or the pass­ing of twen­ty min­utes. In the mean­time, he was to do noth­ing. While he wait­ed,

    he won­dered why as bold a stroke as the in­fil­tra­tion of Amer­ica by a crack KGB team would

    lead to a place such as Lar­ry­land. He un­der­stood that Lar­ry­land was a place like the

    fa­mous Dis­ney­land, about which he had read. Ev­ery­one knew about Dis­ney­land, even in

    So­vi­et Rus­sia.




    Vague­ly he won­dered if An­na Chutesov’s mis­sion was to steal Amer­ican theme-​park

    tech­nol­ogy. Per­haps there would soon be such places all over Moth­er Rus­sia. He won­dered

    if they would be called some­thing like Lenin­land.




    A sev­en-​foot polyester bear in­ter­rupt­ed his thoughts. “Ex­cuse me,” said the bear. “But

    I must ask you to check your guns at the gate. I’m sure they’re not re­al, but even wa­ter

    pis­tols are not per­mit­ted here. We have a strict no-​weapons pol­icy. It’s for ev­ery­body’s

    safe­ty, nat­ural­ly.”




    “Go away,” said Rshat Kirlov. “I know noth­ing of what you are speak­ing to me about.”




    “Look, I don’t want to have to call the po­lice.”




    “And I do not want you to call the po­lice,” said Colonel Rshat Kirlov, press­ing the

    con­cealed muz­zle of his Uzi ma­chine pis­tol in­to the bear’s fat paunch.




    When Re­mo Williams gave up look­ing for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, he saw that three of the

    Rus­sians had sur­round­ed one of the of­fi­cial Lar­ry­land greeters, some­one in a big bear

    suit. The trio pressed col­or­ful beach tow­els against the bear suit, and were forc­ing the

    man in­side to walk be­hind the big Moon Walk pavil­ion.




    “Ex­cuse me,” Re­mo said, barg­ing in on them. “But that’s a na­tion­al trea­sure you’re

    as­sault­ing.”




    “Na­tion­al-?” be­gan Colonel Rshat Kirlov.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” said Re­mo. “Don’t you rec­og­nize Yo­gi Bear when you see him?”




    “Buster,” cor­rect­ed Lar­ry Lep­per, in­side the suit. “Buster Bear.”




    “Shut up,” said Re­mo. “Now, as I was say­ing, this man is a big Amer­ican me­dia star, and

    a close per­son­al friend of Smokey the Bear. Why don’t you leave him alone?”




    “What do you not mind your own busi­ness?”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo air­ily. “I asked nice. Didn’t you peo­ple hear me ask nice?”




    “Yes,” said Lar­ry Lep­per ner­vous­ly. “I did.”




    Re­mo de­cid­ed that the Rus­sians weren’t the prob­lem. Their weapons were. He took the

    weapons of the two near­est men away from them with a one-​hand­ed sweep. The third man, the

    one who had been speak­ing and the ap­par­ent lead­er, saw Re­mo hold up two Uzis in one hand

    and the cov­er­ing tow­els in the oth­er. He hes­itat­ed.




    The hes­ita­tion was mo­men­tary. Re­mo’s kick was light­ning.




    Colonel Rshat Kirlov felt his Uzi leap in­to the air. Re­mo caught it com­ing down. The

    tow­el flut­tered af­ter it, and Re­mo got it too.




    “Now, watch care­ful­ly,” Re­mo said. The Rus­sians watched. So did Lep­per, peer­ing

    through the eye­holes con­cealed in Buster Bear’s smil­ing mouth.




    Re­mo tucked one of the Uzis un­der an arm and, with a steel-​hard fore­fin­ger, pro­ceed­ed

    to stuff a beach tow­el down the weapon’s blunt muz­zle like a ma­gi­cian load­ing col­ored

    scarves in­to a hol­low wand. He tossed the weapon back at its own­er and per­formed the same

    op­er­ation on the oth­er two ma­chine pis­tols be­fore re­turn­ing them.




    “Ta-​dah,” he sang. “Noth­ing up my sleeves, ei­ther.”




    “What means ‘ta-​dah’?” asked Colonel Rshat Kirlov, look­ing at the weapon in his hand. He

    stared down the muz­zle. It was dark. There was ob­vi­ous­ly no beach tow­el in­side, al­though

    to the naked eye it had looked as though the crazy Amer­ican had stuffed the thick tow­el in­to

    the gun. Colonel Kirlov knew that could not be. The muz­zle of an Uzi would bare­ly

    ac­com­mo­date a pen­cil, nev­er mind a very thick tow­el.




    “Are your weapons clear?” he asked the oth­er men. They nod­ded.




    “Then use them.”




    Re­mo stood with his arms fold­ed while three trig­ger fin­gers de­pressed three trig­gers

    and three hands shat­tered in­to raw bone and blood. The men did not have time to scream. They

    nev­er re­al­ized that their guns had back­fired and ex­plod­ed. Re­mo danced up to each of

    them and took them out with stiff-​fin­gered strokes to their frontal lobes.




    “What hap­pened?” asked Lar­ry Lep­per dul­ly. The three men lay on the ground.




    “They died,” Re­mo said un­con­cerned­ly. He was look­ing for more Rus­sians. He saw two

    more, stand­ing like Hawai­ian ver­sions of Mafia body­guards be­fore the Moon Walk pavil­ion.

    “Ex­cuse me while I go kill some more.”




    “Nice meet­ing you,” said Lar­ry Lep­per, grate­ful that he would not have to deal with the

    armed men.




    “Give Smokey my best,” Re­mo called back.




    The sound of the ex­plod­ing Uzis had gone un­no­ticed in the car­ni­val sounds of

    Lar­ry­land, so the next pair of Rus­sians had no idea that there had been trou­ble. They stood

    at at­ten­tion, obliv­ious of the crowds swirling around them.




    Re­mo slipped up from be­hind and took an el­bow in each hand. The men felt a sud­den

    ir­re­sistible urge to drop their weapons. They did.




    Re­mo scooped up the Uzis and re­moved the clips. “There,” he said. “Now that they’re

    emp­ty, I’ve got some ques­tions for the two of you.” He point­ed the weapons at them.




    “Ex­cuse me,” said one of the Rus­sians. “But you are mis­tak­en.”




    “I am?” asked Re­mo. He frowned. “Yes. Those weapons are not emp­ty.”




    “Non­sense,” Re­mo said. “You saw me take out the clips.”




    “There is al­ways a round in the cham­ber. Be so good as to re­move those be­fore you wave

    them like that.”




    “I think you’re think­ing of some oth­er weapon,” Re­mo said.




    “I am sure I am cor­rect,” the Rus­sian said with stud­ied po­lite­ness. “I am a

    sol­dier.”




    “Re­al­ly?” said Re­mo. And be­cause he re­sent­ed the pres­ence of So­vi­et sol­diers in an

    Amer­ican theme park, he did some­thing he had not done since learn­ing Sinan­ju. He pressed

    the trig­ger.




    The com­plain­ing Rus­sian fold­ed like a bro­ken board. “What do you know?” Re­mo said. “He

    was right, af­ter all. I guess that means there’s an­oth­er round in this gun too.” He point­ed

    it at the sec­ond Rus­sian’s face.




    “What do you wish to know?” the Rus­sian asked un­hap­pi­ly.




    “For starters, I’d like to know where An­na Chutesov is.”




    The Rus­sian jerked a thumb at the Moon Walk pavil­ion, which glit­tered di­rect­ly be­hind

    him.




    “She is there, look­ing for some­thing. We know not what.”




    “You just an­swered my sec­ond ques­tion,” Re­mo said.




    “Is that good?”




    “For me, yes. For you, uh-​uh,” Re­mo told him, shak­ing his head sad­ly.




    “You are go­ing to shoot me here?”




    “No, I hate guns. Fir­ing that one made me re­mem­ber why. It’s noisy and slop­py, and why

    should I shoot you when I can do this?” And Re­mo flipped the gun at the Rus­sian. It struck

    him square over the heart, stop­ping it.




    “Much bet­ter,” Re­mo said, look­ing around for more Rus­sians.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju found him­self walk­ing through a long, square tun­nel whose walls

    might have been carved from black ob­sid­ian. Star­like lights twin­kled be­hind the smoky

    glass, giv­ing the il­lu­sion of walk­ing through a tun­nel of stars. When he emerged at last,

    he found him­self in a spher­ical white room.




    The room was turn­ing like the in­side of a bas­ket­ball rolling down a hill. It was filled

    with chil­dren and adults, laugh­ing and gig­gling as they tum­bled about the slick in­ner

    walls.




    When the room stopped re­volv­ing, an open­ing ap­peared on the op­po­site side, lead­ing

    deep­er in­to the Moon Walk at­trac­tion. The chil­dren start­ed for the open­ing first.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju cleared space in a gazel­le­like leap. He land­ed, block­ing the

    en­trance, his spindly arms raised men­ac­ing­ly.




    “Be­gone!” he said wrath­ful­ly.




    The chil­dren gig­gled, think­ing the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was part of the at­trac­tion.




    “Are you a moon man?” one of them asked.




    “This place is closed. Be­gone,” Chi­un re­peat­ed. And when one of the chil­dren reached

    out to touch the bro­cade of his robe, he slapped him once. Not hard, but sharply enough to get

    the at­ten­tion of the oth­ers.




    “How dare you strike my child!” a wom­an cried, shov­ing her way to­ward the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. Chi­un smacked her too, and spin­ning her around, sent her off with a firm san­dal on

    the seat of her pants.




    “I have closed this place,” he said loud­ly. “Go now, and tell the oth­ers that no one may

    en­ter hence­forth, oth­er­wise they will face the wrath of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “And you’ll face the wrath of my lawyer,” the wom­an shot back. But she led the cry­ing

    child back to­ward the en­trance. The oth­ers fol­lowed.




    Sat­is­fied that he had pre­vent­ed a ter­ri­ble fate from be­falling the group, the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju turned to face the next room and pressed on. His face was set.




    An­na Chutesov felt the eyes up­on her.




    She had walked through the Star Tun­nel and the Satel­lite Spin and float­ed through the

    Or­bit Room to find her­self in a great room called the Sar­gas­so of Lost Space­ships. The

    floor was a web of ny­lon mesh. Great rusty hulks of derelict space­ships lay all about her.

    They pro­trud­ed up from the bounc­ing mesh floor­ing, stuck out of the walls, and float­ed

    un­der the ceil­ing. She brushed at a tiny as­ter­oid that hung be­fore her face, but her hand

    went through it. She re­al­ized it was a three-​di­men­sion­al im­age.




    The room was bur­nished with an eerie blue glow. In the semilit port­holes of the

    space­ships, there were dum­mies of as­tro­nauts and aliens, sup­pos­ed­ly dead and ma­rooned

    in space. Their eyes stared, open and seem­ing­ly alive.




    An­na walked past a dum­my in an as­tro­naut suit, pick­ing her way care­ful­ly be­cause the

    web floor­ing gave with each step like a tram­po­line, mak­ing it seem as if she were

    ac­tu­al­ly walk­ing in space. She thought she heard the crin­kling sound of a space­suit

    flex­ing.




    An­na stopped to lis­ten, but the floor con­tin­ued to shake.




    An­na Chutesov wheeled sud­den­ly, her pis­tol com­ing up.




    The dum­my in the space­suit clam­bered to its feet and faced her. Its un­blink­ing blue

    eyes re­gard­ed her blankly.




    “Hel­lo is all right,” said the voice. The same voice that had called to her from the booth

    of the Yuri Gagarin Free Car Wash.




    “I pre­fer good-​bye,” spat An­na Chutesov, and she emp­tied the clip in­to the fig­ure’s

    chest.


  




  

    Chapter 19




    Re­mo Williams had lost count.




    There had been ten Rus­sians al­to­geth­er. He was pret­ty sure of that num­ber. He had

    count­ed them be­fore he had gone to work on them. The trou­ble was, he had not both­ered to

    count them as he dis­patched them.




    Re­mo thought he had got­ten all ten. But he wasn’t sure. He sat down on a grassy knoll

    where the leg­end “Lar­ry­land” was spelled out in daisies and corn­flow­ers, and count­ed them

    off on his fin­gers. There had been the first three, whose guns ex­plod­ed. Then the next two,

    one of whom he had shot. A bad move. He would nev­er do that again. Re­mo re­called stuff­ing

    one Rus­sian in­to a trash re­cep­ta­cle. That made five so far. Then there had been the one

    who had picked up a lit­tle boy and tried to use him as a shield when Re­mo had cor­nered him.

    Re­mo had res­cued the boy and fed the Rus­sian to the big gears of the Squir­rel Girl ride.

    That had been a mis­take too, be­cause the man had screamed in Rus­sian as the ma­chin­ery

    ground up his legs. And that had brought the oth­ers run­ning.




    That was where it turned com­pli­cat­ed.




    Did three Rus­sians try to jump him-​or was it four? If Re­mo could re­mem­ber for cer­tain,

    it might ac­count for all of them.




    Re­mo had had to run in­to the crowd, and the Rus­sians fol­lowed him, so Re­mo had to play

    it care­ful­ly. He sneaked up on the first one, crouch­ing low, work­ing the crowd so that the

    first tar­get no­ticed noth­ing. The oth­er Rus­sians saw their com­rade sud­den­ly drop from

    sight. Re­mo had pulled him to the ground and col­lapsed his wind­pipe.




    The sec­ond Rus­sian dis­ap­peared be­neath a sea of peo­ple in ex­act­ly the same way, and

    Re­mo, be­cause it had seemed fit­ting, had made the “duh-​duh-​duh-​duh-​duh-​duh” sound that

    was the theme from jaws as he bore down, un­seen, on the third and pos­si­bly last guard.




    Re­mo tapped that man’s spine, and car­ried him off to the pile he had made of the oth­ers,

    out of sight be­hind a clus­ter of palms.




    So was it three or four? Re­mo couldn’t re­mem­ber. He thought it was four, but he wasn’t

    pos­itive. He wished he had count­ed. Prob­ably it was four, be­cause he didn’t find any more

    Rus­sians. Maybe the last one had run away.




    While he was try­ing to fig­ure it out, the man in the Buster Bear suit came up to him.




    “I think some­one’s call­ing you,” he said help­ful­ly.




    “Where?” Re­mo asked, com­ing to his feet. “Where?”




    “There,” said the bear, point­ing.




    Re­mo fol­lowed the bear’s point­ing paw. In a side door to the Moon Walk pavil­ion, the

    face of An­na Chutesov had ap­peared.




    “Re­mo,” her ur­gent voice called out. “Hur­ry. Chi­un needs you.”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed on­ly a mo­ment. Chi­un had told him to stay out­side. But now he was

    send­ing the mes­sage that he need­ed help. That de­cid­ed Re­mo. He flashed to the door.




    An­na Chutesov had al­ready dis­ap­peared in­side. Re­mo spot­ted her at the end of a dim

    pas­sage­way. She looked back and waved him on.




    Re­mo fol­lowed, notic­ing that on ei­ther side of the pas­sage, a cop­per line, like a

    tran­sis­tor ra­dio cir­cuit, ran the length of both walls. He won­dered why it would be

    ex­posed like that, then saw that An­na brushed ei­ther line ca­su­al­ly as she walked, and he

    knew the wires must be safe.




    “Wait up,” he called af­ter her.




    “There is no time,” she called back. “Hur­ry.”




    Re­mo fol­lowed her in­to a room that was com­plete­ly dark. His eyes ad­just­ed

    in­stant­ly. He saw An­na Chutesov’s dim fig­ure dis­ap­pear through a door.




    Re­mo stepped through. The next room was full of mel­low gold­en light.




    An­na Chutesov stood off to one side. She stood with her fin­ger­tips touch­ing the

    con­tin­uous cop­per line, and Re­mo no­ticed that the tips of her fin­gers, like the wire,

    were cop­pery.




    “Hel­lo is all right,” An­na Chutesov said in the voice of Mr. Gor­dons.




    “You nev­er did learn to talk right, tin man,” Re­mo said. And be­cause he knew that the

    re­al An­na Chutesov had to be dead, he start­ed in on Gor­dons with­out wast­ing an­oth­er

    mo­ment.




    The voice of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stopped him. “Re­mo!” Chi­un called. “Go back! Do you

    hear me? Go back.”




    Re­mo, dis­tract­ed, turned to the sound of his voice. He saw a panora­ma of a lu­nar

    land­scape, ar­ti­fi­cial rock and craters dot­ting the floor. From the ground, sta­lag­mites

    rose like spiny nee­dles, and over his head stars twin­kled against a glassy black sky and

    plan­ets loomed gi­gan­ti­cal­ly.




    In the mid­dle of the ceil­ing hung the plan­et Sat­urn, a sil­very ball crowned by a

    yel­low ring.




    And im­me­di­ate­ly be­low Sat­urn, cling­ing to a nee­dle of stone and claw­ing like a cat

    for the ringed plan­et, was the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “Chi­un! You okay?” Re­mo called.




    “I hear dis­ap­point­ment shout­ing in a loud voice, ask­ing me if I am okay,” Chi­un said

    an­gri­ly. “I am not okay. I am risk­ing my life to pro­tect an id­iot. Go! Save your

    seed.”




    Be­fore Re­mo could an­swer, his vi­sion ex­plod­ed in a star­burst of pain.




    Gor­dons had struck the first blow.




    Re­mo stepped back, weaved to avoid a sec­ond, killing blow, and steeled him­self. He knew

    he was fac­ing Mr. Gor­dons, his old en­emy. But Mr. Gor­dons looked ex­act­ly like An­na

    Chutesov. That would make it hard­er.




    “Re­mo. Go this in­stant!” Chi­un cried, his cheeks puff­ing out with rage. “I will han­dle

    this.”




    “Af­ter I set­tle this lit­tle score,” Re­mo said. He lunged for Gor­dons’ chest. The blow

    sent sparks fly­ing, but Mr. Gor­dons re­mained on his feet. The an­droid clutched at the wall

    for sup­port, feel­ing the cop­per wire, then came on.




    Re­mo knew from past ex­pe­ri­ence that the el­ement con­tain­ing Gor­dons’ in­tel­li­gence,

    the near­ly in­de­struc­tible con­trol cir­cuits, were not al­ways lo­cat­ed in the same part

    of his me­chan­ical body. They could be hid­den in the an­droid’s head, throat, el­bow-​even in

    his lit­tle fin­ger. Stop­ping Gor­dons meant lo­cat­ing and im­mo­bi­liz­ing that

    mo­ti­vat­ing el­ement.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed not to waste time.




    “I’m go­ing to show you a new game,” he said. “It’s called pro­cess of elim­ina­tion.”




    He jumped back, bounced off the wall, and kicked against Gor­dons’ chest with both feet.

    Gor­dons fell. Re­mo land­ed on top of him. He took off the an­droid’s right arm with a

    vi­cious chop. Gor­dons, squeal­ing like a tape recorder, swept Re­mo aside with the oth­er

    arm.




    “Nope, it’s not in that arm,” Re­mo said, get­ting back his legs.




    “Re­mo! Go!” Chi­un called in an­guish. He was at the tip of the stone nee­dle, with­in

    reach of the plan­et Sat­urn, which Re­mo un­der­stood was the Sword of Damo­cles satel­lite in

    dis­guise.




    The nee­dle slow­ly sank in­to the floor, tak­ing Chi­un with it. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    leapt to an­oth­er nee­dle as the ar­ti­fi­cial plan­et be­gan to re­volve in Re­mo’s

    di­rec­tion. Its bot­tom dropped open to re­veal its tooth­like mi­crowave emit­ters.




    “Re­mo, it is point­ing at you!” Chi­un cried. “Run now. We will fight this crea­ture

    an­oth­er day.”




    “Noth­ing do­ing,” said Re­mo. “He got An­na. And I’m go­ing to get him.”




    “I did not want to fight you,” Mr. Gor­dons said. “I would have been con­tent to out­live

    you, know­ing that the House of Sinan­ju end­ed with you.”




    “There isn’t room for both of us on this plan­et,” said Re­mo.




    “I will re­mem­ber your words when I watch the last hu­man be­ing die,” said Mr. Gor­dons,

    rais­ing his re­main­ing fist.




    Re­mo ducked un­der Gor­dons’ balled fist, and bobbed up be­hind him. He bat­ted Gor­dons’

    head off. It flew to the oth­er side of the room like a pup­pet whose string had been

    jerked.




    “Nope. Not in the head ei­ther,” said Re­mo.




    Mr. Gor­dons stag­gered around in cir­cles un­til he bumped in­to the wall. He groped for

    the cop­per line. When he found it, his jerky move­ments straight­ened.




    Re­mo, un­aware that the Sword of Damo­cles’ emit­ters were ze­ro­ing in on him, moved in

    for the kill.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju felt his fin­ger­nails scratch the Sword of Damo­cles. The touch was

    brief. Then, once again, the sta­lag­mite on which he stood re­tract­ed in­to the moon­scape

    floor.




    He leapt to the floor, where he swift­ly con­sid­ered the sit­ua­tion. He could rush to

    Re­mo’s side and pull him from the room and pos­si­bly save him from Gor­dons’ mad at­tack. But

    that would still leave the hellish de­vice. It would burn the vi­tal­ity from his pupil’s loins

    be­fore he crossed the room. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hes­itat­ed.




    Then he no­ticed an ob­ject at his feet. It looked like the head of An­na Chutesov, but its

    neck end­ed in a clus­ter of wires and op­ti­cal fibers.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju swept the head up by its blond hair and sent it fly­ing. He had made

    his de­ci­sion. Re­mo wait­ed for the next blow. When it came, he moved back from it, tak­ing

    Gor­dons’ re­main­ing wrist in a two-​hand­ed grip. He pulled, turn­ing the mo­men­tum of the

    an­droid’s thrust against him in a throw that was too per­fect to be mere ju­do. It was

    Sinan­ju.




    Gor­dons went fly­ing. His hand came off at the wrist. Mr. Gor­dons stag­gered to­ward the

    wall, to­ward the cop­per wire that ran around the room.




    Re­mo stepped in ahead of the jerk­ing au­toma­ton and yanked a length of the cop­per

    fil­ament from the wall, break­ing the cir­cuit.




    The body of Mr. Gor­dons col­lapsed in a heap. “Yep,” Re­mo said, pleased with him­self. “It

    was in the left hand this time.”




    “And you are out of your mind,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju an­gri­ly, join­ing him.




    Re­mo turned. “I’m sor­ry I dis­obeyed your in­struc­tions, Lit­tle Fa­ther. He made

    him­self look like An­na and said you need­ed me.”




    “And you be­lieved him!”




    “I didn’t stop to think. I just knew that you need­ed me.”




    “I need an in­tel­li­gent pupil, that is what I need,” sput­tered the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.

    “One who has sense enough to obey the wards that come from my lips, not the trick­ery of an

    im­pos­tor.”




    “Is that the thanks I get for stop­ping Gor­dons?”




    “Pah! You did not stop him. I stopped him. Look.” Re­mo saw that the Sword of Damo­cles

    satel­lite was ly­ing in an ar­ti­fi­cial crater. It was shat­tered like a dropped

    Christ­mas-​tree or­na­ment. The head that re­sem­bled An­na Chutesov lay to one side, star­ing

    glass­ily through hair that Re­mo knew had be­longed to the re­al An­na Chutesov. He turned

    away from the sight.




    “You stopped the satel­lite,” said Re­mo. “I stopped Gor­dons.”




    “When I de­stroyed the round sword, the ma­chine man col­lapsed. His think­ing parts must

    have been con­cealed in­side.”




    “No, it was in his hand,” Re­mo in­sist­ed. “He dropped in his tracks when I pulled off the

    hand.”




    “No,” Chi­un said firm­ly. “I saw him stag­ger for some mo­ments af­ter that. He sought the

    cop­per line, which was the con­nec­tion to his brain. See? The cop­per line leads to the

    ceil­ing and to the hang­ing ca­ble.”




    Re­mo looked. Sure enough, the fil­ament traced along the ceil­ing and ran in­to the

    sus­pen­sion ca­ble from which the Sword of Damo­cles had hung.




    “No, no,” said Re­mo. “You don’t un­der­stand elec­tron­ics. He prob­ably con­trolled the

    satel­lite through the wire.”




    “No, the satel­lite con­trolled him. That was why he kept touch­ing the wire. Gor­dons had

    learned from his past mis­takes. He knew that you would seek to de­stroy him in com­bat by

    wreck­ing his think­ing parts. So he sent a false ver­sion of him­self to do his fight­ing,

    op­er­at­ed by re­moved con­trol.”




    “Re­mote con­trol,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed.




    “Then you ac­cept my the­ory.”




    Re­mo threw up his hands. “Does it mat­ter? One of us got him. It’s over.”




    “It does mat­ter,” snapped Chi­un. “I got him. The glo­ry is mine. And I would ap­pre­ci­ate

    it if you kept your white mouth shut when I re­port my great vic­to­ry to the grate­ful

    Em­per­or Smith.”




    “What­ev­er you say, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said weari­ly. The Army Corps of En­gi­neers

    set off the last ex­plo­sive charge, send­ing a smok­ing pile of de­bris quak­ing in­to the

    air.




    “Well, that’s the end of Lar­ry­land,” said Re­mo.




    He watched the mush­room­ing cloud of dirt and de­bris slow­ly lift, pause, then col­lapse

    in on it­self.




    “And of the evil crea­ture Gor­dons,” added the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Thanks to me.”




    “Are you go­ing to start that again?” sighed Re­mo.




    “Start what?” asked Dr. Harold W. Smith. He had flown in from New York to per­son­al­ly

    over­see the op­er­ation. The Army thought he was a civil­ian at­tached to the

    En­vi­ron­men­tal Pro­tec­tion Agen­cy.




    “Nev­er mind,” said Re­mo. “A fam­ily quar­rel. It’s a shame to de­stroy Lar­ry­land so

    soon. I nev­er got to go on any of the rides.”




    “Lar­ry­land was Mr. Gor­dons,” said Smith. “He had as­sim­ilat­ed the en­tire park. That’s

    why we’re hav­ing it pul­ver­ized. You’ll re­call that as long as any func­tion­ing piece of

    Gor­dons re­mains in­tact, he’s ca­pa­ble of re­con­struct­ing him­self.”




    “Chi­un and I smashed ev­ery par­ti­cle of Mr. Gor­dons’ body,” Re­mo as­sured him.




    “No,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stub­born­ly. “Re­mo wast­ed his time dis­mem­ber­ing a

    dum­my. I oblit­er­at­ed the round sword of the Rus­sians, which tru­ly con­tained Gor­dons’

    wicked brain.”




    “In any case,” Smith went on, “de­stroy­ing Lar­ry­land should put a pe­ri­od to this whole

    af­fair.”




    “Not to men­tion mak­ing cer­tain that Gor­dons won’t ev­er come back again,” Re­mo

    added.




    “I think we can be as­sured of that this time,” said Smith, watch­ing the dust set­tle over

    Lar­ry­land.




    “What are you telling the Rus­sians?” Re­mo asked him.




    “Al­most noth­ing. A low-​lev­el So­vi­et del­ega­tion is on its way to New York to take

    pos­ses­sion of the Yuri Gagarin and the bod­ies of its crew. The lat­ter are in sealed

    cas­kets, of course.”




    “I’d love to see the looks on their faces when you present them with the keys to a car

    wash.” Re­mo chuck­led.




    Smith ven­tured a rare smile. “I would too. But I don’t think they’re go­ing to ask any

    ques­tions. Not about the Sword of Damo­cles. They will as­sume that we have it. That

    knowl­edge alone will in­hib­it them from de­ploy­ing an­oth­er.”




    “What about the guy who owned Lar­ry­land?”




    “He’s un­der­go­ing ex­ten­sive ques­tion­ing. But I’m sat­is­fied that his sto­ry of be­ing

    a dupe is gen­uine.”




    “What will hap­pen to him?”




    “No charges will be filed,” Smith said. “But I imag­ine there will be law­suits once the

    first symp­toms of ster­il­iza­tion show up in the gen­er­al pop­ula­tion. For­tu­nate­ly, they

    will be few in num­ber. We’ve al­ready put out the word that Lar­ry­land had to be de­stroyed

    be­cause it was built on a tox­ic-​waste site. That should take care of the ex­pla­na­tions.

    What Lar­ry Lep­per says in his de­fense is his prob­lem. But it’s doubt­ful that he will tell

    the truth. No one would ev­er be­lieve him.”




    “Did they find An­na’s body?” Re­mo asked qui­et­ly.




    “What there was of it that Gor­dons hadn’t as­sim­ilat­ed,” Smith said grim­ly. “Along with

    the KGB team, she will be buried in an anony­mous grave. Of­fi­cial­ly, we don’t know what

    hap­pened to any of them. I doubt that the So­vi­ets will be ask­ing about their

    where­abouts.”




    “An­na was a good per­son.”




    “She was a valu­able al­ly,” Smith ad­mit­ted. “But she was al­so a se­cu­ri­ty prob­lem for

    us. It would have come down to her death soon­er or lat­er.”




    “That’s the biz, I guess,” Re­mo said sad­ly. “I won’t for­get her soon.”




    “And I hope that Em­per­or Smith will not for­get that it was his hum­ble ser­vant who

    fi­nal­ly dis­patched Mr. Gor­dons,” Chi­un in­ject­ed. “I would have ac­com­plished this task

    many years ago, but I was for­mer­ly ham­pered by hav­ing to train an un­ruly pupil at the same

    time. Now that I am work­ing for the em­per­or alone, I had no trou­ble with him.”




    “I still say the brain was in the hand,” Re­mo mum­bled.




    “You would,” sniffed Chi­un.




    “All that mat­ters is that Gor­dons is gone for good,” said Smith.




    “Amen,” added Re­mo, tak­ing a last look at Lar­ry­land.




    Epi­logue




    High over the set­tling dust that was Lar­ry­land, a cracked metal­lic el­ement reached the

    apex of its climb. It was be­gin­ning the rapid de­scent to earth when a high wind caught it

    and sent it tum­bling through the clouds. It glit­tered un­der the sun, help­less, aim­less,

    and use­less.




    It would have even­tu­al­ly fall­en back to earth to dash it­self to pieces on the ground if

    the jet plane had not come along.




    The tiny el­ement was sucked in­to the port en­gine. In the cock­pit, the pi­lot saw the

    trou­ble light that warned him the port en­gine had flamed out.




    “Oh, God,” he said. Fran­ti­cal­ly he killed the switch and ini­ti­at­ed restart­ing

    pro­ce­dures.




    The en­gine kicked in on the third throw of the switch. “Whew!” breathed the pi­lot. “That

    was al­most the last call.”




    “Def­inite­ly,” said the co-​pi­lot. “I wouldn’t want to make an emer­gen­cy land­ing way

    out here. Not with the Man him­self on board.”




    “Odd, I thought I felt the con­trols move by them­selves,” said the pi­lot.




    “Nerves,” said the copi­lot dis­mis­sive­ly.




    “Prob­ably,” agreed the pi­lot, grip­ping the con­trols more tight­ly. The mo­men­tary

    re­sis­tance seemed to go away. Laugh­ing self-​con­scious­ly, the pi­lot ra­dioed for land­ing

    in­struc­tions.




    “This is Air Force One,” he told the tow­er, “re­quest­ing per­mis­sion to land. Over.”


  


OEBPS/images/img0001.jpg
AN INVADER FROM OUTER SPACE CHALLENGES
AEMO AND CHIUN T(LL RAL;E AGAINST DOOSDAY

=====

WARREN MURPHY & HII}H/BHH SAPIR_4





