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    Chapter 1


  




  

    The foot­steps be­gan at the edge of con­scious­ness. Even in sleep, Cung Co Phong

    rec­og­nized them. Some­where in the deep­est re­cess­es of his mind, Phong un­der­stood that

    he slept. He did not want to awak­en. Sleep was his on­ly es­cape. But the fa­mil­iar, hat­ed

    foot­steps in­trud­ed like drum­beats.




    Phong awoke in a cold sweat.




    The Amer­icans still slept. Noth­ing seemed to rouse them from slum­ber any­more. They had

    been here at Camp Fifty-​five so long that they’d ceased to fear the wrath of Cap­tain Dai. But

    Phong feared Cap­tain Dai. Cap­tain Dai had made the task of break­ing Phong’s spir­it his

    per­son­al re­spon­si­bil­ity.




    Phong sat up. The hut was still dark. The ham­mer­ing of his heart­beat was so loud in his

    ears that it wasn’t un­til the foot­steps were near­ly to the rat­tan door that he re­al­ized

    the camp was alive with ac­tiv­ity. Men moved about hur­ried­ly. Shov­els were at work. And

    most amaz­ing­ly, there were trucks. Many of them. And oth­er ve­hi­cles. Gaso­line had been

    ra­tioned tight­ly since long be­fore Phong had been born, up in Quang Tri province.




    What­ev­er had brought the cap­tain in the mid­dle of the night, it was very, very

    im­por­tant.




    At the sound of the pad­lock be­ing opened, Phong nudged the oth­ers. Boyette, Pond,

    Col­let­ta, and the oth­ers. And fi­nal­ly the big black one, Young­blood, whose snore did not

    die away un­til he stopped blink­ing his bleary eyes at the grass-​mat ceil­ing.




    “Huh! What?” Young­blood mum­bled. He grabbed Phong’s fore­arm so sharply it hurt. Of all

    the Amer­icans, on­ly Young­blood had kept his weight. Even in the worst days of cap­tiv­ity,

    when all there was to eat was fish­bone soup, Young­blood nev­er lost a pound.




    “Dai,” Phong said in his clipped En­glish. “He come.”




    “Shit! That ain’t good news.”




    The rat­tan door banged open and a flash­light stabbed at their eyes.




    “Up! Up!” said the shad­ow be­hind the light. He was tall for a Viet­namese. His sidearm was

    hol­stered. He did not fear them enough to draw it.




    “What gives?” some­one asked in En­glish.




    “Up! Up!” Cap­tain Dai barked, step­ping in and kick­ing the near­est man. Phong.




    Phong winced. But he said noth­ing.




    They got to their feet, their hands dan­gling help­less­ly at their sides. Their gray

    cot­ton clothes had no pock­ets. They nev­er knew what to do with their hands. Sin­gle file,

    they walked out in­to the night.




    The jun­gle en­croached close to the camp, a mov­ing dark wall of pri­mor­dial fo­liage.

    With­in the camp, lights blazed. The two-​sto­ry of­fi­cers’ huts were be­ing dis­man­tled and

    the sides load­ed in­to the back of flatbed trucks. Tents were com­ing down.

    Pro­vi­sions-​sacks of pota­toes and rice-​were set against a sand­bag wall and a hu­man chain

    of green-​fa­tigued sol­diers was re­lay­ing them in­to a can­vas-​topped truck.




    “Looks like we’re mov­ing out,” Boyette whis­pered through set lips.




    “No talk!” Cap­tain Dai snapped. Al­though tall for an Asian, he had thin shoul­ders that

    might have been cut from a two-​by-​four. His face was pocked and pit­ted, the skin so dry it

    looked dead. His eyes were bright and black-​the avid eyes of a crow. A cigarette dan­gled from

    his stained, shov­el­like teeth.




    They were quick­ly sur­round­ed by sol­diers, fresh troops in kha­ki uni­forms, their green

    pith hel­mets-​adorned on­ly by a red medal­lion sur­round­ing a sin­gle yel­low star-​sit­ting

    low over their mer­ci­less eyes.




    “Fol­low!” Dai snapped.




    Cap­tain Dai led them around an old T-54 tank, the yel­low-​starred flag of the So­cial­ist

    Re­pub­lic of Viet­nam em­bla­zoned on the domed tur­ret.




    “Must be big for them to pull a tank from the war zone.” Pond had spo­ken.




    “Look again,” Young­blood said.




    The can­non was false. A wood­en bar­rel paint­ed to look like met­al. They walked around it

    and their hearts stopped.




    “Oh, dear God,” Col­let­ta moaned.




    On the back of a flatbed, they had mount­ed the steel conex con­tain­er. Each man knew the

    conex box in­ti­mate­ly. Each of them had spent weeks of soli­tary con­fine­ment in its

    ster­ile, sti­fling in­te­ri­or.




    “I ain’t go­ing back in there,” Col­let­ta sud­den­ly yelled. “No way, man. I ain’t! I

    ain’t!”




    Young­blood grabbed him and threw him down be­fore the ner­vous guards could shoot.




    “Easy, man. Take it easy. You won’t be alone this time. We’re all goin’ in.” He turned to

    Cap­tain Dai. “Ain’t that so? We’re all go­ing in.”




    Cap­tain Dai looked down at them. The sol­diers had their AK-47’s point­ing at them,

    hud­dled there on the ground. Young­blood moved his body be­tween their men­ace and

    Col­let­ta’s flail­ing, trem­bling form.




    For a long, hot mo­ment even the jun­gle seemed to hold its breath.




    “Up!” said Cap­tain Dai at last.




    Young­blood found his feet. “Come on, Col­let­ta,” he said. “You can do it.”




    Col­let­ta sobbed un­con­trol­lably.




    “Come on, Col­let­ta. We’re go­ing to a bet­ter place. You won’t be alone, man.”




    Still cry­ing and trem­bling, Col­let­ta gath­ered up his limbs like a clutch of sticks and

    stood on his feet.




    One end of the conex con­tain­er was opened and they were shoved in­to its dark­ened

    in­te­ri­or. It was warm in­side, but not op­pres­sive. Young­blood was the last of the

    Amer­icans to go in. Phong start­ed to fol­low, but Cap­tain Dai in­sert­ed a boot be­tween his

    shuf­fling feet.




    Phong fell to his hands and knees. He stayed there be­cause Dai had not giv­en per­mis­sion

    to rise.




    “You are on your knees now,” Dai said in Viet­namese, sneer­ing.




    “I tripped,” Phong replied in an emo­tion­less voice.




    “I need the Amer­icans,” Dai said slow­ly. “I do not need you. Per­haps I will kill you here

    and leave you for the tigers to eat.”




    Phong said noth­ing.




    Dai plucked a ri­fle from the near­est sol­dier and placed the muz­zle against the back of

    Phong’s head. He pressed hard. Phong stiff­ened his neck. If he was to die here, he would die a

    man-​re­sist­ing. His mouth would taste dirt on­ly in death.




    “But I will let you live, traitor to the peo­ple, if you kneel be­fore me and beg for

    for­give­ness.”




    Phong shook his head slow­ly.




    Cap­tain Dai sent a round in­to the cham­ber. “You are al­ready kneel­ing!”




    “I tripped.”




    “Then I will shoot you for your clum­si­ness,” Dai screeched.




    Phong said noth­ing. The pres­sure of the bar­rel was more mad­den­ing than fright­en­ing.

    He had stared down the bar­rel of a load­ed weapon be­fore and seen Cap­tain Dai’s

    hate-​charged face be­hind it. This way, look­ing at the red soil of Viet­nam and not in­to the

    face of death it­self, obliv­ion could be ac­cept­ed.




    Dai pulled the trig­ger. Phong flinched at the click. But there was no pain, no oth­er

    sound. In­stead, his voice stran­gled with inar­tic­ulate rage, Cap­tain Dai threw the ri­fle

    to the ground and picked Phong up bod­ily. He flung him in­to the conex con­tain­er and the

    door slammed with a ring­ing fi­nal­ity.




    In­side, the men dis­en­tan­gled them­selves and each found a place of his own along the

    walls. Af­ter years of shared cap­tiv­ity, their most ba­sic in­stinct was to seek a place to

    call their own.




    No one said any­thing. The truck start­ed up. Oth­er en­gines joined it. Fi­nal­ly the T-54

    tank grum­bled and rat­tled in­to life. The con­voy had start­ed.




    No one slept. The nov­el­ty of be­ing moved ab­sorbed their at­ten­tion.




    Young­blood’s rum­bling bari­tone broke their pri­vate thoughts.




    “Wher­ev­er we’re go­ing,” he said, “it’s got­ta be bet­ter than where we’ve been. “




    “Could be worse,” Pond said. “They might be ready to ex­ecute us.”




    “They wouldn’t break down the camp to do that, fool,” Young­blood scoffed.




    “You will not die,” Phong said. His voice was dis­tant, stripped of all emo­tion.




    “Yeah?” Young­blood said. He shift­ed clos­er to the trem­bling Viet­namese.




    “Dai tell me he need the Amer­icans. I am not need­ed. You will not die.”




    “What else did he say?”




    “Noth­ing,” Phong said.




    “Okay, then. We sit tight. What­ev­er hap­pens, we just go along. Just like al­ways. We go

    along and we’ll get along.”




    “You al­ways say that, Young­blood,” Pond grum­bled. “But what’s it ev­er got us?”




    “It’s kept us alive,” Young­blood said. “I know it ain’t much, but it’s some­thing.”




    “I’d rather be dead than kow­tow to these stinkin’ gooks an­oth­er day.”




    “I hear you. But what do you wan­na do? We can’t cut and run. Char­lie owns the whole

    coun­try now. They’re in Cam­bo­dia too. There’s no place to run to. ‘Less you long to go

    swim­ming in the South Chi­na Sea.”




    It was a joke but no one laughed.




    “They will have to open the door to feed us,” said Phong with­out feel­ing.




    “What’re you sayin’, man?” Young­blood de­mand­ed.




    “I am dead man. Dai will kill me if he not break me. He will kill me if he break me. Ei­ther

    way, I am dead man. I have noth­ing to lose. So I es­cape.”




    “Hey, Phong, don’t be a stupid gook,” Boyette said. “It can’t be done.”




    “No. Mind made up. Lis­ten. Young­blood right. Many men es­cape, that no good. But one

    man-​not white man-​has chance. Leave Viet­nam. Go Cam­bo­dia. Then Thai­land. Is pos­si­ble

    for me. Not for Amer­ican sol­dier. I go. I tell world.”




    “That’s a laugh,” Boyette said bit­ter­ly. “If any­one cared, don’t you think they would

    have done some­thing by now? Hell, my kid’s got­ta be a teenag­er now. My wife could’ve

    re­mar­ried three times in the years I’ve been rot­ting here. I got noth­ing to go back to.

    Face it, we’re go­ing to die here.”




    “No. Show proof. Amer­icans come back. Res­cue.”




    “Sure, Phong. Why don’t you just whip out your Ko­dak and snap our pic­tures? What? You say

    you don’t have a flash­bulb? Aww, that’s too bad. Maybe if we ask nice, Cap­tain Dai will shoot

    more holes in the side of this box to let in a lit­tle light.”




    “Can it, Boyette,” Young­blood grunt­ed. “Keep talkin’, Phong. How you gonna prove we’re

    here? Tell me. Give us a lit­tle hope. I ain’t had hope in so long I for­get what it tastes

    like.”




    In the dark­ness, Phong reached in­to the waist of his dirty cot­ton trousers. He took

    Young­blood’s thick wrist in hand and placed a slim metal­lic ob­ject in his big paw.




    “What’s this?” Young­blood asked.




    “Pen. “




    “Yeah?”




    “I find on ground. Has ink.”




    “Pa­per?”




    “No. No pa­per. Have bet­ter than pa­per. Pa­per get lost.”




    “Keep talkin’, Phong,” Young­blood said. “I’m start­ing to get a whiff of some­thing I

    like.”




    The conex stopped at mid­day. They knew it was day­time be­cause light streamed in through

    the air holes on one side-​air holes that had been made with short bursts from an AK-47.




    Some­one threw a stone against the side of the conex con­tain­er and the sound in­side

    rat­tled their teeth. They all rec­og­nized the sig­nal to back away from the door. They

    crowd­ed to the far end of the dump­ster­like con­tain­er. All but Phong. The wiry Viet­namese

    crouched at the door, his body taut, one fist grip­ping the sil­ver pen like a dag­ger.




    The cor­ru­gat­ed door opened out­ward.




    There was on­ly one guard. His ri­fle was slung across his shoul­der. He car­ried a large

    wood­en bowl of soup-​for­est greens mixed with red pep­pers.




    Phong sprang on him like a cat.




    The guard dropped the bowl, his mouth gulp­ing air. Phong tripped him, kicked at his

    wind­pipe, and yanked the ri­fle from his shoul­der. The guard made a fee­ble grab at the

    pen-​which was sud­den­ly stick­ing from his ster­num like a pro­trud­ing bone. Then his ri­fle

    butt col­lid­ed with his head. He sat down hard, his head slam­ming the ground a mo­ment

    lat­er.




    “At­ta boy, Phong!”




    “Go, man, go!”




    “Shut up!” Young­blood snapped. “Phong, close that door. Then get mov­ing! And get rid of

    the body.”




    Phong took a last look at his frien­as, hud­dling in the rear of the conex, and waved

    good-​bye. Then he swung the conex door closed and dragged the guard’s body in­to the bush.




    He stripped the man of his clothes and tied them in­to a ball. In the guard’s pock­ets were

    a wal­let con­tain­ing near­ly two hun­dred dong, a mil­itary ID card, and a clasp knife. There

    was a lit­tle bag of be­tel nuts tucked in­to his right boot. It wasn’t much, but it was food.

    Phong left the boots. They would on­ly slow him down.




    The mists were ris­ing off a near hill, and Phong pushed on to­ward it. He scram­bled up the

    face, us­ing deep-​root­ed plants for hand­holds.




    At the top, he looked around him. He didn’t rec­og­nize the ter­rain and thought per­haps he

    was in the un­fa­mil­iar north. But there was a long ground scar to the west, like those seen

    of­ten in the old days, when the Amer­icans were in Viet­nam. Those ear­ly bomb­ing scars had

    long ago dis­ap­peared un­der new growth.




    Phong re­al­ized that he was in Cam­bo­dia, where the New Viet­namese Army fought

    Cam­bo­di­an guer­ril­las. Then, down be­low, the con­voy start­ed up. One by one, the trucks

    wound out of sight, go­ing west, deep­er in­to Cam­bo­dia. Even af­ter their sight and sound

    were an hours-​old mem­ory, Phong sat un­mov­ing, wait­ing for dark­ness to fall.




    When the crick­ets were in full song, Phong de­scend­ed. He was very fright­ened. He was

    alone in a land where no one could be his friend. The Cam­bo­di­ans would kill him as one of

    the de­spised in­vaders. His fel­low Viet­namese would take him for a sol­dier and force him to

    fight. And he had no way of know­ing how far it was to Thai­land. But he was de­ter­mined.




    In the days that fol­lowed, Phong lived off ten­der bam­boo shoots and in­sects. The shoots

    were plen­ti­ful, and he learned to climb in­to trees above flat rocks and wait for in­sects to

    alight. Then he spat red be­tel-​nut juice down to im­mo­bi­lize them. They didn’t taste so bad

    in the juice. But he soon ran out of nuts.




    On the fifth day, Phong’s re­solve to con­serve his am­mu­ni­tion for self-​de­fense was

    shat­tered. Fam­ished, he killed a small mon­key and ate it raw. He car­ried the bones for

    three days be­fore he al­lowed him­self the lux­ury of suck­ing out the sweet, nour­ish­ing

    mar­row.




    When he had fired his last bul­let, Phong buried the ri­fle be­cause he was afraid he’d be

    tempt­ed to chew the wood stock for re­lief from hunger pains and in­jure his stom­ach. By this

    time, he had changed in­to the heav­ier fa­tigue pants. His cot­ton pris­on­ers’ cloth­ing had

    been ripped to shreds. He dared not wear the shirt. It would soak up sweat and stick to his

    back. He took great care at night to sleep on his stom­ach. He was afraid that the slight­est

    in­jury to his back would make his jour­ney fior noth­ing.




    Phong pushed fur­ther west. Time held no mean­ing for him. He avoid­ed pop­ula­tion

    cen­ters, con­trol points, and the sounds of bat­tle. These de­tours forced him fur­ther and

    fur­ther south.




    One night, he smelled salt in the air. It made him dream of fish the next day, when he

    slept. Hunger was a con­stant ache in his gut, so he struck out for the south.




    Phong came to a riv­er. He hadn’t fol­lowed it many kilo­me­ters be­fore he came across a

    fish­ing vil­lage whose stilt­ed huts strad­dled the riv­er. The smells of cook­ing fish and

    boil­ing rice made his stom­ach heave. But he was too weak to dare steal him­self a meal.

    In­stead, he crawled on his stom­ach to one of the fish­ing boats on the riv­er and climbed

    in.




    The boat car­ried him silent­ly down the riv­er. He lay in the bot­tom of the boat and

    watched the stars pass over­head. He found a fish­er­man’s net and chewed on it, en­joy­ing the

    taste of salt. Even­tu­al­ly, he slept.




    Phong awoke with the sun. He sat up. The sea around him was in­de­scrib­ably turquoise.

    Beau­ti­ful. And dead­ly. The South Chi­na Sea, some called it. Refugees from, the con­quered

    South called it the Sea of Death and Pi­rates. Many who fled af­ter the fall of the old Saigon

    gov­ern­ment fell vic­tim to its treach­er­ous wa­ters.




    Phong hun­kered down, un­rav­el­ing the fish net. Trawlers sat like fat wa­ter bugs on the

    sea’s cool sur­face. If Cam­bo­di­an, they would ig­nore him. If Thai, they could be

    pi­rates.




    Phong cast his net, and when he felt a mus­cu­lar tug­ging, reeled it in. He ate the fish

    greed­ily, not both­er­ing to kill it. The blood ran down his fin­gers. It felt won­der­ful,

    the cold flesh slip­ping down his throat. He caught two more, and for the first time in many

    months, his stom­ach was full.




    Per­haps he would drift down to Malaysia, or the tides might car­ry him to Thai­land, where,

    if he avoid­ed pi­rates, he could seek one of the refugee shel­ters, and then go on to

    Amer­ica. He had heard that many refugees spent years try­ing to leave the camps, but they

    would take him to Amer­ica once he showed them his proof. Phong was cer­tain of this.




    The scream­ing changed his mind. It car­ried across the wa­ter as clear as a tem­ple gong.

    It was a wom­an, cry­ing out for mer­cy.




    “Khoung! Khoung!”




    Oth­ers took up her cry. Phong looked up.




    A boat wal­lowed, rid­ing low in the wa­ter. Sea­wa­ter slopped on­to its deck. Phong had

    on­ly to see that to know it was over­bur­dened with car­go. Hu­man car­go. Men, wom­en, and

    chil­dren lined the gun­wales. Some had be­gun jump­ing in­to the wa­ter.




    A fast boat was bear­ing down on the first craft. It too ran with its decks full. But those

    decks were filled with men. They bran­dished pis­tols, bolt-​ac­tion ri­fles, clawham­mers, and

    spiked hard­wood clubs. Saf­fron bands were tied over their brown fore­heads.




    Thai pi­rates. The scourge of the South Chi­na Sea. The fast boat came along­side the

    weak­er one, bumped it once with truck-​tire fend­ers, and the two crafts were quick­ly and

    ex­pert­ly lashed to­geth­er. The pi­rates de­scend­ed like rag­ing lo­custs.




    They clubbed, shot, and stabbed the men and the chil­dren. The old wom­en were thrown

    over­board. The younger ones were beat­en and pitched over to the pi­rate ship to be hasti­ly

    shoved be­low.




    Phong avert­ed his eyes. They were his coun­try­men, Viet­namese boat peo­ple who, even a

    decade af­ter the war had end­ed, were risk­ing their lives to es­cape. And he was

    help­less.




    Phong knew then that he had no hope of float­ing to Malaysia. He al­most jumped over­board,

    but there was blood in the wa­ter now. And blood would bring sharks.




    Phong pad­dled with his hands. He hoped his sense of di­rec­tion was true.




    And the screams con­tin­ued, grow­ing more dis­tant. “Khoung! Khoung!” For hours Phong

    prayed qui­et­ly to his an­ces­tors.




    The head­land was green and looked cool in the set­ting sun. The tide brought him clos­er

    with ag­oniz­ing slow­ness.




    Phong would have swum for it, but he re­mem­bered what the salt wa­ter would do to his back,

    and so, even though he feared be­ing sight­ed by coast watch­ers, he stayed in the boat un­til

    at last it bumped shore.




    Phong sank the boat with stones and dis­ap­peared in­land. The ground cooled his bare feet.

    He had no way of know­ing where he was. Thai­land, Cam­bo­dia-​even back in Viet­nam.




    He’d be­gun to de­spair of ev­er reach­ing safe­ty. But be­cause it was night, he kept

    walk­ing, driv­en less by the will to live than by the mem­ory of his Amer­ican friends who had

    been in cap­tiv­ity so long that they had even ceased to hope. Phong was their last hope now.

    He would not let them down.




    He heard the dog bark and he froze. A dog! The bark was dis­tant. Per­haps a kilo­me­ter. He

    lis­tened again, his heart thud­ding. But the dog did not bark again. Per­haps it had been a

    hal­lu­ci­na­tion, a trick of the ear.




    Phong fol­lowed the jun­gle path. In his mind he sang the old lovers’ song of the home­land,

    “Dark Is the Jun­gle Path to My True Love’s Hut,” and he wept with bit­ter nos­tal­gia for the

    old Viet­nam.




    There was a vil­lage. And the dog barked again. Once. He had to see if the dog was free, or

    on a chain. He crawled on el­bows and stom­ach to the vil­lage’s edge. The dog barked again. It

    was a hap­py bark. And then he saw it, yel­low and lean and run­ning loose.




    A man threw the dog a chunk of meat. Meat! The man was Phong’s age, over thir­ty.




    Phong stood up and walked in­to the vil­lage, his hands open and emp­ty. He was safe. There

    could be no doubt. This was not Cam­bo­dia-​the Khmer Rouge had vir­tu­al­ly elim­inat­ed all

    Cam­bo­di­an adult men of fight­ing age. And it was not Viet­nam ei­ther. No Viet­namese

    vil­lage could af­ford the lux­ury of a pet dog. Not with meat in such short sup­ply and dog so

    tasty.




    He was in Thai­land.




    “I am Viet­namese!” he cried as the vil­lagers cir­cled around him in cu­rios­ity. “I am

    Viet­namese. Take me to refugee camp. I have proof of Amer­ican MIA. Un­der­stand? Proof of

    MIA!”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and he watched as the two men start­ed throw­ing rocks at each

    oth­er.




    It was a drug deal gone sour. Re­mo had been sent here to Brownsville, Texas, to take care

    of Fes­ter Dog­gins. Fes­ter was a drug smug­gler, the man re­spon­si­ble for the shift of

    co­caine traf­fick­ing from Flori­da to the Texas coast. The DEA had been so suc­cess­ful in

    their Flori­da in­ter­cepts that the Colom­bian drug traf­fick­ers had to open up a sec­ond

    front in the drug war. Fes­ter Dog­gins was their Amer­ican con­tact. He was mov­ing heavy

    weight, so Re­mo had been or­dered to ter­mi­nate his op­er­ation and ter­mi­nate Fes­ter

    too.




    Re­mo had been wait­ing at the re­mote in­let his em­ploy­er, Dr. Harold W. Smith, had told

    him Fes­ter reg­ular­ly used. Re­mo sat high on an out­crop­ping of rocks, his legs dan­gling

    over in­to space. It gave him a com­mand­ing view of the in­let.




    Fes­ter had ar­rived in a chrome-​fes­tooned pick­up truck with two men. Ev­ery­one had guns

    and wore os­trich­skin cow­boy boots and Stet­sons pulled low over sun­squint eyes.




    The boat came lat­er. It was a yacht, very big and very ex­pen­sive.




    A man in white ducks stepped on­to the teak deck of the boat and be­gan speak­ing to Fes­ter

    Dog­gins in Span­ish. He was brown-​skinned, prob­ably Colom­bian. Re­mo didn’t un­der­stand

    Span­ish, so he wait­ed pa­tient­ly for the men to con­duct their busi­ness. His job was to get

    ev­ery­one and make sure the coke ship­ment nev­er got in­to cir­cu­la­tion. Re­mo fig­ured

    that would be eas­ier if they load­ed the stuff on­to the pick­up first. Re­mo didn’t feel like

    ex­ert­ing him­self to­day.




    But be­cause Re­mo did not speak Span­ish, he had no idea that the rapid-​fire ex­change

    be­tween the two busi­ness­men was es­ca­lat­ing in­to an ar­gu­ment. The Colom­bian snapped

    his fin­gers and two men popped up from for­ward hatch­es and lev­eled high-​pow­ered ri­fles

    at the men on the shore.




    Fes­ter’s two as­sis­tants dived for shel­ter. One of them made it. The oth­er was chopped

    down by one of the crew­men.




    That was when what Re­mo con­sid­ered the rock throw­ing be­gan.




    Bul­lets flew, ric­ocheted off rocks, and sprang in­to the air.




    Re­mo watched un­con­cerned­ly. There had been a time in his life when the sound of gun­fire

    made the adrenaline rush through his body. When the sounds of au­to­mat­ic weapons fir­ing

    meant that ran­dom death was in the air. No more. Re­mo was be­yond that ir­ra­tional fear. He

    had been trained to think of a fire­fight as a half-​step above a rock fight.




    As his train­er in Sinan­ju had once said:




    “A rock is a rock. A big rock thrown by hand is slow. You can see it com­ing. You can step

    aside. But a big rock, be­ing big, has a bet­ter chance to hit you. Not so a lit­tle rock. Like

    this.”




    And Chi­un, the eighty-​year-​old Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, held up a small ob­ject in one hand

    and a large stone in the oth­er.




    “That’s not a rock. That’s a bul­let.” Re­mo had point­ed out.




    “It is a rock,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. “It is made of the same ma­te­ri­al as this oth­er rock.

    It is small­er. And be­cause it is small­er it has less chance of hit­ting a tar­get than this

    large rock.”




    “Bul­lets are dif­fer­ent, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo had replied. “They trav­el faster. So

    they hit hard­er. They’re dead­ly.”




    “Are you more dead be­ing killed by a lit­tle rock than a big rock?”




    Re­mo had to think about that a minute. “No,” he told Chi­un. It was long ago. They had been

    in the gym­na­si­um of Fol­croft San­itar­ium, where Re­mo had done his ear­ly train­ing. The

    word “dead” still made him wince in those days. He had been dead in so many ways. Of­fi­cial­ly

    dead and dead of mind and body. But through the dis­ci­pline of Sinan­ju-​the leg­endary sun

    source of the mar­tial arts-​Chi­un had awo­ken him to his full po­ten­tial in mind and body.

    But he was still dead as far as the world knew.




    “Good. Now that you un­der­stand that dead is dead, I will teach you not to cringe from the

    lit­tle rock just be­cause you imag­ine it is more fear­some.” And Chi­un had thrown the large

    rock at him.




    Re­mo dodged it. Not quite well enough. It struck one el­bow right on the fun­ny bone. Re­mo

    jumped and howled and clutched his el­bow.




    And while he was pre­oc­cu­pied with his pain, Chi­un picked up a sin­gle-​shot starter’s

    pis­tol from a butcherblock ta­ble, calm­ly in­sert­ed the bul­let, and of­fered the weapon to

    Re­mo, grip first.




    “Now you,” he said.




    Re­mo took it. “What do I shoot at?”




    The old Ko­re­an smiled be­nign­ly. “Why me, of course.”




    “I know you. You’ll skip out of the way,” said Re­mo, putting the pis­tol down. “You did

    that to me the first time we met.”




    Chi­un shrugged. “Fine. Then I will shoot at you.” And he picked up the weapon, stepped

    back­ward sev­er­al paces, and drew on Re­mo.




    Re­mo hit the floor and clamped his hands over his head.




    Chi­un’s smooth brow had wrin­kled. “What are you do­ing? I have not yet pulled the

    trig­ger.”




    “Are you go­ing to?” Re­mo asked.




    “Of course. You sur­ren­dered your turn. Now it is mine. “




    Re­mo rolled off to one side and curled in­to a ball so the bul­let, if it struck him,

    wouldn’t pen­etrate to a vi­tal or­gan.




    “You are do­ing it wrong,” Chi­un said petu­lant­ly. But his hazel eyes held an amused

    light.




    “That is what I was taught in Viet­nam.”




    “You were taught wrong. You do not re­act un­til you see the bul­let com­ing at you.”




    Re­mo squeezed him­self tighter. “By then it will be too late. “




    “You have seen me dodge these lit­tle rocks be­fore.”




    “Yeah.”




    “Now you will learn. Stand up.”




    And be­cause he knew that be­ing shot would be in­finitelv less painful than dis­obey­ing

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, Re­mo stood up. His knees felt like wa­ter bal­loons about to

    break.




    “Wait for the bul­let,” said Chi­un, sight­ing on his stom­ach.




    Re­mo’s hands shot up. “One ques­tion first.”




    Chi­un cocked his head to one side like a ter­ri­er see­ing his first cat.




    “Is Smith still go­ing to pay you if I die?”




    “Nat­ural­ly. If you die, the fail­ure will be yours, not mine.”




    “That’s not the an­swer I was hop­ing for.”




    “Hope for noth­ing,” Chi­un said. “Ex­pect the worst.” And he fired.




    Re­mo hit the floor, the ex­plo­sive sound of the dis­charge pierc­ing his ears. He slid

    along the floor on his stom­ach, hop­ing he hadn’t been gut-​shot.




    “Am I hurt?” Re­mo had asked af­ter a long si­lence.




    “Not un­less you are fright­ened by loud nois­es.”




    “How’s that?” Re­mo asked.




    “I used a dum­my.”




    Re­mo’s head came up. “Say again.”




    “Al­so known as a blank.”




    Re­mo climbed to his feet un­steadi­ly. His face was not pleas­ant.




    “You showed me the bul­let,” Re­mo said tight­ly. “That was no blank.”




    “True,” said Chi­un, reload­ing the pis­tol. “The bul­let I showed you is this bul­let. It

    is re­al. Are you ready?”




    “Isn’t it my turn again?”




    “I have lost track,” said Chi­un, and fired.




    This time Re­mo’s side­wise leap was in­stinc­tive. He heard, be­fore the sound of the

    bul­let fir­ing, a crack­ing noise like a bull­whip lash­ing out. It was the sound of the

    bul­let pass­ing. Pass­ing! A punch­ing bag be­hind him ex­plod­ed in a show­er of

    saw­dust.




    “I did it!” Re­mo shout­ed. “I dodged the bul­let.”




    “I fired wide,” Chi­un said bland­ly, reload­ing the pis­tol.




    Re­mo’s grin squeezed in­to a lime-​rick­ey puck­er. “Not again.”




    “This time you will look in­to the bar­rel of the gun. Look for the bul­let.”




    “I can’t. My nerves are shot.”




    “Non­sense. I have just helped you tune them. You are now tru­ly ready to dodge the

    harm­less lit­tle rock.” Re­mo knew he had no choice. He fo­cused on the black blot of the

    pis­tol bore. He tensed. Chi­un held his fire. Then Re­mo re­mem­bered his train­ing. An

    as­sas­sin did not tense be­fore dan­ger. He re­laxed. He let his mus­cles loosen, and Chi­un

    nod­ded with sat­is­fac­tion. Then he fired.




    Re­mo saw the muz­zle quiver. He saw the black maw turn gray as the bul­let filled it. Then

    he moved. The bul­let passed wide and struck a chin­ning bar with a hol­low sound.




    Re­mo grabbed his el­bow again, hop­ping and howl­ing. “Ouch! Yeoow! What hap­pened? I

    dodged the bul­let. I think.”




    “True,” said Chi­un, blow­ing smoke from the muz­zle the way he had seen Amer­ican cow­boys

    do on TV. “But you did not dodge the ric­ochet.”




    “You did that on pur­pose,” Re­mo growled.




    Chi­un smiled, wrin­kling his wise coun­te­nance. “You dance fun­ny.”




    “On pur­pose,” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    “An en­emy would have aimed his ric­ochet at your heart, not at your fun­ny bone,” said

    Chi­un as he re­placed the pis­tol on the ta­ble.




    Re­mo looked at his arm. There was no blood. Just a red crease where the bul­let had grazed

    him.




    “My turn,” said Re­mo, reach­ing for the pis­tol.




    “Your turn, yes,” agreed Chi­un. “But al­so we are out of bul­lets.”




    “Well, at least I proved I can dodge bul­lets now.”




    “From a sin­gle-​shot weapon, yes,” said Chi­un. “To­mor­row we will try it with a tim­my

    gun.”




    “Tom­my gun. And there’s no way I’m go­ing to let you open up on me with a ma­chine

    gun.”




    But he had. Not the next day, but three days lat­er, af­ter Chi­un had shot at him with a

    Winch­ester re­peat­ing ri­fle, a .357 Mag­num re­volver, and fi­nal­ly a vin­tage

    drum-​load­ed tom­my gun. Re­mo had learned to see the bul­lets com­ing, to dodge even the

    ric­ochets, un­til he reached the stage where a man com­ing at him with a load­ed gun no longer

    tweaked his adrenals but made Re­mo smile con­de­scend­ing­ly. He had learned that a gun was

    on­ly a clum­sy de­vice for throw­ing rocks. Puny lit­tle rocks at that.




    And so he watched Fes­ter Dog­gins and the Colom­bian throw rocks at one an­oth­er.

    Some­times one of the rocks zipped up to­ward him. Re­mo shift­ed to one side to let the

    speed­ing peb­ble slide past him. He was far be­yond the bul­let-​dodg­ing stage now. His eyes

    had learned to read the path of a bul­let in flight, like a pool hus­tler cal­cu­lat­ing where

    the eight ball would drop. He didn’t know how he did it, any more than a run­ner com­plete­ly

    un­der­stood the com­plex re­la­tion­ship be­tween brain im­puls­es and leg-​mus­cle

    re­spons­es that com­bined to make run­ning hap­pen. He just did it.




    When the gun­fire died down, there was on­ly the Colom­bian hud­dled in the wheel­house of

    his yacht and Fes­ter Dog­gins hun­kered down be­hind his pick­up truck. Ev­ery­one else was

    dead. Re­mo wait­ed. If one killed the oth­er, that would leave on­ly one for Re­mo to dis­pose

    of per­son­al­ly. It would be nice if they pol­ished each oth­er off, but Re­mo knew that was

    too much to ask.




    While the two men caught their breath and reload­ed, Fes­ter Dog­gins hap­pened to look up.

    He saw Re­mo. Re­mo gave him a friend­ly lit­tle wave.




    “Hey!” Fes­ter Dog­gins called up to him. “Who the Sam Hill are you?”




    “Sam Hill,” Re­mo replied. “In the flesh.”




    “DEA?”




    “Nope. Free agent.”




    “Good. Whose side do you want to be on?”




    “Mine,” said Re­mo.




    The Colom­bian, hear­ing Re­mo’s voice, raised his ri­fle and drew a bead on Re­mo’s head.

    Re­mo knew he was a tar­get when he felt a dull pres­sure in the mid­dle of his fore­head. He

    looked down at the yacht. He shook his head and waved a fin­ger at the Colom­bian. “Naughty,

    naughty!” he ad­mon­ished.




    The Colom­bian fired once. Re­mo jerked his head to one side and the bul­let shat­tered the

    rock face be­hind him.




    Re­mo picked up a stone not much larg­er than a quar­ter and flicked it back at the

    Colom­bian. It struck the ri­fle just ahead of the breech. The ri­fle broke in two and the

    Colom­bian sat down on the deck, hug­ging his bone-​shocked arms and suck­ing air in through

    whistling, clenched teeth.




    “Where were we?” Re­mo asked Fes­ter.




    “I got a propo­si­tion for you,” Fes­ter Dog­gins called up.




    “Shoot,” Re­mo said.




    “Take care of the Colom­bian and I’ll cut you in on my score.”




    “How much?”




    “One-​quar­ter. We’re talk­ing fifty ki­los here. It streets at twen­ty thou­sand dol­lars a

    ki­lo. What do you say?”




    “Who un­loads the boat?”




    “We do.”




    “No sale,” said Re­mo. “I don’t do heavy lift­ing. Tell you what you off load and it’s a

    deal.”




    “We’re talk­ing a quar­ter of a mil­lion dol­lars your end. All you got­ta do is whack that

    brown bas­tard.”




    “I got a bad back,” Re­mo replied un­con­cerned­ly. The Columbian was strug­gling with an

    Uzi sub­ma­chine gun, try­ing to make his numb fin­gers re­lease the safe­ty. Fes­ter no­ticed

    this, re­al­ized the Colom­bian had a bet­ter shot at him than he had at the Colom­bian, and

    yelled his an­swer.




    “Deal! Now, let’s go!”




    Re­mo slid off the rock like a spi­der.




    The Colom­bian stood up sud­den­ly, the Uzi clenched in both hands. He opened up just as

    Re­mo’s feet touched shore.




    Re­mo wove through the storm of lead as if it were a light rain. Bul­lets kicked up rock

    dust, shred­ded weeds, and hit ev­ery­thing in sight. Ex­cept Re­mo Williams. Re­mo stepped

    light­ly on­to the boat. The Colom­bian stood there, his mouth slack and his gun smok­ing and

    emp­ty.




    “Habla es­panol?” the Colom­bian asked.




    “No. Speak Ko­re­an?”




    “No, senor.”




    “Too bad,” said Re­mo, and ig­nor­ing the Colom­bian, he dragged the heavy an­chor chain up

    from the wa­ter.




    “What are you do­ing?” Fes­ter Dog­gins called from be­hind the pick­up. “Stop screw­ing

    around. Whack him. “




    “Hold your hors­es,” Re­mo said, ex­am­in­ing the stub­born an­chor. It was one of those

    that couldn’t be raised on­to the deck be­cause the chain went through a brass­ringed hole in

    the bow. The flukes had hung up on the ring. Re­mo chopped at the fine wood of the gun­wale and

    twist­ed the brass fit­tings away. The an­chor came loose. It was very heavy and had two

    flukes. Re­mo car­ried it back to the wheel­house, drag­ging the chain be­hind him like the

    Ghost of Christ­mas Past.




    The Colom­bian re­gard­ed the man ap­proach­ing him stupid­ly. He saw a skin­ny young man

    with brown hair and deep-​set brown eyes car­ry­ing an an­chor that should have bent him

    dou­ble. And the man car­ried it in one hand.




    Sud­den­ly the skin­ny man wrapped the flukes around the Colom­bian’s neck and swift­ly

    wound the heavy, slimy chain around the rest of his body.




    “Que pasa?”




    “You,” Re­mo said. “You pas­sa. Good-​bye.” And Re­mo threw the man over­board. Fes­ter

    Dog­gins joined Re­mo on deck.




    “Too bad,” Fes­ter said as they watched the bub­bles blurp to the sur­face and even­tu­al­ly

    stop. “He was my best con­nec­tion.”




    “You know what they say,” Re­mo told him. “The thrill can kill.” Then he added, “You’d

    bet­ter get start­ed. You have a lot of white stuff to lug.”




    “No chance,” said Fes­ter Dog­gins, shov­ing a dou­ble-​bar­reled shot­gun in­to Re­mo’s

    stom­ach.




    “Let me guess,” Re­mo said. “It was you dou­ble-​cross­ing the oth­er guy?”




    “Yup. “




    “And now you’re dou­ble-​cross­ing me.”




    “Yup,” said Fes­ter Dog­gins. “And at point-​blank range there’s no way you’re gonna skip

    out of the way of dou­ble-​O buck­shot.”




    “Rocks,” cor­rect­ed Re­mo. “They’re just rocks.”




    “And you’re about to eat a bel­ly­ful with­out hav­ing to use your mouth,” Fes­ter Dog­gins

    said as he cocked both bar­rels.




    “One of us is,” said Re­mo, tak­ing the twin bar­rels in one hand so fast that Fes­ter

    Dog­gins could not re­act. Re­mo squeezed. The sound was like a tailpipe be­ing run over.

    Fes­ter looked down.




    There was a hitch in both bar­rels. If he fired now, the blow­back would rip his own bel­ly

    open.




    Fes­ter looked at Re­mo’s rail-​thin arm, which was bare to the bi­cep.




    “You don’t look that strong,” he said dul­ly.




    “And you don’t look that dumb,” replied Re­mo, toss­ing the use­less shot­gun in­to the sea.

    “Now, load.” Fes­ter Dog­gins was out of shape. It took him three hours to drag the co­caine

    on­to shore and in­to the back of the pick­up. When he was done, he sat down on the ground and

    con­cen­trat­ed on his breath­ing.




    Re­mo got up from his seat in the cab­in, where he had been drink­ing a tall glass of

    min­er­al wa­ter from the Colom­bian’s well-​stocked bar. He jumped on­to shore and ca­su­al­ly

    gave the yacht a shove. The yacht slid off and out to sea.




    “That was an ex­pen­sive yacht,” huffed Fes­ter Dog­gins.




    “Maybe some de­serv­ing or­phan will find it,” Re­mo said ab­sent­ly.




    “Sure, be ca­su­al. You can buy three of them af­ter you re­sell my coke. Thief. “




    Re­mo yanked Fes­ter to his feet and dragged him over to the pick­up truck. He set him

    be­hind the wheel and placed both hands on the steer­ing wheel, which had a rat­tlesnake-​skin

    cov­er. The spokes of the wheel were shiny chrome and there was a se­ries of round holes

    punched in them. Re­mo widened two holes with his fin­gers, in­sert­ed Fes­ter Dog­gins’ hands

    in­to the holes up to the wrists, and scrunched the holes so that Fes­ter was vir­tu­al­ly

    hand­cuffed to the steer­ing wheel.




    “I don’t think I can steer too good with my hands like this,” Fes­ter point­ed out.




    Re­mo re­leased the hand brake, and the pick­up start­ed to roll to­ward the wa­ter.




    “Hey, what’re you do­ing?”




    “Say­ing good-​bye,” said Re­mo, walk­ing along with the truck. “Good-​bye.”




    “Hey, I’ll drown.”




    “Tough. You sell dope. Dope kills peo­ple. Don’t you watch the pub­lic ser­vice

    mes­sages?”




    “Hey, there’s a for­tune in coke in the back of this thing. It’s all yours.”




    “Don’t want it,” said Re­mo, kick­ing a stone out of the way at the right-​front tire. The

    pick­up con­tin­ued lurch­ing along. Fes­ter Dog­gins tried to steer away from the wa­ter, but

    the skin­ny guy kept straight­en­ing the wheel. “Hey, you’re throwin’ away a for­tune.”




    “So?”




    “Can’t we deal?”




    “No, “




    “You’re gonna let me die?”




    “Drown, ac­tu­al­ly. “




    The aw­ful truth sank in­to Fes­ter Dog­gins’ head. “Well, how about a last toot, then?”




    “No time. Here comes the wa­ter. Think nice thoughts. They’ll be your last. “




    “Hey, let’s talk about this. Tell me what you want! What do I got­ta do? Tell me!”




    “Just say no.”




    “Nooo!” said Fes­ter Dog­gins as the truck’s front tires jumped the sea­wall. The truck slid

    along its chas­sis and nosed in­to the wa­ter. It stopped with the rear deck stick­ing up and

    the cab en­tire­ly un­der­wa­ter. Gaso­line mix­ing with the wa­ter made rain­bows in the

    bub­bles of Fes­ter’s last breaths.




    “Too late,” said Re­mo, and saun­tered off.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was wait­ing for Re­mo at the mo­tel room. Chi­un held up a

    long-​nailed fin­ger at Re­mo’s en­trance.




    Re­mo walked on cat feet to see what he was watch­ing. Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, had re­ar­ranged the fur­ni­ture since they had checked in this morn­ing. The big

    dou­ble beds were ver­ti­cal­ly stacked in a cor­ner and the chairs and ta­bles float­ed in the

    pool out­side the slid­ing glass doors. On­ly the big TV re­mained, and it was set in the

    mid­dle of the bare floor.




    Chi­un sat on a tata­mi mat three feet in front of the TV. His wrin­kled vis­age was fixed

    on the screen. His bright hazel eyes were rapt. He wore a bro­cad­ed robe that was heavy enough

    to be put in­to ser­vice as a throw rug in a British cas­tle.




    Re­mo, see­ing that his train­er was in­tent up­on the tele­vi­sion, watched

    cu­ri­ous­ly.




    On the screen, a large black wom­an in a tent dress smiled in­to a hand mi­cro­phone. She

    was sur­round­ed by a stu­dio au­di­ence.




    “Isn’t that-?” Re­mo be­gan.




    “Hush!” Chi­un said.




    A col­or­ful graph­ic ap­peared over the wom­an’s bovine face as the au­di­ence be­gan to

    ap­plaud vig­or­ous­ly. The graph­ic read: “The Co­pra In­is­free Show.” Re­mo was sur­prised

    to see Chi­un ap­plaud­ing too.




    Re­mo shrugged and sat down next to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “To­day,” Co­pra In­is­free rum­bled out in a voice like cof­fee per­co­lat­ing, “par­ents

    who trade their chil­dren for rare com­ic books. Af­ter this.”




    “Yes­ter­day, it was peo­ple who wor­ship cheese,” Chi­un told Re­mo dur­ing the panty-​hose

    com­mer­cial.




    “Amaz­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes, I agree. To think that your gov­ern­ment al­lows this wom­an to broad­cast to the

    world what im­be­ciles com­prise its cit­izen­ry.”




    “That wasn’t what I meant. I saw her in a movie last year. The Col­ored Peo­ple, or

    some­thing like that. She was very fat.”




    “She has been on a di­et. She talks about it in­ces­sant­ly.”




    “That’s the amaz­ing part I was get­ting at. She lost all that weight and she still looks

    like a la­dy wrestler.”




    Then Re­mo felt Chi­un’s hand clamp over his mouth. Co­pra In­is­free was back. She launched

    in­to an in­ter­view with a young cou­ple who told in heart-​rend­ing de­tails about sell­ing

    their two-​year-​old girl for a com­plete set of The Amaz­ing Spi­der Man, on­ly to change

    their minds when they dis­cov­ered the fifth is­sue had a miss­ing page. They spoke tear­ful­ly

    of their pro­tract­ed le­gal bat­tle to re­cov­er their pre­cious ba­by. When they were done,

    the au­di­ence sobbed un­con­trol­lably. Co­pra In­is­free blub­bered un­til her mas­cara,

    which looked as if it’d been ap­plied with a lump of coal, streaked her full cheeks.




    When the next com­mer­cial break came, Re­mo felt Chi­un’s hand with­draw sud­den­ly. “I

    don’t think I can take the next seg­ment,” Re­mo said, get­ting up.




    But Chi­un did not an­swer. There were tears run­ning down his cheeks too.




    “Oh, broth­er,” Re­mo said. “I’ll see you lat­er.”




    “Mon­day it will be in­ter­views with aban­doned pets whose mas­ters are miss­ing in

    Viet­nam. Do you think Smith will let us stay here an­oth­er few days so that I may see that

    pro­gram?”




    “I doubt it. But I’ll ask him.”




    “Be con­vinc­ing.”




    “Why? I don’t care about this non­sense.”




    “You were in Viet­nam, were you not? Do you not care about your miss­ing Army friends?”




    “I was a Ma­rine. And Viet­nam was a long time ago,” Re­mo said cold­ly as he walked out the

    door.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Co­pra In­is­free swel­tered. The blaz­ing trop­ical sun seemed on­ly inch­es from her wide

    face. It leached pre­cious flu­ids from deep with­in her and brought them to the sur­face as

    sweat. The sweat dried al­most in­stant­ly so that va­por drift­ed off her body in whirling

    bil­lows. She felt like a steamed ham.




    “I don’t think I can take any more of this heat, Sam,” she com­plained. “Find me a

    rick­shaw. Hur­ry.”




    “This is Thai­land, not Hong Kong,” said Sam Spelvin, pro­duc­er of The Co­pra In­is­free

    Show. “They don’t have rick­shaws here. “




    “Then get me a lit­ter or some­thing. Any­thing. I don’t think I can go an­oth­er step.”




    Sam Spelvin turned. He stared up the wheeled stair­way. Co­pra In­is­free teetered on the

    top step. “Co­pra ba­by, you haven’t even left the plane yet.”




    “But look at these steps,” moaned Co­pra, clutch­ing the edges of the pas­sen­ger jet’s door

    for sup­port. “I don’t do steps. Don’t they have Jet­way ramps out here?”




    “We’re lucky they have an air­port. Now, come on, you can do it. Look at me. I’m halfway

    down with all your lug­gage.”




    “What hap­pens if I fall?”




    Sam Spelvin want­ed to say, “You’ll bounce, you ball of blub­ber,” but thought bet­ter of

    it. What he did say was, “I’ll catch you, sweets.”




    “Promise?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly.” And as Co­pra start­ed lum­ber­ing down the steps, he pre­pared to jump out

    of the way. Just in case her high heels buck­led like they did in Paris.




    But Co­pra In­is­free made it to the bot­tom step with­out in­ci­dent. A na­tive taxi was

    wait­ing for them. “Thank good­ness,” Co­pra said, col­laps­ing in­to the back of the open

    ve­hi­cle like a de­flat­ing blad­der. The car sank on its chas­sis so far that, once Sam

    Spelvin squeezed in­to the front and they got go­ing, the fend­ers struck sparks off the

    tar­mac.




    “Okay,” said Sam when they were in traf­fic. “Here’s our itinerary. We’re go­ing to the

    Sakeo re­lo­ca­tion camp right away. They’re not ex­pect­ing us un­til af­ter we check in­to

    the ho­tel. If we hit them ear­ly, they won’t have time to mount the usu­al dog-​and-​pony

    show. We should get a bet­ter guest se­lec­tion this way.”




    “Sounds great,” Co­pra said, wav­ing air in her face. “What are we look­ing for again? I

    for­get.”




    “The camp is full of Viet­namese refugees who want to come to Amer­ica. Some of them have

    been there for years, wait­ing for spon­sors.”




    “Spon­sors! Like the panty-​hose peo­ple?”




    “No, like some­one who’ll pay their pas­sage to the States, take them in, and help them get

    start­ed on a new life.”




    Co­pra frowned. Even the cleft in her chin frowned. “Sounds like work,” she said. “Why would

    any­one want to help peo­ple they don’t even know?”




    “Char­ity.”




    “Char­ity is giv­ing mon­ey to the poor. Last year I gave twen­ty thou­sand dol­lars to

    char­ity,” she said proud­ly.




    “You grossed five mil­lion smack­ers last year. You can af­ford it. Or­di­nary peo­ple can’t

    do that.”




    “Don’t tell me about or­di­nary peo­ple. I deal with them ev­ery day, like last week’s show

    on peo­ple who be­lieve the same as­sas­sin killed Mar­ilyn Mon­roe and Elvis.”




    “Some peo­ple would ar­gue that the peo­ple who guest on your show aren’t prime ex­am­ples

    of or­di­nar­iness.”




    “If they’re not, why are there so many of them?”




    “Good point,” said Sam. “You know, I was think­ing of spon­sor­ing one of these Viet­namese

    kids my­self. They make good do­mes­tics.”




    Co­pra perked up. “Do they do win­dows?”




    “We can ask,” said Sam as the taxi car­ried them to the wire gates of the re­lo­ca­tion

    camp.




    “Look how thin they are,” Co­pra said as she saw the ema­ci­at­ed look of the peo­ple

    watch­ing her from be­hind the wire. “While we’re here, let’s ask about di­ets. Maybe they know

    some Viet­namese di­et se­crets.”




    “They do. It’s called star­va­tion.”




    “I don’t think I could han­dle that. I’ve got a six-​month sup­ply of prime ribs in my

    base­ment freez­er. If I starved my­self, it would all spoil.”




    “No pain, no gain,” said Sam, help­ing Co­pra heave her­self out of the cab. Ac­tu­al­ly, he

    just touched Co­pra’s fat-​sheathed el­bow and planned to dodge out of the way if she

    stum­bled. The last Co­pra In­is­free pro­duc­er had been on a stu­dio el­eva­tor when Co­pra

    had stepped on-​all 334 pounds of her-​and the ca­ble snapped. For­tu­nate­ly for Co­pra, the

    el­eva­tor fell on­ly one flight to the base­ment. Un­for­tu­nate­ly for the pro­duc­er, Co­pra

    fell on him. Three spinal-​fu­sion op­er­ations lat­er, he was get­ting around with a walk­er

    and con­sid­er­ing him­self lucky.




    “You know,” Co­pra mused as they walked through the com­pound gates, “I’ll bet some of these

    peo­ple had to re­sort to can­ni­bal­ism to get here. Wouldn’t that make a great show? Peo­ple

    who ate their rel­atives to reach Amer­ica. Let’s be sure to ask that ques­tion.”




    “Bet­ter hur­ry,” Sam sug­gest­ed. “Once our gov­ern­ment con­tact finds out we’ve ar­rived,

    it’ll be the screened tour. “




    And like a bull-​doz­ing Zep­pelin, Co­pra In­is­free wad­ed in­to the crowd. She shook like

    a Jell-​O sculp­ture in an earth­quake.




    “You, sir,” she bel­lowed at a mid­dle-​aged man. “How did you get out of Viet­nam?”




    “I walk,” the man said.




    “And what did you eat to get here?”




    “Bugs. “




    “Good, go stand over there. You, madam. Speak En­glish?”




    “A lit­tle.”




    “You’re do­ing fine, hon­ey. What did you eat?”




    “Grass. Weeds.”




    “Okay,” Co­pra shout­ed. “Lis­ten up, peo­ple. Grasseaters stand off to my left. Bug-​eaters

    to the right. Maybe we can get through this fast.”




    Hes­itant­ly the Viet­namese milled about un­til there were two groups, seg­re­gat­ed by

    di­et. They smiled in em­bar­rass­ment.




    Co­pra looked around. There were still some peo­ple not on ei­ther side. They looked at her

    in be­wil­der­ment. “You, son,” Co­pra asked a lit­tle boy. “What did you eat in Viet­nam?”




    “Some­times I eat dog.”




    “Dog’s no good. I don’t think our au­di­ence would go for that. Be­sides, we just did a

    dog-​con­fes­sion show. Peo­ple who take their dogs to church. Sor­ry, kid. Next time.”




    “I don’t know, Co­pra,” Sam of­fered. “I think we can squeeze a show out of dog-​eat­ing. We

    can tape and run it on a de­layed ba­sis.”




    “Good think­ing. Hold ev­ery­thing, peo­ple,” Co­pra yelled. “Change of plan. Dog-​eaters go

    stand by that tree over there.”




    Ev­ery­body went to stand by the tree, in­clud­ing the grass- and bug-​eaters.




    “Dog-​eat­ing must be pop­ular out here,” Co­pra said with dis­gust.




    “Don’t let it throw you, Co­pra ba­by. Ask ‘em about peo­ple.”




    “Right. Now, can I have your at­ten­tion again? Did any of you ev­er eat a per­son, a

    fel­low hu­man be­ing? It doesn’t mat­ter who. It can be a broth­er or par­ent or child. Come

    on, don’t be shy. Any­one who ev­er munched out on the rel­ative? No rel­atives? How about

    strangers? Any­one ev­er eat some­one they didn’t know?” asked Co­pra In­is­free, think­ing

    that a show called “Strangers Who Eat Strangers” would fetch an easy thir­ty share in the

    rat­ings.




    The crowd re­gard­ed Co­pra In­is­free as if she were void­ing in pub­lic. Some of the

    chil­dren cov­ered their mouths and gig­gled.




    “No one? Are you sure? Any­one will­ing to ad­mit to eat­ing a per­son to get out of

    Viet­nam can come to Amer­ica with me and be on my show.”




    Co­pra was sud­den­ly sur­round­ed by an ea­ger throng. They clutched her arms, plucked at

    her clothes, and all but pushed her to the ground and made love to her.




    “Me! Me! I did! Take me to Amer­ica now,” they squealed.




    “Sam,” Co­pra called out from the crowd. “This isn’t work­ing.” Then she dis­ap­peared from

    sight. The ground shook.




    Sam groaned. He yelled for help.




    The camp guards scur­ried up and pulled the refugees off Co­pra In­is­free. She lay in the

    dirt like a beached whale. She did not move.




    “Co­pra! Co­pra! Are you okay?” Sam plead­ed.




    “Sam, I can’t get up.”




    “Where are you hurt, ba­by?”




    “I’m not hurt, you nin­ny. I can’t get up. Help me.”




    “Wait right here,” Sam told her.




    “Don’t leave me like this. I just need a strong shoul­der to lean on. Just till I find my

    feet.”




    “I’ll see if there’s a crane . . . I mean some strong backs any­where around here,” Sam

    promised.




    While Co­pra In­is­free lay in the dirt curs­ing her pro­duc­er un­der her breath, a wiry

    Asian man walked up to her.




    “My name Phong,” he said.




    “Don’t both­er me un­less you had a sex-​change op­er­ation and want to tell Amer­ica about

    it.”




    “You tele­vi­sion la­dy?”




    “Beat it. Un­less you can help.”




    “Wait.”




    “I have a choice?” Co­pra asked the sky.




    The wiry Asian dis­ap­peared. He came back lug­ging a round, flat stone. He lift­ed Co­pra’s

    frizzy head and slipped the stone un­der her neck.




    “I can think of a bet­ter pil­low,” she told him.




    “Not done yet,” Phong said. He knelt on the ground, his knees rest­ing on ei­ther side of

    her head. For a wild mo­ment Co­pra thought that this was some ex­ot­ic kind of Asian sex

    rit­ual. She opened her mouth to scream, then re­mem­bered that the last time she’d had sex she

    had to pay for it. She shut her eyes and hoped for the best. Maybe if he did rape her she could

    go on Don­ahue and show that pik­er how to make rat­ings.




    The Asian lift­ed her head with one hand and Co­pra felt the cold stone un­der her neck

    slide down to the small of her back. Then her head was rest­ing in the man’s lap and she

    start­ed to feel a sense of de­li­cious an­tic­ipa­tion. The man took her by the shoul­ders and

    pushed with all his strength. His foot jammed the stone in­to the small of her back and

    sud­den­ly Co­pra sensed that she was sit­ting up.




    She opened her eyes.




    “Not bad,” she said. “I could use a re­source­ful guy like you.”




    Phong stood up and took Co­pra’s hand. “Get ready,” he said.




    “Whoa. One step at a time. Let me catch my breath. That was a lot of work. Whoosh!”




    “Okay,” Phong said, squat­ting be­side her. “I have proof.”




    “Yeah?” said Co­pra, primp­ing what one fash­ion mag­azine called “The Last Afro Hair­cut

    Known to Man.”




    “Proof of MIA.”




    “Good for you,” said Co­pra.




    Sam Spelvin came run­ning up. He had three strap­ping young men with him. They looked like

    body­builders. “Co­pra. I brought help.”




    “Too late. Thong here is on the job.”




    “Phong,” cor­rect­ed Phong, jump­ing to his feet and bow­ing be­fore Sam. “I have proof of

    MIA.”




    “Did you hear that, Co­pra?”




    “Yeah. So what?”




    “MIA’s. They’re one of the hottest is­sues go­ing. You did two shows on them last year.”




    “I did? Which ones?”




    “You re­mem­ber. Twins of Amer­ican POW’s, and wives who cheat on their POW hus­bands.”




    “POW’s? This guy is talk­ing about MIA’s.”




    “Pris­on­ers of war. Miss­ing in ac­tion. Same dif­fer­ence. None.”




    “Why didn’t any­one tell me?” Co­pra com­plained. “I could have done four shows last year.

    Brought all the guests back and called the POW’s MIA’s. Then we wouldn’t have had to do that

    clunker about sex with fish.”




    “Nev­er mind, Co­pra ba­by. Let’s hear this guy’s sto­ry.” Sam turned to Phong. “You have

    proof?”




    “Yes, proof of MIA. You wish to see? Take me to Amer­ica. I show.”




    “Show us now. Then we’ll take you to Amer­ica.”




    “Okay,” Phong said. And he be­gan to un­but­ton his shirt.




    “Hey, keep your shirt on, pal,” Sam Spelvin said. “We’re not au­di­tion­ing Viet­namese

    body­builders here.”




    “I have proof I show,” Phong said. He fin­ished pulling off his shirt and pre­sent­ed his

    back to them.




    His back was cov­ered with plas­tic sheet­ing that was taped on all four sides with sil­ver

    duct tape. The sheet hung loose and rip­pled when Phong moved.




    “What’s this?” Co­pra asked.




    “I put on back when get to camp. To pro­tect. Take away. You see.”




    Sam shrugged. “Okay, I’ll bite,” he said, he start­ed to peel away the tape. Phong made

    painful nois­es. “Oh, God, I can’t look!” squealed Co­pra In­is­free. She cov­ered her face

    with her hands. Her en­tire head dis­ap­peared. “He’s prob­ably got some gris­ly war

    wound.”




    “Think again,” Sam Spelvin said. He had the sheet­ing in his hands. He was look­ing at

    Phong’s bare back. Co­pra looked too.




    Co­pra was so as­ton­ished that she did some­thing that was to be­come a leg­end around the

    wa­ter cool­er back at her home stu­dio. With­out think­ing, she got to her feet with­out

    any­one help­ing her. She grabbed Phong, spun him around, and gave him a kiss that al­most

    broke his front teeth.




    “Phong ba­by, you’re com­ing to Amer­ica.”




    Phong’s dark eyes lit like can­dles. “I am?”




    “I got just one ques­tion to ask you.”




    “What?”




    “Do you do win­dows?”




    An hour lat­er Phong found him­self seat­ed in the first-​class sec­tion of a Thai

    pas­sen­ger lin­er. As the Bangkok air­port sank be­neath the ris­ing wings and they vec­tored

    out over the im­mac­ulate blue of the Gulf of Thai­land, he made him­self a vow that he would

    not rest un­til his Amer­ican friends were one day free to re­turn to their home­land too.




    And then all the ner­vous en­er­gy that has sus­tained him for so long rushed out of him

    like air leak­ing from a bal­loon. Phong lay across three emp­ty seats and went to sleep.




    He didn’t know what it was that brought him to wake­ful­ness, hours lat­er, in a cold sweat.

    He thought it had been a night­mare, be­cause he had heard those hat­ed foot­steps again.




    Phong looked up. The jet was dark, the over­head lights dim. A man’s back dis­ap­peared

    in­to the rest room just ahead of his seat. He hadn’t no­ticed the man be­fore, but be­cause he

    was awake and his heart pound­ed in fright, he sat up and wait­ed for him to come out

    again.




    When the man came out, he was rub­bing his face as if it were sore. He kept his face

    avert­ed as he walked past Phong’s seat.




    But there was no mis­tak­ing him. The pock marks on his chin, the way his shoul­ders

    stiff­ened as he walked like the cross-​brace of a scare­crow. And the dread­ful sound of his

    foot­steps.




    Cap­tain Dai. Cap­tain Dai was on this plane.




    Phong sank in­to his seat, trem­bling. He was not safe yet. Not yet.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao hat­ed Amer­icans.




    An Amer­ican had killed his fa­ther when he was ten years old. He vowed to take his re­venge

    up­on all Amer­icans on the day the lo­cal po­lit­ical of­fi­cer brought the news to the

    fam­ily house in Hanoi. He vowed that he would ex­act a price from all Amer­icans, a hun­dred

    times greater than the pain he felt. His moth­er had long ago run off with an­oth­er man,

    leav­ing him to care for his younger sis­ter. She hadn’t cried at first. Not for a week.




    But then the Amer­ican bombers came and the thun­der was so great, the ground so shak­en by

    their might, that his sis­ter broke down and wept bit­ter­ly and silent­ly for days with­out

    end, even long af­ter the bomb­ing stopped.




    Noth­ing was the same af­ter that. When he was twelve, he aban­doned his sis­ter just as his

    moth­er had aban­doned him, and tried to join the Peo­ple’s Lib­er­ation Army. But they

    re­fused him. So, pack­ing his few pos­ses­sions, he set off for the south and joined the

    Vi­et­cong. The Vi­et­cong didn’t care that he was a boy. They gave him an old En­field ri­fle

    and two hand grenades and sent him out in­to the bush.




    He shot his first Amer­ican in the back. The man was in the rear of a pa­trol. He stopped

    be­side a tree for a drink of can­teen wa­ter. Dai Chim Sao nailed him to the tree with one

    shot. The noise brought oth­ers. He tossed a hand grenade in their star­tled faces and jumped

    in­to the ele­phant grass. The grenade made on­ly a small pop. But the scream­ing car­ried for

    kilo­me­ters.




    They nev­er found him. In the long years of the war, he killed and maimed and ran, nev­er

    stay­ing to fight be­cause ev­ery­one knew there was no way to beat the Amer­icans at war.

    Am­bush and run. Kill and hide. Live to fight again.




    When vic­to­ry fi­nal­ly came, Dai Chim Sao was a man. In the clos­ing days of the war he

    had en­list­ed in the North Viet­namese Army, quick­ly ris­ing to the rank of cap­tain. He

    swore to kill twice as many Amer­icans as be­fore. But the U. S. troops with­drew back to

    Amer­ica and sud­den­ly there were no more Amer­icans to slaugh­ter.




    Life seemed pur­pose­less af­ter that. There was the new war in Cam­bo­dia, but it wasn’t

    the same. When Cap­tain Dai learned that there was an open­ing for a po­lit­ical of­fi­cer at a

    su­per­secret out­post, he took it. It was a pleas­ant shock to dis­cov­er that he would be in

    charge of a work camp where de­spised Amer­icans were be­ing held. He worked them very hard,

    did Cap­tain Dai.




    Seat­ed in the back of the Thai jet­lin­er, Cap­tain Dai won­dered if he was about to be

    giv­en an­oth­er op­por­tu­ni­ty to kill Amer­icans. He couldn’t kill the Amer­ican POW’s. They

    were valu­able barter. But in Amer­ica, ev­ery­one would be fair game. It would be one

    gi­gan­tic free fire zone.




    Dai would have liked to start with the traitor Phong. But in a sealed air­craft, sus­pi­cion

    would im­me­di­ate­ly fall up­on him. He had trailed Phong a long way since he’d been

    dis­cov­ered miss­ing from the conex con­tain­er. Dai was ob­sessed with Phong, a soft

    south­ern­er who re­fused to ac­cept in­doc­tri­na­tion, re­fused to bow or kneel or

    ac­knowl­edge the moral su­pe­ri­or­ity of in­ter­na­tion­al so­cial­ism. When Dai had

    dis­cov­ered Phong had es­caped, he had beat­en the Amer­icans. But they knew noth­ing.

    Cap­tain Dai req­ui­si­tioned a Land Rover and two men and tried to fol­low Phong’s path

    through the jun­gle, but a pack of Khmer guer­ril­las had in­ter­cept­ed them. His sol­diers

    were killed and Cap­tain Dai had been forced to re­treat alone.




    Re­port­ing to his su­pe­ri­or, Viet­nam’s de­fense min­is­ter, Cap­tain Dai re­ceived the

    first rep­ri­mand in a long and glo­ri­ous ca­reer.




    “If this Phong reach­es a re­set­tle­ment camp, he will tell the world about the Amer­ican

    pris­on­ers,” the de­fense min­is­ter had shout­ed. “We are not pre­pared for that.”




    “I will find him,” Dai promised stiffly. “Give me time. “




    “No. We have spies in the re­set­tle­ment camps. We will alert our peo­ple there. If he

    reach­es any of them, we will be no­ti­fied.”




    “Per­mis­sion to elim­inate Phong per­son­al­ly.”




    “Grant­ed. Do not fail.”




    The call was not long in com­ing. But when Cap­tain Dai reached the re­set­tle­ment camp, he

    was too late. Phong had been tak­en away by an Amer­ican jour­nal­ist. He shook the spy

    fu­ri­ous­ly. “How long ago?”




    “Two, three hours ago. They are fly­ing to Amer­ica.”




    “Which flight? When?”




    “I do not know. But the Amer­ican jour­nal­ist is a wom­an. Big, black, and built like a

    wa­ter buf­fa­lo.” Dai had bribed his way on­to the Thai plane, and sat in the rear­most row.

    He was halfway across the Pa­cif­ic be­fore he re­al­ized he had no plan. He had no weapon.

    On­ly a forged pass­port iden­ti­fy­ing him as a Thai busi­ness­man.




    Dai had noth­ing, but he would find a way.




    Dai’s op­por­tu­ni­ty came when the plane land­ed at Los An­ge­les In­ter­na­tion­al

    Air­port.




    The big black wom­an named Co­pra In­is­free and the hat­ed Phong were the first ones off

    the plane. The oth­er pas­sen­gers were made to wait. Dai sneered at the ob­vi­ous ex­am­ple of

    Amer­ican priv­ilege tram­pling on the rights of oth­ers, but the sneer hid wor­ry. What if he

    lost them in the crowds?




    In­side the ter­mi­nal, Dai re­al­ized that that was a sil­ly fear. There was no mis­tak­ing

    the black wom­an for an­oth­er. She moved through the ter­mi­nal sur­round­ed by an en­tourage

    of lack­eys like a wa­ter bug skat­ing across a pond and trail­ing scum.




    Dai fol­lowed them to a hang­er­like build­ing where hun­dreds of peo­ple milled

    im­pa­tient­ly around a huge bag­gage carousel. Dai had no bag­gage, but he wait­ed

    any­way.




    He spot­ted Phong squat­ting on the floor like the peas­ant he was. Ev­ery­one else stood. A

    few sat on lug­gage. Phong squat­ted as if afraid, his eyes shift­ing ner­vous­ly.




    That would make killing him eas­ier.




    Cap­tain Dai slid in­to the bustling crowds. Peo­ple, see­ing his hard face,

    in­stinc­tive­ly stepped aside. His eyes were mean. No amount of con­cen­tra­tion could take

    that away from him. He drift­ed clos­er to his in­tend­ed vic­tim.




    Stran­gling Phong was out of the ques­tion. Too slow. Dai would be stopped. A knife would be

    best. But he had no knife. There were many blows that killed, but they weren’t al­ways

    cer­tain. Now on­ly three men sep­arat­ed Dai from his in­tend­ed vic­tim. And still he had no

    plan.




    A rip­ple of ex­cit­ed chat­ter went through the throng of peo­ple. Dai turned to see what

    was hap­pen­ing. The first bags were tum­bling down the bag­gage chute. The crowd be­came a

    crush. A wom­an pushed past him and Dai snarled at her in­dif­fer­ent back. Then a smile

    twist­ed his pocked face. Her big shoul­der bag hung in his face, with a hard met­al pen

    pro­trud­ing from a slide pock­et. It made him think of the body of one of his guards, found

    dead with a pen such as that plunged in­to his breast­bone.




    Yes, a pen would do. Cap­tain Dai eased the pen from the pock­et and clicked the point home.

    A good, strong pen. It would go deep in­to Phong’s soft skin.




    Cap­tain Dai shied away from the bag­gage carousel and si­dled up be­hind Phong, who still

    squat­ted away from the oth­ers. He had no bag­gage ei­ther. He wouldn’t need any where he was

    go­ing, Dai thought with plea­sure.




    Cap­tain Dai didn’t hes­itate. He strode up to Phong from be­hind and took him by his coarse

    hair. He snapped his head back and let Phong see his face as his fi­nal view of life. Then he

    brought the pen down to­ward the man’s ex­posed throat.




    In Viet­namese he said, “Now you will die, en­emy of the peo­ple!”




    Phong felt his head snap back. And he saw that face, deeply pocked, eyes black and ablaze.

    He reached back and grabbed Cap­tain Dai by the back of his knees. Phong squeezed with all his

    wire­like strength. Cap­tain Dai’s knees buck­led. He fell awk­ward­ly.




    “Help! Help!” Phong cried, grab­bing for the pen. He strug­gled as Dai’s hand reached to

    clamp his mouth shut. Phong took three fin­gers in his mouth, bit­ing deeply. Dai yelled. The

    pen slipped from his oth­er hand.




    Phong took the pen and raked the man across the eyes. A heavy foot shot up and slammed

    Phong’s jaw shut. He bit his own tongue and felt his mouth fill with blood. He couldn’t yell.

    No one was pay­ing at­ten­tion to him.




    Phong pulled away, slid­ing along the slick floor like a snake. Cap­tain Dai clutched at his

    eyes. He stum­bled to his feet, lurch­ing blind­ly for the bank of glass ex­it doors. He groped

    for a han­dle and pushed through, think­ing that Phong was not so soft af­ter all.




    Phong tried to yell, but his bit­ten tongue was swelling in his mouth. He couldn’t even

    whis­per. He ran for his bene­fac­tor, Co­pra In­is­free, but she was lost in the crowd of

    air­line pas­sen­gers.




    When Phong fi­nal­ly clawed his way to her, he clutched at her oak­like legs.




    “Hey, Phong, take it easy,” Co­pra In­is­free boomed. “I know you’re grate­ful to be here in

    the U. S. of A., but there’s no rea­son to get all wor­ship­ful. Though I ad­mire your taste in

    idols. Hah!”




    Phong tugged at the hem of her skirt. He opened his mouth to speak. He was point­ing to­ward

    the ex­it doors. Blood poured from his mouth and ran down his chin. The on­ly sounds he made

    were bub­bly gur­gles.




    Co­pra In­is­free saw the blood and screamed. Then she faint­ed. Three peo­ple were

    hos­pi­tal­ized af­ter be­ing pinned un­der her mas­sive body for near­ly an hour. That’s how

    long it took LAX air­port of­fi­cials to sum­mon a fork­lift to raise her off their moan­ing

    bod­ies.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Re­mo walked the dusty streets of Brownsville un­til he got tired of walk­ing. He found a

    phone booth and called his em­ploy­er, Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    He reached Dr. Smith by di­al­ing an evan­gel­ical hot­line and promis­ing to do­nate

    ex­act­ly $4,647.88 for the pur­pose of smug­gling Bibles in­to East Ger­many.




    “Could you re­peat that amount, please?” a wom­an’s cool voice asked.




    Re­mo did, and there came a pro­ces­sion of clicks and sud­den­ly he got a ring­ing

    line.




    “Yes?” said the dry voice of Dr. Harold W. Smith, head of CURE, the su­per-​se­cret

    gov­ern­ment agen­cy which op­er­at­ed out­side of con­sti­tu­tion­al re­stric­tions. “Smit­ty?

    Mis­sion ac­com­plished.”




    “That was well-​timed,” Smith said. “I have some­thing new for you.”




    “How about a ‘Well done’ be­fore I grab the next bus?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, you’ll be fly­ing to New York City. There has been a strange in­ci­dent at Los

    An­ge­les In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port. I want you to look in­to it.”




    “I get it,” Re­mo said bright­ly. “For se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons, I’m to fly to New York and do

    my in­ves­ti­gat­ing by phone. That way no one will know it’s us.”




    “No,” said Smith. “The peo­ple in­volved are now in New York. Have you ev­er heard of a

    tele­vi­sion per­son­al­ity known as Co­pra In­is­free?




    “Yeah. She’s Chi­un’s lat­est pas­sion. I’m not sure ‘per­son’ ex­act­ly de­scribes her,

    though. My per­son­al the­ory is that she’s a Ma­cy’s Pa­rade bal­loon and that midgets

    op­er­ate her from in­side.”




    “High­ly un­like­ly,” said the hu­mor­less voice of Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    Re­mo sighed. He wished he could some­how get a rise out of his em­ploy­er. “Just give me

    the broad out­lines,” he said re­signed­ly.




    “Ms. In­is­free has just re­turned from look­ing in­to Asian refugees in Thai­land. She has

    brought back with her a Viet­namese refugee named Phong, whom she claims was at­tacked up­on

    ar­rival in this coun­try. Sev­er­al per­sons were se­ri­ous­ly in­jured in the at­tack, so it

    seems like some­thing more por­ten­tous than a pub­lic­ity stunt. The as­sailant es­caped, and

    Ms. In­is­free has giv­en a press con­fer­ence where she promised to re­veal dra­mat­ic proof

    of Amer­ican ser­vice­men still be­ing held pris­on­er in South­east Asia on her next

    show.”




    “That’s an old sto­ry,” Re­mo said sourly. “I don’t buy it. Viet­nam was a long time ago.

    “




    “We have noth­ing on the cal­en­dar for you and Chi­un. It wouldn’t hurt if the two of you

    were in the stu­dio au­di­ence when the sup­posed ev­idence is re­vealed.”




    “What’s the point? Can’t you just tape it?”




    “You were in Viet­nam, Re­mo. You know those peo­ple. Maybe you can tell if this Phong is

    telling the truth, and while you’re at it, eval­uate the sup­posed ev­idence.”




    “Waste of time,” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    “Your oth­er task will be to pro­tect this man in case he is at­tacked again.”




    “I don’t do body­guard work. Ask Chi­un. It’s be­neath Sinan­ju Mas­ters. We’re as­sas­sins.

    Strict­ly cash-​and-​car­ry.”




    “Your flight leaves in nine­ty min­utes. When you reach New York, call the lo­cal

    di­al-​a-​horo­scope and tell the ma­chine you’re a Vir­go with the sun in Tau­rus. Fur­ther

    in­struc­tions will be giv­en at that time.” Smith hung up.




    The first thing Chi­un asked when Re­mo re­turned to the ho­tel was the ex­act ques­tion

    Re­mo knew he would ask.




    “Did you speak with Em­per­or Smith?”




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. He looked around for some­thing to sit on. Find­ing noth­ing, he took up

    a po­si­tion near the slid­ing glass doors.




    “Did you ask the per­mis­sion that I re­quest­ed?”




    “No.”




    Chi­un turned, shocked. “No! A lit­tle re­quest such as that? And you for­got. Tell me you

    for­got. I could for­give you if you for­got. For­give­ness is pos­si­ble when one is not

    will­ful­ly at fault.”




    “I made a point of not ask­ing,” Re­mo said, an­noyed.




    “Then for­give­ness is not pos­si­ble here. I am sor­ry. Our friend­ship is over. You may

    pack your bags and leave now.”




    “Cut it out, Chi­un. I didn’t both­er ask­ing Smith if you could stay on for The Co­pra

    In­is­free Show, be­cause he’s send­ing us to see it live.”




    “Live!” Chi­un’s fa­cial hair trem­bled with de­light. He brought his long-​nailed fin­gers

    to­geth­er in a gen­tle clap. “We are go­ing to see Co­pra In­is­free live? In per­son?”




    “It was Smith’s idea. I didn’t even bring it up.”




    “No? You do not want cred­it for this hap­py gift? You did not sug­gest it to him?”




    “I don’t want to go, Chi­un.”




    “Then stay. I will go. You may pack my things as long as you do not have to pack things of

    your own.”




    But Re­mo didn’t move a mus­cle. He was star­ing out the slid­ing glass doors. His dark eyes

    had that in­ward light of a man who looks in­to him­self and sees some­thing un­wel­come.




    “What trou­bles you, my son?”




    “This stupid as­sign­ment. Smith has his back up be­cause this yo-​yo talk-​show wom­an

    claims she has proof that miss­ing Amer­ican ser­vice­men are still be­ing held pris­on­er in

    Viet­nam.”




    “So?”




    “There are no Amer­icans back there. They all got out or were killed in ac­tion.”




    “Why do you say that?”




    “Be­cause I was there, I know. It’s a wild-​goose chase. It’s crap.”




    “If it is, as you say, crap, why are you an­gry?”




    “It’s a stupid idea. There are no Amer­icans alive over there. Can’t be.”




    And Chi­un, look­ing at the dark pro­file of his pupil, said an odd thing.




    “I will pack for both of us.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing. Half an hour lat­er, when the sun set on his im­pas­sive face, he

    hadn’t moved from the doors. He might have been star­ing at his own re­flec­tion. If so, his

    ex­pres­sion said that he did not like what he saw.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Their tick­ets were wait­ing at the stu­dio door, just as Dr. Smith had promised Re­mo

    dur­ing his check-​in call. Chi­un snatched them out of Re­mo’s hand, ex­am­ined them

    crit­ical­ly, and re­turned one to Re­mo.




    “That one is yours,” he said firm­ly.




    “How do you know? They don’t have our names on them. “




    “It has a low­er num­ber than my tick­et.”




    An ush­er led them in­to the stu­dio, which was near­ly full.




    “So?” Re­mo asked.




    “It means I will have a bet­ter seat.”




    “Doesn’t work that way,” Re­mo said flat­ly.




    The ush­er stopped at a row near the back and ges­tured to a pair of va­cant seats.




    “See?” Re­mo said, let­ting Chi­un go ahead of him. “We’re both in a back row. Smith’s idea,

    I’m sure.”




    “One sees more from a dis­tance,” Chi­un said lofti­ly as he point­ed­ly stepped on the toes

    of sev­er­al mem­bers of the au­di­ence who de­clined to rise as he passed them. He set­tled

    in­to the seat like a bed­spread de­scend­ing over a mat­tress.




    “Right,” said Re­mo. He dropped in­to the seat be­side Chi­un. Al­most at once, canned

    mu­sic blared an in­tro­duc­tion and a scar­let cur­tain part­ed to re­veal a stage. A cam­era

    dol­lied for­ward, block­ing Re­mo’s view.




    “I can’t see,” Re­mo com­plained.




    “I can see per­fect­ly,” Chi­un said smug­ly.




    “I don’t care,” Re­mo said as Co­pra In­is­free stomped on­to the stage. “I don’t

    un­der­stand what you see in her.”




    “She’s loud, rude, and ob­nox­ious.”




    “That’s what you see in her?”




    Chi­un shrugged. “Doesn’t ev­ery­body?”




    “I’m not sure,” Re­mo said, look­ing around the au­di­ence. He no­ticed an un­usu­al num­ber

    of Asians. Viet­namese. Their faces made shards of old mem­ories dance in his head.




    “She re­minds me of the Ko­re­an jug­glers at home,” Chi­un went on. “Ev­ery spring they

    paint their faces fun­ny col­ors, throw on rags, and per­form tricks for the vil­lagers.

    Some­times they pre­tend to be hap­py, and oth­er times they weep like faucets.”




    “Like clowns?”




    “Yes. That is the word. I couldn’t think of it be­fore. Thank you, Re­mo.”




    “I’m start­ing to get the pic­ture,” Re­mo said.




    Up on stage, Co­pra In­is­free grabbed a mi­cro­phone and boomed out a greet­ing. “To­day we

    have a very im­por­tant show for you, peo­ple. I know I promised pets of Viet­nam POW’s for

    to­day, but I have some­thing even bet­ter. Our guest is a very brave Viet­namese gen­tle­man

    who walked bare­foot across the war zones of two coun­tries to share his re­mark­able sto­ry

    with us. Ladies and gen­tle­men, Mr. Cung Co Phong.”




    The au­di­ence ap­plaud­ed. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju laughed deliri­ous­ly. He con­tin­ued

    laugh­ing even af­ter the ap­plause died down. Sev­er­al an­noyed faces turned to glow­er at

    him. Most of them were Viet­namese.




    “Why are you laugh­ing, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “Be­cause she is so fun­ny. Did you not get the joke about the brave Viet­namese per­son? A

    Viet­namese-​brave. Heh, heh. Who ev­er heard of such a thing? Heh, heh, heh!”




    “I think she was se­ri­ous.”




    “Non­sense, Re­mo,” Chi­un said, com­pos­ing his ki­mono skirts. “She is nev­er se­ri­ous.

    Her job is to make us laugh. She is Co­pra the Clown. Lis­ten.”




    Re­mo set­tled in his seat as a short, wiry man stepped on­to the stage, shook Co­pra’s hand

    with a ner­vous smile, and sat down.




    “Be­fore we get in­to the meat of what you have to tell us, Phong, why don’t you re­peat for

    the stu­dio au­di­ence what you told me back­stage?”




    “I come from Viet­nam,” Phong said slow­ly.




    “We got that part, hon. Skip over to the juicy stuff.”




    “My En­glish not good. I learn from Amer­icans in work camp.”




    “Whoa, that’s slip­ping too far ahead. Just tell us about your life in Viet­nam.”




    “I born dur­ing war,” Phong said care­ful­ly. “Both par­ents work for South Viet­namese

    gov­ern­ment. Both put in camp when I young. I left on own. I try to leave Viet­nam. Not have

    mon­ey to pay boat cap­tain. Caught. They say I traitor. Put me in work camp. Lat­er, I am

    tak­en to oth­er camp, where Amer­icans are.”




    “We’ll get to that in a minute,” Co­pra said quick­ly. “Tell us about your es­cape from

    Viet­nam.”




    “I stab guard. Run very far, then walk. I walk through Cam­bo­dia. Then I take boat. Try to

    reach Malaysia, but I turn back be­cause of pi­rates. When I on land again, I find out am in

    Thai­land. Go to re­lo­ca­tion camp. Tell sto­ry, but no one be­lieve. Ev­ery­one say

    Viet­namese al­ways talk of MIA to get to Amer­ica. Say I lie. I no lie. I tell truth. I

    es­cape to tell world the truth, to get help for my Amer­ican friends. Amer­icans very good to

    me in camp. Share rice.”




    Chi­un chuck­led. “Did you hear that, Re­mo? A Viet­namese telling the truth. Heh, heh. It

    is against their na­ture.”




    “I don’t be­lieve him ei­ther,” Re­mo said sul­len­ly. “This is a trick. He made up that

    sto­ry just to get on TV. There are no Amer­icans left in Viet­nam. None alive, any­way. “




    “Then why are you not laugh­ing?” asked Chi­un.




    “Be­cause I don’t think it’s fun­ny.”




    “Per­haps you do not ap­pre­ci­ate eth­nic hu­mor like me.”




    “I don’t ap­pre­ci­ate lies. Or peo­ple who mis­use the mem­ory of dead Amer­icans to get

    ahead.”




    Up on the stage, Co­pra In­is­free jumped up ex­cit­ed­ly. Ban­gles on her wrists tin­kled

    and she toyed with a mul­ti­col­ored scarf that con­cealed at least two chins.




    “Now, be­fore I let Phong tell his sto­ry, and it’s an ex­cit­ing one, be­lieve me, I have a

    sto­ry to tell. I found this man in a re­set­tle­ment camp, and when I heard his sto­ry, it was

    so won­der­ful, I just couldn’t wait to get him on the air. I even agreed to spon­sor him in

    Amer­ica. And as some of you heard on the news this morn­ing, we were at­tacked at the Los

    An­ge­les air­port. We don’t know by whom. We’re not sure why, but we’re pret­ty sure it was by

    some­one who didn’t want Phong to tell his sto­ry. For­tu­nate­ly, no one was killed. Thank

    God. But sev­er­al peo­ple were wound­ed and I my­self was bruised dur­ing the at­tack.”




    The au­di­ence broke in­to ap­plause. They cheered Co­pra’s brav­ery.




    “Thank you, thank you,” Co­pra said, wav­ing her ban­gled hands. “But I am not the hero

    here. Phong is the hero. Now, Phong,” she said, turn­ing to the be­wil­dered Viet­namese, “tell

    us the tru­ly amaz­ing part of your sto­ry.”




    “In sec­ond work camp, I meet Amer­icans. They fought in war. Still there. POW’s.”




    “What were their names, Phong? Do you re­mem­ber?”




    “One man Boyette, an­oth­er go by Pond. Then there Col­let­ta, Mc­Cain, and Went­worth. And

    one man, black like you, name of Young­blood.”




    Re­mo, who had stopped try­ing to see over the heads of the stu­dio au­di­ence, sud­den­ly

    sat up in his chair.




    “I knew a Young­blood over in Nam. A black guy.” His voice was strange.




    “Rooty-​toot-​toot,” said Chi­un, who was grow­ing im­pa­tient. Co­pra In­is­free had not

    said any­thing fun­ny in many min­utes.




    “How long did you know these men?” Phong was asked.




    “Two years. I brought to camp be­cause I know lit­tle En­glish. Camp po­lit­ical of­fi­cer,

    Cap­tain Dai, he try make me spy on Amer­icans. Tell if they try es­cape. I not do. Cap­tain

    Dai get an­gry. Say he break me, but I stub­born. Not give in. He throw me in hut with

    Amer­icans. They be­friend me and so I be­come their friend too. “




    “That all changed a month or so ago, didn’t it?” Co­pra asked.




    “Yes. Cap­tain Dai wake us up in night. Camp be­ing moved. We won­der what hap­pen­ing. They

    put us in conex-​long box-​take away on truck. Amer­icans think they die, but I know

    dif­fer­ent. I make deal with them. I es­cape. Promise to come to Amer­ica, tell world, and get

    help.”




    “Now, how do we know you’re telling the truth?”




    “Have proof,” said Phong.




    “Now, here it comes, folks. What you’re about to see isn’t a Viet­namese strip-​tease act,

    but ac­tu­al, con­firmable proof that U. S. sol­diers are be­ing held against their will in

    Viet­nam. Show us, Phong.”




    Phong stood up and gave the au­di­ence a po­lite lit­tle bow. He took off his jack­et and

    draped it over a chair. He un­did the cuffs of his shirt and re­moved it.




    “Are you ready for this?” Co­pra said. “Cam­era, get ready to come in close on this. This is

    live tele­vi­sion, folks. You’re about to see his­to­ry be­ing made. Go for it, Phong

    ba­by!”




    Phong start­ed to turn around.




    “This is de­grad­ing,” Chi­un grum­bled. “Have they no shame? Sub­ject­ing us to such

    dis­plays of nu­di­ty.”




    “Qui­et, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said se­ri­ous­ly. “I want to see this.”




    Down near the front, a man leapt up in his seat and point­ed at Phong with a shak­ing

    fin­ger.




    “Die, traitor,” he said in Viet­namese, and his oth­er hand swept up. A short burst of

    gun­fire rat­tled out. Phong, a look of stunned un­com­pre­hen­sion com­ing over his face,

    jerked in place as if sud­den­ly touched by a live wire.




    More than a dozen tiny holes erupt­ed on his hair­less chest. The wall be­hind him was

    splashed with red. For a frozen eter­ni­ty Phong swayed on his feet; then his legs gave way. He

    twist­ed and fell.




    The au­di­ence gave a sick col­lec­tive sound when the red mon­stros­ity that was his back

    came in­to view. Then they jumped from their seats and ran for the ex­its. Ex­cit­ed cries in

    En­glish and Viet­namese filled the stu­dio. But above them sound­ed a bel­low like a wound­ed

    wa­ter buf­fa­lo. Co­pra In­is­free’s voice.




    Re­mo stood up. “Chi­un, the guy with the gun. Stop him. I’ll see to Phong.”




    But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was al­ready out of his seat. His san­daled feet hopped to one

    man’s shoul­der and then to an­oth­er’s head. His ki­mono skirts flop­ping, he float­ed over

    the au­di­ence, his feath­er­like leaps alight­ing on­ly on Viet­namese heads.




    Re­mo, see­ing the crowd was pan­ick­ing, leapt high. He clung to a ceil­ing cross-​brace

    and, mon­key­like, swung in­to the hang­ing gar­den of ba­by spot­lights. Three over­hand

    swings lat­er, he land­ed on the stage, tak­ing care to keep his back to the TV cam­eras. His

    face must not go out over the air.




    Re­mo got down be­side the wound­ed Viet­namese. Phong’s body spasmed wild­ly. Re­mo knew

    those were in­vol­un­tary nerve spasms. The man was not go­ing to make it. His back was

    cratered with gap­ing ex­it wounds. Reno lift­ed his head and care­ful­ly turned him over.




    The small holes in Phong’s chest drib­bled. Suck­ing chest wounds. Re­mo had seen them in

    Viet­nam a thou­sand times. He shook his head no.




    “I promise Young­blood,” Phong said with ef­fort, clear bub­bles break­ing over his lips.

    “Some­one go back. Help free Amer­icans.”




    “I will,” Re­mo said even­ly. “I promise.”




    Sud­den­ly the bub­bles break­ing at Phong’s mouth turned red. His breath wheezed out. His

    eyes closed. Re­mo let Phong’s head drop to the hard­wood stage and flipped him over on­to his

    stom­ach. The raw meat that was his back was slick with blood. Near the bot­tom, over the small

    of his back, Re­mo saw the dark lines un­der the blood.




    With his hand, Re­mo gen­tly wiped the blood away. There were two lines, the name Dick

    Young­blood, and be­low that, in Latin, the leg­end “Sem­per Fi. “




    “Dick. . . ” Re­mo said slow­ly.




    On the floor, Co­pra In­is­free lay spread-​ea­gled. Shak­ing him­self out of his daze,

    Re­mo went to her side. “I’m shot. I’ve been shot,” Co­pra In­is­free said over and over.

    “Think of the rat­ings this must be get­ting.”




    “You’re fine,” Re­mo said.




    “Look at my chest. The blood.”




    “It’s not your blood. It’s Phong’s. Here, let me help you up.”




    Co­pra slapped his hand away. “Don’t you touch me with those bloody hands of yours. This

    dress is a Hol­stein orig­inal. Hand me that mi­cro­phone.”




    Frown­ing, Re­mo plucked up the mike and put it in her hand.




    Co­pra brought the mike to her lips and, star­ing at the ceil­ing, said, “More af­ter this

    com­mer­cial.”




    Then she dropped the mi­cro­phone and start­ed to cry. Re­mo shook his head in dis­gust and

    walked off the stage. The au­di­to­ri­um had been cleared. The cam­er­amen sat calm­ly be­hind

    their cam­eras as if they were shoot­ing an ant farm and not a hu­man dra­ma. The di­rec­tor

    picked him­self off the floor, saw Co­pra In­is­free’s bloat­ed bulk ly­ing in­ert, and said in

    an an­guished voice, “Oh, my God, not the star!”




    His hands pro­tect­ing his face from the cam­eras, Re­mo slipped out a side ex­it, look­ing

    for Chi­un. He found the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in the lob­by. Chi­un was stand­ing on a

    squirm­ing Viet­namese man with a rat­like mus­tache. The man was shout­ing im­pre­ca­tions and

    Chi­un qui­et­ed him with a tap of one san­daled foot. In his long-​nailed hands Chi­un held

    clus­ters of Viet­namese by their shirt col­lars.




    “Once again,” he said bit­ter­ly, “you have left me with the dirty job.”




    Re­mo lift­ed his blood-​smeared hands word­less­ly.




    “I sup­pose there are worse chores than catch­ing lice-​in­fest­ed Viet­namese,” Chi­un

    ad­mit­ted, drop­ping his hand­fuls of cap­tives.




    “Which one is our guy?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un shrugged. “How should I know? All Viet­namese have faces like burnt bis­cuits. Who

    can tell bis­cuits apart?”




    “I didn’t see the killer’s face, did you?”




    “No. I fol­lowed him this far, but they all look alike from the back.”




    “He wore a blue shirt,” said Re­mo, look­ing over the men Chi­un had cap­tured. On­ly one of

    them had a blue shirt.




    “You,” Re­mo said. “You’re the guy.”




    “No!” the man protest­ed. “I no shoot. Am Amer­ican. Nat­ural­ized. “




    Re­mo reached down and took the man’s wrists, one in each hand. He squeezed and the man’s

    fin­gers went limp. They were emp­ty. Re­mo bent over and sniffed his palms.




    “No gun­pow­der smell. Let’s try the oth­ers.” Re­mo checked the rest of them. Their hands

    didn’t give off the tell­tale smell of burned gun­pow­der that would have ir­ri­tat­ed his

    su­per­sen­si­tive nos­trils. Just to be cer­tain, he pat­ted them down. None were armed.




    Chi­un walked up and down the back of the Viet­namese un­der his feet.




    “This one is not car­ry­ing any weapon ei­ther,” he said.




    “You let him get away,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly.




    “I tried. Who would have ex­pect­ed so many Viet­namese in one place? Per­haps we should

    take the head of one of these wretch­es back to Smith. Who will know the dif­fer­ence?”




    “We will,” said Re­mo. “Come on. We have things to do.”




    “Oh?” asked the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, step­ping off his Viet­namese cap­tive. He wiped his

    san­dals on the plas­tic foot rug on his way out.




    “What things?” asked Chi­un cu­ri­ous­ly, notic­ing the pur­pose­ful set of Re­mo’s

    face.




    “I made a promise back there. And Smith is go­ing to help me keep it.”


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Re­mo paced his suite at the Park Cen­tral Ho­tel im­pa­tient­ly. He had washed the blood

    off his hands and changed his clothes. In­stead of a white T-​shirt and tan slacks, he now wore

    a black T-​shirt and gray chi­nos.




    “Where the hell is Smit­ty?” Re­mo asked for the twelfth time. “He said he’d call right

    back.”




    “Em­per­ors live by their own sun,” Chi­un said ab­sent­ly. “It is an old Ko­re­an say­ing.”

    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sat on his tata­mi mat, watch­ing Re­mo with con­cern. He couldn’t

    re­mem­ber hav­ing seen his pupil so tense. He was act­ing al­most like a typ­ical

    nerve-​frayed Amer­ican in­stead of what he tru­ly was, heir to the House of Sinan­ju, the

    finest as­sas­sins known to record­ed his­to­ry.




    “Your breath­ing is wrong,” Chi­un point­ed out.




    “It’s my breath­ing.”




    “You are wast­ing en­er­gy pac­ing the floor. You should ex­er­cise if you de­sire to work

    off stress.”




    “I’m not stressed. I’m im­pa­tient. I’m go­ing to call Smit­ty again,” Re­mo said

    sud­den­ly, reach­ing for the phone.




    He di­aled the cor­rect code on the first try, not even notic­ing that his­tor­ical first.

    He slammed down the phone when he got a record­ed mes­sage in­form­ing him that the num­ber was

    not in ser­vice.




    “Damn. He’s not even in the of­fice. I got what pass­es for his frig­ging busy sig­nal.”




    Chi­un, notic­ing where the sun sat in the sky, frowned. “Odd,” he said. “The em­per­or

    al­ways holds forth at Fortress Fol­croft un­til much lat­er than this. Per­haps he has

    suc­cumbed to some mi­nor mal­ady.”




    “Not Smith. He’s so blood­less, bac­te­ria die in his mouth. “




    “Hark!” said Chi­un, cock­ing his head to the door.




    “What?” Re­mo asked pee­vish­ly.




    “If you would fo­cus on your breath­ing and not on your strange con­cerns, you would

    rec­og­nize Em­per­or Smith’s foot­steps ap­proach­ing our door.”




    “What?” Re­mo flew to the door. He threw it open. The shocked, lemo­ny face of Dr. Harold W.

    Smith stared back at him. Smith wore a white cov­er­all with the name “Fred” stitched in­to a

    red oval over his breast pock­et. In his right hand he car­ried a small pres­sur­ized tank and

    noz­zle de­vice. His left clutched a shab­by leather brief­case.




    Smith’s high fore­head puck­ered un­der his thin­ning white hair. Though the door was open,

    he knocked loud­ly.




    “What’s this?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “Ho­tel ex­ter­mi­na­tor,” Smith said in a loud and ob­vi­ous voice. “Open up, please.”




    “It is open,” Re­mo told him.




    “Shhh,” Smith said. He rat­tled the door­knob, then said nois­ily, “Ah, sor­ry to dis­turb

    you, sir. May I come in? This will on­ly take a mo­ment.”




    Re­mo rolled his eyes and said, al­so in a too-​loud voice, “Yeah, okay, Mr. Ho­tel

    Ex­ter­mi­na­tor. You can come in.” But he slammed the door af­ter Smith so hard that Smith

    dropped his pres­sur­ized tank with a muf­fled thunk.




    Smith stripped off the cov­er­all to re­veal a three-​piece gray suit and mum­bled,

    “Se­cu­ri­ty,” as he car­ried his brief­case over to a round ta­ble. He pulled the shades.




    “Is this re­al­ly nec­es­sary?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Of course it is, Re­mo,” Chi­un in­sert­ed, ris­ing in place. “Greet­ings, Em­per­or Smith.

    Your pres­ence here fills us with joy.”




    “Some of us more than oth­ers,” Re­mo said. “I’ve been los­ing weight wait­ing for your

    re­turn call.”




    “I’ve been talk­ing with the Pres­ident,” Smith ex­plained. “Could you please hit the

    lights?”




    Re­mo switched on the over­head lights. “I pre­fer sun­shine,” he added sourly.




    “What we’re about to dis­cuss is high­ly clas­si­fied and must not go be­yond this room,”

    Smith said. He re­trieved the pres­sur­ized tank from the floor, turned a gas­ket, and tot­ed

    it to the tele­phone.




    “Oh, come off it,” Re­mo shout­ed. “You’re not ac­tu­al­ly go­ing to spray for roach­es

    too?”




    “This is a de­bug­ging unit. It will en­sure that our con­ver­sa­tion is not eaves­dropped

    up­on.”




    “Fine,” Re­mo said, sink­ing in­to the so­fa and kick­ing off his Ital­ian loafers. “While

    you’re at it, sweep my shoes too. The clerk who sold them to me looked shifty.”




    Smith ig­nored the re­mark and fin­ished his cir­cuit of the room. He set down his

    equip­ment and joined Re­mo on the so­fa, care­ful­ly hitch­ing up his pant legs so the knees

    wouldn’t bag.




    “Look at these, Re­mo,” Smith said, pulling a sheaf of glossy pho­tographs from his

    brief­case. “You too, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo looked at the top pho­to. It showed a misty pat­tern of green.




    “What does that look like to you?” Smith asked.




    “An elec­tron-​mi­cro­scope slide of ro­maine let­tuce,” Re­mo said dis­mis­sive­ly.




    “Yes,” Chi­un said firm­ly, “Re­mo is ex­act­ly cor­rect. This is ro­maine let­tuce. I can

    see the leaf pat­tern clear­ly. “




    “No, these are re­con­nais­sance satel­lite pho­tos.”




    “Of ro­maine let­tuce,” Chi­un added hope­ful­ly. Smith shook his head no.




    “No! Re­mo,” Chi­un scold­ed, “you are wrong. And your wrong­ness in­flu­enced my judg­ment.

    You will have to for­give him, Em­per­or, he has been ag­itat­ed all day. I do not know what

    the prob­lem is.”




    “You both know what the prob­lem is,” Re­mo snapped, jump­ing to his feet. “I told you the

    prob­lem. I left a friend back in Viet­nam. I thought he was dead. Now I know he’s still

    there.”




    “On­ly this morn­ing, you were firm in your be­lief that none of your Army friends re­mained

    in Viet­nam,” re­mind­ed Chi­un.




    “That was be­fore I saw Dick Young­blood’s name writ­ten on that Viet­namese guy’s back.

    Young­blood was the friend I left be­hind.”




    “I have Young­blood’s file right here, Re­mo. Please tell me your sto­ry again.”




    Re­mo slapped the pho­to­graph on­to the ta­ble.




    “Dick Young­blood served with me in I Corps. He and I ro­tat­ed in to­geth­er. We served our

    whole tour to­geth­er. I guess you could say he was the on­ly true friend I had in those days.

    We were sched­uled to re­turn to the world the same week. I was chop­pered to a rear area

    first. I hung around wait­ing for him to catch up. We were plan­ning to take the same C-130

    trans­port back. Then the VC in­fil­trat­ed our base camp and we had to dig in. An NVA

    bat­tal­ion moved in and start­ed hit­ting us with rock­ets. We had to evac­uate. I was one of

    the last ones out. I nev­er saw Dick again. Lat­er they told me that his he­li­copter was shot

    down and he was pre­sumed dead. I be­lieved them, so I came home. End of freak­ing sto­ry.”




    “Did you un­der­stand a word he said?” Chi­un asked Smith.




    “Yes. “




    “Then could you please trans­late? I do not un­der­stand all the VC’s and NVA’s and oth­er

    al­pha­bet non­sense. “




    “Lat­er,” Smith said.




    Chi­un’s mouth puck­ered. He watched Re­mo with con­cern.




    “You left the Re­pub­lic of Viet­nam on April 28, 1968,” Smith said, glanc­ing at the file.

    “Is that cor­rect?”




    “Sounds right.”




    “I have the file of a Sergeant Richard Young­blood, re­port­ed as miss­ing in ac­tion on the

    twen­ty-​sixth of that month in the province of la Drang. A ma­rine. A black. This is his

    ser­vice pho­to.”




    Re­mo took the pho­to silent­ly. He stared at it a long time.




    “That’s him. That’s sure him,” Re­mo said stoni­ly. “They told me he was dead. Not

    cap­tured. Dead.”




    “It’s pos­si­ble they were mis­tak­en,” Smith ad­mit­ted. Re­mo threw the pho­to down and

    start­ed pac­ing again. “Dammit, Smit­ty. They were wrong! I know they’re wrong. That was

    Dick’s sig­na­ture on the back of that gook. “




    Chi­un start­ed. His pa­pery lips silent­ly formed the word “gook.”




    “You are quite cer­tain?”




    “He was my best friend,” Re­mo shout­ed. “Don’t you un­der­stand? My best friend. I know his

    sig­na­ture. He was my best friend and I left him be­hind!”




    Sud­den­ly, with­out any warn­ing, Re­mo slumped against the win­dow. He tore down the shade

    and pressed his face and fists to the dy­ing sun­light com­ing in through the glass. His eyes

    were squeezed tight. His shoul­ders shook.




    “He was my best friend and I left him to rot in that stink­ing place.” Re­mo’s voice was

    twist­ed, hurt.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju caught Smith’s eye. “He has not been him­self since this

    af­ter­noon,” he whis­pered. “Why is he act­ing like this?”




    “Let me han­dle this,” Smith said qui­et­ly.




    “Re­mo,” Smith be­gan, walk­ing over to the win­dow.




    “The re­con­nais­sance pho­to I showed you is of a sec­tion of the Viet­nam-​Cam­bo­di­an

    bor­der. It shows ev­idence of a tem­po­rary camp on that site. It is one of sev­er­al such

    sites our gov­ern­ment has been mon­itor­ing as pos­si­ble POW en­camp­ments.”




    “So?” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly.




    “This sec­ond pho­to, if you care to look at it, is of the same site. There is no trace of

    the camp. This pho­to was tak­en three weeks ago. Af­ter the ap­prox­imate time the refugee

    Phong claimed the camp he was in­car­cer­at­ed in had been moved.”




    Re­mo opened his eyes and ex­am­ined the pho­to. “It doesn’t tell us much, does it?” he

    said.




    “This third one does, how­ev­er.” Smith hand­ed it to Re­mo. Chi­un crowd­ed close, his eyes

    switch­ing from Re­mo’s face to the pho­to.




    “This site is sim­ilar to the first one,” Smith con­tin­ued. “Not ex­act­ly, but sim­ilar.

    No­tice the ring of huts here. And the la­trine trench there. The lay­out is very sim­ilar.

    “




    “You think it’s the same camp?”




    “But moved to a new lo­ca­tion, yes. We’ve de­ter­mined that no oth­er sus­pect­ed site has

    been moved in the same time frame.”




    Re­mo looked up at Smith’s face. “Then we know where to look.”




    “Yes. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, this new lo­ca­tion is on the oth­er side of the bor­der. In

    Cam­bo­dia.”




    “They’re still fight­ing there.”




    “It’s wind­ing down, but yes, they’re still fight­ing.”




    “Then we have to get him out of there.”




    “Pa­tience, Re­mo. There’s more to this sto­ry.”




    “Yes, Re­mo, there’s more to this sto­ry,” Chi­un said gen­tly. “Lis­ten to your

    em­per­or.”




    “I dis­cussed this mat­ter with the Pres­ident at great length. He in­forms me that for

    sev­er­al months now our gov­ern­ment has been in back-​chan­nel com­mu­ni­ca­tion with Hanoi

    over nor­mal­iz­ing re­la­tions. There has been move­ment in the last two months.

    Con­sid­er­able move­ment. The Viet­namese want us to lift eco­nom­ic sanc­tions as a

    pre­req­ui­site to restor­ing diplo­mat­ic ties. We in turn are de­mand­ing a full ac­count­ing

    of all Amer­ican ser­vice­men known to be miss­ing in ac­tion. The Viet­namese of­fi­cials

    in­volved in the ne­go­ti­ations have been drop­ping hints that they have more than just the

    re­mains of our peo­ple, but when we press for de­tails, they back off. “




    “They’ve got some, all right,” Re­mo said grim­ly. “I know. That gook’s back was cov­ered

    with names. If he hadn’t had so many rounds shot through him, we’d have a list of them. Phong

    was telling the truth about Amer­ican POW’s. He had them sign their names on his back. That was

    his proof. I told you that over the phone. “




    “I ex­pect to re­ceive a full au­top­sy re­port and morgue pho­tos lat­er,” Smith said.

    “That will go a long way to­ward es­tab­lish­ing the va­lid­ity of the sig­na­ture you saw.

    “




    “He wrote ‘Sem­per Fi’ at the bot­tom,” Re­mo said dis­tant­ly. “That was so like him.

    Imag­ine him re­mem­ber­ing to do that af­ter all these years.”




    “My Amer­ican slang is not good,” Chi­un told Smith. “I am not fa­mil­iar with ‘Sem­per Fi.’

    “




    “Short for ‘Sem­per Fi­delis,’ ” Smith said. “Latin for ‘Al­ways Faith­ful.’ It’s the mot­to

    of the Ma­rine Corps.”




    “Oh,” said Chi­un, his face puck­er­ing. “Army stuff.”




    “Okay, Smith,” Re­mo snapped sud­den­ly. “You wait for your au­top­sy re­port. But while

    you’re wait­ing, book a flight for Chi­un and me. We’re go­ing to Viet­nam.”




    “I’m afraid not, Re­mo,” Smith said qui­et­ly.




    “If you’re go­ing to tell me to sit tight while some tight-​assed politi­cian ne­go­ti­ates

    them out, for­get it. Dick’s been there too damn long as it is. He’s not spend­ing any more

    time in that camp than it will take me to find him.”




    “We’re close to a break­through, Re­mo. The Pres­ident feels that the POW’s may have been

    moved to Cam­bo­dia for some po­lit­ical pur­pose. The rea­son­ing is that the Viet­namese

    can’t bring them for­ward with­out hav­ing to ad­mit they’ve been hold­ing pris­on­ers this

    long af­ter the war. It’s pos­si­ble they in­tend to claim our peo­ple were found wan­der­ing

    the jun­gle dur­ing the paci­fi­ca­tion of Cam­bo­dia. If we’re cor­rect, they could come out

    any day now.”




    “I’ve heard that light-​at-​the-​end-​of-​the-​tun­nel speech be­fore. I heard it be­fore I

    went over there. I heard it af­ter I left. And now you’re try­ing to feed it to me again. Stuff

    it. This is per­son­al. I’m go­ing in.”




    “Re­mo, get a grip on your­self,” Chi­un said. “You are act­ing child­ish­ly. Viet­nam was

    long ago. It is your past. Your dead past. You can­not go back to it.”




    “Chi­un is right, Re­mo.”




    “My gut tells me dif­fer­ent,” Re­mo re­tort­ed. “I’m go­ing.”




    “The Pres­ident and I dis­cussed the pos­si­bil­ity of send­ing you over there. It’s out of

    the ques­tion.”




    “Give me one good rea­son.”




    “If we were deal­ing with a col­lec­tion of POW’s-​any POW’s-​that might be pos­si­ble, but

    you’ve ad­mit­ted you have a friend among them.”




    “That’s why I’m go­ing.”




    “No, that is why you must not go.”




    “Lis­ten to your em­per­or, Re­mo,” Chi­un warned. “He is about to speak wis­dom.”




    “Shut up,” Re­mo snapped. Chi­un flinched. To Smith he said, “What does that have to do with

    any­thing?”




    “You’re not think­ing clear­ly, Re­mo, or it would be ob­vi­ous to you. When we se­lect­ed

    you as CURE’s sole en­force­ment arm, it was be­cause you met cer­tain crit­ical cri­te­ria.

    You were an or­phan. You had no close friends. Your back­ground in Viet­nam and on the Newark

    po­lice force in­di­cat­ed a pre­dis­po­si­tion to­ward our kind of work. Be­cause our

    or­ga­ni­za­tion of­fi­cial­ly does not ex­ist, you be­came our agent who no longer

    ex­ist­ed.”




    “No sale, Smit­ty. You picked me be­cause I was a pa­tri­ot. Well, Dick is a pa­tri­ot too.

    He can keep a se­cret. I’ll just ex­plain the way it is and he’ll keep his mouth shut.”




    “Of­fi­cial­ly, you are dead, Re­mo. No one must know dif­fer­ent. Sup­pose you bring your

    friend back from Viet­nam. The pub­lic­ity would be enor­mous.”




    “Dick won’t tell. He was so gungee he’d salute Cap­tain Kan­ga­roo. “




    “Per­haps so, but there are oth­er men with him. You can’t trust them. They may not know

    you, but they will have seen your face, per­haps hear Dick call you by name. No, this is a job

    for po­lit­ical pro­fes­sion­als. Let them han­dle it.”




    “I’m go­ing back,” Re­mo said firm­ly. “You can help. You can not help. Just don’t get in my

    way.”




    “Em­per­or Smith will not get in your way,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in­toned.




    “Thanks, Chi­un,” Re­mo said sin­cere­ly.




    “I will get in your way.”




    Re­mo spun on the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. His face was shocked. “Not you too!”




    “Look at your­self, Re­mo,” Chi­un spat back. “You are not you. You do not talk like

    your­self. You are ner­vous, high-​strung. All in the space of a few hours. I am watch­ing

    years of train­ing un­rav­el be­cause you can­not let go of your past. Your dead past.”




    “Dick Young­blood is my friend. I would nev­er have left him had I known he was alive back

    there.”




    “That is guilt talk­ing. But it was not your fault. You were lied to. A sol­dier should

    ex­pect that. Lis­ten to Smith. Wait. Your friend will re­turn. You may not see him or speak

    with him, but you will have the com­fort of know­ing that he lives.”




    “I’m go­ing to have the com­fort of bring­ing him back to Amer­ica,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “Please, Re­mo, Be rea­son­able,” Smith said. “Here, look at this.”




    “What is it?” Re­mo asked, tak­ing a mani­la fold­er, but not look­ing at it.




    “A po­lice re­port on The Co­pra In­is­free Show mur­der. Ms. In­is­free told the po­lice

    that Phong con­fid­ed to her that he knew his air­port at­tack­er. Phong claimed it was a

    Viet­namese po­lit­ical of­fi­cer named Cap­tain Dai. Ms. In­is­free thinks Dai fol­lowed Phong

    from Thai­land to Los An­ge­les and New York to si­lence him. That means we have a Viet­namese

    in­tel­li­gence agent op­er­at­ing in our coun­try. He was the po­lit­ical of­fi­cer of Phong’s

    work camp. He could tell us a lot.”




    “You want me to find him?”




    “Alive, he could give us lever­age.”




    “Fine,” said Re­mo. “I’ll find him and make him take me to the camp.”




    “No, find him and hold him. We’ll do the rest.” Re­mo opened the fold­er. He looked in­side.

    His face went white.




    “What is it?” Smith asked.




    Chi­un snapped the fold­er from Re­mo’s hand wor­ried­ly. He looked at the pho­to. It was a

    pock-​faced man with rat­like eyes. It showed him stand­ing in the stu­dio au­di­ence,

    point­ing a ma­chine pis­tol. The pic­ture was not clear. It had ob­vi­ous­ly been copied off a

    video mon­itor. “Why are you the col­or of death?” Chi­un asked.




    “I know him. I know that gook,” Re­mo said hol­low­ly.




    “Oh?”




    “Yeah, I killed him. Back in the war. Over twen­ty years ago. I killed him. He can’t be

    here. He’s dead.” The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked at the pho­to again and looked at Re­mo’s

    dazed, pale face.




    “Enough!” he shout­ed, throw­ing the fold­er in­to the air. Its con­tents flut­tered down

    around them. “First you see your friend’s name scrawled on a dead man’s back, now you are

    claim­ing that ghosts walk. You can­not be trust­ed on any mis­sion. You must re­turn to

    Fol­croft im­me­di­ate­ly. For rest. Then re­train­ing.” Chi­un wheeled on Smith. “Em­per­or

    Smith, oth­ers must at­tend to Re­mo’s as­sign­ment. He and I will be oc­cu­pied, pos­si­bly

    for months.”




    Smith hes­itat­ed. “If you think that’s tru­ly nec­es­sary.”




    “Wait a minute-” Re­mo be­gan.




    “You have seen how he acts. You have heard his speech. He speaks like the Re­mo of old. He

    is re­gress­ing in mind. It is the shock of think­ing that his dead friend still lives. Re­mo

    has not let go of his past. I must shake it from him.”




    “I know what I know,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “You are see­ing ghosts from your past-​first your friend and now this en­emy you ad­mit you

    killed.”




    “Try to stop me!” Re­mo said, lung­ing for the door. In a swirl of ki­mono skirts, the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju left the floor. He sailed across the room, land­ing in front of the door,

    bar­ring Re­mo from leav­ing.




    “Hold!” said Chi­un, lift­ing a warn­ing hand.




    “You can’t stop me.” And Re­mo came on.




    Chi­un pulled his hand in­to a claw and twist­ed it men­ac­ing­ly. In­stinc­tive­ly Re­mo’s

    hands swept up to weave in de­fen­sive cir­cles.




    While Re­mo’s eyes were on Chi­un’s right hand, his left came out from be­hind his back and

    re­leased a wadded ball of pa­per.




    The ball came at Re­mo’s face so fast he couldn’t re­act to it. It struck him on the

    fore­head. Re­mo’s head snapped back as if hit by a sledge­ham­mer and he stag­gered

    side­ways.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju caught him be­fore he kneeled to the floor, then he car­ried him to

    the so­fa and gen­tly laid him there.




    Doubt­ful­ly Smith picked up the ball of pa­per and un­fold­ed it. He ex­pect­ed to find

    some­thing heavy in­side, like a pa­per­weight. But it was emp­ty. It was the pho­to of

    Cap­tain Dai.




    “Is he hurt?” Smith asked.




    “Of course not. On­ly stunned. That is why I used mere pa­per.”




    “How is it pos­si­ble to knock a man out with-​a crum­pled sheet of pa­per?” Smith asked in

    a won­der­ing voice.




    “You throw it very fast,” replied the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju as he felt Re­mo’s brow.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    Re­mo Williams thought he was back in the bush.




    He seemed to be walk­ing point through the ele­phant grass two klicks south of Khe Sanh-​or

    was it Dau Tieng? Look­ing around, it was im­pos­si­ble to tell. All ele­phant grass looked

    alike-​sharp-​edged stuff that grew over your head and tan­gled your feet. Just touch­ing it

    was like get­ting a mil­lion pa­per cuts. Be­hind him the rest of his pa­trol slogged through

    the stuff, but on­ly one man trailed close enough to be clear­ly seen. A black grunt with a

    gold bead in one nos­tril. He looked fa­mil­iar, but Re­mo couldn’t re­call his name. His face

    was a gaunt shell. On­ly the eyes moved.




    Williams pushed for­ward de­lib­er­ate­ly, alert for trip­wires. He re­fused to wor­ry about

    the pres­sure-​sen­si­tive mines the VC plant­ed ev­ery­where. You don’t wor­ry about the

    things you can’t see com­ing. They are part of the wrong-​place-​at-​the-​wrong-​time vi­olence

    of Viet­nam, like mor­tar fire or dysen­tery. It was no dif­fer­ent from be­ing run over back

    in the world, so you put it out of your mind. But trip­wires you could see.




    Williams slipped the se­lec­tor switch on his M-16 from se­mi to full au­to­mat­ic, count­ed

    to twen­ty, and then went back to se­mi. It was a rit­ual he’d prac­ticed since his third month

    in-​coun­try, when he re­al­ized that the ran­dom­ness of sud­den death had a math­emat­ical

    ba­sis. You couldn’t know in ad­vance what would pop out of the jun­gle. It was im­pos­si­ble

    to pre­dict your chances of sur­viv­ing a fire­fight if you walked in­to it on au­to­mat­ic or

    se­mi. But the dif­fer­ence could mean ev­ery­thing. So three times a minute, Williams changed

    his fire se­lec­tion. The odds were still vir­tu­al­ly even that in a giv­en sit­ua­tion, he’d

    be in the right mode, but it gave him the il­lu­sion of be­ing in con­trol of the

    un­con­trol­lable. It was just su­per­sti­tion when you got right down to it. But then,

    ev­ery­one was su­per­sti­tious in Nam.




    Williams switched back to au­to­mat­ic fire just as a sound like a sick­le swip­ing through

    the corn-​high grass made the pa­trol freeze. Williams lift­ed his hand to sig­nal a halt. Then

    they heard the per­cus­sive chat­ter of AK-47 ri­fles.




    “No.” some­one shout­ed.




    But it wasn’t the Vi­et­cong. They were wear­ing uni­forms. NVA reg­ulars. Williams could

    see their gray fig­ures mov­ing be­yond the chopped grass. And be­hind them loomed Hill 881

    South.




    Khe Sanh, Williams thought. I’m back at Khe Sanh. He opened up. Ev­ery­one opened up. At

    first, on­ly the ele­phant grass fell. Then the black guy with the nose bead went down with

    both legs cut out from un­der him. Williams rec­og­nized him then. Chap­pell. Pri­vate Lance

    Chap­pell, who’d bought it in Oc­to­ber ‘67 when he test-​fired an AK-47 he’d found on the

    trail, un­aware that U.S. Spe­cial Forces were in the habit of re­plac­ing the pow­der in

    cap­tured weapons with ex­plo­sive C4 and leav­ing them for the Vi­et­cong to find. Chap­pell

    was blown to bits.




    Lance Chap­pell. First Bat­tal­ion, Twen­ty-​sixth Marines, a vic­tim of the Green

    Berets.




    Williams’ ri­fle ran emp­ty. He dropped to one knee, in­sert­ed a fresh clip, and flipped

    the se­lec­tor back to semi­au­to­mat­ic. The en­emy were scat­ter­ing un­der the wild re­turn

    fire. Williams moved for­ward, fir­ing sin­gle shots.




    Some­one start­ed scream­ing off in the trees where the North Viet­namese had

    re­treat­ed.




    “You greased one, Williams. Good goin’!” Who said that? I know that voice.




    Williams’ pa­trol ad­vanced on the tree line. Re­turn fire was spo­radic,

    in­ef­fec­tu­al.




    “Any­one see how many there were?” he shout­ed.




    “Three. Three for sure.”




    “Well, that dink yelling his head off don’t count no more,” that fa­mil­iar, iron­ic drawl

    said.




    They reached the trees, Williams first. He found the wound­ed NVA sol­dier ly­ing on his

    side, no longer scream­ing, just cry­ing, “Troi Oi! Troi Oi!” in a pained voice. Williams’

    round had caught him in the chest, and pink bub­bles broke from his lips with ev­ery word. A

    lung wound.




    “Any­one know what he’s say­ing?” he asked.




    “Yeah,” the iron­ic voice replied just out of Williams’ range of vi­sion. “He’s call­in’ for

    his God. Prob­ably be meetin’ him soon, too. “




    “Why don’t some­one speed him on his way?” some­one else sug­gest­ed.




    “Good idea.” The own­er of that fa­mil­iar voice fired point-​blank. The burst went in like

    a sprin­kle of tacks and came out the back like a thresh­er. The Viet­namese col­lapsed. The

    ri­fle­man turned to give Williams a thumps-​up sign, and sud­den­ly Williams could make out

    his grin­ning face.




    Williams smiled back, pleased. It was Ed Repp. The last time he had seen Ed, they were on a

    two-​man pa­trol on Hill 860. Williams had the point. Ed had called, “Hold up, I’m gonna take a

    leak,” and dis­ap­peared in­to the bush. The ex­plo­sion came a minute af­ter. Williams ran in

    af­ter him. He found Ed’s right hand first. It end­ed in a mass of raw meat flecked with white

    car­ti­lage. The rest of him lay scat­tered about a fifty-​yard ra­dius. A mine. VC mines

    re­leased steel pel­lets that were the equiv­alent of sev­en­ty twelve-​gauge shot­guns go­ing

    off un­der your feet. They did the job.




    Williams didn’t cry. He didn’t re­act. He just pulled a body bag from his ruck­sack and

    start­ed load­ing. He didn’t feel a thing-​not even the brief sprin­kle that fol­lowed the

    ex­plo­sion that wasn’t the col­or of rain.




    Ed Repp was the last new friend Williams had made in Viet­nam. Af­ter that, he stopped

    mak­ing friends. They were a bad in­vest­ment.




    Ed Repp, killed while re­liev­ing him­self near Khe Sanh, Re­pub­lic of Viet­nam, Sum­mer

    1967.




    But it was a plea­sure to see him again. “So, how’ve you been, Ed?” Williams asked.




    Ed stopped smil­ing and his eyes took on that thou­sand-​yard stare you saw ev­ery­where in

    the bush.




    “Dead. I’ve been dead,” he said qui­et­ly.




    “Yeah, I know. I was there, re­mem­ber?”




    Ed’s eyes came back in­to fo­cus, and a smile lit up his face, crin­kling the cor­ners of

    his eyes but some­how mak­ing him look younger, like a twen­ty-​four-​year-​old. He was

    nine­teen.




    Be­fore he could speak, some­one asked, “What about those oth­er two dinks? There might be

    an NVA base camp near­by.” When Williams looked around to see who spoke, the face was vague in

    the late-​af­ter­noon light and he de­cid­ed it was bet­ter not to look clos­er.




    “What do you think, Point Man?” Ed Repp asked lazi­ly. There was a mis­chievous light in his

    eyes that Williams rec­og­nized.




    “Lat­er. We’ve got a se­ri­ous­ly in­jured man back in the grass. Some­one get the bitch box

    and call in a mede­vac. Ed, you pop smoke for the dustoff “




    The he­li­copter beat the grass flat as it touched down. They load­ed Chap­pell in­to the

    side, and the oth­ers climbed aboard too. They waved at Williams as the chop­per lift­ed off.

    Williams waved back, won­der­ing why he had been left be­hind.




    Then he turned around, and there, in­ex­pli­ca­bly, were the hills of the Cen­tral

    High­lands off in the dis­tance, green and lush and un­spoiled by war, with a heavy mist

    hang­ing over them like the breath of an­gels. Williams just sat down, laid his ri­fle along

    his crossed legs, and stared at the beau­ti­ful sight un­til the tears welled in his eyes and

    he felt a deep, over­pow­er­ing joy that no one who hadn’t lived through Viet­nam could

    un­der­stand-​and even those who had, had nev­er found the words to de­scribe.




    Christ, this place is go­ing to go on for­ev­er. Not all the killing, all the pol­itics,

    screw-​ups and bull­shit are ev­er go­ing to change that. Viet­nam is eter­nal and I feel I’m

    part of it now.




    When Re­mo woke up, he was in an un­fa­mil­iar room. The walls were up­hol­stered with some

    dull padded ma­te­ri­al. He lay on a large but un­com­fort­able cot.




    Re­mo sat up on the cot. For some rea­son, he was hav­ing trou­ble clear­ing his mind. That

    hadn’t hap­pened to him in a long time. Be­fore CURE, be­fore Sinan­ju. His whole body felt

    dull.




    A squeaky voice came from the floor. “Ah, you wak­en.”




    “Chi­un?”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sat in the cor­ner, on the floor, as al­ways. He had changed in­to a

    light yel­low robe with high skirts and short­ened sleeves. An ex­er­cise ki­mono.




    “You re­mem­ber me? Good,” said Chi­un, reach­ing up and tug­ging on a knot­ted cord.

    Out­side the heavy, re­in­forced door, a buzzer blared un­til Chi­un let go of the cord.




    “Of course I re­mem­ber you,” Re­mo said in an an­noyed tone. “Why shouldn’t I?”




    Chi­un shrugged. “Any­thing is pos­si­ble to one in your state.”




    “What state is that?”




    “New York,” said Chi­un. “You are in New York. Heh, heh.” But when Re­mo didn’t smile at the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s lit­tle joke, Chi­un’s parch­ment face went hard.




    “Where am I? Fol­croft?”




    “Yes. Em­per­or Smith and I de­cid­ed you be­longed here. “




    Re­mo stood up. “In a rub­ber room?” he asked. The door clicked and Smith stepped in.




    “Re­mo. Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Smith said by way of greet­ing. “How are you feel­ing,

    Re­mo?”




    “Woozy. What’d you hit me with, Chi­un-​a brick?” Chi­un pro­duced a ball of crum­pled

    pa­per from one sleeve, tossed it from right hand to left, and then flicked it to Re­mo. It

    sailed up, then sank like a pitch­er’s curve ball. Re­mo caught it. He looked at it

    blankly.




    “You’re kid­ding me. It’s been years since you were able to tag me with one of your origa­mi

    bean­balls.”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said slow­ly. “That is the sad part.”




    Smith cleared his throat. “Chi­un be­lieves that your train­ing has start­ed to erode,

    Re­mo. We brought you here so that he could work with you and sharp­en your skills un­til you

    are at full po­ten­tial once more.”




    “Bull­dookey,” Re­mo said. “I’m a full Mas­ter now. I’m at my peak. This is just a

    horse­shit scheme to keep me from go­ing off and do­ing my du­ty.”




    “Your du­ty is to obey your em­per­or!” Chi­un said sharply.




    Smith stepped over to Re­mo and put a hand on his shoul­der. “Re­mo, have you ev­er heard of

    de­layed-​stress syn­drome?”




    “Flash­backs?”




    “Flash­backs are a symp­tom, yes. In ear­li­er wars, be­fore we un­der­stood the

    psy­chol­ogy of it, the syn­drome was known as shell shock. Chi­un and I think that to­day’s

    in­ci­dent may have trig­gered a flash­back in your mind.”




    “Be­fore to­day, I hadn’t thought of Viet­nam in years. I al­most nev­er think about

    it.”




    “Some vet­er­ans go for years be­fore their first flash­back.”




    “Bull,” Re­mo said briskly. “Viet­nam is be­hind me. I nev­er give it a thought. I don’t

    dream of it. I don’t have night­mares about it, I . . .” Re­mo’s eyes went out of fo­cus.




    Smith stared at him. “What is it, Re­mo?”




    “Night­mares,” Re­mo said to him­self. “Just be­fore I woke up, I was dream­ing I was back

    there. It was re­al. It was re­al­ly re­al. I saw guys I haven’t thought about since the

    six­ties.”




    “See?” Chi­un said stern­ly. “A back­flash. You have just ad­mit­ted to hav­ing one.”




    Re­mo sat down heav­ily. He stared at his bare feet. “It seemed so re­al. I could al­most

    reach out and touch it. “




    Chi­un came to his feet like a para­sol open­ing.




    “Do not wor­ry, my son. It will pass. We will train here at Fol­croft, like in the old days.

    We will erase this Viet­nam from your mind.”




    “What about Phong’s killer?” Re­mo asked sud­den­ly. “Did you find him?”




    “No,” Smith ad­mit­ted. “We’ve left the search for the killer to New York au­thor­ities. And

    speak­ing of this per­son, we have been able to ver­ify part of Phong’s sto­ry.”




    “Yeah?”




    Smith drew a grainy pho­to from a mani­la fold­er. “This was FAXed from the De­fense

    In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy. It’s a pho­to of a cur­rent Viet­namese in­tel­li­gence of­fi­cer,

    Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao. It match­es the pho­to of the man from the Co­pra In­is­free stu­dio

    au­di­ence.”




    Re­mo took the pho­to.




    “It’s him,” Re­mo said. “It’s re­al­ly him.”




    “Come now, Re­mo,” Smith said sharply. “That’s a very clear pho­to. I was cer­tain that once

    I showed this to you, you would re­al­ize your ear­li­er iden­ti­fi­ca­tion was in er­ror. Are

    you still in­sist­ing that this is the man you killed dur­ing the war?”




    “We didn’t know his name,” Re­mo said. “We called him Cap­tain Spook, be­cause we

    sus­pect­ed he was NVA in­tel­li­gence. He was a leg­end. Some­times he was dressed in

    mil­itary is­sue, oth­er times he wore Vi­et­cong black pa­ja­mas. We were nev­er cer­tain if

    he was VC or an NVA of­fi­cer. We thought we’d killed him a dozen times. Twice we brought back

    bod­ies we were pos­itive were him. But a week or a month lat­er, we’d get a re­port he was

    op­er­at­ing in an­oth­er sec­tor. I’ll nev­er for­get that vi­cious face as long as I

    live.”




    “Then when you say you killed him, you can’t con­firm his death,” Smith sug­gest­ed. “This

    could be the same man.”




    “No,” said Re­mo dul­ly, touch­ing the pho­to with his fin­ger­tips as if doubt­ing its

    so­lid­ity. “I killed him. I was three months from ro­tat­ing state­side. I was walk­ing point

    on a six-​man pa­trol. Young­blood was there then. Yeah. We’d re­ceived word of VC ac­tiv­ity

    in what had been a friend­ly vil­lage. Young­blood led us in. We found noth­ing in the huts.

    But one of the guys, Webb-​from Iowa, I think-​shoved his ri­fle bar­rel in­to a garbage pile,

    check­ing for hid­den sup­plies. He found a grass mat. Webb lift­ed it, think­ing it was the

    lid of a spi­der hole. His face was shot in­to meat.”




    Re­mo’s eyes took on a far­away, in­ward light. He was no longer look­ing at the pho­to,

    though it was right in front of his eyes. He was look­ing in­to him­self. Smith and Chi­un

    glanced at one an­oth­er wor­ried­ly.




    “It wasn’t just a spi­der hole,” Re­mo went on. “It was a VC tun­nel. We pumped rounds in­to

    it with­out ef­fect. I vol­un­teered to go in­to the hole. A blond kid named Ash­ton went in

    with me. We threw down a can­is­ter of Foo gas first, let it burn off be­fore go­ing down. It

    was my first time in a tun­nel. I was scared, try­ing not to let it show. Ash­ton and I worked

    our way along, us­ing our flash­lights. Ash­ton must have tripped a wire or some­thing. His arm

    slammed in­to my face. When I picked my­self up, I saw that it wasn’t at­tached to his

    shoul­der any­more. Ash­ton was all around me. Ash­ton was ev­ery­where. But I was okay. I

    fired down the tun­nel. I kept fir­ing as I went deep­er. I want­ed to pay back who­ev­er was

    down there.”




    Re­mo stopped talk­ing. A long si­lence hung in the air. When he re­sumed his sto­ry,

    Re­mo’s voice was tiny.




    “I had my flash­light in one hand, my M-16 in the oth­er. I shone and shot, shone and shot.

    I found sup­plies, food, am­mo. But no VC. Then I ran out of tun­nel. It just end­ed. No

    es­cape hatch, no peo­ple. It was then I knew I was deep in it. I’d seen no branch tun­nels

    along the way. There was no way any­one could have got­ten past me. I crouched down, sweat­ing

    like a pig, and shut off my light to con­serve the bat­tery. The air smelled like earth­worms.

    I don’t know how long I wait­ed. I didn’t know what I was wait­ing for. I was just get­ting my

    courage up when I heard foot­steps.




    “I jumped up, turned on the light, but the tun­nel twist­ed so much I couldn’t see around

    the bend. I set my light in the dirt so I could see what­ev­er was com­ing. I gripped my M-16

    so hard my hands ached. I was go­ing to zap who­ev­er came around the cor­ner. The foot­steps

    came clos­er and clos­er. I was scared. I’d been in-​coun­try nine months and thought I’d

    got­ten over be­ing scared. But I was scared. Christ, I was on­ly nine­teen. I was just a

    kid.”




    “It was a ter­ri­ble war,” Smith said sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. Re­mo went on as if he hadn’t

    heard.




    “I saw the toe of a boot step in­to the light. I froze. The boot stopped. I didn’t know what

    to do. If it was a VC he would have been wear­ing rub­ber san­dals. But it might be an NVA

    reg­ular. I hes­itat­ed. I knew who­ev­er was on the oth­er side was hes­itat­ing too. My light

    was shin­ing right where he had to step. I re­mem­ber I kept flip­ping my fire-​se­lec­tor

    switch back and forth, back and forth. I knew my on­ly chance was to shoot first. I’d have no

    time to hes­itate. But I had no way of know­ing if the boot be­longed to an en­emy or a

    friend­ly. If he was friend­ly, I would be bet­ter off on sin­gle shot. That way, if I did

    shoot, I might not kill him. But if he was VC or NVA, my on­ly hope would be to cut loose on

    full au­to­mat­ic. Oth­er­wise I’d take re­turn fire for sure. So I kept switch­ing back and

    forth, back and forth.




    “I re­mem­ber de­cid­ing I should take a chance. I was go­ing to say some­thing. Some­thing

    dumb like “Who’s there?” I nev­er got the chance. The guy jumped. I squeezed my trig­ger. I was

    on sin­gle shot. Good thing, too. It was Young­blood. I on­ly grazed him. But he opened up on

    me. I stum­bled back in shock.




    “I thought it was an earth­quake at first. The dirt un­der my feet went soft, and boom! I

    jumped to one side, not know­ing what was hap­pen­ing. Right in­to the wall. The tun­nel gook

    had dug him­self in­to the soft red earth and just lay there, breath­ing through a straw,

    buried with his weapon across his chest. Then I re­al­ized what was hap­pen­ing. Young­blood

    wasn’t shoot­ing at me. He was try­ing to get the gook. I opened up on him too. I went on full

    au­to­mat­ic. I emp­tied my clip in­to him.




    “I’ll nev­er for­get his face, all cov­ered with dirt, and dead ex­cept for these two black

    eyes that were more alive than any eyes I’d ev­er seen. We kept pump­ing rounds at him, but he

    wouldn’t go down. Blood was gush­ing out of him like he was a foun­tain. He was a zom­bie, what

    we used to call walk­ing wound­ed. He was dead, but didn’t know it. My ri­fle ran emp­ty. He

    came to­ward me like Franken­stein with an AK-47. He was try­ing to pull the trig­ger, but he

    didn’t have the strength. Then Young­blood yanked me around the bend and tossed a grenade in

    his face.”




    Re­mo’s eyes re­fo­cused on the pho­to of Cap­tain Dai. “When the dirt fi­nal­ly set­tled,

    we went back to check the body, but the tun­nel had caved in. When we got out in­to the air,

    Young­blood said, ‘We got him, man! We got him!’




    “I said, ‘Who?’ I was start­ing to trem­ble all over. I wasn’t fo­cus­ing. ‘Didn’t you

    rec­og­nize him?’ he asked me. ‘Cap­tain Spook. That there was Cap­tain Spook. And he’s

    re­al­ly dead this time.’ Those were the ex­act words he used,” Re­mo said, look­ing up at

    Smith and Chi­un. ” ‘He’s re­al­ly dead this time.’ “




    Smith looked at Re­mo with some­thing like pity in his eyes. At length he said, “Who­ev­er

    he is-” Smith’s voice dis­in­te­grat­ed in­to a phlegmy grum­ble. He cleared his throat and

    start­ed over. “Who­ev­er he was, he’s dead. The man who killed Phong is not. If he hasn’t left

    the coun­try al­ready, we’ll get him.”




    “No, you won’t,” Re­mo said. “He’s a ghost. You can’t find him, and even if you did, you

    wouldn’t be able to do any­thing to him be­cause he’s al­ready dead.”




    “Er, I will leave you with Chi­un for now. I’m sure he is anx­ious to re­sume your

    train­ing.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing.




    Paus­ing at the door, Smith said, “I hope we can count on your co­op­er­ation, Re­mo.”




    “Why shouldn’t you?”




    “It’s just that if you do de­cide to go to Viet­nam on your own and you suc­ceed in free­ing

    your friend, it will be my re­spon­si­bil­ity, pure­ly for na­tion­al-​se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons, to

    see that he doesn’t live to tell the world that Re­mo Williams is not dead.”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said. “Send a kid over to fight for his coun­try, leave him there, and if he

    gets out, kill him in the name of na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “It’s not like that and you know it, Re­mo. We’ll get Young­blood and the oth­ers out. Our

    way. The safe way. No one will have to die. Trust us.”




    “I trust­ed peo­ple like you when they said we were in Viet­nam to win.”




    “His­to­ry, Re­mo.”




    “Maybe, but it’s my his­to­ry. We should nev­er have pulled out of Viet­nam. We should have

    stayed and fin­ished the job. We could have won. We should have won. Look at all the

    Viet­namese and Cam­bo­di­ans who’ve died be­cause we let those butch­ers over­run South­east

    Asia. Mil­lions. Mil­lions.”




    “That’s an­oth­er con­ver­sa­tion. Let me know how he pro­gress­es,” Smith told Chi­un.

    “Good-​bye, Re­mo.” The door closed gen­tly.




    “We should have won,” Re­mo re­peat­ed. “We could have beat them.”




    “The French said the same thing,” Chi­un said, stand­ing over Re­mo with his hands fold­ed.

    “And the Japanese be­fore them and the Chi­nese be­fore them, and be­fore them, oth­ers. You

    can­not beat the Viet­namese. No one has ev­er beat­en the Viet­namese.”




    “Don’t lec­ture me about the Viet­namese. I fought them. They weren’t so hot.”




    “Agreed,” Chi­un said. “They won be­cause they cheat­ed. They do not fight like sol­diers.

    They am­bush and shoot. Then they run away. They are in­ca­pable of fight­ing fair. So they

    re­sort to mur­der and skulk in the night. It is noth­ing new. They have been do­ing this for

    cen­turies. The Viet­namese are al­ways at war. For thou­sands of years. In the en­tire

    his­to­ry of Sinan­ju, on­ly two Mas­ters have ev­er worked for Viet­nam. This was back in the

    days of the Am­mamese kings. I think Viet­nam gave us work for two months in 12 B.C. and again

    for a week three cen­turies lat­er. The rest of the time, they have been fight­ing

    neigh­bor­ing coun­tries.”




    “You’d think they’d get sick of it.”




    “No. War is their on­ly in­dus­try. They are al­ways fight­ing be­cause they have noth­ing

    else, no art, no cul­ture, no tal­ents. They can bare­ly grow rice.”




    “We could have won,” Re­mo said stub­born­ly.




    “No, you could nev­er have won. You might have beat the Viet­namese of the North on your

    own, but you were hand­icapped.”




    “Yeah, by the brass hats who wouldn’t go all the way.”




    “No, by your al­lies, the Viet­namese of the South. You ex­pect­ed them to fight with you.

    You ex­pect­ed them to de­fend them­selves. In­stead, they hid be­hind the uni­forms of this

    coun­try and let the bul­lets in­tend­ed for them bury them­selves in Amer­ican bod­ies.

    In­stead of de­fend­ing the South, you should have tak­en the South Viet­namese and dropped

    them in­to the North by air­plane with in­struc­tions to mur­der and rape at will. The war

    would have been over in a month, the Amer­icans could have gone home, and the rul­ing

    Viet­namese could have found them­selves oth­er vic­tims to kill. But be­cause you ex­pect­ed

    the South Viet­namese to fight like sol­diers, you lost. It is not in their na­ture.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed. “We used to have this joke. The on­ly way to end the war would be to put the

    friend­ly Viet­namese on boats and bomb the whole coun­try flat. Then tor­pe­do the boats.”




    “It would have been a waste of good boats,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo stood up. “I don’t agree with you, Chi­un. Not all Viet­namese were like that. I knew

    some I re­spect­ed. I knew some brave ones. And there was Phong.”




    “You did not know him.”




    “I know the kind of man he was. He risked his life to come to Amer­ica to tell the truth

    about Amer­ican MIA’s.”




    Chi­un spat on the floor. “He on­ly want­ed to come to Amer­ica. Ev­ery­one wants to come to

    Amer­ica.”




    “He didn’t have to go on TV. He knew he was be­ing stalked. He want­ed to help his friends,

    my friends.”




    “Enough,” said Chi­un, slap­ping his hands. “We can dis­cuss this lat­er. First, we

    train.”




    Re­mo stopped to pick up the crum­pled ball of pa­per. “You re­al­ly zapped me with this old

    trick?”




    “Your mind was not on your cen­ter. It is my job to re­align your essence with the

    uni­verse.”




    “How can you do that when I feel the world spin­ning un­der me?”




    “That is a tem­po­rary back­flash.”




    “You know,” Re­mo said dream­ily, “I haven’t felt right since Mah-​Li died. Ev­ery­thing

    seems to have fall­en apart. The wom­an I al­most mar­ried died. I find out I have a daugh­ter

    I didn’t even know about, but be­cause of the work I do, her moth­er is rais­ing her alone. I

    don’t even know where they are. All my life I’ve been look­ing for­ward to turn­ing the cor­ner

    to a nor­mal ex­is­tence. But now I feel like all the good days are in the past. Like the key

    to my hap­pi­ness lies in the past. “




    “It does,” Chi­un said. “It lies in your ear­ly train­ing, which I will now at­tempt to

    du­pli­cate, al­though I am not as young as I once was.”




    Re­mo smiled bit­ter­ly. “Can we start with bul­let­dodg­ing?”




    “If you wish. Why?”




    “Be­cause I think it’s been my turn for about fif­teen years. “


  




  

    Chapter 9




    It was the end of a long day and Harold Smith was weary. He left his of­fice feel­ing his

    age. Smith was about to en­ter his car when he no­ticed that the Fol­croft gym­na­si­um lights

    were still on. It’d been a week since Re­mo Williams had been brought back for re­train­ing,

    and Smith was still wor­ried about him. He shut the car door and, even though he in­tend­ed to

    be gone on­ly a minute or two, took along his ev­er-​present brief­case. He walked up the

    flag­stone path to the gym­na­si­um door.




    Smith found Re­mo and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in the spa­cious ex­er­cise area. Re­mo was

    stand­ing at one end of the long court, one leg slight­ly ahead of the oth­er, his body

    strained for­ward like a sprint­er about to go. Chi­un stood off to one side, his hands

    bristling with or­na­men­tal dag­gers.




    At the sound of Smith’s ap­proach, Chi­un turned. He beamed hap­pi­ly.




    “Greet­ings, Em­per­or Smith. You are just in time to see Re­mo as­cend the drag­on.”




    “I’m not fa­mil­iar with that ma­neu­ver,” Smith ad­mit­ted.




    “Oh, it is quite sim­ple. Re­mo will run from one end of the room to the oth­er while I

    throw these dag­gers at him as ac­cu­rate­ly as pos­si­ble.”




    “Those are rub­ber dag­gers, I trust.”




    “Of course not. If they were rub­ber, Re­mo would know they were rub­ber and not even try to

    avoid them. They are re­al.”




    “Can Re­mo han­dle this so soon?” Smith won­dered.




    “We will find out. He has pro­gressed rea­son­ably.”




    “I guess this won’t be too dif­fi­cult for a man who can sidestep bul­lets.”




    “Ah, but the dag­ger-​avoid­ing is not the true test.”




    “No?” Smith shift­ed his brief­case from one hand to the oth­er. It nev­er oc­curred to him

    to set it down.




    “Re­mo must re­turn to his start­ing place with­out his feet touch­ing the floor,” Chi­un

    ex­plained.




    “I don’t un­der­stand.”




    “Watch,” Chi­un raised his voice. “Re­mo, show Smith your re­cov­er­ing prowess.”




    Re­mo flashed along the var­nished pinewood floor. He was a blur whose legs float­ed as they

    moved. The back­wash as he passed dis­turbed Smith’s sparse white hair and sent his Dart­mouth

    tie flut­ter­ing. Smith grabbed the tie to keep it from slap­ping his face.




    “Any word on the AIM’s?” Chi­un asked. He made no move to throw the dag­gers.




    “MIA’s. No. In fact, there has been a mi­nor set­back. The Viet­namese have tough­ened their

    po­si­tion. They want some eco­nom­ic sanc­tions lift­ed as a good-​faith ges­ture be­fore the

    hard bar­gain­ing be­gins. It’s start­ing to be­come a re­play of the Paris peace talks. It

    could drag on in­to next year.”




    “No need to tell Re­mo. “




    “I agree. Aren’t you go­ing to throw those knives?”




    “Soon, soon,” said Chi­un, glanc­ing at Re­mo’s hurtling form.




    “And shouldn’t Re­mo slow down? He’s go­ing to hit that wall.”




    Re­mo did hit the wall. And kept on go­ing. His feet flashed ahead of him, and sud­den­ly he

    was run­ning up the wall, car­ried by sheer mo­men­tum. He was lit­er­al­ly run­ning against

    grav­ity.




    “How high can he go?” Smith asked.




    “To the moon, if you had such a wall,” Chi­un said bland­ly.




    “Come now,” Smith scoffed.




    Then Smith’s thin mouth puck­ered like the frame for a life-​saver. Re­mo was run­ning along

    the ceil­ing. Run­ning up­side down.




    Chi­un’s hands went to work. In a se­ries of over­hand flips he sent the dag­gers away. They

    streaked to­ward the ceil­ing. He fold­ed his emp­ty hands in­to his vo­lu­mi­nous sleeves.




    Re­mo, seem­ing to float like a run­ner in a weight­less en­vi­ron­ment, be­gan to zigzag

    across the ceil­ing. Dag­gers sprout­ed around his feet. None hit him. He neared the op­po­site

    wall.




    “This is the most dif­fi­cult step of all,” Chi­un con­fid­ed.




    “I would think it would be the eas­iest. All he has to do is jump.”




    “No. Jump­ing is not al­lowed. Re­mo is now run­ning against grav­ity. In the op­po­site

    di­rec­tion. When he reach­es the wall, he must run in­to the di­rec­tion of grav­ity, but not

    so fast that he does fall. He has as­cend­ed the drag­on. Now he must de­scend the

    drag­on.”




    “From a physics stand­point, I don’t think this is pos­si­ble. “




    “For Amer­ican physics, per­haps not. This is Ko­re­an physics.”




    Re­mo hit the wall. This time, he seemed to back­flip in­to place. He was halfway down

    be­fore he be­gan to skid.




    Re­mo flailed about for a minute and gave up. He twist­ed like a cat, land­ing on both feet.

    He hit with­out a sound.




    Smith start­ed to ap­plaud. “Very good! Bra­vo, bra­vo!”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju turned to him with blaz­ing hazel eyes. He forced Smith’s hands

    apart. “Are you mad? He has bum­bled this sim­ple ex­er­cise and you give him a re­ward. How

    will he re­learn per­fec­tion if he is ap­plaud­ed for fail­ure? Worse, when he does suc­ceed,

    he will ex­pect greater re­wards. I am train­ing an as­sas­sin, not a per­form­ing dog.”




    “Sor­ry.”




    Chi­un fold­ed his arms im­pe­ri­ous­ly and be­stowed up­on Re­mo a cold, agate­like stare.

    Re­mo walked up de­ject­ed­ly. “I think I lost my con­cen­tra­tion at the end,” he

    ad­mit­ted.




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly,” Chi­un said, his voice drip­ping dis­ap­point­ment. “And in front of

    Em­per­or Smith. Smith is very an­gry with you. He just now ex­plained to me that he may of­fer

    me a new pupil, the el­dest son of the Pres­ident. I am con­sid­er­ing his of­fer. I could work

    with a younger stu­dent, one with few­er in­grained habits. A young pupil would not shame me as

    you just did.”




    “If I did so bad­ly, who was that ap­plaud­ing just now?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ap­plause? I heard no ap­plause. Did you hear any such noise, Em­per­or?”




    Smith looked un­com­fort­able. “Ah . . .”




    “I heard it dis­tinct­ly,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “You must be re­fer­ring to the sound of your em­per­or’s feet stamp­ing in frus­tra­tion

    and anger,” Chi­un in­formed him cold­ly. “That is the on­ly sound you heard-​the on­ly sound

    you de­serve.”




    “Thanks a bunch. Any word on those ne­go­ti­ations, Smit­ty?”




    “Um, noth­ing has changed. There has been progress, but not re­al change.”




    “You know, Smit­ty, if you’re go­ing to lie like that, you should try to get bet­ter at

    it.”




    “Yes, well … how are you feel­ing?”




    “Like my old self,” Re­mo said, ro­tat­ing his thick wrists im­pa­tient­ly.




    “You’re sound­ing like your old self too.”




    “Do not be fooled, Em­per­or Smith. He still some­times bab­bles about how the war was

    un­fair to him and if he could on­ly go back, he would have won it. All by him­self. He sounds

    like that film crea­ture, Dum­bo.”




    “The fly­ing ele­phant?” Smith asked.




    “I think he means Ram­bo,” Re­mo said hasti­ly. “And I was not bab­bling, just mak­ing

    con­ver­sa­tion. Hon­est.”




    “I see,” said Smith:




    “In fact,” Re­mo said air­ily, “I feel so much bet­ter, I think I’ll go for a walk, if

    that’s all right with ev­ery­body. I’ve been cooped up in this gym too long. I need fresh air.

    “




    “What do you think, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?” Smith asked good-​na­tured­ly.




    “I think fresh air would be good for Re­mo.”




    “Fine. Thanks,” Re­mo said, head­ing for the door.




    “You’re not think­ing of any­thing fool­ish, are you, Re­mo?”




    Re­mo turned, his hand grip­ping the door­knob. He smiled tight­ly and asked, “Who, me?” His

    face was open and in­no­cent, like a child’s.




    “Be­cause if you are, you should be aware that I’ve re­voked ev­ery cred­it card un­der each

    of your cov­er iden­ti­ties. “




    “Ap­pre­ci­ate the vote of con­fi­dence, Smit­ty.” Re­mo’s face was still frozen in an icy,

    in­gra­ti­at­ing smile.




    “Noth­ing per­son­al. Just a pre­cau­tion.”




    “Do not wor­ry, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said ex­pan­sive­ly. “Re­mo may some­times ap­pear

    fool­ish, but on­ly Re­mo. I am not fool­ish. And I am go­ing nowhere, es­pe­cial­ly to

    Viet­nam. And Re­mo thinks too much of his train­er to bring hu­mil­ia­tion up­on his name. And

    I say to you now that I give you my word as a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju that Re­mo will not leave

    this coun­try ex­cept by your leave. Is that not so, Re­mo?”




    “Chi­un speaks for both of us,” Re­mo agreed, his knuck­les whiten­ing on the door­knob.

    “What bet­ter guar­an­tee could you ask for?”




    “I am re­lieved to hear that. Have a good time, Re­mo.”




    “The best. ” And Re­mo was out the door like it had swal­lowed him.




    Re­mo walked the dark streets of Rye, New York, with his hands in his pock­ets. The night

    was cold, but he didn’t feel it. The wind rip­pled his black T-​shirt and chi­nos, but in­side

    he was warm.




    And an­gry.




    “Damn Smith for can­cel­ing my cred­it cards,” he mut­tered to him­self. That left him

    with­out an easy first step. He won­dered how he was go­ing to get out of the coun­try, nev­er

    mind all the way to Viet­nam, with­out mon­ey. He won­dered how far he could get on foot. Phong

    had got­ten out of Viet­nam on foot, and Phong was not Re­mo. Late­ly, even Re­mo hadn’t been

    Re­mo. But af­ter a week un­der Chi­un’s hard tute­lage, he felt up to the job. And he had

    fooled both Chi­un and Smith in­to think­ing he had aban­doned his plans.




    Re­mo was pon­der­ing his prob­lem when a voice growled at him from a shad­owy door­way.




    “Take ‘em out of the pock­ets, friend,” it warned. Re­mo saw a gleam­ing bar­rel of a

    chrome-​plat­ed .357 Mag­num re­volver aimed at him. He con­sid­ered ig­nor­ing the man, when a

    bet­ter thought oc­curred to him. Re­mo stopped in his tracks. Slow­ly he took his hands out of

    his pock­ets and turned to face the man in the dark­ened door­way.




    “Easy,” Re­mo said, a catch in his voice. “I don’t want any trou­ble.”




    “Well, ain’t that too damn bad.” The man sneered, step­ping in­to the light. “Be­cause you

    sure got it. Now, fork over your wal­let.”




    “Please, mis­ter, don’t shoot me,” Re­mo plead­ed. The man inched clos­er. His breath, like

    sour milk, waft­ed in­to Re­mo’s face.




    “The wal­let,” he re­peat­ed. The man was close enough now. Re­mo’s foot lashed out and made

    con­tact with a kneecap. The gun­man screamed as a kalei­do­scope of pain-​in­duced lights

    ex­plod­ed be­hind his eyes. His kneecap felt like a frag­ment­ing grenade. His arm flew up and

    struck the wall be­hind him. When he tried to yank it down, it wouldn’t pull free.




    “I said I didn’t want trou­ble,” Re­mo told him in a grat­ing voice. “I didn’t say I don’t

    like trou­ble, be­cause I do. I didn’t mean I can’t han­dle trou­ble, be­cause as you’ll

    plain­ly no­tice, your knee is bro­ken and your gun is em­bed­ded six inch­es in­to a brick

    wall with your hand still wrapped around it. What I meant was, I wasn’t in the mood for

    trou­ble. But now that I don’t have a choice, I plan to make the best of it.”




    The gun­man looked at the brick wall above his head. He saw that his leather jack­et cuff

    was touch­ing brick. He pulled it back and there was his wrist, and then there was the brick.

    There was no sign of his hand. The wall wasn’t shat­tered or cracked. Not even the mor­tar was

    dis­turbed. It looked as if the wall had grown around his hand. He felt the trig­ger un­der his

    fin­ger and de­cid­ed against pulling it. No telling what might hap­pen.




    In­stead, he looked in­to the dead, flat eyes of the skin­ny guy who had done this to him.

    He de­cid­ed an apol­ogy was in or­der.




    “I apol­ogize,” he said sin­cere­ly.




    “Too late. My night is ru­ined. You’re go­ing to have to make it up to me.”




    “How? Just tell me. I’ll do it.”




    “I need some fast cash.”




    “Left-​front pants pock­et. Help your­self. Just leave me bus fare, okay?”




    “Thank you,” said Re­mo. He ex­tract­ed the man’s wal­let. It was fat and black. Re­mo

    rif­fled through it. He count­ed out near­ly thir­teen hun­dred dol­lars in wrin­kled

    bills.




    “What were you stick­ing me up for?” Re­mo de­mand­ed of the would-​be holdup man. “You got

    a small for­tune here.”




    “How do you think I come to be car­ry­ing that large a wad? Work­ing as a

    hair­dress­er?”




    “Well, you’re do­nat­ing it to a new fund. The Free the U.S. POW’s Fund. It so hap­pens I’m

    pres­ident and trea­sur­er.”




    “I’m a char­ita­ble man. Easy come, easy go.”




    “I can use this cred­it card too,” Re­mo said, stuff­ing the wal­let back in­to the man’s

    dun­ga­ree pock­et.




    The gun­man scowled. “Hey, have a heart, man. That ain’t fair. That’s my own cred­it card. I

    didn’t steal it. You can have the mon­ey, okay? I can al­ways steal more. But get­ting square

    with the cred­it-​card peo­ple, that’s re­al work.”




    “Think of your­self as Robin Hood. You’re steal­ing from the rich and giv­ing it to the

    poor. Me.”




    “This ain’t fair.”




    “No, it ain’t,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted, start­ing off. “Too­dle-​oo.”




    “Hey! What am I gonna do about my hand? It’s still caught in this wall.”




    Re­mo turned. “You still have your own teeth?” he asked.




    “Yeah. So?”




    “Start gnaw­ing brick.”




    The wom­an at the trav­el agen­cy was a crisp, no-​non­sense blond in a black-​and-​white

    busi­ness suit set off with a string tie. Re­mo de­cid­ed he liked the way a lock of her hair

    fell over her smooth brow. She had the shini­est ears he’d ev­er seen. Re­mo won­dered why it

    was that blonds al­ways had ears that looked as if they were waxed dai­ly.




    “And where would your trav­el plans be tak­ing you?” she asked.




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. He de­cid­ed to trust her. He leaned clos­er and let her get the full

    im­pact of his mag­net­ic charm.




    “Be­tween you and me, how close can you get me to Viet­nam?”




    She leaned in­to Re­mo’s face con­spir­ato­ri­al­ly. “Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City?” she asked

    breathi­ly.




    “You can do that?” Re­mo asked, tak­en aback.




    “Uh-​huh,” she said. “We have a pack­age plan. It’s called the Trans-​Viet­nam tour.

    Viet­nam is hun­gry for tourist dol­lars. Of course, there are no di­rect flights from this

    coun­try.”




    “Of course,” Re­mo said, blink­ing. This seemed al­most too easy.




    “But we can book you to Bangkok, Thai­land, where you can pick up a con­nect­ing flight.

    It’s a two-​week tour and in­cludes all meals and ho­tels.”




    “I’ll be brown-​bag­ging,” Re­mo said. “I’ve eat­en Viet­namese be­fore.”




    “Oh, were you there? Dur­ing the war, I mean?”




    “Does it show that much?” Re­mo asked.




    “Not on you. You look kin­da young, ac­tu­al­ly-​now that I think of it. But this tour is

    very pop­ular with ser­vice­men. Nos­tal­gia, you know.”




    “Nos­tal­gia is a ter­ri­ble thing,” Re­mo said, think­ing of his year in Nam.




    “So-​Hanoi or Ho Chi Minh City?”




    “Ho Chi Minh City-​that used to be Saigon, right?”




    “Um-​huh.” The blond was wet­ting her lips with her tongue.




    “I’ll take it.”




    “When would you like to de­part?” she asked, call­ing up a sched­ule on her desk

    ter­mi­nal.




    “When’s the next flight?”




    “Well, there’s one tonight, but ob­vi­ous­ly-“




    “I’ll take it,” Re­mo said quick­ly.




    “You’ll need a con­nect­ing flight to Kennedy In­ter­na­tion­al. “




    “First class,” Re­mo said. “All the way. A friend is pay­ing for it.”




    The blond lift­ed pen­ciled eye­brows quizzi­cal­ly and got to work.




    “How do you plan to pay for this?” she asked.




    “Cred­it card,” Re­mo said, plac­ing one on the desk like a bridge play­er lay­ing down his

    trump.




    The blond picked it up and be­gan en­ter­ing the in­for­ma­tion on her ter­mi­nal. A minute

    lat­er, she pre­sent­ed Re­mo with a sheaf of air­line tick­ets.




    “There you are, Mr. Krankows­ki. Is that how you pro­nounce it’?”




    ” ‘Krankows­ki’ is fine,” he said, pock­et­ing his re­ceipt. The blond had for­got­ten to

    ver­ify his sig­na­ture, which was a break.




    “Well, if you ex­pect to make your nine o’clock flight, I sug­gest you get go­ing. Too bad,

    though. I was kin­da hop­ing we’d have a drink. I’m about to close.”




    Re­mo stood up to go. “An­oth­er time. For sure.”




    “Oh, don’t for­get your cred­it card, Michael. Do they call you Mick­ey or Mike?”




    “Re­mo. “




    Her eye­brows shot up. “Re­mo?”




    “It’s my stage name,” Re­mo ex­plained. “Re­mo the Awe­some. I’m a pro­fes­sion­al

    ma­gi­cian. I’ve toured ev­ery con­ti­nent.”




    “Oh,” said the blond, cup­ping her chin in one hand and smil­ing warm­ly. “And just what

    sort of mag­ic is it that you do?”




    “At the mo­ment, I’m work­ing on my dis­ap­pear­ing act. “


  




  

    Chapter 10




    Saigon had changed in more than name.




    Re­mo had checked in­to his room at the Thong Nhat, one of the few pre­sentable ho­tels in

    what was now called Ho Chi Minh City. Be­cause he had no bag­gage, Re­ma couldn’t change

    clothes. He plopped down on the bed and turned on the suite’s Vi­etron­ics TV. There were two

    chan­nels. On one, a jagged-​voiced wom­an with se­vere hair droned on while scenes of

    hard­work­ing peas­ants flashed on a graph­ic in­sert be­side her head. Re­mo’s Viet­namese

    wasn’t up to fol­low­ing the thread of the talk. The oth­er chan­nel showed a car­toon. A pack

    of mice in black pa­ja­mas ha­rassed a band of GI cats wav­ing a tat­tered Amer­ican flag. The

    mice were win­ning.




    Re­mo snapped off the TV and shoved up the win­dow. He leaned out. What­ev­er they called it

    now, Saigon still smelled like New York’s Chi­na­town. Once, the city streets had been clogged

    with lit­tle cars and mil­itary ve­hi­cles. Now ev­ery­one rode bi­cy­cles. Re­mo saw on­ly one

    car in twen­ty min­utes of watch­ing. And on­ly two Hon­da mo­tor scoot­ers, which had once

    been so plen­ti­ful. What­ev­er Com­mu­nist rule had brought to the South, pros­per­ity was not

    part of the pack­age.




    There was a lit­tle ser­vice-​bar re­frig­er­ator in one cor­ner. Re­mo opened it up. It was

    stocked with sick-​look­ing wa­ter in bot­tles, sev­er­al bot­tles of Vi­et Min beer, and cans

    of a soft drink that said, in En­glish and Viet­namese, “Mel­on Grass Drink.”




    Re­mo de­cid­ed the wa­ter was his best bet. He was wrong. He took one mouth­ful and spit it

    in­to the bath­room sink.




    “Well, maybe it will rain,” he mut­tered hope­ful­ly. The tele­phone buzzed rau­cous­ly.




    “Mr. Krankows­ki?” The desk clerk man­gled the name all out of shape. Re­mo said yes.




    “Tour group leav­ing in ten min­utes.”




    “You peo­ple don’t give tourists much time to set­tle in.”




    “Tour group on very strict sched­ule. Please be in lob­by in ten min­utes.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said, hang­ing up. He looked at the Trans-​Viet­nam tour book­let. It

    in­clud­ed chap­er­oned tours of por­tions of the Ho Chi Minh Trail, and as a cap­per, three

    lux­uri­ous days in Hanoi, the for­mer North Viet­namese cap­ital. Re­mo didn’t ex­pect to

    ev­er see Hanoi. He planned to leave the tour group when he got as close to Cam­bo­dia as he

    could get. He left the room.




    The tour group was com­posed of sev­er­al Rus­sians, an East Ger­man cou­ple, and a

    thick-​set man who said he was from North Car­oli­na.




    The North Car­olini­an si­dled up to Re­mo ner­vous­ly. “Sure glad to see an­oth­er

    Amer­ican on this trip, friend. “




    “Same here,” Re­mo said non­com­mit­tal­ly. He de­cid­ed not to get too friend­ly with the

    man. It would on­ly com­pli­cate things.




    “Stick with me, friend, and I’ll tell you about the war. I was here in those days. I was a

    REMF, my­self. I’ll bet you can’t guess what that means.”




    “It means rear-​ech­elon-​moth­er­fuck­er,” Re­mo said flat­ly. “I was in Nam too.”




    “You pulling my leg? You couldn’t have been. Not un­less the Army was draft­ing

    eight-​year-​olds.”




    “I was a Ma­rine. First Bat­tal­ion, Twen­ty-​sixth Marines.”




    “No kid­ding?”




    “No kid­ding,” Re­mo said.




    “You look, what-​twen­ty-​eight?”




    “What I look like and what I am are two dif­fer­ent things. “




    “I’ll take your word for it. Hey, this looks like the bus. Did they paint it that col­or, or

    is that jun­gle rot?” Re­mo didn’t an­swer as he climbed in­to the bus. He made a point of

    tak­ing a seat next to one that was with­out a cush­ion. The North Car­olini­an frowned, but

    took the hint. He sat in the back and the bus rat­tled down pot­holed streets and past the

    gates of the old Doe Lap Palace and then north. Re­mo stared out the win­dow in thought. He was

    sur­prised that he’d re­vealed the mil­itary back­ground to the oth­er Amer­ican. But the words

    had just slipped out. Re­mo had once been so proud of the Corps. But all that had hap­pened to

    him since Viet­nam made ev­ery­thing that had gone be­fore in­signif­icant like com­par­ing the

    gold star you got in the third grade with a Con­gres­sion­al Medal of Hon­or.




    The road turned to dirt and the last hous­es gave way to sug­ar­cane fields. A chub­by tour

    guide turned in his seat be­hind the driv­er. He picked up a mi­cro­phone and in­tro­duced

    him­self as Mr. Hom. Then he be­gan his talk, speak­ing al­ter­nate­ly in Ger­man, Rus­sian,

    and En­glish. It was the same speech in each lan­guage, about how the peo­ples of North and

    South Viet­nam had been fi­nal­ly re­unit­ed af­ter years of forced sep­ara­tion by the

    im­pe­ri­al­ist Amer­icans. Re­mo tuned the man out and thought about his old life. A pass­ing

    flash of ele­phant grass made his stom­ach clench in­vol­un­tar­ily. Fear. He had not felt fear

    in a long time. Fear meant his train­ing had not com­plete­ly re­assert­ed it­self. Re­mo

    won­dered if maybe he had left Amer­ica too soon.




    As Mr. Hom droned on, Re­mo felt the years melt away, back to 1968. And sud­den­ly a thought

    oc­curred to him-​a sim­ple thought. He had al­ways thought of his life as di­vid­ed in­to two

    parts. Each was sep­arate-​al­most as if he’d been two peo­ple shar­ing the same mem­ories. His

    old life had end­ed when he was ar­rest­ed for a crime he didn’t com­mit and sen­tenced to the

    elec­tric chair. It’d been a frame, with Dr. Harold W. Smith the framer. Thus had Re­mo

    Williams, for­mer Newark cop, been draft­ed in­to ser­vice for CURE.




    All that hap­pened be­fore had be­longed to a pre­vi­ous life. There was on­ly one link. A

    CIA agent named Conn Mac­Cleary, whom Re­mo had en­coun­tered in Viet­nam. Re­mo had

    sin­gle-​hand­ed­ly ex­ecut­ed a crit­ical mis­sion un­der Mac­Cleary’s or­ders, a mis­sion

    that should have re­quired a bat­tal­ion: storm­ing a farm­house and get­ting im­por­tant

    se­cu­ri­ty pa­pers be­fore the VC could burn them.




    Mac­Cleary-​now dead-​lat­er went to work for Harold Smith. And when CURE re­quired a

    one-​man army to do its work, Mac­Cleary had re­mem­bered an in­tense ma­rine named Re­mo

    Williams.




    Yes, Re­mo thought sleep­ily. That was the link. In a way, it had all start­ed in Viet­nam.

    And now he was back. The heat filled the lum­ber­ing bus. The tour guide bab­bled on about

    Viet­nam’s in­ter­na­tion­al­ist re­spon­si­bil­ity, and out­side in­sects droned. Some­how

    their drone made more sense. Re­mo dozed off.




    Hours lat­er, the mo­tor changed tune and the bus jounced as it left the road. Re­mo blinked

    awake. He was sur­prised at how slug­gish he felt. Maybe it was the heat. Then he re­mem­bered,

    as if over a long span of years, that he was a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He could walk naked across

    the Sa­hara or the South Pole in serene com­fort.




    “Wel­come to Peo­ple’s Reed­uca­tion Camp Forty-​sev­en,” Mr. Hom said. “We will now show

    you the good things we have done with those of the pup­pet South who were cor­rupt­ed by

    cap­ital­ism.”




    Re­mo made a face. He had Hom pegged as a low-​lev­el Com­mu­nist-​par­ty po­lit­ical

    of­fi­cer. But he de­cid­ed to ig­nore the man, no mat­ter how rankling his words. When Re­mo

    slipped away from the tour group, he didn’t want to be con­spic­uous by his ab­sence.




    The camp con­sist­ed of a four-​sid­ed chain-​link fence sur­round­ing long, bar­rack­slike,

    un­paint­ed build­ings. A Viet­namese flag flew from a pole, its yel­low star flut­ter­ing

    against a blood-​red back­ground.




    “Fol­low me, please,” Mr. Hom in­struct­ed. His En­glish was good, if mushi­ly

    enun­ci­at­ed.




    Re­mo hung back in the rear of the group. The bus had stopped at the gate, which was opened

    by two pith-​hel­met­ed armed guards. The group was es­cort­ed in­to the perime­ter. There were

    no guard tow­ers, no barbed wire. It was ob­vi­ous­ly a min­imum-​se­cu­ri­ty in­stal­la­tion.

    Re­mo won­dered if the POW camp he sought would be this easy to pen­etrate. Prob­ably not. This

    had to be a show­case to im­press for­eign vis­itors.




    Mr. Hom con­tin­ued to talk as he wad­dled along. He spoke in­to a hand-​held mike that

    hooked up to a portable speak­er he car­ried slung over his shoul­der-​as if he couldn’t trust

    any­one to lis­ten to him un­less his deci­bel lev­el was set at ex­cru­ci­at­ing.




    “When the glo­ri­ous Peo­ple’s Army lib­er­at­ed Ho Chi Minh City,” he ex­plained, “many

    South­ern­ers had been un­der West­ern in­flu­ence too long. They were lazy and in­do­lent.

    They had ab­sorbed Amer­ican pro­pa­gan­da. They would not work. In our kind­ness, we brought

    them here, to teach them to work.”




    Look­ing at Mr. Hom’s wide, un­lined face, Re­mo de­cid­ed that that had hap­pened while Hom

    was in di­apers. But the man went on as if he’d per­son­al­ly ex­ecut­ed the pol­icy.




    Mr. Hom led them to one of the bar­racks and up its rough wood steps. In­side, there were

    Viet­namese peo­ple sit­ting to­geth­er at long ta­bles. Some wove baskes. Oth­er ap­peared to

    be mak­ing san­dals out of old truck tires. They looked up as the tour group crowd­ed in­side,

    their eyes sad and emp­ty.




    “Many of these were crim­inals and pros­ti­tutes be­fore,” Mr. Hom ex­plained, turn­ing the

    sound down be­cause it echoed in the close con­fines. “Ev­ery day, they rise ear­ly, at­tend

    in­doc­tri­na­tion lessons, and work at sim­ple tasks. Soon they will be

    re­ha­bil­itat­ed.”




    Re­mo, com­par­ing the in­tel­li­gent ex­pres­sions of the Viet­namese cap­tives with the

    dull faces of the sol­diers and Mr. Hom’s flab­by, stupid ex­pres­sion, couldn’t re­sist

    mak­ing a re­mark.




    “Saigon was over­run in 1975, more than ten years ago. Why are these peo­ple still

    here?”




    Mr. Hom turned on the group, search­ing each face with beady eyes. “Who speaks? You,

    Amer­ican?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said lev­el­ly. “I am an Amer­ican.”




    “Your ques­tion is im­per­ti­nent. But I will an­swer for the ben­efit of the oth­ers. These

    are stub­born cas­es. They are not ready to en­ter so­cial­ist so­ci­ety. Here, they are

    use­ful, to the state and to them­selves.”




    “They look like po­lit­ical pris­on­ers-​or pris­on­ers of war. “




    “They have been lib­er­at­ed. A less-​en­light­ened regime might have had them

    ex­ecut­ed.”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said, an edge to his voice. “You’re too en­light­ened to hold POW’s. Of any

    kind.”




    “Yes, ex­act­ly,” said Mr. Hom, think­ing that Re­mo was agree­ing with him. He turned to

    the rest of the tour group, sat­is­fied in his mind that the dark-​eyed Amer­ican had been put

    in his place. He re­peat­ed his an­swer in Ger­man. Then again in Rus­sian. The Rus­sians

    nod­ded in agree­ment.




    Re­mo slid around the knot of tourists and edged close to one of the ta­bles. A

    mid­dle-​aged wom­an with gray­ing hair pulled back in a bun was weav­ing a bas­ket. Re­mo

    whis­pered to her, “Do you speak En­glish?”




    The wom­an nod­ded slight­ly, not tak­ing her eyes off her work.




    “What did you do be­fore the war?”




    “I was a teach­er,” she said. Her words were more breath than bite, but Re­mo un­der­stood

    them.




    “And you?” Re­mo asked a man with tor­toise­shell glass­es.




    “En­gi­neer. “




    “Any mes­sage you want me to car­ry back to the world?”




    “Yes. Tell the Amer­icans to come back.” The wom­an nod­ded in agree­ment. Oth­ers did

    too.




    One of the guards no­ticed Re­mo and stepped for­ward. He slapped the old wom­an. Re­mo

    slapped him back. The sol­dier went in one di­rec­tion, his ri­fle in an­oth­er. His hel­met

    clanged off a wall, sound­ing like an old gong.




    “What is this?” Mr. Hom’s cry was shrill.




    “This en­light­ened Com­mu­nist slapped that old wom­an with­out rea­son,” Re­mo point­ed

    out.




    “Lies! Viet­namese on­ly strike wom­en for po­lit­ical­ly cor­rect rea­sons. What are you

    do­ing there, Amer­ican? Re­turn to the group. There is no talk­ing to in­ternees here.”




    “Why don’t I wait out­side?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    Mr. Hom stiff­ened. He looked from Re­mo to the oth­ers in the group, and ev­ident­ly

    re­mem­ber­ing the im­age he wished to project of the new Viet­nam, nod­ded sul­len­ly.




    “Wait on the steps. We will join you al­most at once.”




    “Don’t hur­ry on my ac­count,” Re­mo said, point­ed­ly step­ping on the pros­trate

    sol­dier’s stom­ach on his way to the door.




    Out­side, he watched the sun set­ting over a bushy ridge. He rubbed his eyes. They were

    caked with dried flu­id. He felt tired, and won­dered if it was jet lag. But jet lag was

    some­thing he had ban­ished from his life long ago.




    Re­mo no­ticed the next bar­racks were un­guard­ed. He drift­ed over and put an ear to the

    door. He heard breath­ing and low talk­ing. Find­ing a sealed win­dow, he looked in.




    Look­ing out at him was a man with blue eyes and Cau­casian fea­tures. His face ex­plod­ed

    in shock at the sight of Re­mo’s face.




    “Amer­ican, Amer­ican!” he shout­ed in En­glish. “You come to res­cue?”




    “Damn right,” said Re­mo, tak­ing the wood­en frame in his hands. He yanked. The sash came

    off like a pic­ture frame.




    Re­mo helped the man out. He wore black pa­ja­mas, the tra­di­tion­al Viet­namese peas­ant

    clothes. His hair was black, like a Viet­namese’s. But his face was white.




    “Where he­li­copters?” His ac­cent was pure Viet­namese.




    “What he­li­copters?” Re­mo asked.




    “Lib­er­ation he­li­copters. You Amer­ican. You come to lib­er­ate Viet­nam?”




    “Not ex­act­ly,” said Re­mo, notic­ing two more faces pok­ing out the win­dow. One was

    Viet­namese, but his skin was milk choco­late. An­oth­er was a girl. Her skin was Asian, but

    her face was freck­led, her large eyes green as an Irish colleen’s.




    “How many of you are there?” Re­mo asked.




    “Twen­ty. “




    “You’re not POW’s, I take it,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. Pris­on­er long­time.”




    “Not Amer­ican POW’s,” Re­mo said dis­ap­point­ed­ly, as the oth­ers be­gan to climb out the

    win­dow, chat­ter­ing ex­cit­ed­ly and cling­ing to one an­oth­er in fear. Re­mo looked around.

    So far, no guards in sight. But that wouldn’t last long with the noise they were mak­ing.




    The first man was talk­ing ex­cit­ed­ly and grab­bing Re­mo’s T-​shirt.




    “Yes.”




    “Yes, what?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Yes, Amer­ican. Half. “




    “Half?” Then the tour group spilled out of the oth­er build­ing. Mr. Hom saw Re­mo and

    shout­ed in Viet­namese. Guards came run­ning ragged­ly, look­ing around in con­fu­sion.




    Hom point­ed to Re­mo and the hole in the bar­racks, out of which teenage pris­on­ers were

    now pour­ing, dressed in rags. The guards, who looked out of prac­tice, got or­ga­nized.




    Mr. Hom wad­dled up to Re­mo, flanked by the sol­diers. They held their ri­fles at the

    ready. Hom flapped his arms like a pel­ican try­ing to fly.




    “You break camp rules,” he screeched. “You break camp rules. This is nasty. You are not to

    see those peo­ple. What is the mean­ing?”




    “I thought I was lib­er­at­ing Amer­ican POW’s,” Re­mo said stub­born­ly.




    That up­set Hom even more. “There are no Amer­ican POW’s in Viet­nam,” he yelled. “We are

    not like that. Though you bomb us, we for­gave you. These are bui doi, dust of life. What you

    call Am­erasians. They are the mon­grel chil­dren of Saigon pros­ti­tutes and Amer­ican killer

    sol­diers.”




    “They say they’re pris­on­ers,” Re­mo said. The young cap­tives crouched be­hind him. The

    girl, her green eyes fear­ful, clung to Re­mo’s T-​shirt. She looked all of nine­teen. Her face

    had the look of a jib that had been cranked too tight.




    “Lies! They are here be­cause no one wants them. We feed them, give them work. They are

    grate­ful.”




    “Take us home, Amer­ican,” the pris­on­ers whis­pered. “Take us to Amer­ica.”




    “I think that speaks for it­self,” Re­mo point­ed out. He fold­ed his arms, ig­nor­ing the

    point­ing ri­fles.




    “You are very smug, Amer­ican,” said Mr. Hom. “You spit on the gen­er­ous hos­pi­tal­ity of

    the Viet­namese peo­ple. I think you should re­turn to Amer­ica. You will learn noth­ing

    here.”




    “I didn’t come here to learn your pro­pa­gan­da,” Re­mo said. “And I’m not budg­ing un­til I

    know these peo­ple won’t be hurt.”




    Mr. Hom hes­itat­ed. He felt the eyes of the tour group up­on him. His next words dripped

    sar­casm. “Per­haps you are still bit­ter about hav­ing re­treat­ed from the vic­to­ri­ous

    Peo­ple’s Lib­er­ation Army. Hm­mm?”




    “We didn’t re­treat, re­mem­ber?” Re­mo said. “We signed a peace treaty in Paris. Your

    peo­ple promised to stay in the North and ours in the South. It took you about a year to muster

    the courage to vi­olate it.”




    “We lib­er­at­ed the South,” Hom said stiffly.




    “You couldn’t win on the bat­tle­field, so you tricked us with a treaty you nev­er

    in­tend­ed to up­hold. Then you stabbed ev­ery­one in the back.”




    “We won.”




    “Maybe it’s not over yet,” Re­mo said. His voice held an edge that made Mr. Hom wipe

    sud­den­ly sweaty palms on his whip­cord breech­es.




    Mr. Hom barked or­ders in Viet­namese. The guards low­ered their weapons. Two went around a

    cor­ner. They came back driv­ing a Land Rover.




    “You will be driv­en back to Ho Chi Minh City,” Mr. Hom said petu­lant­ly. “There your

    mon­ey will be re­fund­ed and you will be put on a flight away from Viet­nam. Per­haps one day

    you will re­al­ize the good­ness of the for­giv­ing Viet­namese peo­ple and we will al­low you

    to re­turn.”




    Re­mo, know­ing he had no chance of do­ing any­thing for the Am­erasian pris­on­ers un­der

    the cir­cum­stances, shrugged as if it didn’t mat­ter. He said, “Okay,” and turned to the

    hud­dle of fright­ened half-​Viet­namese, half-​Amer­ican faces.




    “Sor­ry,” he said loud­ly. Then he whis­pered, “Sit tight. I’ll be back.”




    Re­mo al­lowed him­self to be es­cort­ed to the wait­ing Land Rover and driv­en out of the

    camp gates. The am­pli­fied voice of Mr. Hom fol­lowed him down the road. Hom was in­form­ing

    the tour group that in Amer­ica, many peo­ple felt bit­ter­ness over their fail­ure to im­pose

    their will on the Viet­namese peo­ple. But the Viet­namese were strong from thou­sands of years

    of strug­gle. No one would ev­er di­vide them again.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    Less than a mile down the road, dark­ness fell with the stark sud­den­ness that Re­mo

    re­mem­bered so clear­ly even af­ter twen­ty years.




    The sol­diers sat in the front of the Land Rover. Re­mo sat in back. The driv­er was

    pre­oc­cu­pied with watch­ing the road ahead. He had on­ly his head­lights to see by. Re­mo

    reached out and squeezed the oth­er sol­dier’s neck un­til he felt the man go loose. Re­mo kept

    him sit­ting up­right while they stum­bled through ruts in the road.




    When the driv­er slowed to ne­go­ti­ate a sharp turn, Re­mo brought his fist down on his

    hel­met like a mal­let strik­ing a bell. The driv­er col­lapsed like a pup­pet. Re­mo shoved

    him on­to the road­side and slipped be­hind the wheel. He braked, kicked the oth­er sol­dier

    in­to the dirt, and spun the Land Rover around.




    Re­mo drove un­til he rec­og­nized a dis­eased ba­nana tree that was near the reed­uca­tion

    camp, and pulled off the road. On foot he crept up to the perime­ter fence and went over it

    like a black cat.




    He drift­ed through the camp, keep­ing in the shad­ows. The lethar­gy of the day had fled.

    He felt alert once again. Maybe it had been the heat af­ter all.




    The tour group was eat­ing in a wood­en build­ing, and be­hind it Re­mo found sev­er­al Land

    Rovers and a can­vas-​backed truck. Rea­son­ing that the kitchen was at the back of the big

    build­ing, he slipped to the door. It came open at his touch. In­side, an el­der­ly Viet­namese

    cook was busy pulling wood­en pal­lets of fresh bread from a huge oven. Re­mo went to a

    cup­board and ran­sacked it. When he left the kitchen un­seen, two can­vas sacks bulged un­der

    his arms.




    There was just enough sug­ar to pour in­to the gas tank of ev­ery ve­hi­cle. Re­mo re­placed

    the gas caps and found his way to the bar­racks where the Am­erasians were kept. A sol­dier in

    green was nail­ing bam­boo splints across the bro­ken win­dow. Re­mo put him to sleep with a

    sin­gle chop­ping blow and re­moved the bam­boo with quick tugs. He poked his head in.




    “Next bus leaves in two min­utes,” he called. “You can buy your tick­ets on board.”




    They poured out of the win­dow like lem­mings. Re­mo helped the younger ones over the sill.

    When he had them col­lect­ed in a group, he put his fin­gers to his mouth to ges­ture for

    qui­et.




    “Now, lis­ten. I can get you out of here and away. But af­ter that, you’re on your own.

    Un­der­stand?”




    They nod­ded, their faces pale and grate­ful.




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “Sin­gle file, and fol­low me. Don’t bunch up.”




    He led them to the next bar­racks and then to the one near­est the gate. Mo­tion­ing for

    them to stay out of sight, Re­mo slipped to the gate and ap­proached the guard.




    Re­mo was al­most up to him when his foot hit a rock. It was the strangest thing. He should

    have seen the rock. At the very least, he should have sensed it be­fore kick­ing it. He was

    trained not to be­tray him­self. But he had.




    The guard spun. His Ak-47 hung from a shoul­der strap. He brought it up snap­pi­ly. Re­mo

    was quick­er. He grabbed the weapon by bar­rel and stock, and spun like a top. The

    cen­trifu­gal force made the guard let go. The strap held for three rev­olu­tions, then

    snapped. The guard sailed over the fence and crashed in­to the up­per branch­es of a rub­ber

    tree: He lay still.




    Re­mo broke the pad­lock, kicked the gate open, and waved for the oth­ers to come.




    They start­ed off sin­gle file, but the open gate was too much for them. The or­der­ly

    es­cape be­came a rout. Still clutch­ing the cap­tured ri­fle, Re­mo yanked the ex­ter­nal

    lever that opened the fold­ing bus doors. He slid be­hind the wheel as the oth­ers found seats

    and hud­dled un­der the ex­posed win­dow glass. In a mo­ment, Re­mo had hot-​wired the

    ig­ni­tion and got go­ing. The sound of the bus rum­bling brought ex­cit­ed yells from the

    camp. En­gines start­ed growl­ing, but the en­gines didn’t catch. That would be the sug­ar.

    Re­mo grinned.




    In the rearview mir­ror Re­mo saw the Viet­namese sol­diers pile in­to the road, some

    drop­ping in­to a shoot­ing crouch, oth­ers bring­ing their ri­fles to shoul­der height.




    Mr. Hom, hop­ping up and down like an an­imat­ed pel­ican, slapped their ri­fle bar­rels

    down be­fore they could fire. He swore at them, point­ing to the gawk­ing tour group, who were

    watch­ing the brave sol­diers of the new Viet­nam try­ing to or­ga­nize pur­suit with­out

    ve­hi­cles.




    Re­mo grinned again. It re­mind­ed him of the day in Septem­ber 1967 when he stole a North

    Viet­namese tank from un­der the noses of its sleep­ing crew. He pushed the ac­cel­er­ator to

    the floor, driv­ing af­ter the set­ting sun, to­ward Cam­bo­dia.




    It was many miles be­fore Re­mo hit a road­block.




    Two Land Rovers were parked nose-​to-​nose, block­ing the road. About a dozen sol­diers were

    stand­ing in sin­gle-​file for­ma­tion in front of the Land Rovers, their ri­fles high and

    un­wa­ver­ing. They re­mind­ed Re­mo of paint­ings of the British Red­coats stand­ing in strict

    mil­itary for­ma­tion while Amer­ican guer­ril­las picked them off from be­hind cov­er. Re­mo

    grunt­ed to him­self as he slowed the bus. The Viet­namese were act­ing like re­al sol­diers

    now. That would be their mis­take.




    Re­mo barked, “Ev­ery­body get on the floor,” to his pas­sen­gers, yanked the door-​open­ing

    han­dle with one hand, and scooped up his ri­fle with the oth­er. He stopped. Notic­ing the

    ri­fle, he asked him­self in a dazed voice, “What the hell am I do­ing?” Chi­un would kill him

    if he caught him us­ing a firearm. Re­mo left the weapon be­hind and walked in­to the bus’s

    head­light glow with his hands hang­ing loose and emp­ty.




    He smiled as he ap­proached the toy­like sol­diers.




    “Is this the Road to Man­dalay?” he asked cheer­ful­ly. “Or am I in the wrong movie?”




    A dozen safeties clicked off at once.




    “Yep,” Re­mo said. “Wrong movie. I want Tarzan goes to Viet­nam.”




    And with­out any pre­lim­inary tens­ing of mus­cle or oth­er be­tray­ing ac­tion, Re­mo

    van­ished from the twin spray of head­lights.




    The Viet­namese sol­diers blinked. One of them barked an or­der. The sol­diers ad­vanced

    in­to the light, walk­ing abreast.




    Up in the over­hang­ing tree where Re­mo had dis­ap­peared to, he was re­mind­ed again of

    the Red­coats. On­ly these sol­diers were green. And not just in the col­or of their uni­forms.

    Re­mo found a strong vine, test­ed it for weight, and pushed off.




    He came down like a pen­du­lum hit­ting domi­noes. The first sol­dier nev­er knew what hit

    him. Nei­ther did the one next to him, who was thrown in­to the man be­side him, who in turn

    clanged hel­mets with his com­rade. The chain re­ac­tion of falling sol­diers would have been

    com­ical had it not been for the spo­radic erup­tion of au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire as fran­tic

    fin­gers tight­ened on trig­gers. Rub­ber-​tree leaves were sick­led off. Thick tree boles

    shat­tered, spew­ing milky sap. The Viet­namese cack­led pro­fan­ity. None of it did them any

    good.




    Once they were tan­gled up on the road, Re­mo put the still-​con­scious ones to sleep with a

    se­ries of but­ter­fly jabs. He mo­tioned for help, and sev­er­al Am­erasians dragged the

    sol­diers off to the side of the road and con­fis­cat­ed their ri­fles. Re­mo had moved the

    Land Rovers close to the bus and start­ed si­phon­ing gas in­to jer­ri­cans bolt­ed to the back

    of the bus when the Am­erasians wan­dered out of the dark bush. They were wip­ing blood stains

    off con­fis­cat­ed bay­onets.




    Re­mo shrugged. War was war.




    He fin­ished si­phon­ing off the last of the gas, hur­ried ev­ery­one aboard, and climbed

    back in. “Next stop, Cam­bo­dia—or what­ev­er they call it now,” he an­nounced.




    In the back, they gig­gled ner­vous­ly. They were quite a mix. Amer­ican faces with al­mond

    eyes. Asian faces with West­ern eyes. Some were white, some brown, oth­ers black. They looked

    lost.




    A rust­ing road sign told Re­mo he was on Route Thir­teen-​what used to be known as the Road

    to Peace. If mem­ory served, it went di­rect­ly to the Cam­bo­di­an bor­der. He set­tled down

    for the long haul.




    Hours lat­er, a mil­itary Land Rover ap­peared in the rearview mir­ror and Re­mo again

    called for ev­ery­one to get on­to the floor. They obeyed in­stant­ly and yelled, “Go,

    Amer­ican!” Re­mo liked that.




    The Land Rover drew abreast like a speedy cock­roach and Re­mo wait­ed un­til some­one in a

    uni­form stood up and shout­ed for him to pull over.




    Re­mo did. In the Land Rover’s di­rec­tion. The ve­hi­cle swerved, pre­cip­itat­ing the

    of­fi­cer on­to the macadam road­way. He rolled sev­er­al times, his clothes com­ing off as if

    he were a shucked ear of corn: The Land Rover spun out of con­trol and piled in­to a tree.




    “Yay, Amer­ican! Go, GI!” The Am­erasians were shout­ing at the top of their lungs.




    They weren’t dis­turbed again un­til the low wop-​wop-​wop sound of an ap­proach­ing

    he­li­copter in­trud­ed over the en­gine’s rack­ety roar.




    Re­mo held the wheel while he searched the sky. “Any­body see a chop­per?”




    All over the bus, the win­dows shot up and heads poked out, twist­ing faces craned to the

    sky.




    The he­li­copter’s wop-​wop-​wop changed to a whut-​whut-​whut and then be­came a

    clat­ter­ing pock­eta-​pock­eta noise, and Re­mo knew it was clos­ing hard. But from where?




    The he­li­copter-​Re­mo rec­og­nized it as a Rus­sian Hind gun­ship cam­ou­flaged green and

    brown jumped up from be­hind a grassy hill and the Am­erasians in the right row called that

    they had spot­ted it.




    “Thanks a lot,” Re­mo mut­tered. Loud­ly he said, “Can any­one hit it?”




    They tried. AK-47’s erupt­ed at the weapons-​heavy gun­ship. It passed over­head, its

    rack­et deaf­en­ing, and van­ished from sight.




    “Any luck?” Re­mo called.




    “No,” some­one with a high-​pitched voice told him. “We try again.”




    “Bet­ter get it on the next pass be­cause that’s when they’re go­ing to start shoot­ing,”

    Re­mo warned.




    The Am­erasians with weapons piled over to the op­po­site side of the bus, pushed the

    oth­ers to the floor, and stuck their muz­zles in­to the sky. Re­mo no­ticed the

    freck­le-​faced young girl ly­ing on her stom­ach, hands tent­ed, her lips mov­ing silent­ly as

    she prayed to her an­ces­tors.




    Re­mo lis­tened to the fad­ing he­li­copter ro­tors. Then they changed pitch.




    “Okay, lis­ten up. It’s com­ing back now. I’m go­ing to hit the brakes. That’ll give us a

    clean shot at them. But they’ll have a bet­ter shot at us too. Don’t blow it.”




    “Okay,” he was told. It was weird to hear Viet­namese voic­es com­ing from such Amer­ican

    faces.




    The gun­ship was a blot in the night-​blue of the sky. It grew, bear­ing down on them. Re­mo

    hit the brakes. The ri­fle­men opened up. They fired spo­rad­ical­ly.




    “Let them get in­to range!” Re­mo warned. “Don’t waste am­mo.”




    “We try­ing!”




    “Damn,” Re­mo said. His foot poised over the ac­cel­er­ator. They were sit­ting ducks, but

    if he start­ed up, they’d nev­er get that gun­ship.




    Then he no­ticed the AK-47 he’d set be­side the driv­er’s seat. Let Chi­un get as up­set as

    he want­ed.




    Re­mo hit the door han­dle as he scooped up the AK-47. He set it for sin­gle shot and raised

    the muz­zle sight to eye lev­el. The weapon felt strange and clum­sy, like a rail­road tie.

    It’d been so long since he’d used a ri­fle. He made the gun sight de­scribe slow cir­cles in

    the air around the loom­ing Hind. He tight­ened the cir­cle un­til he could feel the gun­ship’s

    ro­tors vi­brat­ing the bar­rel and trans­mit­ting the vi­bra­tion down his arm. Tighter and

    tighter un­til he found the cen­ter of the gun­ship. When he could see the pi­lot’s dark

    glass­es clear­ly, he fired. Once. Then he low­ered the ri­fle con­fi­dent­ly.




    Noth­ing hap­pened for sev­er­al min­utes. The oth­ers con­tin­ued to fire ragged­ly, but

    Re­mo knew they wouldn’t af­fect what was about to hap­pen.




    The pi­lot still clutched his stick, but his chin was tilt­ed up. The he­li­copter start­ed

    to dance in place. It wob­bled, then its tail boom sud­den­ly swung around as the pi­lot’s feet

    ceased to work the sta­bi­liz­ing ro­tor ped­als.




    The gun­ship reeled, pitched, and sud­den­ly nosed to the earth. It ex­plod­ed in a

    spec­tac­ular or­ange fire­ball. Sooty smoke bil­lowed up af­ter the dis­si­pat­ing flames. The

    gun­ship was lost in the smoke. There were screams.




    “Okay, let’s go!” Re­mo said, re­turn­ing to the wheel. He sent the bus ca­reen­ing down the

    road as his pas­sen­gers hap­pi­ly con­grat­ulat­ed them­selves on their com­bined

    marks­man­ship.




    Re­mo rolled his eyes. “This is go­ing to be a long ride,” he mut­tered.




    The sun rose on his im­pas­sive coun­te­nance, and though he wel­comed its warmth af­ter the

    chill of evening, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­fused to open his hazel eyes.




    Harold Smith’s foot­steps ap­proached, the slight­ly arthrit­ic creak­ing of his right knee

    sound­ing loud­er to Chi­un than it ev­er had be­fore. But even for his em­per­or, the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju did not open his eyes.




    “Er, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?” Smith’s voice was hes­itant.




    “I am awake.”




    “Good. “




    “But I have not moved since last we spoke. I have slept all night like this.”




    “That is your right.”




    “No,” Chi­un’s parch­ment lips in­toned, “it is my shame, my re­spon­si­bil­ity, my

    atone­ment. But not my right. Nev­er my right.”




    “Yes,” said Smith. He looked at the frail fig­ure of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju seat­ed on the

    grav­el roof of Fol­croft San­itar­ium. Chi­un wore a thin white ki­mono, com­plete­ly with­out

    dec­ora­tion or adorn­ment, the blouse rent so that his hair­less chest was bared to the

    el­ements. He sat in a lo­tus po­si­tion, his tiny feet un­shod and his hands held palm-​up and

    loose-​fin­gered in his lap. He faced the ris­ing sun. A chill breeze off near­by Long Is­land

    Sound played with the wisps of hair over his ears. His beard hairs danced like waft­ing

    smoke.




    “I will re­main here un­til my son re­turns,” Chi­un said.




    “That could be a long time,” Smith point­ed out.




    “If it takes the rest of my life, then so be it. I gave my word that Re­mo would re­turn and

    he has not. My word has been vi­olat­ed. Un­til Re­mo does re­turn, I will stay here, not

    eat­ing, not drink­ing, my flesh ex­posed to the cru­el el­ements. But I do not wor­ry about

    the cru­el­ty of the el­ements. Nei­ther bit­ter wind nor lash­ing rain could sting so deep as

    the in­dif­fer­ence of my adopt­ed son, who would al­low my promise to be bro­ken.”




    “Is that your fi­nal word?”




    “In­vi­olate word. Ab­so­lute word. My word giv­en in Re­mo’s name has been shat­tered, but

    the word of a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, giv­en of his own ac­tions, can­not be bro­ken. Will not be

    bro­ken,” Chi­un said em­phat­ical­ly, rais­ing a long-​nailed fin­ger. “I have spo­ken.”




    “Well,” Dr. Smith said un­hap­pi­ly, “I’m not cer­tain I un­der­stand, but I won’t force you

    to do any­thing you feel is dis­hon­or­able. I’d just have to find an­oth­er way to get word to

    Re­mo. “




    Chi­un’s eyes blazed open. His wrin­kles gath­ered tense­ly and ex­plod­ed out­ward as the

    im­pact of Smith’s word’s hit him.




    Chi­un was on his feet like a jack-​in-​the-​box spring­ing. Smith re­coiled at the

    un­ex­pect­ed move­ment. Chi­un was sud­den­ly in front of him, look­ing up in­to Smith’s

    shocked face.




    “Re­mo. You have word of him?”




    “Yes, I do,” Smith said shak­ily. “And it is as I feared.”




    “He is … dead.”




    “No, he is in Viet­nam.”




    “Then he might as well be dead,” Chi­un snapped. “He ex­press­ly told us he would not go

    there.”




    “It might not be his fault.”




    “How can he es­cape that re­spon­si­bil­ity?” Chi­un asked queru­lous­ly.




    “He could be hav­ing an­oth­er flash­back. Or some­thing. I don’t know. What I do know is

    that a Rye man named Krankows­ki has been hos­pi­tal­ized af­ter hav­ing his hand re­moved from

    a brick wall with jack­ham­mers. This per­son claims he was mugged by some­one fit­ting Re­mo’s

    de­scrip­tion two night ago. The man has a long crim­inal record, so I have my own ideas about

    what re­al­ly hap­pened. Nev­er­the­less, he claims his cred­it card was stolen. I ran a check,

    and some­one us­ing that card booked a flight to Bangkok and then on to Ho Chi Minh City on the

    night we last saw Re­mo. There’s no ques­tion in my mind that it was Re­mo and he is now in

    Viet­nam. God knows what he’s do­ing.”




    “Per­haps not even Him, know­ing Re­mo,” Chi­un mut­tered.




    “We can’t let Re­mo run loose over there. He could start an in­ter­na­tion­al in­ci­dent and

    de­stroy all chance of get­ting our POW’s back through ne­go­ti­ations.”




    “I will go there and bring him back,” Chi­un an­nounced sud­den­ly, the wind flap­ping his

    ki­mono skirts against his bony legs.




    “I was hop­ing you would say that,” Smith said grate­ful­ly. “But what about your

    atone­ment?”




    Chi­un drew him­self up haugh­ti­ly. “Why should I atone for Re­mo’s id­io­cy?” he said

    pee­vish­ly. “I will go to Viet­nam and drag Re­mo back by the scruff of his neck. He will sit

    on this roof with­out so much as a straw mat un­der him and atone for his own sins.”




    “Very good,” said Smith, fol­low­ing Chi­un to the roof hatch. “I will ar­range a flight.

    There is a U.S. sub­ma­rine in that area that will take you to a dropoff point. It will be up

    to you to bring Re­mo back.”




    “Re­mo will come back, nev­er fear.”




    “On­ly Re­mo,” Smith said.




    Chi­un turned. “Not his Army friends?”




    Smith hes­itat­ed. “Not if any of them know him as Re­mo Williams. It will be hard on him,

    but we have no choice. CURE is too im­por­tant.”




    “If I have to dis­patch one of Re­mo’s friends, he may nev­er for­give me.”




    “We have no choice. Re­mo has giv­en us none.”




    Chi­un bowed. “Then the con­se­quences will be on Re­mo’s head, not ours.”


  




  

    Chapter 12




    Re­mo Williams didn’t no­tice he was run­ning out of gas un­til the en­gine start­ed

    miss­ing. He looked down at the fu­el gauge. The red point­er was bounc­ing off the emp­ty

    pin.




    Re­mo wres­tled the bus over to the shoul­der of the high­way and braked. He turned in his

    seat. A score of un­blink­ing eyes looked back at him, like ba­by owls in a for­est.




    “Lis­ten up, ev­ery­one,” Re­mo told them. “This is just a pit stop. I want ev­ery­one who

    has a ri­fle to de­ploy around the bus and stand guard. I hear run­ning wa­ter. Prob­ably a

    stream near­by. Two armed peo­ple will es­cort those who want to drink. Ev­ery­one else stay

    close to the bus. Got that?”




    Their ex­ot­ic faces bobbed in un­der­stand­ing.




    “Then let’s go,” Re­mo said, jump­ing out. The AK-47 went over his shoul­der with­out

    con­scious thought. Re­mo re­moved the last re­main­ing jer­ri­can and un­screwed the gas cap.

    As he poured the evil-​smelling gas in­to the tank, he tried to dig in­to long-​buried

    mem­ories. He’d been driv­ing all night, and had no idea where he was, or how far it was to the

    Cam­bo­di­an bor­der.




    One of the Am­erasians hov­ered near him. Re­mo crooked a fin­ger for him to step in­to

    talk­ing range. “Yes?”




    “What’s your name, pal?”




    “Nguyen. “




    “How far to the Cam­bo­di­an bor­der, Nguyen?”




    The man scratched his head and stared down the road ap­prais­ing­ly. “Forty kilo­me­ters,”

    he said, point­ing back in the di­rec­tion they had come.




    “You mean that way,” Re­mo said, emp­ty­ing the last of the jer­ri­can and nod­ding in the

    west­er­ly di­rec­tion. Nguyen shook his head.




    “No,” he in­sist­ed, point­ing east. “That way.”




    “That’s the road back to Saigon,” Re­mo said. “Cam­bo­dia is the oth­er way.”




    “That road back to Viet­nam,” the man dis­agreed. “We in Cam­bo­dia now.”




    Re­mo dropped the jer­ri­can in sur­prise. “When did we cross the bor­der?”




    “Hour ago. When we pass that moun­tain.”




    Re­mo fol­lowed Nguyen’s point­ing fin­ger. Low on the hori­zon was a steep, forest­ed

    sum­mit. Re­mo had paid it no at­ten­tion be­fore. Sud­den­ly he rec­og­nized it. It was the

    moun­tain known as the Black Vir­gin. It strad­dled the bor­der of Viet­nam and Cam­bo­dia. It

    was many kilo­me­ters back.




    “Great,” Re­mo said. “Why didn’t some­body tell me?”




    “No one want you to stop. This dan­ger­ous area. Khmer Rouge here. Much fight­ing.”




    The oth­ers re­turned from the bush at that mo­ment, some of them wip­ing cool wa­ter off

    their mouths. They looked re­freshed.




    Re­mo went around to the front of the bus, turned on the head­lights, and gath­ered them

    to­geth­er in the light. “This is it, ev­ery­one. Cam­bo­dia. Last stop. You’re on your own

    now. You have weapons, so you can take care of your­selves. “




    “You take bus?” asked Nguyen.




    “Yes,” Re­mo said. “I’ll need it if I’m go­ing to res­cue my friend. Sor­ry.”




    The green-​eyed girl pushed out of the hud­dled group.




    “Please not go, Amer­ican. Stay with us. Help us reach U.S.”




    “I wish I could,” Re­mo said sin­cere­ly. “But I have a mis­sion.”




    “We go with you. Help you. Fight fierce­ly. Not like old ARVN troops. Kill many gook for

    you.”




    The oth­ers took up her call to ac­tion, promis­ing to fight brave­ly for the Amer­ican and

    his friend.




    Re­mo was touched by their will­ing­ness to fight by his side, but it was out of the

    ques­tion.




    “I work best alone. Next time.”




    The green-​eyed girl came up to Re­mo, her eyes im­pos­si­bly sad.




    “If I not reach Amer­ica alive, will you tell my Amer­ican fa­ther I love him?”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said. “What’s his name?”




    “Bob.”




    “Bob what?”




    “Not know oth­er name. You will tell him Lan love him and ask that he will re­mem­ber

    me?”




    “Yeah, I’ll tell him. Bob. Sure. How many green-​eyed Bobs can there be in Amer­ica?”




    Lan smiled. Re­mo forced a smile in re­turn. The poor kid had no idea how big Amer­ica

    was.




    “Well,” Re­mo said slow­ly, not re­al­ly know­ing what to say in farewell, “see you all back

    in Amer­ica.”




    The Am­erasians waved. They looked too scared to move. For a mo­ment Re­mo hes­itat­ed,

    won­der­ing if tak­ing them along would pos­si­bly work out. They looked so help­less. Even the

    armed ones. But their very help­less­ness con­vinced him they were bet­ter off on their

    own.




    Re­mo tore him­self away. He re­placed the jer­ri­can in its wire brack­et. He checked to

    make sure the gas cap was on tight. He spent more time at it than nec­es­sary, try­ing to look

    pre­oc­cu­pied, hop­ing the oth­ers would start walk­ing on their own. But no one took the

    ini­tia­tive. They watched him in mute won­der­ment.




    Re­mo got back be­hind the wheel. He start­ed the en­gine. The head­lights flared brighter.

    Then, slow­ly, he sent the bus lum­ber­ing around in a cir­cle. As he passed the hud­dled

    group, he shot them a weak salute. They waved back. Re­mo searched their faces one last time,

    look­ing for the girl called Lan. He didn’t see her.




    Then Re­mo sent the bus rum­bling back to­ward the bor­der. The Am­erasians stood watch­ing

    him un­til they were swal­lowed by the dark­en­ing jun­gle.




    Re­mo felt a slow lump ris­ing in his throat. He tried to swal­low it away. It wouldn’t go

    away. He con­cen­trat­ed on the road.




    Re­mo had to guess when he got near the Cam­bo­di­an bor­der. He used the Black Vir­gin for

    a ref­er­ence point. He re­mem­bered hav­ing seen a dirt road some­where along this stretch

    that veered north. For lack of a bet­ter plan, he in­tend­ed to fol­low it. He had no idea

    where the POW camp was. But he knew he would have a bet­ter chance of lo­cat­ing it on foot. He

    hoped to find a place to stash the bus while he con­duct­ed his search. He would need the bus

    lat­er. There was no telling what kind of shape Young­blood and the oth­ers would be in.




    Re­mo watched the jun­gle un­til he found the road. He slid on­to it, and the bus tires

    start­ed crunch­ing rock. The bus slowed in the dirt. It bounced and rat­tled.




    Re­mo won­dered if the old springs would hold. Then he stopped won­der­ing. Abrupt­ly there

    was a roar­ing in his ears and the pres­sure made his vi­sion turn red, as if the blood

    ves­sels in his eyes had all popped at once. He nev­er heard the sound of the ex­plo­sion.




    When Re­mo woke up, the first thing he felt was a stab­bing pain at the small of his back.

    His eyes would not fo­cus. Ev­ery­thing was dark-​dark and blurred. He sensed he was on the

    ground, and dim­ly a flick­er of con­scious thought made him won­der if he’d been wound­ed.




    Care­ful­ly he moved his hands. They worked. He tried sit­ting up. His back ached dul­ly;

    then the sharp­er pain be­gan. Half-​sit­ting up, he felt a sick fear in the pit of his

    stom­ach. Rest­ing on one palm, he reached for his back with the oth­er, afraid of what he

    might find. The ex­er­tion brought more pain. But he felt no mois­ture, no rup­tured flesh, no

    pro­trud­ing bone. He looked back to dis­cov­er that he’d been ly­ing on a rugged rock.




    Now, why would he go to sleep on a rock like that? Had he been drink­ing?




    Re­mo sat up and looked around. There was some­thing there. Even with his vi­sion out of

    fo­cus, he made out the front end of a bus. But there was some­thing odd about it. It was too

    short. Re­mo looked fur­ther and not far away found an­oth­er shape. His eyes start­ed to clear

    and he re­al­ized that the sec­ond shape was a bus too.




    But there was on­ly one bus. It had been cut in half. He was look­ing at the rear half, open

    in front like an old loaf of bread and spilling the charred re­mains of its seats.




    Re­mo un­der­stood what had hap­pened. An ar­tillery shell. Or maybe a mine. He could see no

    bod­ies. He hoped there were none. He was won­der­ing who’d been on the bus, when he no­ticed

    his feet.




    His feet were en­cased in shoes. Where the hell were his boots? he won­dered.

    Ex­per­imen­tal­ly Re­mo tried to bend his legs. They were stiff, but they moved. He re­moved

    one shoe. A loafer. Good leather, too. Maybe Ital­ian. Re­mo couldn’t re­mem­ber ev­er own­ing

    shoes of this qual­ity be­fore. Maybe he’d bought them in Saigon. For­eign goods were cheap in

    Saigon. But Re­mo couldn’t re­mem­ber hav­ing bought them. That wasn’t his chief wor­ry,

    how­ev­er. He could see that he was some­where out in the bush. Where the hell were his boots?

    With­out them, he’d have im­mer­sion foot in no time. As­sum­ing this was the rainy sea­son.

    Fun­ny, he couldn’t re­mem­ber that ei­ther.




    Re­mo put the shoe back on and took a minute to breathe deeply. Then he got to his feet. His

    joints ached. He tried walk­ing in a cir­cle. Noth­ing dam­aged, just aches. He flexed his

    arms, work­ing his bi­ceps to get the night chill out of his mus­cles.




    It was then that he no­ticed that his arms were bare. “What the hell is this?” he asked

    aloud.




    He was wear­ing a T-​shirt. It was black, like his pants. He looked around for his Ma­rine

    uni­form. There was noth­ing in sight. He had no pack, no can­teen, no boots. He was dressed

    for shoot­ing pool back in Newark, not for Viet­nam.




    Stiffly, ap­pre­hen­sive­ly, he stum­bled to­ward the front half of the bus. He clam­bered

    in through its gap­ing rear, which was tilt­ed like a ramp. He found a Rus­sian Kalash­nikov

    ri­fle on the buck­led floor. He checked the bolt. It worked. There were no bod­ies in the

    seats. Re­mo won­dered where the driv­er was. His head throbbed. His ears felt like they had on

    the day he first land­ed in Saigon. It had been his first air­plane flight, and dur­ing the

    de­scent, his eardrums had built up pres­sure un­til they ached. He hat­ed the feel­ing and it

    hadn’t gone away un­til he’d stepped off the plane with the rest of his com­pa­ny and the first

    trucks con­tain­ing the alu­minum coffins of dead Amer­ican ser­vice­men ar­rived to be load­ed

    for the re­turn flight. The shock had cleared his ears.




    Re­mo felt like that now. He worked his jaw to clear his ears, but they re­mained stuffy,

    like blocked nasal pas­sages.




    Some­one groaned. Re­mo ran to the oth­er half of the bus. He point­ed his ri­fle in­to the

    dark, tan­gled in­te­ri­or. Lit­tle steely glints like fer­al eyes winked back at him. “Who’s

    there?” he chal­lenged. An­oth­er groan.




    With his ri­fle bar­rel Re­mo knocked aside still-​smok­ing seat cov­ers. He stepped in

    gin­ger­ly, not trust­ing his light shoes. Again he felt the lack of boots as a dull fear in

    his gut. A man with­out boots in the jun­gle might as well shoot him­self in the head and save

    him­self a lot of un­nec­es­sary trou­ble.




    Re­mo found a young girl, her face in shad­ow. She wore the black pa­ja­ma uni­form of the

    Viet­namese farmer-​or the Vi­et­cong. Prob­ably a pris­on­er be­ing trans­port­ed, he

    de­cid­ed.




    Re­mo nudged her with the stock of his ri­fle. Her eyes snapped open and Re­mo was shocked

    by their col­or. They were green.




    Ev­er since she was a child, Thao Ha Lan had had one dream. That the Amer­icans would come

    back to Viet­nam and crush the Hanoi regime. At night she dreamed that it would be­gin with the

    clat­ter of their he­li­copter gun­ships com­ing in low over the South Chi­na Sea. They would

    take Ho Chi Minh City first. And one spe­cial he­li­copter would come for her. Her fa­ther

    would be the pi­lot. Lan didn’t know if her fa­ther had flown he­li­copters dur­ing the war.

    She on­ly knew that her fa­ther was an Amer­ican sol­dier. And Amer­ican sol­diers could do

    any­thing.




    It was a dream her moth­er had im­pressed up­on her. Her moth­er had loved an Amer­ican

    ser­vice­man. The Amer­ican had died, her moth­er said. Lan did not be­lieve her. She knew he

    lived in Amer­ica, where there was no war, no fight­ing, no Com­mu­nists. She hoped to go there

    one day. The dream sur­vived the day her moth­er was tak­en away to a reed­uca­tion camp and

    even af­ter she her­self was tak­en off the Ho Chi Minh City streets.




    The dream had flared anew at the ar­rival of the lone Amer­ican with the dead, flat eyes

    that held no fear. The man had Amer­ican fea­tures. Like her own. The on­ly Amer­ican fea­tures

    Lan had ev­er seen be­longed to the oth­er bui doi who shared her work bar­racks.




    It had been a crush­ing dis­ap­point­ment for Lan when the Amer­ican had or­dered them off

    the bus in the mid­dle of the Cam­bo­di­an jun­gle. She could not be­lieve it. So when the

    Amer­ican had fin­ished putting gaso­line in the bus, she slipped back aboard and hid in the

    dark­ened in­te­ri­or where she wouldn’t be seen.




    Lan was de­ter­mined to go with the fear­less Amer­ican wher­ev­er he went.




    Lan woke sud­den­ly. She re­mem­bered the red flash. She felt her­self tan­gled among

    bro­ken bus seats. Then she saw the Amer­ican. He was point­ing a ri­fle at her face. He looked

    an­gry.




    “Don’t shoot. It Lan. Lan.”




    “Don’t move,” the Amer­ican said. His voice was cold. Lan knew he was an­gry. She had

    ex­pect­ed that.




    “I no move,” Lan said. She fold­ed her hands to­geth­er to show they were emp­ty. “I no

    move. Okay?”




    “Where is this place?”




    “Kam­puchea. “




    “Nev­er heard of it. You VC?”




    “No. Not VC. VC all gone.”




    “Bull. Get up. Slow.”




    Still hold­ing her hands to­geth­er, Lan strug­gled in­to a kneel­ing po­si­tion and bowed

    once to the Amer­ican. She hoped Amer­icans un­der­stood bow­ing.




    “Skip that crap,” the Amer­ican told her. “On your feet. “




    Lan pushed her­self to her feet. She took care to stand with her head bowed. She hoped the

    Amer­ican would not send her away alone.




    “Now, an­swer my ques­tions, bi­en?” he said curt­ly. “Who was on that bus?”




    Lan hes­itat­ed. She did not un­der­stand. The Amer­ican glared at her. “Lan on bus,” she

    said at last. “Who else?”




    “You. No one else.”




    “Who was driv­ing? And don’t tell me it was you.”




    “You drive. You drive to find Amer­ican friend. Pris­on­er. “




    The Amer­ican frowned. “This bet­ter not be a trick,” he said. “Come on.”




    He stepped back to let her slide out of the ru­ined bus, and Lan stepped care­ful­ly to the

    ground. The Amer­ican kept his weapon trained on her. He looked ner­vous and un­steady, not

    con­fi­dent as he had be­fore.




    The Amer­ican marched her around the shat­tered bus halves. In the mid­dle of the road they

    found a slop­ing de­pres­sion edged with splashed dirt.




    “An an­tiper­son­nel mine,” the Amer­ican said, kick­ing at the dirt. His foot un­earthed

    glint­ing steel balls. “It tore the bus in two. These are what were star­ing at me. I thought

    they were eyes.”




    Lan nod­ded. “Khmer Rouge mine.”




    “Khmer Rouge,” the Amer­ican said ex­cit­ed­ly. “You mean Cam­bo­di­ans? Are we in

    Cam­bo­dia?”




    “You not re­mem­ber? You drive us here.”




    “Us? Us who?”




    “Viet­namese pris­on­ers. You free us.”




    The Amer­ican looked at her con­fus­ed­ly. He shook his head, his dark eyes

    dis­tract­ed.




    “Where’s the near­est Amer­ican base camp? Tell me.”




    “Amer­icans all gone. Long gone. None left.”




    “Then the next near­est camp. I’ve got to get back to my unit.”




    “Lan not un­der­stand. Not know where your Amer­ican friends are. You search.”




    “I’ll set­tled for an ARVN unit, then.”




    Lan grew fright­ened. This man was ask­ing about the long-​de­feat­ed Army of the Re­pub­lic

    of Viet­nam. Was he crazy?




    “ARVN? No more ARVN. No more ARVN.”




    “What do you mean-​no more ARVN?”




    “ARVN sur­ren­der.”




    “Bull. “




    “Amer­icans gone home. ARVN gone. No more South. No more North. War over.”




    “Over?” The Amer­ican’s voice growled. “Who won?”




    “Com­mu­nists. You not re­mem­ber?”




    “My ass. You’re VC.”




    “You no un­der­stand. VC no more. ARVN crushed. Amer­icans gone. War over. How I make you

    un­der­stand?”




    “You can’t, so for­get it.”




    As Lan watched, the Amer­ican start­ed walk­ing in cir­cles. He put one hand to his head,

    nev­er let­ting his eyes stray from her. Lan won­dered if he was sick. She had nev­er met any

    Amer­icans be­fore to­day. Did they al­ways act so crazy when they were dis­pleased?




    “My head is killing me,” the Amer­ican moaned. Then he dropped his ri­fle in the dirt and

    fell on it. He did not move af­ter that.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao re­turned to Hanoi via Moscow. He had slipped across the Mex­ican

    bor­der and ob­tained an Aeroflot flight to the So­vi­et cap­ital. It was a longer jour­ney

    than go­ing through Eu­rope, but trav­el­ing by West­ern car­ri­er would have placed him at the

    risk of ar­rest and ex­tra­di­tion. On­ly Aeroflot was safe.




    In Hanoi he was de­briefed by Viet­nam’s de­fense min­is­ter.




    “My mis­sion was suc­cess­ful,” Dai con­clud­ed af­ter he’d fin­ished his ex­pla­na­tion. He

    stood at at­ten­tion. The de­fense min­is­ter sat stolid­ly in his straight-​backed chair. His

    of­fice was dec­orat­ed with stan­dard So­vi­et­bloc or­tho­doxy. No shred of col­or or hu­mor

    in­trud­ed up­on its dark-​wood­ed so­lid­ity. Dai wait­ed for the at-​ease or­der. It nev­er

    came.




    “Suc­cess is rel­ative,” the de­fense min­is­ter told him blunt­ly, and Cap­tain Dai felt

    his heart sink. What had he done wrong? He cleared his throat pri­or to ask­ing, but quick­ly

    re­al­ized that ask­ing would be the same as ac­cept­ing fail­ure. Cap­tain Dai was not ready

    to ac­cept any such thing.




    “The traitor Phong is dead,” Dai re­peat­ed thick­ly. “My in­ter­na­tion­al­ist du­ty has

    been dis­charged.”




    “Had that man not es­caped, you would not have had to risk the things you did risk.”




    “I am pre­pared to of­fer my life in ser­vice to the glo­ri­ous rev­olu­tion.”




    The de­fense min­is­ter waved his hand dis­mis­sive­ly as if the life of one such as

    Cap­tain Dai was some­thing spent with­out think­ing, like the num­ber of dong re­quired to

    pur­chase a cigarette.




    “The Amer­ican press are full of sto­ries,” the de­fense min­is­ter said. “The MIA is­sue,

    the POW is­sue. The killing of this Phong was broad­cast live. The Amer­ican gov­ern­ment is

    up­set. We were ap­proach­ing an un­der­stand­ing, but now the po­lit­ical pres­sure on them to

    with­hold diplo­mat­ic recog­ni­tion un­til this is set­tled is enor­mous. Long months of

    qui­et diplo­ma­cy have been jeop­ar­dized.”




    “I did what I had to do.”




    “In full view of tele­vi­sion cam­eras,” said the de­fense min­is­ter bit­ter­ly. He shook

    his iron-​gray head.




    “It was ei­ther there or not at all. Phong was guard­ed like a diplo­mat. It was on­ly my

    re­source­ful­ness that en­abled me to gain ad­mit­tance to the au­di­ence.”




    “You sound like the train en­gi­neer who left the brakes off and then con­grat­ulat­ed

    him­self for his hero­ism in stop­ping the run­away lo­co­mo­tive. Do not con­grat­ulate

    your­self while in this of­fice, Com­rade Cap­tain. Your best does not im­press me.”




    Cap­tain Dai said noth­ing. His mouth ached for a cigarette, but he dared not light up while

    stand­ing at at­ten­tion.




    The si­lence in the room length­ened. Fi­nal­ly the de­fense min­is­ter said, “We may have

    to kill the Amer­ican pris­on­ers.”




    “I will glad­ly un­der­take that task, Com­rade De­fense Min­is­ter.”




    “I am sure that you would. Your blood­thirsty kind en­abled us to de­feat the Amer­icans.

    But you are now a li­abil­ity. Why do you think you have been stuck in a dis­tant camp

    post?”




    “I con­sid­ered it my du­ty,” Dai croaked. His face was gray.




    “And if I say it is your du­ty, you will kill the Amer­icans with your bare hands. But that

    de­ci­sion has not been made. For you, there is an­oth­er du­ty.”




    “I stand ready.”




    “An Amer­ican has bro­ken away from a tour group near Ho Chi Minh City. No doubt it is the

    fault of the soft peo­ple of the South, who will nev­er be purged of their cap­ital­is­tic

    ways.”




    “We in the North are strong.”




    “We in the North are in charge,” snapped the de­fense min­is­ter. “This Amer­ican at­tacked

    a reed­uca­tion camp. He es­caped with per­haps twen­ty bui doi.”




    Cap­tain Dai would have spat on the floor in con­tempt, but spit­ting in pub­lic was

    for­bid­den in the unit­ed Viet­nam.




    “This Amer­ican was last seen driv­ing to the Kam­puchean bor­der. Be­fore he ran amok he is

    re­port­ed to have made provoca­tive state­ments about Amer­ican POW’s. We be­lieve he may be

    an Amer­ican in­tel­li­gence agent sent here to con­duct re­con­nais­sance probes. If so, he is

    very clum­sy in his work. But he is a skill­ful sol­dier. We can­not find him. That will be

    your job.”




    “I will re­turn to this of­fice and re­port un­qual­ified suc­cess.”




    “I do not care if I ev­er see you again, Com­rade Cap­tain,” the de­fense min­is­ter said

    with open con­tempt. “I hope the Amer­ican shoots you dead at the same mo­ment you oblit­er­ate

    him. Then two thorns in my side will be re­moved with one stroke.”




    “I will re­deem my­self “




    “Not in these eyes. Dis­missed.”




    Swal­low­ing the bit­ter­ness that promised to creep in­to his voice, Cap­tain Dai salut­ed

    smart­ly and turned on his heel. He was near tears. He had al­ways con­sid­ered him­self a war

    hero. Now he knew that he had been just a tool. One mis­take and they were ready to throw him

    away. He was cer­tain that even the de­feat­ed Amer­icans treat­ed their war heroes bet­ter

    than he had been.




    At first light Re­mo awoke. He was aware of the heavy smell of wet jun­gle, that

    un­be­liev­ably fe­cund smell that ex­cit­ed the nos­trils. His eyes came open slow­ly, the

    ham­mer­ing of a heavy rain on met­al reg­is­ter­ing on his dazed brain be­fore the light hit

    his reti­na.




    Re­mo saw that he was in­side the front part of the de­stroyed bus. A lash­ing rain made it

    im­pos­si­ble to see out the win­dows. He was ly­ing on a pile of seat cush­ions, his ri­fle

    be­side him.




    The Viet­namese girl who called her­self Lan slept near­by.




    Re­mo looked around. They were alone. Out through the gap­ing, open end of the bus, he could

    see rain­wa­ter pelt­ing twin shal­low grooves ob­vi­ous­ly made when he’d been dragged in­to

    the bus. He looked at his heels. They were dirty, caked with red earth.




    The girl. Ob­vi­ous­ly. She had dragged him here af­ter he col­lapsed. Why had she done

    that? Re­mo picked up his ri­fle and checked it. The mag­azine was half-​full.




    Re­mo climbed over a tan­gle of seats and shook the girl awake.




    She roused slow­ly. At the sight of his face, she smiled ten­ta­tive­ly and Re­mo won­dered

    if he’d been wrong about her. A VC agent would have shot him with­out mer­cy.




    “You are awake,” she said sim­ply.




    “Yeah.” He didn’t know what else to say. He looked at her face care­ful­ly. Her fea­tures

    were not like those of any Viet­namese he had ev­er seen. Those green, al­mond-​shaped eyes.

    And those spots on her cheeks. He’d thought they were some kind of trop­ical skin dis­ease, but

    they were freck­les. Freck­les!




    “Lan help you. Lan your friend. You re­mem­ber now?”




    “No. I don’t re­mem­ber you.”




    Lan’s smile fad­ed like a cloud in­ter­cept­ing sun­light. “Oh. Lan sor­ry. “




    “You know, I think you are.”




    “Am. “




    “I don’t know too many Viet­namese.”




    “That okay. I not know any Amer­ican be­fore you.” The rain stopped. It was like a faucet

    shut­ting off.




    “We can’t stay here,” Re­mo said. “You say we’re in Cam­bo­dia?”




    “Called Kam­puchea now.”




    Re­mo made a face. “Yeah, right. Look, do you know which di­rec­tion Saigon is?”




    Lan stared at him un­com­pre­hend­ing­ly.




    “Toi Muon di Saigon,” Re­mo said in Viet­namese.




    Lan shook her head. “Not called Saigon any­more. Ho Chi Minh City.”




    “Are we go­ing to have to go through that again?”




    “Telling truth,” Lan said testi­ly. “Saigon old name. New name Ho Chi Minh City.”




    Re­mo sighed. “How far?”




    “One night’s drive. That way.”




    “Maybe we can reach the com­mand head­quar­ters in An Loc.”




    “An Loc dan­ger­ous. Much fight­ing.”




    “I thought you said the war was over.”




    “For Viet­namese, war nev­er end. Viet­namese Com­mu­nists fight Khmer Rouge Com­mu­nists

    now.”




    “There’s a switch,” Re­mo said. He slid down out of the shat­tered bus and swore when his

    feet touched the mud­dy ground. He had for­got­ten that he had no boots. His shoes sank, cold,

    wet mud moist­en­ing the socks at his an­kles.




    “Damn. I could lose my feet walk­ing around like this. “




    “We must go. Very dan­ger­ous here too.”




    “Then we walk. You say your name is Lan?”




    “Yes, Lan. And you?”




    “What about me?”




    “Not know your own name?”




    “Of course I do. I thought you said you knew me. I wish you’d get your sto­ry straight.”




    “Do know you,” Lan said firm­ly. “You res­cue me from camp. Not know your name.”




    “Re­mo. U.S. Marines.”




    “Ah,” Lan said. “Marines num­ber one!”




    Re­mo laughed. “Yeah. We’re num­ber one, all right. Come on.”




    They fol­lowed the dirt road un­til it spilled in­to a black­top high­way. Re­mo took off

    his shoes and socks and car­ried them. The morn­ing sun would dry them off quick­ly. For now,

    he was bet­ter off walk­ing bare­foot. The heat of the day warmed the road. Rain­wa­ter steamed

    off it like wa­ter on a skil­let.




    They walked for miles, en­coun­ter­ing no traf­fic. Then, out of the north came a fa­mil­iar

    sound.




    “He­li­copter,” Re­mo said.




    Lan grabbed his belt and tried to pull him off the road.




    “Hey! Cut it out,” Re­mo snapped, break­ing free. Lan grabbed his wrists this time and

    strained against him.




    “Out of sight,” she begged. “Hide. He­li­copter come.”




    “That’s the idea. They’ll pick us up.”




    “No. Not Amer­ican he­li­copter. Viet­namese.”




    “Crap. The Viet­namese don’t have he­li­copters. Sounds like an Amer­ican Huey.”




    The ro­tor noise grew loud­er. Lan pulled hard­er. “Look,” Re­mo yelled. “Don’t make me get

    rough. Run if you want. I’m stay­ing in the open.”




    Re­mo stripped off his T-​shirt and faced the di­rec­tion of the ap­proach­ing he­li­copter

    clat­ter. Lan broke for the road­side trees and hun­kered down fear­ful­ly.




    The he­li­copter lift­ed in­to sight up ahead. It was a wide-​bod­ied craft with stub wings

    heavy with rock­ets.




    It seemed to be fol­low­ing the road care­ful­ly, as if search­ing.




    “Great,” Re­mo mut­tered. “They can’t miss me.” He start­ed wav­ing his shirt.




    “Hey! Amer­ican on the ground,” he shout­ed. “I need a dustoff “




    The he­li­copter skimmed over Re­mo as if it hadn’t no­ticed him. Re­mo jumped around to

    face it, still wav­ing his shirt and shout­ing.




    “Hey, come back.”




    The he­li­copter did just that. It flashed around in a tight cir­cle. And as it turned,

    Re­mo saw the yel­low star in a red field that told him he was try­ing to flag down the wrong

    side.




    “Oh, shit,” he said. “The Viet­namese have he­li­copters now.”




    “I tell you!” Lan called. “Now you hur­ry.”




    Re­mo dived off the road. He took a po­si­tion be­tween two tall trees, well away from Lan.

    He brought his ri­fle up. He wait­ed.




    The he­li­copter hov­ered omi­nous­ly above, search­ing. Re­mo held his fire. The

    he­li­copter be­gan to set­tle and he knew they’d spot­ted him.




    Then Lan dashed across the high­way un­der the gun­ship and to the oth­er side of the road.

    She shout­ed at the top of her voice.




    The he­li­copter sud­den­ly rose in the air and peeled off af­ter her. A chin-​mount­ed

    Gatling gun opened up. It blast­ed the rub­ber trees un­til they stood like bro­ken

    milk­weeds.




    “Dammit!” Re­mo shout­ed. He came out of cov­er and emp­tied his ri­fle af­ter the

    he­li­copter, fir­ing sin­gle shots. The big tail ro­tor sud­den­ly made a ping­ing sound and

    be­gan wob­bling wild­ly on its ax­is. A lucky shot had clipped it. The ro­tor stopped dead,

    and with­out its sta­bi­liz­ing in­flu­ence, the he­li­copter be­gan a slow pirou­ette in

    place, like a ridicu­lous Christ­mas-​tree or­na­ment spin­ning on a thread.




    The he­li­copter pi­lot had no oth­er op­tion and he knew it. He let the chop­per set­tle.

    It sank in­to the trees steadi­ly un­til the main ro­tor en­coun­tered the tree­tops. Then all

    hell broke loose. Break­ing branch­es flew like shrap­nel. Some­one screamed.




    “Lan!” Re­mo yelled.




    The he­li­copter sud­den­ly stopped, its main ro­tor banged in­to a tan­gle of met­al. The

    gun­ship hung in a net of fo­liage sev­er­al feet off the ground. Men start­ed jump­ing out of

    the open doors.




    Re­mo saw that they car­ried ri­fles. He ran to­ward them. Un­less he hit them first, while

    they were shak­en up, the ad­van­tage would be theirs.




    Dash­ing across the road, he plunged in­to the bush. He moved in a low crouch, the AK-47

    feel­ing strange in his hands. He was used to an M-16. The he­li­copter hung like an enor­mous

    rot­ting fruit among tan­gled trees. A Viet­namese sol­dier was clam­ber­ing out of the gun

    door, his ri­fle slung over his shoul­der. Re­mo lift­ed his own as­sault ri­fle and squeezed

    off a sin­gle shot.




    The gun clicked. He tried again. Noth­ing. Re­mo dropped in­to the grass and pulled the

    clip. Emp­ty. The Viet­namese sol­dier was hang­ing by both hands from the chop­per skid. He

    dan­gled mo­men­tar­ily, then dropped to the ground.




    Re­mo dropped his use­less weapon and eased for­ward. The Viet­namese was stand­ing with his

    back to­ward him, un­lim­ber­ing his ri­fle from his shoul­der. Re­mo made a fist and came up

    like a ghost ris­ing from a grave. The Viet­namese picked that mo­ment to turn around. He saw

    Re­mo’s fist and screeched in fright.




    It was too late for Re­mo to pull his punch. It flew past the sol­dier’s shoul­der. Re­mo

    felt his legs be­ing kicked out from un­der him. The two men land­ed in a tan­gle, Re­mo on the

    bot­tom.




    Fu­ri­ous­ly Re­mo tried to fend off the sol­dier’s flail­ing blows, but his hands wouldn’t

    do what he willed them to. Ev­ery time he made a fist, it felt wrong. He found him­self

    ward­ing off the blows with quick, open­hand­ed thrusts. What the hell was hap­pen­ing to

    him?




    Re­mo grabbed the man’s wrists. The two of them strug­gled. Then the sol­dier col­lapsed on

    top of Re­mo. Re­mo shoved him off and found Lan stand­ing be­side him, the sol­dier’s AK-47 in

    her hands. It was point­ing at him. This is it, he thought. I’m dead. But, wild-​eyed, Lan

    tossed the weapon to him.




    Re­mo caught it and spun on the sounds of ap­proach­ing sol­diers. There were two of them.

    They yelled like In­di­ans as they charged through the grass. Re­mo set the fire se­lec­tor to

    au­to­mat­ic and pulled the trig­ger. Noth­ing hap­pened. “Damn!” he said.




    “What wrong? Why you not shoot?”




    Re­mo looked at the breech. It was fouled with mud. “Damn!” he said again. He threw the

    ri­fle away. “Run, Lan!”




    “No!”




    He gave her a cru­el shove. “Di-​di mau!”




    Lan stum­bled away. Re­mo cut off in a dif­fer­ent di­rec­tion. The sol­diers would be

    af­ter him first. He got be­hind a thick-​boled tree. He forced his right hand in­to a fist and

    lis­tened for the clump of boots.




    He saw the sweep­ing muz­zle of a ri­fle be­fore he saw the sol­dier him­self Re­mo wait­ed

    tense­ly. One step, then two. When the man’s flat-​nosed pro­file came in sight, on­ly inch­es

    away from Re­mo’s face, he un­corked a round­house swing.




    Re­mo nev­er felt his fist con­nect. Sud­den­ly his face was wet with blood and bits of

    mat­ter and he stum­bled back, won­der­ing if he had been shot or had stepped on a mine.




    He wiped his face des­per­ate­ly. His hands were cov­ered with blood. His first thought was:

    Oh, God, I’m wound­ed. Then he no­ticed the sol­dier.




    He was ly­ing on his back, his head turned com­plete­ly around so that the back of his head

    was where his face should have been. His fin­gers and feet twitched in the nerve spasms of

    near-​death.




    Re­mo knelt down and pushed the man off his ri­fle. He checked the breech. It seemed

    un­ob­struct­ed. Then Re­mo saw the man’s face and backed away in hor­ror.




    The man’s jaw was shoved up un­der his right ear. The jaw was shape­less, as if the bone had

    been pul­ver­ized. His neck was ob­vi­ous­ly bro­ken too.




    Re­mo checked him­self for sim­ilar dam­age, but oth­er than the blood on his fist and face,

    he was un­in­jured. Then he no­ticed a patch of hu­man skin cling­ing to one knuck­le and

    won­dered how he had skinned his knuck­les if he hadn’t con­nect­ed. He peeled off the patch

    and saw the skin un­der­neath was un­dam­aged. In spite of the dan­ger all around him, he

    blurt­ed out in En­glish, “Did I do that?” He looked at his fist stupid­ly and wiped the blood

    off on his pants.




    Crunch­ing sounds told him the oth­er Viet­namese was get­ting close. Re­mo ducked be­hind

    the tree.




    “Let’s see if this works a sec­ond time,” he said un­der his breath. He made a fist. It felt

    strange to make a fist. As a kid grow­ing up in Newark, mak­ing a fist was sec­ond na­ture. Not

    now. Weird.




    This time Re­mo didn’t wait for the sol­dier to come in­to view. He sensed when he was close

    and jumped in­to his face. Re­mo’s punch con­nect­ed be­fore the oth­er man could snap off a

    shot.




    The im­pact sound­ed like a bean­bag un­der a sledge­ham­mer blow. Re­mo felt hard bone turn

    to grit un­der his knuck­les. The sol­dier’s arms flailed like he was try­ing to bal­ance atop

    a high wire. When he went down, he lay still. His face was a smear of red, and Re­mo, who had

    seen ter­ri­ble things in Viet­nam, turned away, heav­ing.




    He found Lan crouch­ing by the road­side. “You okay?” he asked.




    “Lan okay. And you?”




    “I’m not sure,” he ad­mit­ted, breath­ing hard.




    “Sol­diers dead?”




    “They won’t be both­er­ing us,” Re­mo told her. He plucked thick rub­ber-​tree leaves off

    with his hands. They were still wet from the night rain, and with sev­er­al of them he got most

    of the blood off his hands.




    When he was done, he turned to Lan. “Thanks,” he said.




    “For what?”




    “For help­ing.”




    “You helped me be­fore.”




    “I don’t re­mem­ber that. I told you.”




    Lan’s eye­brows drew to­geth­er quizzi­cal­ly. “What do you re­mem­ber?”




    Re­mo sat down with his back to the al­li­ga­tor-​hide bark of a rub­ber tree and looked up

    in­to the too-​bright morn­ing sky.




    “Viet­nam,” he said dis­tant­ly. “I re­mem­ber Viet­nam.”


  




  

    Chapter 14




    The Hind gun­ship de­posit­ed Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao at a stag­ing area twelve miles in­side

    the Cam­bo­di­an bor­der. Dai stepped off the skid be­fore it ful­ly set­tled on the ground.

    The ro­tors kicked up the red­dish-​brown dust of the dry sea­son. He pinched his eyes shut to

    keep out the grit.




    A short, buck-​toothed of­fi­cer hur­ried up to greet him.




    “Cap­tain Dai?” he asked.




    “Who else would I be? What can you tell me about the Amer­ican?”




    “We know he is in this sec­tor,” said the of­fi­cer, lead­ing Dai to a string of wait­ing

    T-72 tanks. “One of our pa­trol he­li­copters ra­dioed that it had found him. Then all

    com­mu­ni­ca­tion ceased. We think the he­li­copter has been lost.”




    “How far?”




    “Ten kilo­me­ters south. Not more than fif­teen. Do you wish to lead the con­voy?”




    “That is my du­ty,” said Cap­tain Dai, climb­ing in­to the pas­sen­ger seat of a Land Rover.

    He struck the driv­er on the shoul­der as a sign to pro­ceed. “I will not shirk it.”




    The of­fi­cer jumped in­to the back as the Land Rover turned smart­ly and took the south

    road.




    “You do not waste time,” said the of­fi­cer, wav­ing for the tanks to fall in line be­hind

    them.




    “I have no time to waste,” Cap­tain Dai said grim­ly. He un­hol­stered a nine-​mil­lime­ter

    Sig Sauer pis­tol and made a show of check­ing the ac­tion.




    This is a man try­ing to prove him­self, the of­fi­cer thought. It would not be a good

    as­sign­ment, even though the Amer­ican was alone.




    The sun wal­lowed high in the shim­mer­ing sky. But even at mid­day, there was no traf­fic

    on the road. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly they came to a crater where a mine had gone off, and around the

    crater the shat­tered re­mains of a truck. One man­gled door bore the flag de­cal of

    Viet­nam.




    “Khmer Rouge,” Lan ex­plained. “They fight the Viet­namese same way the VC used to fight

    Amer­icans.”




    “Turned the ta­bles, huh?” Re­mo mused. He was still try­ing to fit the pieces to­geth­er.

    There was no ques­tion that things had changed. He trust­ed Lan now, even if he couldn’t

    be­lieve her sto­ry. Not en­tire­ly. Not yet.




    “You say the war is over,” Re­mo said. They stuck to the side of the road, just in case they

    had to melt in­to the tree line. Re­mo had stripped one Viet­namese of his uni­form and boots,

    don­ning them on­ly af­ter he re­moved all in­signias. It made him feel like a sol­dier again,

    even though ev­ery­thing was two sizes too small.




    “Yes. War over long time. For Amer­ica. Not for Viet­nam. Al­ways new war for Viet­nam.

    Viet­nam fight Chi­na af­ter Amer­icans go. Now fight Kam­pucheans. To­mor­row, who know?”




    “How long has it been over?” Re­mo asked. He searched his mind for a fa­mil­iar mem­ory.

    Yes­ter­day was a blank. He could not even re­mem­ber last month. His mem­ory was clear­er the

    fur­ther back he searched it, but re­cent events were vague. It was like look­ing down a

    tun­nel. The walls were dark. But there was day­light at the end. What was it they used to say

    about the light at the end of the tun­nel?




    “War over ten-​fif­teen years now. Long­time.”




    Re­mo whirled. “Fif­teen years!”




    Lan stopped dead in her tracks. Re­mo snapped his ri­fle up de­fen­sive­ly.




    “I tell truth. Amer­icans go in 1973. Saigon fall 1975.”




    “Crap!”




    “Not crap. True. Lan tell truth!”




    “And I sup­pose I’ve been asleep in a rice pad­dy all that time.” Re­mo sneered. “Like

    freak­ing Rip Van Win­kle.”




    “Not un­der­stand.”




    “The last thing I can re­mem­ber is fight­ing in Viet­nam. In 1968. What have I been do­ing

    for twen­ty years?”




    Lan shrugged. “How Lan know? It your life.”




    Re­mo looked at her with­out speak­ing. Her face was trou­bled and con­fused. He want­ed to

    be­lieve that she was his friend-​he des­per­ate­ly need­ed one but her sto­ry was ridicu­lous.

    It was im­pos­si­ble.




    “I don’t know what I’m go­ing to do with you,” he said slow­ly.




    “Do noth­ing, then. I go.” And Lan turned on her heel and walked in the op­po­site

    di­rec­tion. Re­mo watched her go, half-​wist­ful, and half-​afraid that if he turned his back

    she would back-​shoot him. Maybe she was VC af­ter all. Maybe he was be­ing set up for some

    elab­orate brain­wash­ing trick. He won­dered if he’d been drugged. He still felt

    light-​head­ed.




    Lan’s hair switched like an an­gry pony’s tail as she walked off. She did not look back. Not

    even as she dis­ap­peared around a bend in the road.




    Re­mo stood in the mid­dle of the road, feel­ing fool­ish. “Aw, hell,” he said, and start­ed

    af­ter her. He walked at first, then start­ed run­ning. His feet felt like lead in the can­vas

    Viet­namese boots. Fun­ny they would feel like that. Amer­ican boots were heav­ier. Can­vas

    boots shouldn’t feel like lead weights on his feet. He was a ma­rine. Yet he felt like his

    whole body was screwed up.




    Maybe he had been asleep for years. What else would ex­plain it all?




    Au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire chat­tered not far off. Re­mo dashed in­to the bush.




    “Dung lai! Dung lai!” a man’s voice cracked. He was call­ing for some­one to halt.




    “Khoung! Re­mo!” It was Lan’s voice. And then an AK-47 opened up.




    Re­mo hur­tled down the road like a lineback­er. He plunged in­to the trees when he got to

    the bend and came out be­side a low-​slung tank. A Viet­namese sol­dier up in the tur­ret hatch

    was sweep­ing the road with a pedestal-​mount­ed .50-cal­iber gun.




    Re­mo picked him off with one shot.




    There was an­oth­er tank be­hind the first, and a third idling at the rear. A Land Rover sat

    on a flat tire in the mud. Three sol­diers crouched be­hind it, work­ing their weapons.




    Re­mo saw Lan dart be­tween two trees. The crouch­ing sol­diers opened up on her with small

    arms.




    “Hey!” Re­mo yelled, try­ing to think of the worst curse in the Viet­namese tongue. “Do may!

    Do may!” The sol­diers turned at the sound of his voice. Re­mo waved at them, then vault­ed

    on­to the first tank and dis­ap­peared in­to the open tur­ret hatch.




    Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao heard the Amer­ican voice ac­cuse him of sleep­ing with his moth­er,

    and a chill swept through him. He spun on his heels, still crouch­ing. “There!” he point­ed.

    “The Amer­ican.”




    But be­fore they could open up, he dis­ap­peared in­to the lead tank, past a dead

    ma­chine-​gun­ner. Muf­fled shots came from the tank’s in­te­ri­or. Then there was

    si­lence.




    “You and you,” Dai said. “Lay down cov­er­ing fire on that girl. I will get the Amer­ican’s

    body.”




    “How do you know he is dead?” the of­fi­cer asked.




    “Be­cause there are three brave Viet­namese sol­diers in that tank. They have shot him. Do

    as I say.”




    The of­fi­cer shrugged and start­ed fir­ing at the trees. Cap­tain Dai ran for the shel­ter

    of the far tank’s tread, worked his way back, and climbed on­to the rear deck. Just as

    quick­ly, he jumped back on­to the road.




    The ta­pered tur­ret was swing­ing around, its .125-mil­lime­ter smooth­bore can­non near­ly

    knock­ing him in the head. What was hap­pen­ing?




    When the tur­ret was point­ing back at the oth­er tanks, the can­non fired. Once, twice.

    Cap­tain Dai screamed as the suc­ces­sive con­cus­sions pound­ed his eardrums. He hugged the

    ground. Shrap­nel flew. A steel wheel wob­bled past his head and clat­tered to the ground like

    a man­hole cov­er.




    Cap­tain Dai looked up. The sec­ond tank was in ru­ins. Then he got a blast of ex­haust as

    the tank con­tain­ing the Amer­ican start­ed up. Dai scram­bled out of the way of a rolling

    tread as the tank jock­eyed around the de­stroyed ma­chine and bore down on the third T-72.




    The hatch­es on the third tank popped and the crew came out like ants from an an­thole. They

    poured off the tank’s plate sides just in time. Cap­tain Dai was cer­tain his painful scream

    was loud­er than the can­non roar. The third tank took a di­rect hit. It was en­veloped in

    flames.




    Then the first tank rolled across the flat­tened front end of the dam­aged tank and worked

    back to­ward the Land Rover. The driv­er and the of­fi­cer showed stern stuff. They bounced

    bul­lets off the tank be­fore they split in op­po­site di­rec­tions. The tank climbed across

    the Land Rover, mash­ing it flat. A tire burst un­der the pres­sure of those re­morse­less

    treads.




    The tank kept go­ing. And out of the open driv­er’s hatch, an Amer­ican voice boomed.




    “Lan! Hop aboard. I’m not sure I can stop this thing.” Even though Cap­tain Dai knew that

    the Am­erasian girl was about to jump out of the bush, he made no at­tempt to stop her when she

    did. He stood there, his pis­tol hang­ing loose and im­po­tent at his side, as the girl

    dis­ap­peared in­to the open tur­ret hatch and clanged it shut.




    The T-72 con­tin­ued on. There was noth­ing Cap­tain Dai could do but in­hale its foul

    ex­haust and fight back the rack­ing sobs of fail­ure.




    “See if there’s any food in here,” Re­mo said, strain­ing in the driv­er’s buck­et to see

    through the periscope. The seat was mount­ed low to ac­com­mo­date some­one of Asian stature.

    Re­mo felt cramped in the tiny cock­pit, which was set in the tank body just in front on the

    tur­ret.




    Lan stuck her head for­ward. “You be­lieve Lan now?”




    “I’m re­serv­ing judg­ment,” Re­mo told her.




    Lan shrugged. “What­ev­er that mean. I will look for food.” She stepped around the bod­ies

    of the tank crew and opened steel am­mu­ni­tion box­es. They con­tained am­mo clips. There was

    a crate tucked un­der a shelf. She lift­ed the lid.




    “No food. But look.”




    Re­mo twist­ed around in his seat. He saw the gleam­ing stocks of new Kalash­nikov as­sault

    ri­fles packed in Cos­mo­line.




    “Food would be bet­ter,” he grunt­ed. Lan frowned.




    Re­mo turned back to the periscope. Just in time. He had steered the tank to­ward some

    trees. He cor­rect­ed the tank, his feet search­ing for the brake. He found it, and the tank

    rum­bled to a halt.




    “I’d bet­ter get rid of these bod­ies,” Re­mo said. “In this heat they’re go­ing to stink.

    “




    “I help.”




    “You sit.” Re­mo climbed back to the tur­ret and hoist­ed the bod­ies out the top hatch. He

    kicked them off the back of the tank and climbed back in. He left the hatch open to ven­ti­late

    the tank.




    As he got the tank mov­ing again, Re­mo mo­tioned for Lan to sit be­hind him. She did so

    with­out speak­ing. “You were pret­ty brave back there,” he told her.




    “Not brave. Scared.”




    “Same dif­fer­ence,” Re­mo said, shoot­ing her a smile. Lan bowed her head, but fi­nal­ly

    the smile was re­turned. “We friends?”




    “Yes,” Lan said. “Friends.” She shook his hand and Re­mo laughed at the ges­ture, al­though

    it touched him.




    “A while back you said some­thing about my Amer­ican friends. What was that about?”




    “You say you come to Viet­nam to help oth­er Amer­icans. POW’s.”




    “Pris­on­ers? Of the Viet­namese?”




    “Yes. “




    “Did I say where they were?”




    “No. I think you not know.”




    “Great. I don’t know where I am, where I’ve been, or where I should be go­ing.”




    “Not my fault.”




    “I know. I wish my head would clear. I feel like I’ve got all the an­swers swim­ming around

    in my head, but the thoughts won’t stop long enough for me to get a clear look at them.”




    “I know one thing.”




    “What’s that?”




    “We need food.”




    “Yeah, maybe we can find a friend­ly vil­lage.”




    “Not here. Not any­where.”




    “We’ll come up with some­thing,” Re­mo said. But he had no idea what.




    They hadn’t driv­en much fur­ther when the sun­light stream­ing through the open hatch was

    sud­den­ly blocked. Re­mo looked up first. Then Lan screamed. Re­mo braked and wrig­gled back

    in­to the tank’s main body.




    A face was look­ing down at them. A thin face pocked like a golf course, with thin, cru­el

    black eyes. There was some­thing vague­ly fa­mil­iar about that face, Re­mo thought, but his

    eyes were fo­cused on the point­ing bar­rel of the pis­tol that was aimed at his face.




    “Dung lai!” the Viet­namese screamed.




    “Sure thing, bud­dy,” Re­mo said, putting his hands up. “Just don’t get ex­cit­ed.” To Lan

    he whis­pered, “Stay calm. I can han­dle this jerk.”




    The Viet­namese screamed at them. “What’s he say­ing?” Re­mo asked Lan.




    “He say get out of tank. Now.”




    “I’ll go first,” Re­mo said. He grabbed a pipelike hand­hold and climbed up. The

    Viet­namese-​he was a cap­tain, Re­mo re­al­ized-​stepped back from the tur­ret, and when Re­mo

    lift­ed his head out in­to the air, he sud­den­ly felt his stom­ach go cold.




    “No,” he croaked. “Not you.”




    The Viet­namese screamed at him again.




    “Yeah, sure, I’m com­ing,” Re­mo said thick­ly as he got out of the tank. His legs felt

    rub­bery. He held his hands at shoul­der height, but they trem­bled.




    “Cap­tain Spook,” Re­mo said dul­ly. His eyes were sick.




    Lan came out next.




    The cap­tain mo­tioned for them to step to the rear of the tank.




    “Lai dai! Lai dai, maulen!” he screamed. His face was a mask of pocked fury.




    “Cai gi?” Re­mo asked. And re­ceived a slap in the face for his ques­tion. He had no idea

    what the man was scream­ing.




    “He wants us to walk to back,” Lan told him. “I think he plan kill us.”




    “Why not?” asked Re­mo, step­ping to­ward the back. “He’s dead. Why shouldn’t we be

    too?”




    “What you mean?”




    “I know this guy. He’s dead.” Lan said noth­ing.




    When Re­mo reached the rear deck of the tank, the cap­tain mo­tioned for them to turn

    around. Re­mo did as he was told. Lan stood be­side him. She trem­bled.




    The cock­ing of the pis­tol told them they were go­ing to be un­cer­emo­ni­ous­ly

    ex­ecut­ed.




    Re­mo start­ed to re­act. But Lan was al­ready in mo­tion. She screamed. Not in fear, but in

    a high, keen­ing rage. The Viet­namese cap­tain, not ex­pect­ing the sound, was par­alyzed with

    shock.




    Lan fell on him, yank­ing at his pis­tol. Re­mo swept in from the op­po­site side. He

    knocked the cap­tain over with a body block. The cap­tain rolled off the tank and scram­bled

    for cov­er un­der the tank chas­sis.




    Lan had his pis­tol. She was sweep­ing the sides of the tank with its muz­zle. She fired

    once, hit­ting noth­ing. Re­mo took the gun from her. “For­get it!”




    “I will kill him!” Lan screamed.




    “Not pos­si­ble. You can’t kill him. He’s al­ready dead!” Lan looked at Re­mo

    doubt­ful­ly.




    “Come on,” Re­mo said, shov­ing her in­to the tur­ret. He climbed down af­ter her and pulled

    the hatch shut, heat or no heat. He felt an al­most su­per­nat­ural chill course through his

    body.




    “Why you afraid?” Lan asked as Re­mo start­ed the tank mov­ing again. “Why you not stay and

    kill him?”




    “It’s a long sto­ry.”




    “We have long ride.”




    “I al­ready killed that guy.”




    “When?”




    Re­mo con­sid­ered in si­lence. Fi­nal­ly he said, “Good ques­tion. I don’t know. Seems like

    two, maybe three months ago. Maybe longer.”




    “He not dead now.”




    “No, he’s not. But I killed him dur­ing the war. You bi­en?”




    “No. Not un­der­stand.”




    “I killed him dur­ing the war. In 1967. And he pops up again, not on­ly alive, but not any

    old­er. Cer­tain­ly not fif­teen or twen­ty years old­er.”




    “You not be­lieve Lan again?”




    “I don’t know what to be­lieve. I can’t think of any sen­si­ble ex­pla­na­tion.”




    “Maybe that man ghost?”




    “He felt sol­id enough,” Re­mo said, strain­ing at the periscope. It showed un­ob­struct­ed

    road ahead.




    “Then maybe you are the ghost,” Lan said.




    And again Re­mo felt that su­per­nat­ural chill rip­ple through his bones.


  




  

    Chapter 15




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had en­dured the in­dig­ni­ty of the cramped cab­in. He ig­nored the

    stale, tin­ny air and the of­fen­sive odors of meat that were in­escapable in the bow­els of

    the Amer­ican sub­ma­rine. The jour­ney was long, ar­du­ous, and bor­ing. But it was

    nec­es­sary if he was to be re­unit­ed with his son. Chi­un was re­solved to en­dure it all.

    Lat­er he would vis­it his grievances up­on Re­mo. Let Re­mo apol­ogize for them.




    But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would not en­dure the in­dig­ni­ty of lack of re­spect.




    “Look, grand­pa,” said the Amer­ican sailor. “The wa­ter is on­ly two feet deep on this bay.

    Just step off the raft and wade the rest of the way.”




    “I will not,” Chi­un snapped. “My ki­mono will be wet­ted. “




    “Hey, just lift your skirts,” the sailor said.




    “And ex­pose my naked­ness be­fore the Viet­namese bar­bar­ians?”




    “You’re not Viet­namese?” a sec­ond sailor asked in sur­prise.




    He was slapped for his im­pu­dence. The slap was hard. “Oooww! What’d you do that for?”




    “I will not be in­sult­ed by my in­fe­ri­ors.”




    “No of­fense. But when a U. S. sub­ma­rine car­ries an Ori­en­tal all the way from Tokyo to

    Viet­nam for a night dropoff, we kin­da as­sume we’re drop­ping off a Viet­namese. “




    “Viet­namese are in­fe­ri­or.”




    “To what?”




    “To me.”




    The sailors ex­changed un­com­pre­hend­ing shrugs. “Our or­ders are not to touch sand,” the

    first sailor said. “We brought you in­to shal­low wa­ter. Now all you have to do is wade.”




    “No,” said Chi­un, stand­ing up in the in­flat­ed raft. He fold­ed his arms res­olute­ly. He

    was de­ter­mined.




    “Hey, sit down. If we’re seen, it could mean an in­ter­na­tion­al in­ci­dent. “




    “I will ac­cept an in­ter­na­tion­al in­ci­dent,” Chi­un said firm­ly. “I will not wade in

    dirty Viet­namese wa­ter.”




    “Looks clean to me.”




    “It is dark. How can you tell it is not dirty?”




    “How can you tell that it is?” the first sailor coun­tered.




    “It smells Viet­namese.”




    The two sailors looked at one an­oth­er and shrugged again.




    “How about we sneak in just a tad clos­er?” the first one asked the oth­er.




    Chi­un’s face re­laxed slight­ly.




    “But we can’t touch sand,” they re­peat­ed in one voice.




    “Agreed,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. And he stepped to the bow of the raft and tucked his

    long-​nailed fin­gers in­to his ki­mono sleeves. The sea breeze toyed with his fa­cial hair and

    his clear hazel eyes held a sat­is­fied light.




    The cir­cum­stances might not be ide­al, but this was a his­toric mo­ment. No Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju had stepped on Viet­namese soil in many cen­turies. He won­dered if there would be a

    wel­com­ing com­mit­tee. But then he re­al­ized with a droop of his lips that prob­ably there

    would not be one. These Amer­icans were so ob­sessed with se­cre­cy, they prob­ably hadn’t

    in­formed the rulers in Hanoi that a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was se­cret­ly be­ing de­posit­ed

    up­on their very shore.




    When the raft was a yard from shore, the sailors dug in their pad­dles and stopped it

    dead.




    “Think you can jump the last cou­ple of feet?”




    Chi­un turned on them haugh­ti­ly. “Jump?”




    “Yeah, we can’t touch sand. Or­ders. “




    “How about wa­ter?” asked Chi­un, stub­bing the raft with a toe­nail. The gray plas­tic

    burst. The raft be­gan ship­ping wa­ter.




    “Hey! What hap­pened?” the sec­ond sailor de­mand­ed as wa­ter poured over his lap.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped for shore and land­ed in a swirl of ki­mono skirts. He faced

    the dis­con­cert­ed sailors, who were so afraid of be­ing seen they sat hip-​deep in

    Viet­namese wa­ter, their raft a flat plas­tic rug un­der them. He beamed.




    “Do not wor­ry,” he told them. “So long as you re­main seat­ed thus, you will not touch sand

    and your su­pe­ri­ors will not be dis­pleased.”




    “Too late for that now. We got­ta drag this thing on­shore to patch it up.”




    “In­form your cap­tain that I will sig­nal him when I am ready to de­part these shores,”

    said Chi­un, walk­ing away.




    “When will that be?” the first sailor asked as he got to his feet, drip­ping.




    “Why, when I am fin­ished, of course.”




    Al­though no Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had traf­ficked with the Viet­namese in cen­turies, Chi­un

    was wel­comed in the first vil­lage he hap­pened up­on. The wel­come was ab­ject. Chi­un had to

    dis­mem­ber on­ly two po­lit­ical of­fi­cers in front of the sim­ple peas­ants be­fore they

    fell on their knees and bumped their heads in the dirt in the tra­di­tion­al full bow re­served

    for em­per­ors and oth­er high dig­ni­taries.




    The vil­lage el­der, who was near­ly Chi­un’s age, in­vit­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to sup

    with them. And Chi­un ac­cept­ed a bowl of boiled rice laced with fish heads. He smiled in

    grat­itude, but when no one was look­ing, he plucked the fish heads out and placed them un­der

    a stone. On­ly the Viet­namese would eat the worst part of the fish. Prob­ably swal­lowed the

    eyes too.




    When the sim­ple meal was con­clud­ed, Chi­un ex­plained why he was here.




    “I seek a white man. His name is unim­por­tant, for what mat­ter the names of whites?”




    And the vil­lage el­der’s eyes crin­kled in agree­ment. He, too, had no use for whites, and

    said so.




    Hav­ing come to an un­der­stand­ing, Chi­un asked if there was gos­sip of a white Amer­ican

    hav­ing re­turned to Viet­nam.




    The vil­lage el­der pre­tend­ed to pon­der Chi­un’s re­quest, and made a show of search­ing

    his mem­ory. But Chi­un could tell by the gleam in his eyes that he had the an­swer at once.

    But the night was young and why speed through gos­sip when, with some thought­ful paus­es,

    so­cial­iz­ing could be stretched far, and more rice wine could be con­sumed?




    Chi­un waved the prof­fered cup of rice wine aside, pre­tend­ing that he was not

    thirsty.




    At length the el­der, whose name was Ngo, spoke. “There are sto­ries of a white Amer­ican

    caus­ing hav­oc along the Kam­puchean bor­der. No one can catch this Amer­ican. They seek and

    seek him. But he is not to be found. No one knows his pur­pose here. Some say open­ly that it

    is a pre­lude to the re­turn of the Amer­ican mil­itary. “




    “You be­lieve this?”




    “No. The Amer­icans are long gone. Al­though I would not be dis­pleased at their re­turn.

    Things are not good un­der the Com­mu­nists.”




    “Eu­ro­pean ideas are al­ways back­ward,” said Chi­un. And Ngo nod­ded sage­ly. It was good

    when two wise men came to­geth­er like this, he thought, even though one of them was a mere

    Ko­re­an.




    Af­ter more talk, Chi­un de­clined the fur­ther hos­pi­tal­ity of the vil­lage. He left Ngo

    at the edge of the vil­lage, say­ing, “I hope you will not be trou­bled by the dis­mem­ber­ing

    of the sol­diers of your vil­lage.”




    “They sneak food and try to take ad­van­tage of the wom­en. They will not be missed by us,

    and to­mor­row there will be two more just like them, wear­ing the same clothes and spout­ing

    the same rev­olu­tion­ary non­sense. “




    “Per­haps when the Com­mu­nists die off, three or four cen­turies hence,” said Chi­un, “one

    of your de­scen­dants may call up­on one of mine for ser­vice. The era of the Am­mamese kings

    end­ed young and with its true glo­ry un­ful­filled. “




    “I will pass your wish along to my grand­son, and he to his,” promised Ngo.




    And Chi­un took his leave of the vil­lage, con­tent that he had plant­ed the seeds for

    fu­ture em­ploy­ment in a mar­ket long dis­owned by his re­cent an­ces­tors. Per­haps, he

    thought, some good might come of Re­mo’s dis­obe­di­ence af­ter all.


  




  

    Chapter 16




    Night fell with the guil­lo­tine sud­den­ness of Viet­nam.




    Re­mo had left the main road. He jock­eyed the tank over a low hill and on­to a cratered

    road go­ing north. From what Lan had told him, they were work­ing up the

    Viet­namese-​Cam­bo­di­an bor­der. Re­mo still had no idea where he was or what he should be

    do­ing. They had found a man­ioc field at mid­day, and cooked the sweet-​pota­to-​like

    veg­eta­bles in a Viet­namese pith hel­met, but even a full stom­ach hadn’t cleared Re­mo’s

    mind.




    The area was alive with pa­trols. But most of them ig­nored the tank, think­ing it

    oc­cu­pied by Viet­namese. Once, they were sniped at by peas­ants in black pa­ja­mas, who had

    on­ly pis­tols and bolt-​ac­tion ri­fles. They looked like VC, but Lan had ex­plained that they

    were Cam­bo­di­an peas­ants who fought the Viet­namese.




    The whole world had been turned up­side down. And Re­mo didn’t know where in it he be­longed

    any­more. Lan was driv­ing the tank. Re­mo was nerve-​tired, and took the time to show her how

    to op­er­ate the clank­ing ma­chine. He curled up in the back and tried to sleep. Lan’s

    whis­pered call snapped him awake.




    “What?” Re­mo mum­bled. His head felt drowsy.




    “Strange man in mid­dle of road. What I do?”




    “Sol­dier?”




    “No. Old man.”




    “Go around him.”




    “Can­not. Him block whole road.”




    “The en­tire road?” Re­mo re­peat­ed in­cred­ulous­ly. “Who is he-​old King Kong?”




    “I try to turn. He step in way. I go oth­er way. He al­ways there.”




    “I’ll scare him off,” said Re­mo, grab­bing his AK-47 and climb­ing up the tur­ret. He

    popped the hatch and poked his head out.




    The tank clat­tered to a halt.




    The man couldn’t have been much more than five feet tall. He was old, with a shiny head

    dec­orat­ed with lit­tle puffs of hair over each ear. He wore a gaudy skirt­ed out­fit that

    Re­mo had nev­er seen on a Viet­namese be­fore. Lan poked her head up be­side Re­mo’s.




    “Is he a priest or some­thing?” Re­mo asked qui­et­ly.




    “Not know. Nev­er see one like him.”




    “Tell him to get out of the way.”




    “Step aside, old man,” Lan called in Viet­namese. The old Ori­en­tal rat­tled back words in

    sharp Viet­namese.




    “What’d he say?” Re­mo asked.




    “He want to know if we’ve seen an Amer­ican.” Re­mo pulled his hel­met low­er over his

    head.




    “Ask him why.”




    “Why you seek an Amer­ican?” Lan asked.




    The old man squeaked back and Lan trans­lat­ed. “He say that his busi­ness, not ours.”




    “Tell him to get out of the way, or be run over,” Re­mo said, dis­ap­pear­ing be­low. He got

    be­hind the han­dle­bar­like lat­er­al con­trols and start­ed the tank up. He inched it

    for­ward.




    The old man stepped to­ward him. Re­mo shift­ed the tank right. The old Ori­en­tal shift­ed

    in tan­dem. “What’s his prob­lem?” Re­mo mut­tered.




    Lan called down, “He says he wants a ride. He’s tired of walk­ing.”




    “Tell him to screw off.”




    “Tell him to what?”




    “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo sighed, grab­bing up his ri­fle. “There’s on­ly one way to con­vince

    him we mean busi­ness. “




    Re­mo popped the driv­er’s hatch and stepped to the front of the tank. The old Ori­en­tal

    stood, arms tucked in vo­lu­mi­nous sleeves, di­rect­ly in front and be­neath him.




    Re­mo point­ed the ri­fle at his stern, wrin­kled face. “Get lost,” he said.




    The Ori­en­tal’s face sud­den­ly lost its im­pas­sive de­meanor.




    “You,” he shout­ed in squeaky, an­gry En­glish. “Liar! De­ceiv­er! You would do this to your

    own fa­ther? How could you leave me af­ter I gave my word to your em­per­or?”




    Sur­prised, Re­mo low­ered his ri­fle.




    “Who’s he talk­ing to, you or me?” he asked Lan.




    “Not know.”




    “I think it’s you. He says he’s your fa­ther. “




    “I would not have that . . . that white Viet­namese for an off­spring,” the old Ori­en­tal

    snapped. “You are quite bad enough. Have you tak­en leave of your sens­es? Look at you. That

    weapon. And a uni­form? Re­al­ly!”




    “I think he talk to you,” Lan said. “He look at you.”




    “You know me?” Re­mo asked.




    “Has grief aged me so much that you do not rec­og­nize your own fa­ther, Re­mo?”




    “Hey! How do you know my name?”




    “Smith is great­ly dis­pleased. He has sent me to pun­ish you for your vile­ness.”




    Re­mo snapped the AK-47 lev­el.




    “I don’t know any Smith. And what­ev­er gook trick you’re try­ing to pull, pal, it won’t

    work. Now get out of the way.”




    “You will need more than that clum­sy boom stick to pro­tect you from my wrath, in­so­lent

    one.” And the old man lunged at Re­mo.




    Re­mo tried to duck out of the way. He didn’t want to shoot the crazy old man. But he

    quick­ly re­gret­ted his hes­ita­tion.




    The ri­fle was snapped from his hands and sent fly­ing. Re­mo put up his fists. A

    steel-​hard fin­ger stabbed him in the stom­ach and he dou­bled over and rolled off the

    tank.




    The pain was worse than any­thing he had ev­er felt. Re­mo was cer­tain the old gook had

    slipped a knife in­to his gut. It hurt like hell.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju watched his pupil writhe on the ground. Re­mo did not curse him or

    com­plain as he usu­al­ly did. In truth, he looked in fear of his life. Chi­un frowned.




    Then Re­mo, try­ing to crawl away, en­coun­tered his ri­fle. He snapped it around and

    point­ed it at Chi­un. And in Re­mo’s eyes there was ha­tred mixed with fear. He fired.




    Chi­un sidestepped the first bul­let. “Re­mo!”




    “Die!” Re­mo said, fir­ing again. This time he was on au­to­mat­ic and the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju had to leap up and over him. He land­ed be­hind Re­mo.




    Re­mo was look­ing around fran­ti­cal­ly.




    “Lan!” Re­mo cried des­per­ate­ly. “Where’d he go?”




    “Be­hind you,” the girl cried, point­ing.




    Re­mo spun around. He opened up again, and then the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­al­ized what it

    must be. Of course. It was Re­mo’s turn. Very well, he thought to him­self, two may play

    games.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju moved like an eel, flash­ing to the right of the bul­let track and

    then cut­ting across it so swift­ly that he passed be­tween two bul­lets. It was too easy. The

    ri­fle was filled with trac­er bul­lets, mak­ing the bul­let stream look like green fire­flies

    spit­ting to­ward him.




    The ri­fle ran emp­ty. “Shit!” Re­mo swore.




    “Are you quite through?” Chi­un de­mand­ed, walk­ing up to Re­mo. Re­mo fought to get to his

    feet. He clutched his stom­ach with one hand and tried to swipe at Chi­un with the oth­er. He

    grabbed the ri­fle by the stock. The blow was weak, the form ridicu­lous. Chi­un snatched the

    ri­fle.




    “Now it is my turn,” he told Re­mo. He called up to Lan. You, girl. I will need more

    bul­lets. Throw them to me.”




    “Are you crazy, you old buz­zard?” Re­mo de­mand­ed. “She’s with me.”




    “Buz­zard!” Chi­un’s cheeks puffed out in rage. “How dare you speak to your fa­ther so?”




    “Fa­ther! You are crazy. I nev­er saw you be­fore.” Chi­un stopped. His beard trem­bled. His

    clear hazel eyes nar­rowed.




    “You de­ny me?”




    “Call it what you want.”




    “Nev­er be­fore has a pupil de­nied his Mas­ter.”




    “His what?”




    It was then Chi­un un­der­stood. It was in­stant­ly clear to him.




    “I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” he said for­mal­ly.




    “Nev­er heard of you or it.”




    “And who is this girl?” Chi­un asked.




    “A friend of mine.”




    “Your taste in fe­males is as des­olate as ev­er.”




    “Up yours.”




    “I will ig­nore that,” Chi­un told him even­ly.




    “Ig­nore what you want, Un­cle Ho. Just get out of the way. I have places to go.”




    “How can you go to those places if you do not know where they are?”




    “What makes you say that?”




    “Be­cause if you knew where you were go­ing, you would be there by now.”




    “What do you know about where I’m go­ing?”




    “I know be­cause I know where you have been.” Re­mo climbed back in­to the tank. Lan came to

    help him when she saw he was hav­ing trou­ble mov­ing. He was breath­ing ragged­ly.




    “Do you not want your boom stick, O war­rior?” Chi­un asked him.




    “Keep it, Ho. I have more just like it.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju took the ri­fle by muz­zle and stock and brought his hands

    to­geth­er. The ri­fle splin­tered its en­tire length. Even the met­al splin­tered.




    Re­mo turned at the shrill, tor­ment­ed sound. His eyes widened at the sight of the old

    Ori­en­tal wip­ing his hands clean. The ru­ins of the Kalash­nikov set­tled at his feet,

    bare­ly rec­og­niz­able.




    “How’d you do that?”




    “With ease,” said Chi­un, beam­ing. “It is called Sinan­ju.”




    “Is it like karate?” Re­mo asked.




    “It is far su­pe­ri­or. With Sinan­ju, I could re­duce your tank ma­chine to pow­der.”




    “No shit,” Re­mo said skep­ti­cal­ly.




    “In­deed,” Chi­un replied haugh­ti­ly. “I could teach you, per­haps?”




    “Don’t need it,” Re­mo said, let­ting Lan help him in­to the driv­er’s buck­et. “I’ve got a

    right hook that can fell a tree.” Why did he keep talk­ing to the crazy old man?




    “I could use a ride, for I am old and my feet tired.”




    “I’m sure there’ll be a bus lat­er on,” Re­mo said. He reached up to pull the hatch closed

    af­ter him. Some­thing made him hes­itate. He looked at the old Ori­en­tal who looked like Ho

    Chi Minh in drag. He didn’t look fa­mil­iar. But some­thing kept him talk­ing, some­thing

    in­stinc­tive and fa­mil­iar.




    “You are cru­el. I was wrong about you. You are not my son. My son would not leave me alone

    in the jun­gle to be eat­en by tigers.”




    “I’m glad we have that set­tled,” Re­mo said, clang­ing the hatch shut. He had got­ten the

    last word. Some­how. that made him feel good. But when he painful­ly in­sert­ed him­self in the

    driv­er’s seat and start­ed the tank, he felt a vague, elu­sive sad­ness-​as if he were

    leav­ing some­thing be­hind. Some­thing im­por­tant.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju watched the tank con­tain­ing his pupil chug off in­to the night. He

    knew that Re­mo was not driv­ing off in a huff. This was for re­al. He hadn’t de­fend­ed

    him­self from Chi­un’s spite­ful but harm­less blow. His hands reeked of burned gun­pow­der and

    he was con­sort­ing with a Viet­namese.




    Smith had been cor­rect. Re­mo had back­flashed. He had back­flashed so far he no longer

    re­mem­bered the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    And worse, he no longer re­mem­bered Sinan­ju.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sniffed the air. There were oth­er ways to jour­ney through

    Cam­bo­dia. Many oth­er ways. He set off in­to the jun­gle to find one of them. The Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju knew where Re­mo was go­ing even if Re­mo him­self did not. When Re­mo reached his

    des­ti­na­tion, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would be wait­ing for him there.


  




  

    Chapter 17




    Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao did not ad­mit de­feat. He would not ad­mit de­feat. He could not

    ad­mit de­feat. Re­turn­ing to the base camp on foot, he in­formed the sec­ond in com­mand,

    Cap­tain Tin, that he had lo­cat­ed the rene­gade Amer­ican.




    “My forces have him sur­round­ed,” Dai said rapid­ly. “It is just a mat­ter of time now.” He

    did not tell about the de­stroyed tanks. Or the sol­diers who de­sert­ed un­der fire. Or how he

    had lain in the mid­dle of the road for more than an hour, curled in a fe­tal po­si­tion,

    af­ter the tank had rolled over him. None of it.




    “It will be dark soon,” said Tin. “Do you need more men?”




    “I need all of your men. As­sem­ble them at once,” Cap­tain Dai or­dered him stiffly.




    “But if you have the Amer­ican sur­round­ed, then-“




    “He could es­cape our cor­don un­der cov­er of dark­ness,” Dai snapped. “I will not take

    that chance.”




    “But if we de­ploy our en­tire force, who will de­fend this camp?”




    “You will,” said Cap­tain Dai. “You will.”




    Cap­tain Tin gulped and salut­ed. “Yes, Com­rade Cap­tain. “




    The Hind gun­ships lift­ed off first. Cap­tain Dai was in the lead he­li­copter. The tanks

    fol­lowed with frus­trat­ing slow­ness. Cap­tain Dai had a plan. He would lead the

    he­li­copters to the ru­ined tanks and ex­press his sur­prise.




    He would curse and rage and blame his men for hav­ing let the Amer­ican turn the tide

    against them. His men could not con­tra­dict his sto­ry. Those who had not dis­cred­it­ed

    them­selves by de­ser­tion were dead. Then he would switch to the ground ve­hi­cles and lead

    the at­tack.




    No one would know or be­lieve that Cap­tain Dai had led his unit in­to ig­no­min­ious

    de­feat. Es­pe­cial­ly af­ter he snatched suc­cess from the drag­on’s jaws.




    The jun­gle shiv­ered un­der the ro­tors of the lowfly­ing gun­ships. The whole night seemed

    to shiv­er. The sun took a long time to fall un­der the hori­zon. the night would come like a

    cur­tain clos­ing on the fi­nal act of a play. Or on some­one’s life.




    It would not close on his own, Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao promised him­self. On his sham ca­reer,

    per­haps, but not on his life.




    Re­mo sat with his back to a tree. A leech dropped on­to his hand and he quick­ly plucked it

    free be­fore it could sink its teeth in­to him.




    The moon was ris­ing like a crys­tal globe. Re­mo watched its re­flec­tion in the still

    wa­ter of a rice pad­dy. Even in re­flec­tion, the moon looked too per­fect, al­most as if it

    had been sculp­tured of frost­ed glass. Re­mo stared at its icy sur­face, try­ing to see

    through it. He could not, of course. It on­ly seemed trans­par­ent to the eye.




    Lan slept near­by. They had pulled the tank in­to a thick­et of bam­boo. Wood smoke waft­ed

    from a near­by vil­lage. No one had come to both­er them. Re­mo guessed they had wan­dered

    across the bor­der in­to Viet­nam. It was qui­eter. There were no sounds of dis­tant con­flict.

    It was like the Viet­nam he al­ways imag­ined would ex­ist af­ter the war.




    Ac­cord­ing to Lan, it was. Re­mo looked at her face, com­posed in sleep. It was a trust­ing

    face. It was hard to be­lieve such a face would con­coct such a se­ries of fab­ri­ca­tions as

    she had tried to con­vince him were true. But the oth­er pos­si­bil­ity was less plau­si­ble.

    The war was long over. Amer­ica had with­drawn in de­feat. Just that part alone was too much.

    And what was Re­mo do­ing in Viet­nam twen­ty years af­ter his last con­scious mem­ory of

    it?




    On an im­pulse, Re­mo picked up his ri­fle, and walk­ing low, worked his way to­ward the

    rice pad­dy. Its wa­ters looked cool and invit­ing. But un­drink­able with­out Halza­tone

    tablets or boil­ing. He had no Halza­tone, and light­ing a fire was dan­ger­ous.




    It was a per­fect night for see­ing. Not that Re­mo need­ed the moon­light. He had done so

    much night fight­ing dur­ing the war that he had tak­en to sleep­ing by day and avoid­ing

    ar­ti­fi­cial light. It built up his night vi­sion un­til he could see like a cat.




    That abil­ity hadn’t left him. It made Re­mo won­der. Where had he been all these years? Why

    couldn’t he re­mem­ber? As a kid he’d read sto­ries about Japanese sol­diers who were found

    hid­ing in the jun­gles of re­mote Pa­cif­ic is­lands, un­aware that World War II had end­ed

    long ago.




    Was Re­mo like that? Had he been lost in the jun­gle, left be­hind? And what about his

    mem­ory? He knew who he was, so he guessed that he wasn’t suf­fer­ing from am­ne­sia.




    The rice pad­dy was a per­fect mir­ror. Re­mo crawled on­to an earth­en dike and looked

    down. His face was in shad­ow, his eyes hid­den in hol­lows so that his face re­sem­bled a

    skull with flesh.




    Lean­ing on his ri­fle, Re­mo got down on hands and knees for a clos­er look. He got a

    shock.




    His face looked dif­fer­ent, his eyes more deeply set than he re­mem­bered, the skin drawn

    tight­ly over high cheek­bones. He didn’t look nine­teen any­more. But he didn’t look twen­ty

    years old­er, ei­ther.




    He was old­er-​but not a lot old­er. It was his face, yes. But there were sub­tle

    dif­fer­ences. What did it mean?




    When he got back to the tank, Re­mo sat down be­side Lan. He stared at her in­no­cent face

    as if some­thing in her child­like fea­tures would re­veal the truth. Fi­nal­ly he shook her

    awake.




    Lan rubbed her green eyes sleep­ily.




    “My time to watch?” she asked, push­ing her­self up.




    “Lat­er,” Re­mo said.




    Lan saw the stern look in his face. “What?”




    “I have to know the truth.”




    “What truth?”




    “The truth about the war,” Re­mo snapped, shak­ing her shoul­ders. Lan re­coiled from his

    touch.




    “You hurt me.” She knead­ed her shoul­ders where Re­mo’s hard fin­gers had dug in­to the

    soft flesh.




    “Sor­ry,” Re­mo said in a qui­eter voice. “I just can’t make sense of it.”




    Lan looked away. “Not my fault.”




    “The war is over?”




    “Yes. “




    “You’re sure of that?”




    “Yes.” Her eyes were sullen.




    “I looked at my­self in the rice pad­dy. I look old­er.”




    “Of course.”




    “But not that much old­er. Not twen­ty years old­er.” Lan said noth­ing.




    “I can’t have been wan­der­ing the jun­gle for twen­ty years with­out grow­ing old­er or

    be­ing cap­tured.”




    “You show up at reed­uca­tion camp. Not know where you come from. You res­cue Lan. Res­cue

    Lan’s friends too. Friends very grate­ful. You leave us, but Lan not want to leave you. Lan

    like you. Lan sneak back on bus. You drive away. Then bus hit mine. You wake up. Lan wake up.

    Rest you know. Lan stand guard now?”




    “Lat­er,” Re­mo said. “Lis­ten, I think I be­lieve you. But there are things I can’t

    ex­plain. Ex­cept one way.”




    Lan tossed her long hair back. “Yes?”




    “When the bus hit the mine, it was pret­ty torn up.”




    “Yes. Cut in two.”




    “Don’t you think it’s strange that we both sur­vived? The thing was rid­dled with steel

    pel­lets.”




    Lan shrugged. “You in front. Lan hid­ing in back. Bus hit mine, break in mid­dle. Not

    strange. Lucky.”




    “What if we on­ly think we’re alive?”




    Lan looked at Re­mo un­com­pre­hend­ing­ly. “What if we’re dead?” Re­mo said flat­ly.




    “No!” Lan cried, scram­bling to her feet. Her face shook with anger. “Lan not dead. No! You

    dead, maybe. Not Lan!” She backed away from Re­mo in fear.




    “Look,” Re­mo said, get­ting to his feet. “I don’t want to be­lieve it ei­ther. But it fits.

    It even ex­plains Cap­tain Spook. We’re the walk­ing wound­ed, dead but still fight­ing

    on.”




    “No, not fit.”




    “You said it first, re­mem­ber? Maybe I’m a ghost. I can’t re­mem­ber any­thing but the war.

    I must have been killed driv­ing that bus.”




    “No. Lan not killed in war. Lan born dur­ing war, grow up af­ter. Moth­er teach­er, tak­en

    away when Lan young. Lan live on street. Lat­er, Lan tak­en to reed­uca­tion camp. Lan not die

    in war. Lan not die ev­er!”




    Lan broke down sob­bing. She fell to her knees and buried her face in the cool grass.




    “Lan not die ev­er!” she re­peat­ed bro­ken­ly.




    Re­mo knelt be­side her. He brushed her long black hair away from her face.




    “Maybe you’re right,” he said qui­et­ly. “I just can’t fig­ure it out.”




    “Re­mo think too much. Should be like Lan. Not think. Feel. Feel with heart.”




    “Yeah? What do you feel?”




    Lan gath­ered her legs un­der her. She sat up. Her eyes were red around the edges.




    “Lan feel sad. Feel ache. Lan think it love.”




    “Me?”




    “Since Lan child, Lan’s moth­er told her about Amer­ican fa­ther. His name Bob. Bob come

    back some­day, Lan’s moth­er say. Come back and take us to Amer­ica. But Bob not come. No

    Amer­ican come. Then Lan’s moth­er say Bob dead. Lan not be­lieve. Bad things hap­pen to Lan.

    Then you come. Lan like you be­cause you Amer­ican. Now Lan like you be­cause you Re­mo.”




    “I like you too. But you’re just a kid.” Re­mo’s face froze. “Fun­ny. “




    “Lan not fun­ny.”




    “No, I didn’t mean it like that. The last I re­mem­ber, I was nine­teen. You look about

    that. But some­how I think of you as a kid. Like some­where in my head I know I’m old­er.”




    “Not un­der­stand.”




    “Me nei­ther. And what was that old Ori­en­tal’s prob­lem? He knew my name. He said he was

    my fa­ther. I nev­er knew my fa­ther, but there’s no way my fa­ther was Viet­namese-​or

    what­ev­er he was.”




    “He very strong,” Lan said.




    “Yeah, but so am I.” He looked at his fist. “I killed two guys with sin­gle punch­es. I

    don’t ev­er re­mem­ber be­ing that strong.”




    “Lan tired of think­ing.”




    Re­mo grinned sud­den­ly. “Me too.”




    Lan smiled shy­ly. She touched his arm ten­ta­tive­ly. “Re­mo like Lan?” she asked

    soft­ly.




    “Yeah, sure I do.”




    “Love Lan now?”




    “What?”




    “Love. Love Lan now?”




    “I don’t know. I’m just get­ting to know you. I do like you, though. “




    “Love Lan lat­er, then. Make boom-​boom now?”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo, sud­den­ly un­der­stand­ing.




    “Okay?”




    Lan peeled off her shirt. Her skin was pale in the moon­light, her breasts small but firm.

    She put her arms around Re­mo’s neck and pushed him to the ground gen­tly. Her lit­tle mouth

    took his hun­gri­ly.




    When they broke apart, Re­mo whis­pered, “That was pret­ty good.” He took her by her tawny

    waist.




    “Maybe if Re­mo make boom-​boom, Re­mo un­der­stand he is alive, not dead, not ghost. Maybe

    we both feel alive.”




    “It’s worth try­ing,” Re­mo said, push­ing her down in­to the cool grass.




    In his perch in a near­by tree, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju made a dis­gust­ed sound. He turned

    around and faced the east, where the sun would soon rise. With­out knowl­edge of who he was,

    Re­mo had re­vert­ed to his most base na­ture.




    When the sounds com­ing to his frag­ile ears told him that Re­mo was ac­tu­al­ly en­joy­ing

    him­self, and there­fore not em­ploy­ing cor­rect Sinan­ju love tech­niques, Clri­un knew for

    cer­tain that Re­mo had lost his knowl­edge of Sinan­ju. He was ac­tu­al­ly per­form­ing sex as

    a plea­sure, not a du­ty. Chi­un clapped his hands over his ears to block out the an­imal moans

    of back­slid­ing.


  




  

    Chapter 18




    Re­mo woke first. He woke in­stant­ly, some in­stinct pulling him from sleep. He raised

    him­self up on one arm, lis­ten­ing.




    Lan clung to him. He reached over and threw her shirt across her naked shoul­ders. Her mouth

    moved as if she were speak­ing to him. Re­mo bent an ear. Her words were vague mum­bles, not

    En­glish. Not even Viet­namese. But sub­vo­cal mut­ter­ings.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed that Lan wasn’t mak­ing the sounds that woke him.




    Then they came out of the north. First one. Then two more.




    He­li­copter gun­ships. They flashed over­head so fast there was al­most no warn­ing of

    their ap­proach.




    Re­mo shook Lan briskly. “Lan! Wake up.”




    “Re­mo?”




    “Chop­pers. They prob­ably spot­ted the tank. We got­ta di-​di out of here.”




    Lan quick­ly scooped up her clothes and fol­lowed Re­mo in­to the tank. They dressed

    fran­ti­cal­ly. Re­mo got the tank go­ing. He sent it grum­bling up on­to the road.




    The chop­pers came around on an­oth­er search­ing pass. On the third pass, one cut loose

    with a rock­et. It struck fifty yards up the road. Dirt and rocks mush­roomed. Dust bil­lowed

    in­to the periscope. When it cleared. Re­mo saw a gap­ing crater.




    “Those are an­ti­tank rock­ets,” he yelled as he sent the tank skit­ter­ing around. “One

    di­rect hit and it’s all over.”




    Lan grabbed up an AK-47 and popped the main hatch. She opened up in­to the sky. Her fir­ing

    was wild and in­dis­crim­inate.




    “Don’t waste am­mo,” Re­mo yelled af­ter her. He had the tank turned around. He hit the gas.

    Of course, it was hope­less. No way they could out­run three fast gun­ships.




    “I keep them away,” Lan called down be­tween bursts.




    “For how long? They’re faster and more ma­neu­ver­able.”




    “Have to try,” Lan shout­ed down. Then she emp­tied an­oth­er pre­cious clip.




    “Damn!” Re­mo said.




    Then the gun­ships ripped across his line of sight again. One of them peeled off from the

    group and cut loose with an­oth­er rock­et. The whoosh sound made Re­mo’s blood go cold.




    Re­mo jumped up and pulled Lan down by the seat of her pants. They fell to­geth­er in a

    tum­ble. Re­mo felt a bare breast un­der one hand. Lan hadn’t had time to but­ton her shirt. He

    pressed her to the floor, us­ing his own body as a shield. No time to close the hatch. It

    wouldn’t mat­ter un­der a di­rect hit.




    There was no di­rect hit. The con­cus­sion sound came from the front. Dust and grit rained

    down the tur­ret hatch.




    Re­mo got up. He scrawled for­ward in­to the cock­pit. There he saw an­oth­er crater

    ahead.




    Lan joined him. “They miss again,” she said.




    “I think it was de­lib­er­ate,” Re­mo said. “They want to stop us here. Prob­ably means

    re­in­force­ments on the way. “




    “We dead?”




    “Maybe not. They might want us alive.”




    “Bet­ter off dead,” Lan said, but­ton­ing her shirt.




    “Look, you stay with the tank.”




    Lan’s eyes widened. “You leave Lan?”




    “They’re prob­ably send­ing more tanks. I took over one. I can take over oth­ers.”




    “Okay,” Lan said. “Hur­ry back. Do not get killed.”




    “It’s not in my plans,” Re­mo said. And he kissed her. Re­mo wait­ed un­til the gun­ships

    dropped be­hind the trees be­fore he slipped out the hatch. He jumped in­to the road­side

    bam­boo. The sun was send­ing mists ris­ing off the rice pad­dies. It was warm­ing up. He found

    a stur­dy tree and got in­to the high branch­es. He had a full clip in his ri­fle and three

    more in his pock­ets. He wait­ed.




    As Re­mo had guessed, the con­voy came out of the north, as had the he­li­copters. There

    were three tanks, led by a Land Rover. Re­mo rec­og­nized the pock­marked face of the NVA

    of­fi­cer he knew as Cap­tain Spook in the back of the Land Rover.




    Re­mo raised his ri­fle and got the man in his sights. But no, that would spoil the el­ement

    of sur­prise. He low­ered the ri­fle.




    “You got more lives than a cat, pal. But to­day they run out. That’s a promise.”




    Re­mo shoul­dered his ri­fle and crawled out on a limb as far as he could. He hung over the

    road. The tanks ran with their tur­rets open, sol­diers man­ning swivel­ing .50-cal­iber

    ma­chine guns. Re­mo wait­ed un­til the first two tanks had passed. He dropped from his perch

    just as the third tank rolled un­der him.




    Re­mo land­ed be­hind the tur­ret. He land­ed clum­si­ly. The boots. They felt wrong. He

    clung to a bulk­head to keep from falling off. When he re­gained his bal­ance, he inched up

    to­ward the tur­ret.




    The ma­chine-​gun­ner nev­er heard Re­mo’s ap­proach. Re­mo smashed him in the back of the

    head with a sin­gle blow. The sol­dier slumped over his weapon.




    Re­mo lift­ed him out of the hatch bod­ily, sur­prised at his own strength. He threw the man

    over­board and took his place.




    Care­ful­ly, hop­ing the crew be­low wouldn’t no­tice the sub­sti­tu­tion, Re­mo

    un­lim­bered his ri­fle. He set the se­lec­tor to sin­gle shot. He wait­ed.




    Ahead, the Land Rover came to the first crater. It whirled around it. The first tank hadn’t

    enough room. It clanked in­to the pit, treads dig­ging in­to the bro­ken as­phalt for

    trac­tion. The noise would cov­er the sound of sin­gle shots. Re­mo dropped in­to the tank and

    put his muz­zle to the back of the driv­er’s head.




    The driv­er said noth­ing. He raised his hands.




    The of­fi­cer man­ning the can­non hadn’t no­ticed Re­mo. Cov­er­ing the driv­er, Re­mo

    slipped up be­hind the weapons of­fi­cer and slammed his face in­to the can­non breech with the

    butt of his ri­fle. Then he turned his at­ten­tion back to the driv­er.




    The driv­er’s face was a mask of sweat.




    “I don’t want to kill you, pal,” Re­mo told him, “al­though I’m not sure why I

    shouldn’t.”




    “Khoung! Khoung!” the driv­er protest­ed.




    Re­mo knocked him over the head. He yanked him out of the buck­et and got be­hind the

    lat­er­al con­trols. Re­mo peered through the periscope. He had a clean shot at the tank up

    ahead. But even if he got it, the lead tank was in a po­si­tion to re­turn fire. The

    he­li­copters were still a fac­tor too.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed to wait. The first tank clanked out of the road crater as the sec­ond

    flopped in­to it. Re­mo sent the tank inch­ing ahead cau­tious­ly. He wasn’t sure of his next

    move.




    The he­li­copters de­cid­ed him. One by one, they set­tled on­to the road on the oth­er side

    of Lan’s tank, block­ing it.




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “Time to rock-​and-​roll.”




    Re­mo dug around in back. He found a crate of hand grenades and start­ed stuff­ing them

    in­to his pock­ets. He came out through the driv­er’s hatch and slipped to the ground.




    Re­mo still wore the ill-​fit­ting Viet­namese kha­ki and one of their av­oca­do pith

    hel­mets. He walked ca­su­al­ly up be­hind the oth­er tanks, slouch­ing to make him­self

    ap­pear short­er. He pulled the pin on a grenade and just as ca­su­al­ly tossed it in­to the

    lap of the sec­ond tank’s tur­ret gun­ner.




    The gun­ner screeched in fright and jumped off the tur­ret. That was a big mis­take. He

    should have tossed the grenade and jumped in­to the safe­ty of the tank. Re­mo shot him. The

    grenade went off in­side the tank.




    The sound was muf­fled, but the smoke boiled out of ev­ery aper­ture like float­ing

    ser­pents.




    Next, Re­mo jumped to the crater and tossed sev­er­al grenades. He lay flat on the crater’s

    lip. The con­cus­sions came like a string of ex­plod­ing fire­crack­ers, but much loud­er.




    There were shouts from the lead and re­main­ing tank. Re­mo clam­bered in­to the crater,

    rushed past the fiery mess that was the sec­ond T-72, and lift­ed his head above the crater

    wall. The tur­ret was slow­ly turn­ing around. The ma­chine-​gun­ner was sweep­ing his

    per­fo­rat­ed gun muz­zle back and forth, his eyes star­ing stupid­ly un­der his pith

    hel­met.




    Re­mo took his head off with a short, con­cen­trat­ed burst and fol­lowed the bul­lets out

    of the crater. He was on the tank in an in­stant, pulling pins and pop­ping grenades past the

    slump­ing, head­less corpse.




    The grenades went off. Brief flash­es of fire spat from the ports. Re­mo was al­ready in­to

    the road­side trees. He was tak­ing fire from the Land Rover. The he­li­copters were pow­er­ing

    up again.




    “Lan!” Re­mo called. “Don’t let them take off!”




    Lan came up out of the tur­ret and opened up. She had a ri­fle cra­dled un­der each arm. She

    braced her­self against the hatch well and set the muz­zles on the rim to steady them. She

    fired them al­ter­nate­ly. Her body shook with the bone-​rat­tling re­coil.




    Not de­signed for ground fight­ing, the gun­ships nev­er had a chance. Their main ro­tors

    spun lazi­ly, but the ma­chines didn’t lift off. The pi­lots were ei­ther wound­ed or run­ning

    for their lives.




    Mean­while, Re­mo got be­hind some trees, work­ing to­ward the Land Rover crew. He was back

    on sin­gle fir­ing. He picked off the driv­er. An­oth­er sol­dier was flat on the ground,

    fir­ing from un­der the chas­sis. Re­mo ducked be­hind shel­ter­ing trees, pulled a grenade

    pin, and rolled it along the road. It hit the left-​front tire and re­bound­ed on­to the

    road.




    The sol­dier un­der the ve­hi­cle saw the grenade ly­ing mere inch­es in front of his face.

    He had no shel­ter, no time to wrig­gle out from un­der the ve­hi­cle so he did the on­ly thing

    left to him.




    He strug­gled to reach the grenade with his hand. No doubt he hoped to lob it back at Re­mo.

    But there wasn’t time. His shak­ing fin­gers touched the grenade, up­set­ting it. It popped out

    of reach. Then it ex­plod­ed.




    A piece of shrap­nel em­bed­ded it­self in a tree not far from Re­mo. It hit with a meaty

    thunk. Re­mo sat with his hands clamp­ing his hel­met down tight­ly.




    When Re­mo looked out again, the Land Rover was burn­ing. Some­thing like a charred ham

    smoked un­der it.




    But there was no sign of Cap­tain Spook.




    Re­mo looked fran­ti­cal­ly. There was no third body near the ve­hi­cle. Cap­tain Spook had

    been in the Land Rover. Maybe he was in the trees on the oth­er side of the road. But Re­mo saw

    noth­ing move.




    “Lan! You see any­one else?”




    Up in the tur­ret, Lan swung around. Her face was a smear of dirt and sweat.




    “No!” she shout­ed back.




    “There’s one run­ning loose. Keep your eyes peeled.”




    “Keep what?”




    “Just watch! We’re not out of this yet.”




    Re­mo wait­ed, crouch­ing. Si­lence re­turned to the road. In­sects re­sumed their

    mul­ti­tudi­nous sounds. Noth­ing moved oth­er than flame and the ner­vous twitch­ing of the

    dead and dy­ing.




    Fi­nal­ly Re­mo de­cid­ed to make for the tank. He re­treat­ed in­to the bush, worked

    for­ward, and flashed across the road.




    See­ing him com­ing, Lan laid down cov­er­ing fire. She shot at noth­ing and ev­ery­thing.

    She dis­ap­peared in­to the tank on­ly af­ter-​Re­mo dived in­to the driv­er’s hatch.




    Re­mo was breath­ing hard when he got be­hind the lat­er­als.




    “But­ton it up!” he pant­ed. “We got­ta get out of here. Fast!”




    “Why?” Lan asked as she dogged her hatch shut. “You kill them all.”




    “Not him,” said Re­mo. “Not Cap­tain Spook. He van­ished again.”




    “Who?”




    “The NVA of­fi­cer I killed. Back in the war. I saw him again. He’s out there.”




    Re­mo sent the tank rum­bling for­ward. It tipped as it slid down in­to the far,

    un­ob­struct­ed crater.




    “I think we can push those chop­pers aside and make a break for it,” he ob­served.




    “They will send more.”




    “Don’t get dis­cour­aged,” Re­mo said. “We’ve been do­ing pret­ty good so far.” His

    breath­ing was more reg­ular now. He wiped dirt off his fore­head.




    “Then why you look so scared?” Lan asked, jam­ming fresh clips in­to two ri­fles.




    “I’m not afraid of any­thing.”




    “Not true. You fear Cap­tain Spook. I see it on your face.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing. The crater filled his periscope.




    He bounced in his seat, his shoul­ders strik­ing the cramped cock­pit walls. Lan hung to

    hand­holds. The tank ran lev­el, then start­ed to climb nose-​first, its treads claw­ing out of

    the de­pres­sion.




    When the tank lum­bered on­to the road, Re­mo let out his breath.




    “I thought we weren’t go­ing to make it for a minute,” he said.




    Then he added, “Oh, crap!”




    “What?” Lan asked, lean­ing for­ward.




    “Look.”




    Lan looked past Re­mo’s shoul­der. Through the nar­row slit of the port she saw a man in a

    ragged Viet­namese of­fi­cer’s uni­form stand­ing in the cen­ter of the road. He car­ried a

    Kalash­nikov ri­fle up­end­ed like a pole. A white rag flut­tered from the muz­zle.




    Re­mo stopped the tank.




    “He want to sur­ren­der,” Lan said qui­et­ly.




    “I don’t trust him.”




    “Then run him over.”




    Re­mo con­sid­ered. “Do no good,” he said at last. “He’s al­ready dead. Grab your gun.”




    Re­mo pushed open his hatch. He point­ed his weapon at Cap­tain Spook’s pock-​marked face.

    Lan cov­ered him with the tur­ret gun.




    Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao shout­ed at him in Viet­namese. “What’s he say­ing?” Re­mo asked

    Lan.




    “He say you de­stroy his unit.”




    “Tell him I no­ticed.”




    “He want to know what you want.”




    “I want to kill him for sure. No, don’t say that.”




    “What I say to him?”




    “Tell him,” Re­mo said slow­ly, “tell him I want him to sur­ren­der. “




    Lan shout­ed Re­mo’s an­swer in Viet­namese. Cap­tain Dai yelled back.




    “He say he al­ready sur­ren­der,” Lan ex­plained.




    “Not just him. Ev­ery­body. I want Viet­nam to sur­ren­der. Un­con­di­tion­al­ly.”




    Lan told him. Cap­tain Dai’s mean face broke in shock. His an­swer was brit­tle.




    “He say he on­ly a cap­tain. Can­not sur­ren­der whole gov­ern­ment.”




    “Then tell him to kiss his butt good-​bye,” Re­mo hissed, lift­ing his ri­fle to

    shoul­der-​fir­ing po­si­tion. Cap­tain Dai dropped his ri­fle and shout­ed fran­ti­cal­ly. “He

    say he can give you bet­ter than sur­ren­der,” Lan said quick­ly.




    “There’s noth­ing bet­ter,” Re­mo growled.




    “He say he know where Amer­ican POW’s are held. He will take you. You take Amer­icans away

    and leave Viet­nam alone.”




    “That sounds like sur­ren­der to me,” Re­mo said, low­er­ing his ri­fle. “Tell him it’s a

    deal.”


  




  

    Chapter 19




    Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao knew he was fin­ished. He had lost two en­tire tank groups to a lone

    Amer­ican and a half­breed girl. Be­fore his last sol­dier fell, Dai knew he would be

    dis­graced. Death was not even a con­cern any­more.




    And be­cause he feared death less than dis­grace, Cap­tain Dai for­mu­lat­ed a plan. He

    slipped away from the Land Rover as the last tank ex­plod­ed in flames. He worked his way

    through the trees to the ru­ined he­li­copters and found a work­ing ra­dio.




    He ra­dioed his po­si­tion and warned the sur­round­ing base camps of his planned route.




    “We are not to be in­ter­cept­ed,” he had said. “That is an or­der. Obey me. ” And ty­ing an

    oil rag to his ri­fle, he’d stepped in­to the path of the on­com­ing tank, know­ing that at

    worst it would on­ly crush him un­der its im­pla­ca­ble treads.




    But now Cap­tain Dai was squat­ting un­der the muz­zle of the smooth­bore can­non, the bui

    doi girl hold­ing him un­der the men­ace of the tur­ret gun.




    For hours, the tank rat­tled along the north road. It stopped on­ly once to re­plen­ish its

    gas tank with fu­el from the on-​board sup­ply.




    The red sun beat down on Cap­tain Dai’s un­pro­tect­ed head. But his mean face was twist­ed

    in a wicked smile no one could see.




    The Amer­ican didn’t know it, but he was rid­ing in­to a trap.




    Hours lat­er, the tank was grum­bling along a grass-​choked jun­gle path. The path had

    ob­vi­ous­ly been knocked out of the jun­gle by many pass­ing ve­hi­cles.




    In the driv­er’s buck­et, Re­mo called up to Lan. “Ask him how long till we reach the prison

    camp.” Lan spat out the ques­tion. She in­ter­pret­ed the cap­tain’s surly re­ply.




    “He say soon, soon,” Lan re­port­ed.




    “He’s said that be­fore,” Re­mo com­plained.




    Lan said noth­ing. The path was nar­row­ing. Re­mo had to ex­pend most of his en­er­gy

    work­ing the lat­er­als to keep the treads from climb­ing the oc­ca­sion­al too-​close tree. It

    was work.




    It was still light when Re­mo jock­eyed the tank around a tight turn. The sud­den­ness with

    which the jun­gle opened up around them took their breath away.




    “Re­mo!” Lan called sud­den­ly.




    “Yeah, I see it,” Re­mo said, cran­ing to see through the periscope. “It’s got­ta be the

    camp.”




    “No,” Lan said dul­ly. “Not camp.”




    “Sure it is,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “Yes, camp. But look to side.”




    Some­one was shout­ing or­ders in brit­tle Viet­namese. “Shut him up,” Re­mo said, stop­ping

    the tank.




    “Can­not,” Lan said. “Not cap­tain. Come up, Re­mo.” Re­mo climbed up to join Lan at the

    tur­ret hatch. He looked around. Then he saw the oth­er tank. It had been lay­ing for them at

    the edge of the camp clear­ing. Like the fin­ger of doom, its gleam­ing can­non was point­ing

    di­rect­ly at them.




    Re­mo grabbed the tur­ret gun. He point­ed it at the back of Cap­tain Dai’s head.




    “Tell them to back off or I’ll blow his head open,” Re­mo shout­ed.




    Fright­ened, Lan re­layed Re­mo’s threat.




    The tank com­man­der stared back stoni­ly. Re­mo watched him out of the tail of his eye,

    afraid to tear his gaze from the back of Cap­tain Dai’s head. Dai turned. His face was alight.

    He bared his shov­el­like teeth in a sneer­ing grin.




    “Don’t be so smug,” Re­mo said. “I killed you once. I’ll be hap­py to do it again.”




    Lan re­layed Re­mo’s words. Cap­tain Dai’s face lost its cat­like grin. A va­ri­ety of

    ex­pres­sions crossed his fea­tures. “What are they do­ing?” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “Wait­ing,” Lan said. Her face was drawn.




    “For what?”




    Then they knew. Out from be­hind the tank, a line of men marched with heads bowed and

    shoul­ders droop­ing. They wore gray cot­ton. They were Amer­icans. Be­hind them marched

    oth­ers, who were not all Amer­ican. Lan rec­og­nized them as her fel­low Am­erasians. Her

    throat tight­ened painful­ly at the re­al­iza­tion that they hadn’t made it to Thai­land. To

    Re­mo, they meant noth­ing.




    The stone-​faced tank com­man­der point­ed to the line of cap­tives. They were un­der the

    men­ace of sev­er­al sol­diers’ ri­fles. The of­fi­cer shout­ed an­gri­ly, ges­tic­ulat­ing at

    Re­mo and again at the pris­on­ers.




    “Don’t tell me,” Re­mo told Lan. “We sur­ren­der or they get chopped down.”




    Lan nod­ded silent­ly, fight­ing back tears.




    Re­mo’s fin­gers tight­ened on the ma­chine-​gun trip. He want­ed very much to pull it.

    Cap­tain Dai saw the look in Re­mo’s eyes. His smile com­plete­ly fled. Sweat broke out all

    over his unlove­ly face.




    Fi­nal­ly Re­mo said, “You’re not worth it,” and backed away from the ma­chine gun, its

    muz­zle drop­ping im­po­tent­ly. Re­mo raised his hands.




    “No choice, kid,” he said thick­ly.




    No longer fight­ing her tears, Lan threw her AK-47 in­to the dirt. She raised her hands.




    “Good-​bye, Re­mo,” she whis­pered thick­ly.




    “We’re not dead yet.”




    The sol­diers sur­round­ed the tank and mo­tioned Re­mo and Lan down from the tur­ret. They

    forced them to kneel, their crude hands feel­ing their clothes for hid­den weapons. Re­mo’s

    hel­met was cast aside. Oth­ers helped Cap­tain Dai off the tank. He had dif­fi­cul­ty

    walk­ing. His knees wob­bled.




    Un­steadi­ly he walked up to Re­mo and slapped his face twice, first in one di­rec­tion and

    then with the back of his hand on the re­turn sweep.




    “Hai cai nay ra!” Dai screamed at the tank of­fi­cer. Lan was dragged away to a thatched

    hut. The pris­on­ers were marched af­ter her.




    Then they es­cort­ed Re­mo across the camp, tak­ing him to the far side, where a bulky steel

    con­tain­er about the size of a garbage- dump­ster stood in the dirt not far from-​if the

    over­pow­er­ing stench meant any­thing-​an open la­trine trench.




    Re­mo was forced to kneel again, and the sud­den night of Viet­nam fell up­on them. The

    re­frig­er­ator­like door at one end of the long con­tain­er was thrown open and Re­mo was

    kicked and jabbed in­to its dark in­te­ri­or.




    The door clanged shut and the lock­ing lever was thrown.




    Re­mo found him­self in a sti­fling cube of heat. The air was heavy with stale hu­man

    smells. A lit­tle light fil­tered in through bul­let holes in the sides.




    Re­mo put an eye to one of the holes and tried to see out­side. A low voice pulled him away

    from the hole. “They don’t usu­al­ly put two men in­side at once,” it grum­bled. “But I do

    ap­pre­ci­ate the com­pa­ny.”




    “Who’s there?” Re­mo asked.




    “Who do you think, fool? Young­blood. You been brain­washed or some­thing?”




    “Young­blood?” Re­mo asked. “Dick?”




    “Hey!” Young­blood sud­den­ly shout­ed: “I don’t rec­og­nize your voice. Who the hell are

    you?”




    “It’s me, Re­mo.”




    “Yeah? Re­mo who?”




    “Williams. How many oth­er Re­mos do you know?”




    “Williams … Re­mo Williams…… The voice was low, as if tast­ing the name. I us­ta know a

    ma­rine by that name.”




    “Dick. It’s me.”




    “Prove it.”




    “Tell me how.”




    “Lemme see your face. Get over by the vent holes back here, where there’s light.”




    Re­mo scrooched over. His eyes were be­com­ing used to the lack of light. He made out a dim,

    hulk­ing form with bright, sus­pi­cious eyes.




    The eyes came clos­er. They were fa­mil­iar. But not the sur­round­ing face. It was

    thick­er, the skin coarse and lined.




    “Shee-​it!” Young­blood said. “It is you, you sonov­abitch!”




    “You look old,” Re­mo said slow­ly.




    “The hell you say,” Young­blood scoffed. “Af­ter twen­ty years, what did you ex­pect, Nat

    King Fuck­ing Cole?”




    “Then it is true.”




    “What?”




    “The war. It’s over.”




    “You ain’t heard?”




    “I haven’t been able to be­lieve it,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “Say! What the hell are you doin’ here?”




    “I don’t know. I don’t re­mem­ber. I woke up and here I was.”




    “I en­list­ed, my­self,” Young­blood growled. “Thought you were draft­ed.”




    “They tell me it’s been twen­ty years, but all I can re­mem­ber is the war.”




    “They found you in the jun­gle, did they?”




    “No, I cap­tured a tank. I drove it here. They am­bushed me. An­oth­er tank.”




    “An old T-54?”




    “Yeah.”




    “Hah! You dumb shit. You got snook­ered. That thing’s got a wood­en can­non. It can’t shoot

    rice­balls.”




    “Well, you don’t have to be so hap­py about it,” Re­mo com­plained.




    “Sor­ry, man. I been here so long I’ll take my en­ter­tain­ment any fla­vor at all.”




    “Who else is here?”




    “There’s on­ly sev­en of us now. There used to be more than thir­ty. I’m se­nior of­fi­cer

    now. That’s why they got me in this here conex. You’ll love it. Like an oven dur­ing the day

    and an ice­box at night. What hap­pened was, a pris­on­er es­caped. A Viet­namese named Phong.

    They got me in here as pun­ish­ment. Hey, is that how you come to be here? Did Phong send

    you?”




    “I told you, I can’t re­mem­ber what I’m do­ing here. In my head, it’s still 1968.”




    Young­blood grunt­ed a laugh. “Yeah, my watch kin­da stopped too. You know, Re­mo, you look

    dif­fer­ent. “




    “So? “




    “I mean it. You look dif­fer­ent. But not much old­er than I re­mem­ber. Geez, wher­ev­er

    you been, man, you ain’t aged a lick.”




    “I think I’m dead,” Re­mo said hol­low­ly.




    “What?”




    “I think I died in the bush. I’m a ghost.”




    “Hey now, man. Don’t you be pulling any spook stuff on me. That shit don’t go with me.”




    “Spook,” Re­mo said. “That’s the oth­er thing. Re­mem­ber Cap­tain Spook? He’s here. We

    killed him and he’s still alive. What does that tell you?”




    Dick Young­blood’s low voice rose in gales of laugh­ter. The conex shook with the

    en­thu­si­asm of his howls. “Re­mo, you are one con­fused fuck,” he chor­tled. “But I know how

    you must be feel­ing. I felt my own ass puck­er the first time he turned up in my face.”




    “Huh?”




    “That ain’t Cap­tain Spook. That’s Spook Ju­nior. His son. Calls him­self Cap­tain Dai. They

    do seem to be paint­ed with the same ug­ly stick, don’t they?”




    “Son?” Re­mo said in a dazed voice. Then, “Shh. I hear some­one com­ing.”




    In the dark­ness, Dick Young­blood put an ear to the met­al wall.




    “I don’t hear shit.”




    “Foot­steps. Very qui­et.”




    “You’re hear­ing ghosts. Prob­ably your rel­atives.”




    “Then I’m see­ing them too,” Re­mo said. “Look.” Young­blood let Re­mo guide him to a

    bul­let hole.




    “A gook,” Young­blood said. “Old, too. Nev­er seen him be­fore.”




    “That’s Un­cle Ho.”




    “Ho Chi Minh is dead too, but if that’s him, I take back ev­ery­thing I said.”




    “Un­cle Ho is what I call him. I met him out in the bush. “




    “Just like that. Who is he?”




    “I don’t know his name. But he claims he’s my fa­ther. “




    “Yeah, now that you men­tion it,” Young­blood said dry­ly, “I can see the fam­ily

    re­sem­blance.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju wait­ed un­til the camp set­tled down for the night. He had

    pa­tient­ly await­ed the com­ing of his pupil to the Viet­namese pris­on­er camp. As al­ways,

    Re­mo was late.




    It had been sim­pler to al­low Re­mo to be cap­tured than to in­ter­fere. In Re­mo’s present

    state, Chi­un did not wish to risk los­ing him to wild gun­fire. When he be­lieved Re­mo had

    been in the big met­al box long enough, Chi­un ap­proached silent and un­seen by the few guards

    pick­et­ed about.




    “Re­mo,” he whis­pered.




    “What do you want, Ho?” Re­mo asked in a surly tone.




    “Sim­ply to speak with you, my son,” Chi­un said sweet­ly. “Are you com­fort­able?”




    “Of course not. I’m a freak­ing pris­on­er.”




    “Oh,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, as if just notic­ing that fact. “Why do you not

    es­cape?”




    “How?”




    “These con­ve­nient holes,” Chi­un told him, in­sert­ing a long-​nailed fin­ger in­to one of

    the bul­let holes. “They are just right. They make won­der­ful hand­holds with which to tear

    off a nice sec­tion of wall.”




    “Watch it!” Re­mo barked. “You near­ly poked my eye out. “




    “Your fault for peek­ing. You do not need to see me to un­der­stand my words.”




    “You’re right, Re­mo,” an­oth­er voice said. “He is a crazy old gook.”




    “Who is that?” de­mand­ed Chi­un. “Who speaks?”




    “A friend of mine,” Re­mo told him. “What of it?”




    “The one named Young­blood?”




    “Yeah. How’d you know that?”




    Young­blood snort­ed like a bull. “Be­cause he’s a gook,” he said. “You’ve been set up,

    Re­mo.”




    “It is too bad,” said Chi­un sad­ly.




    “What is?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “That you have found your long-​lost Army friend. It is very sad.”




    “Look, Ho. Why don’t you take a hike?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed. “We’ve got a lot of catch­ing up

    to do.”




    “How can you speak such hard words to one who has meant so much to you?”




    “Easy. I’m dead. Dead peo­ple can do what­ev­er they want. “




    “Ah, then you re­mem­ber that you are dead. That is good.”




    “It is?”




    “Hey, I don’t want no part of this con­ver­sa­tion,” Young­blood said hot­ly. “This is

    bull­shit.”




    Chi­un ig­nored him. “What else do you re­mem­ber, Re­mo?”




    “Noth­ing.”




    “Noth­ing?” squeaked Chi­un. So Re­mo did not re­mem­ber af­ter all. And un­til he did,

    Chi­un could do noth­ing with him.




    “That’s what I said. Now screw off.”




    “But you do re­mem­ber that you are dead. You have been dead now for many years.”




    “Then it’s true,” Re­mo said hol­low­ly. “How did you know?”




    “Why, be­cause . . .” Chi­un be­gan. A thought oc­curred to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. A

    fa­ble of Re­mo’s up­bring­ing he had once shared with him. “It is be­cause I am your guardian

    an­gel. Yes, your il­lus­tri­ous guardian an­gel. I am here to es­cort you to where you

    be­long.”




    “You? My guardian an­gel is Viet­namese?”




    “No, Ko­re­an.”




    “North or South?”




    “North, of course.”




    “My guardian an­gel is a Com­mu­nist?”




    “No, dense one. Your guardian an­gel is Sinan­ju.”




    “I think there’s been some mis­take. I’m Catholic.”




    “Em­per­or Smith is wor­ried about you.”




    “Who’s Em­per­or Smith?”




    “Why, he is the ruler of Amer­ica, of course. He sent me to bring you back.”




    “Did you hear that, Dick? Amer­ica’s turned in­to a monar­chy. Prob­ably be­cause we lost

    the war, I’ll bet. Hey, why would this em­per­or send some­one to bring back a dead man?”




    “He’s mess­ing with your head, Re­mo,” Young­blood said. “Send him away.”




    “I am telling the truth,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly.




    “Prove it,” Re­mo snapped.




    “How?”




    “Get us out of here.”




    “Why did you not ask be­fore? Wait here.”




    “For what?”




    “I am go­ing to cre­ate a dis­trac­tion to as­sist your es­cape.”




    “Did you hear that, Dick?” Re­mo said sar­cas­ti­cal­ly. “Un­cle Ho is go­ing to cre­ate a

    dis­trac­tion. If you have any­thing to pack, now’s the time to start.”




    “I ain’t lis­ten­ing to ei­ther of you. You’re both flipped out. “




    “Do not wor­ry,” promised the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “This will not take long. The ele­phant

    of sur­prise is on our side.”




    Af­ter the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had van­ished, Dick Young­blood had a ques­tion.




    “Did he say ‘ele­phant’?”




    “I think he meant ‘el­ement.’ Like ‘el­ement of sur­prise.’ ” Re­mo was look­ing through the

    bul­let holes ea­ger­ly.




    “What’re you look­ing at?” Young­blood asked. “I want to see what he’s go­ing to do.”




    “Do? He’s go­ing to go to the camp com­man­der and they’re go­ing to drink rice wine and

    laugh at us un­til the mon­soon sea­son comes. What do you think he’s go­ing to do?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said slow­ly. “I saw him turn an AK-47 to pow­der with his bare

    hands.”




    Dick Young­blood sat star­ing at the dim­ly lit pro­file of Re­mo Williams, his bull­dog

    face cocked quizzi­cal­ly. “You know what I think?” he said at last.




    “What?”




    “I think I’m asleep and you’re my night­mare for tonight. I’m go­ing to catch some

    shut-​eye-​even though we both know I’m al­ready asleep. I just hope you and that crazy old

    gook are gone when I wake up.”


  




  

    Chapter 20




    The first sound wasn’t long in com­ing. A thatched hut crashed. Re­mo was un­able to see

    what was hap­pen­ing, but the noise was un­mis­tak­able. Bam­boo splin­tered. Dry roof grass

    crack­led as if on fire.




    There was yelling, pan­ic, and Viet­namese voic­es raised in shrill con­fu­sion. And in the

    midst of it all, a bel­low­ing an­imal sound.




    Dick Young­blood jumped to Re­mo’s side. “What’s hap­pen­ing. What’s go­ing on?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said. He moved from vent hole to vent hole, try­ing to see.




    Knife­like fin­ger­nails sud­den­ly ap­peared in a clus­ter of bul­let holes near Re­mo’s

    face. He re­coiled.




    “Un­cle Ho again!” he cried.




    The fin­ger­nails slashed down. The sound of steel be­ing sheared hurt their eardrums.

    Young­blood scur­ried to the fur­thest cor­ner of the conex.




    “I don’t be­lieve what I’m see­ing,” he said.




    One sec­tion of the conex wall hung in strips. The strips were swift­ly peeled back,

    open­ing up a man-​size hole.




    A wrin­kled parch­ment face poked in­to the conex in­te­ri­or.




    “What are you wait­ing for?” Chi­un in­quired. “Come.” Re­mo didn’t hes­itate.




    “You com­ing?” he asked Young­blood.




    “I know I’m dream­ing.”




    “You can wake up lat­er.”




    “Or you can die now,” Chi­un said sharply. “Come.”




    Young­blood crawled out of the conex, say­ing, “I read some­where back in the world that if

    you die in a dream you’re dead when you wake up, so I fig­ure I got noth­ing to lose.”




    “This way,” said Re­mo.




    The camp was in a pan­ic. Sur­pris­ing­ly, there was no shoot­ing.




    “What did you do, Ho?” Re­mo asked.




    “The name is Chi­un. I am Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “And I’m the King of Siam,” Young­blood said.




    “You are go­ing to make what I must do eas­ier,” Chi­un warned.




    He led them in­to the bush. Re­mo threw him­self to the ground. He scram­bled back to see

    through the reeds.




    “What’s that you said, gook?” Young­blood asked.




    “Noth­ing,” Chi­un told him. He turned to Re­mo. “What are you wait­ing for? We must be gone

    from this place.”




    “Lan’s still in there.”




    “My men too,” Young­blood added. “I ain’t leav­in’ ‘em, ei­ther. “




    “Agreed,” said Re­mo.




    “Not agreed,” said Chi­un. “I res­cued you. There­fore you must do as I say.”




    “I don’t re­mem­ber agree­ing to that. You, Dick?”




    “Nah, the old gook is crazy any­way. See that bar­racks hut? Think we can get to it?”




    “Maybe. All the com­mo­tion seems to be on the oth­er side. Sounds like a tank run

    amok.”




    “Tanks don’t sound like that thing. You’re hear­ing an an­imal. “




    “It is,” Chi­un said. “What is?” Re­mo asked. Sud­den­ly a spot­light was turned on. It

    showed a rear­ing gray mon­ster. A Viet­namese sol­dier was scooped up by a snake of flesh and

    smashed against a wall. A hulk­ing mass de­scend­ed on a thatched hut. It fell like a house of

    cards.




    “Holy shit!” Young­blood breathed. “That’s a fuck­ing ele­phant. “




    “Not an ele­phant,” Chi­un said with sat­is­fac­tion. “It is the ele­phant.”




    “What ele­phant is that?” Young­blood asked, wide-​eyed.




    “The ele­phant of sur­prise you Amer­icans al­ways speak of. “




    “What’d I tell you?” Re­mo said.




    “I don’t want to hear it. Lis­ten, we got­ta get us some weapons. What do you say?”




    “I’m game.”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said stern­ly. “You are both dead ducks if you blun­der ahead. Wait here, I

    will find your friends.”




    “Who put you in charge?” Re­mo asked, turn­ing around.




    There was no re­ply. Re­mo nudged Young­blood with an el­bow.




    “What?”




    “Look be­hind you,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    Young­blood looked. There was no sign of the old Ori­en­tal. He groaned.




    “Not that spook shit again. I hate this.”




    “Look,” Re­mo said.




    “No way. I ain’t look­ing at noth­ing. I’m dream­ing.” But Dick Young­blood looked any­way.

    The old Ori­en­tal was in­side the camp, calm­ly walk­ing to­ward the main clus­ter of

    build­ings. He paused and cupped his hands over his thin lips. A weird cry was emit­ted.




    The ele­phant trum­pet­ed a re­ply and lurched away from the camp. It crashed in­to the

    bush, its long trunk slap­ping from side to side. It moved with un­be­liev­able speed.




    A pack of Viet­namese sol­diers fol­lowed it with sticks.




    “Why don’t they just shoot it?” Re­mo won­dered aloud.




    “You kid­din’, man? We’re in Cam­bo­dia. An ele­phant is like a horse to these slopes. He’s

    a pack an­imal and a tow truck rolled in­to one, and if he starts eat­ing too much, you can

    al­ways shoot him and eat off him for a month.”




    “They’re not go­ing to catch him any­time soon,” Re­mo point­ed out. “Let’s go.”




    “I’m with you. Sem­per Fi, do or die.”




    They charged out of the bush and sought the lee of the long bar­racks build­ing. The camp

    was start­ing to qui­et down.




    “I’ll go first,” Young­blood said, peer­ing around the cor­ner.




    “If you see a Viet­namese girl with green eyes and freck­les, she’s friend­ly,” Re­mo said,

    push­ing him off. Young­blood’s legs churned. For the first time, Re­mo had a good look at him

    in bright light. He was heavy. A big man whose mus­cles had been soft­ened by time and

    con­fine­ment. He looked old. Re­mo looked at his own smooth hands, won­der­ing how they could

    be­long to some­one who was Young­blood’s age.




    No time to think about that now, Re­mo thought. He got ready to run.




    A safe­ty clicked off di­rect­ly be­hind him and Re­mo felt the flesh over his spine writhe

    like a snake.




    “Chu hoti!” the voice of Cap­tain Dai Said. It was high-​pitched, ner­vous.




    Rec­og­niz­ing an or­der to sur­ren­der, Re­mo turned slow­ly, his hands lift­ing.




    “Looks like it’s you and me again,” Re­mo said re­signed­ly. What­ev­er hap­pened, he was

    go­ing to buy Dick Young­blood enough time to do what he had to.




    Cap­tain Dai Chim Sao knew how to make a man talk. A wom­an would be easy. He had had the

    bui doi girl, Lan, tak­en to his of­fice. Her hands were tied be­hind her back and a bam­boo

    pole in­sert­ed un­der her crooked arms, where it would stretch the shoul­der joints in their

    sock­ets. That alone was painful enough to make some men talk with­out fur­ther tor­ture.




    The girl Lan re­quired more.




    Cap­tain Dai used his cigarette. First on the soft palms of her hands. Then on the soles of

    her feet. He stood be­hind her, toy­ing with her grow­ing sense of ex­pec­ta­tion. She couldn’t

    see him ap­ply the smol­der­ing butts. The psy­cho­log­ical ad­van­tage was enor­mous.




    The girl cried and whim­pered. She bit her lips to bloody pulp. She re­fused to beg. Like

    the de­testable Phong. Once, she swore, and he slapped her face. She spat at him and he slapped

    her again. Just like Phong. She would pay like Phong too.




    It didn’t take long to break her. And it was a sim­ple thing that did it. He set her long

    hair afire with a lighter. She screamed. Dai threw wa­ter over her head. What re­mained of her

    hair smol­dered. Her face, raw now, be­gan to puff up.




    “No,” she whim­pered. “No more. Please.”




    “My En­glish is poor,” Dai told her in Viet­namese. “My ques­tion is sim­ple. The Amer­ican

    said some­thing about killing me again. What did he mean by that?”




    “He told me he killed you dur­ing the war with the Amer­icans,” Lan sobbed.




    “So,” said Cap­tain Dai. His eyes were like cold em­bers.




    “I know noth­ing more,” Lan told him through peel­ing lips.




    Dai’s eyes re­fo­cused.




    “You re­mind me of Phong,” he said cru­el­ly.




    “I know no Phong. “




    “I will change that,”. Dai said, plac­ing his sidearm to her tem­ple. “I will send you to

    meet him.”




    He fired a sin­gle shot.




    Lan fell side­ways, her body hang­ing up on the bam­boo pole across her back. Slow­ly she

    slipped down it un­til her head touched the pool of wa­ter around her. It be­gan to turn

    red.




    Cap­tain Dai stepped out of the in­ter­ro­ga­tion hut. It was in­cred­ible. Some­how, fate

    had sent to him the one Amer­ican he’d nev­er dared hope he would face. The man who had

    mur­dered his fa­ther, the fa­ther whose face he now wore with ar­ro­gant pride.




    Cap­tain Dai strode to the conex. He was obliv­ious of the sounds of con­fu­sion erupt­ing

    all over the camp. Dim­ly he rec­og­nized the trum­pet­ing of an ele­phant. An ele­phant wasn’t

    im­por­tant on this night. On­ly the Amer­ican killer of his fa­ther was im­por­tant.




    Cap­tain Dai wrenched down the conex door lever. He threw it open. His set jaw loos­ened,

    send­ing his dan­gling cigarette to the ground.




    The conex was emp­ty. Moon­light filled the in­te­ri­or from a gap­ing hole.




    Fran­ti­cal­ly Cap­tain Dai raced in­to the camp. He hoped no one would kill the Amer­ican

    be­fore he found him. He prayed to his an­ces­tors that he would not be de­nied that exquisite

    plea­sure.




    When Cap­tain Dai saw the black sergeant blun­der out from be­hind a hut, he slipped around

    to the oth­er side. His pocked face broke out in ug­ly joy.




    The Amer­ican was there. He turned slow­ly.




    Cap­tain Dai would have shot him in the back with­out hes­ita­tion. Just as he had done to

    count­less name­less Amer­icans he had am­bushed dur­ing the war. But he want­ed this Amer­ican

    to know why he was go­ing to die. “You killed my fa­ther,” he told him in Viet­namese.




    “My hands are up,” the Amer­ican said. “I’m chu ho­ing, bi­en?”




    The id­iot did not un­der­stand him. It was im­por­tant that he un­der­stand.




    “My fa­ther NVA, bi­en?” Dai said. The Amer­ican shrugged his shoul­ders.




    “You killed him. For that I have killed many Amer­icans. Now I kill you. Crackadill,

    bi­en?”




    The Amer­ican looked blank. Cap­tain Dai swore. If on­ly he knew the En­glish word for

    “kill.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju freed the pris­on­ers by a sim­ple method. He found the hut where

    they were im­pris­oned. It was easy to iden­ti­fy. It was a lit­tle way from the oth­ers, and

    had two armed sol­diers stand­ing at the en­trance.




    Chi­un slipped up to the back and with a fin­ger­nail sliced a low rect­an­gu­lar hatch out

    of the wall. He slipped in and in­vit­ed the Amer­icans and Am­erasians to ac­com­pa­ny him to

    safe­ty.




    “I am sent by the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment,” he whis­pered. “Fol­low qui­et­ly. There is a

    sub­ma­rine wait­ing for us.”




    They looked at him with­out com­pre­hen­sion. A rip­ple of ex­pres­sions greet­ed him:

    doubt, sus­pi­cion, fear. They didn’t budge.




    Chi­un nudged them with his light­ning­like fin­ger­nails. The pain made the pris­on­ers

    scram­ble out of the hut as if it’d been filled with swarm­ing hor­nets.




    Chi­un beck­oned them to the safe­ty of the bush, and mo­tioned for them to stay hid­den.

    There was still the girl. Nat­ural­ly, she would be the one who would make the res­cue

    dif­fi­cult.




    Then he saw the black man, Young­blood, lum­ber­ing from hut to hut like a bear. Chi­un

    rolled his eyes. Amer­icans. They were like chil­dren, nev­er stay­ing where you told them.




    He raced af­ter Young­blood and saw Re­mo stand­ing in the shad­ow of a build­ing with his

    hands raised in sur­ren­der. A Viet­namese of­fi­cer had him cov­ered. The Viet­namese was

    bab­bling some non­sense at Re­mo. Chi­un could tell by Re­mo’s puz­zled ex­pres­sion that he

    did not un­der­stand the Viet­namese’s an­gry words.




    “Re­mo!” Chi­un called.




    Re­mo’s head turned. He looked fright­ened. “Hey, Un­cle Ho. Give me a hand here.”




    Chi­un hes­itat­ed. He was too far away. If he moved on the Viet­namese, there would be

    shoot­ing. He did not want to lose Re­mo to a stupid lit­tle rock.




    “If you harm my son,” Chi­un told the of­fi­cer in his own lan­guage, “a ter­ri­ble death

    will de­scend up­on you.”




    “I fear no death, old man.”




    “I am Sinan­ju. That white man is al­so Sinan­ju. Think hard up­on that fact,” Chi­un

    in­toned.




    “Hey, Ho, what­ev­er you’re telling him, bet­ter stop. He’s on­ly get­ting mad­der.”




    “This Amer­ican killed my fa­ther,” the Viet­namese told Chi­un, and his fin­ger tight­ened

    on the trig­ger.




    “I think he’s go­ing to shoot, Ho!” Re­mo yelled.




    “Re­mem­ber your train­ing, Re­mo,” Chi­un called stern­ly.




    “What?”




    “Your mind calls them bul­lets, but they are on­ly rocks.”




    “I’m about to be cut down and you’re talk­ing ge­ol­ogy.”




    “You fear the lit­tle rock on­ly be­cause your mind tells you to,” Chi­un went on, step­ping

    for­ward care­ful­ly. “You would not fear a man throw­ing a big rock at you.”




    “I fear bul­lets,” Re­mo said, his eyes fixed on the quiv­er­ing gun bar­rel.




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. “That is right. Look at the bar­rel. Do not take your eyes from it.

    Re­lax. Do not move un­til you see the bul­let com­ing.”




    “Move? I’m pet­ri­fied.”




    “Old man,” the Viet­namese said, “tell this Amer­ican for me that he killed my fa­ther,

    Cap­tain Dai Ma Qui, and I will spare his life.”




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un said, “this id­iot says you killed his fa­ther.”




    “Tell him I know,” Re­mo said, his eyes so in­tent up­on the bar­rel they al­most

    crossed.




    “He says he knows,” Chi­un said. Cap­tain Dai fired.




    “Re­mem­ber!” Chi­un called as he flashed ahead, but Re­mo did not hear him. The dark gun

    muz­zle filled with fire and smoke, the bul­let a gray­ish blot speed­ing just a mi­crosec­ond

    be­fore them. Re­mo’s head seemed to ex­pand. He was no longer in con­trol of his body. It was

    mov­ing on its own, mov­ing with a de­lib­er­ate speed that made the world seem to stand

    still.




    The bul­let sped to­ward Re­mo’s chest. It seemed so slow. Re­mo jerked aside. The bul­let

    passed him, not an inch from the front of his T-​shirt. The sharp bull­whip sound of the

    bul­let’s pass­ing was a sharp pain in his ears.




    Re­mo bat­ted the pis­tol out of the Viet­namese’s hands be­fore he could squeeze off a

    sec­ond round. Re­mo kicked him in the groin, and when he slipped to his knees, clutch­ing

    him­self, Re­mo knocked his shov­el­like teeth loose.




    Chi­un ap­peared be­side him. “Slop­py. Bad tech­nique.”




    Re­mo turned. “Are you kid­ding? I side-​stepped a live round at point-​blank range and

    bashed this clown’s face in.”




    “Why do you not kill him?”




    “Can’t.”




    Chi­un al­most stag­gered. He braced him­self against the build­ing and placed a strick­en

    hand to his breast. “Can’t!” he squeaked. “My son, the as­sas­sin who can­not kill. Why

    not?”




    “It’s against the Gene­va Ac­cords to kill a pris­on­er.”




    Chi­un blinked. “Against . . .”




    Dick Young­blood came up be­hind them, an AK-47 clutched in his big hands.




    “You got him, huh? Guess you’ll want me to pol­ish him off for you?”




    “What do you mean?” Re­mo asked.




    “I looked for your girl­friend, Re­mo. I found her.” Re­mo’s face went stony. His mouth

    part­ed. Noth­ing came out.




    “She was in his per­son­al in­ter­ro­ga­tion room. Looks like he tor­tured her be­fore he

    shot her. I’m sor­ry, man.”




    Re­mo’s lips formed the name Lan. The sound wasn’t even a breath. Wood­en­ly he turned to

    face Cap­tain Dai. Still clutch­ing him­self, Dai looked up at Re­mo with a face that

    pos­sessed all the agony of twist­ing, hot met­al. His rage ra­di­at­ed like spilt slag.




    Re­mo reached down and took Cap­tain Dai by his col­lar. He lift­ed him off his feet

    ef­fort­less­ly. Cap­tain Dai hung with his boots not touch­ing the ground. Re­mo cocked a

    fist. His fist hov­ered be­fore Dai’s face, quiv­er­ing as if all of Re­mo’s en­er­gy was

    be­ing fo­cused in­to it.




    When Re­mo let fly, there came a crack like a base­ball bat con­nect­ing for a home run, and

    sud­den­ly Cap­tain Dai’s head was no longer there. His sheared stalk of a neck pumped like a

    scar­let foun­tain.




    Re­mo dropped the corpse. There was no sign any­where of the head. Then, out of the, bush,

    came a se­ries of nois­es like a co­conut falling through heavy fo­liage. It end­ed with a soft

    thunk. Then there was si­lence.




    Dick Young­blood dis­ap­peared around a cor­ner and got au­di­bly sick.




    Chi­un ex­am­ined Re­mo’s fist. There wasn’t a mark on it. Not even a drop of blood.




    “Bet­ter,” he said firm­ly. “I thought you couldn’t kill him.”




    “I re­mem­bered some­thing.”




    “Yes?”




    “The North Viet­namese nev­er signed the Gene­va Ac­cords.”




    “Is that all?”




    “What else should I re­mem­ber?”




    “We will find that out lat­er,” said Chi­un abrupt­ly. “Come. We must leave this place.”




    Chi­un led them to the bush where the Amer­ican POW’s and the Am­erasians were hid­ing.

    Young­blood cut off their ques­tions and got them or­ga­nized.




    “Lis­ten up. The old guy’s gonna lead us out of here. Don’t give him no shit. Got that?”




    “We can­not walk,” Chi­un told them. “We must have a ve­hi­cle.”




    “I’ll grab a tank,” Re­mo said. With­out an­oth­er word, he dis­ap­peared.




    The tank came lum­ber­ing up mo­ments lat­er. Re­mo’s head stuck up from the driv­er’s

    hatch.




    When Dick Young­blood saw it, he start­ed swear­ing. “Williams, you id­iot!” he yelled.

    “That’s the T-54. The can­non ain’t re­al.”




    “Some­one ran off with the oth­er one,” Re­mo told him.




    “Well, it’s bet­ter than noth­ing,” Young­blood grum­bled. “Let’s hope we don’t have to do

    no fight­ing.” Those who couldn’t fit in­side the tank clung to the deck. Chi­un took a

    com­mand­ing po­si­tion in the tur­ret hatch.




    He point­ed south and called, “For­ward!” Then he fold­ed his arms im­pe­ri­ous­ly.




    Re­mo looked up at him sourly. “Who died and left you in charge, Chi­un?”




    “I am mere­ly point­ing the way to the wait­ing sub­ma­rine,” Chi­un said de­fen­sive­ly.

    Then, re­act­ing, he added, “Chi­un! You called me Chi­un!”




    “Of course,” Re­mo said bland­ly. “That’s your name, isn’t it?”




    Chi­un eyed the back of Re­mo’s head won­der­ing­ly. Along the way, they came up­on the

    ele­phant. The ele­phant was calm­ly tramp­ing a cir­cle in the mid­dle of the jun­gle path.

    The cir­cle was green­ish and soaked in red, like a blan­ket that had been drenched in

    cran­ber­ry juice. Ex­cept that from the edges of the mushy patch hu­man hands and limbs

    pro­trud­ed. They did not move. They were at­tached to a com­mu­nal blob.




    Chi­un whis­pered and the ele­phant fell in be­hind the tank.




    “Do not wor­ry,” Chi­un said when the pris­on­ers start­ed to scram­ble for the front of the

    tank in fear. “He is on our side. I told him I would lead him to a nice place if he helped

    us.”




    “You can talk to ele­phants?” Re­mo asked.




    “Most­ly I lis­ten. This is a very friend­ly ele­phant. I found him drag­ging a can­non.

    Peas­ant fight­ers were flog­ging him. I need­ed trans­porta­tion be­cause you de­nied me a

    ride in your tank, and drag­ging a can­non is a waste of a good ele­phant. So I lib­er­at­ed

    him.”




    “What’s his name?”




    “I call him Ram­bo.”




    “Don’t you mean Dum­bo?”




    Chi­un eyed Re­mo war­ily. “Are you cer­tain your mem­ory has not re­turned?”




    “Why would it do a strange thing like that?” Re­mo asked in­no­cent­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 21




    The de­fense min­is­ter of the So­cial­ist Re­pub­lic of Viet­nam put down the phone and

    walked back to the tac­ti­cal ta­ble on which a plas­tic map of South­east Asia lay flat.




    Grim­ly he moved a black counter clos­er to the open sea. In a ragged line be­hind the

    counter, many red coun­ters were strewn.




    “They have a des­ti­na­tion in mind,” he told his top gen­er­al, the on­ly oth­er man in the

    Hanoi op­er­ations room. “It is ei­ther a vil­lage or port. If they sought mere es­cape, they

    would have fled deep­er in­to Cam­bo­dia, not back in­to Viet­nam.”




    “A vil­lage or sea­port on the Gulf of Thai­land, ob­vi­ous­ly,” Gen­er­al Trang said. “I

    will have the en­tire coast sealed off.”




    The de­fense min­is­ter shook his iron-​gray head.




    “No, we will let them reach the gulf. It may be that there are Amer­ican res­cue ships

    wait­ing off the coast.”




    “We could stop them be­fore that, and wring the truth from their weak lips.”




    “These red coun­ters,” the de­fense min­is­ter said bit­ter­ly, “rep­re­sent the lat­est

    So­vi­et mil­itary equip­ment. Mod­ern tanks, Hind gun­ships, and self-​pro­pelled how­itzers.

    This black counter is an old T-54 with a can­non that can­not even fire. Why do we move the

    black counter ev­ery hour, but ev­ery red counter we move in­to po­si­tion stops dead?”




    The gen­er­al blinked. He won­dered if the ques­tion was a rhetor­ical one. He de­cid­ed to

    an­swer any­way.




    “Be­cause they have been de­stroyed, Com­rade De­fense Min­is­ter.”




    “Be­cause they have been de­stroy­er,” the de­fense min­is­ter said wood­en­ly. “Ex­act­ly.

    Ev­ery­thing we throw at them bogs down or falls from the sky. How is it pos­si­ble?”




    “I do not know.”




    “One tank. One Amer­ican tourist. A hand­ful of un­der­nour­ished U.S. pris­on­ers of war

    and an un­known num­ber of mon­grel bui doi armed with as­sault ri­fles and lim­it­ed

    am­mu­ni­tion. Yet they win.”




    Gen­er­al Trang cleared his throat. “I am told they al­so have an ele­phant,” he ven­tured

    lame­ly.




    The de­fense min­is­ter raised a skep­ti­cal eye­brow. He shook his head silent­ly. “This

    re­minds me of the war.”




    “Which war?” the gen­er­al asked rea­son­ably.




    “The war against the Amer­icans.”




    “But we won that war.”




    “That is what wor­ries me. We were the thorn in the side of the huge mil­itary ma­chine. We

    ex­pect­ed to lose. And be­cause we knew we would fail any­way, we kept fight­ing, for we had

    on­ly the choice of vic­to­ry or death.”




    “I do not fol­low, com­rade.”




    “We beat the Amer­icans for one fun­da­men­tal rea­son. We cared more about win­ning than

    they did. But these,” he said, tap­ping the black counter, “are not fight­ing for the glo­ry of

    vic­to­ry. They are fight­ing for their lives.”




    “But this time we are the huge mil­itary ma­chine,” Gen­er­al Trang protest­ed.




    “Yes. Ex­act­ly. That is what wor­ries me. Sum­mon a gun­ship to take me to the area. I will

    per­son­al­ly man­age the ground cam­paign,” he or­dered. “If it is not too late,” he

    added.




    “But…but this is just a skir­mish.”




    “So were Wa­ter­loo, Di­en Bi­en Phu, and Khe Sanh.” said the de­fense min­is­ter, pick­ing

    up the ring­ing tele­phone with a dis­taste­ful ex­pres­sion, know­ing that it would be more

    bad news. “The Tet of­fen­sive was a hun­dred skir­mish­es hap­pen­ing at once. None were

    de­ci­sive. In fact we lost most of those skir­mish­es. Yet it turned the tide against the

    Amer­icans. I just hope we are not on the wrong side of this par­tic­ular skir­mish.” He felt

    sud­den­ly very old.




    Re­mo sent the tank in­to the bush. Its tracks chewed up ele­phant grass un­til it reached a

    tree line. He braked and pulled him­self out of the driv­er’s cock­pit.




    “Gath­er up as much fo­liage as you can to cov­er the tank,” he or­dered.




    “You heard the man,” Dick Young­blood barked as he wrig­gled out of the tur­ret. “Let’s

    move, move, move. We ain’t home yet.”




    The Am­erasians got busy. Of the for­mer pris­on­ers of war, all but the ail­ing Col­let­ta

    pitched in.




    “You re­al­ly kept up the dis­ci­pline,” Re­mo said ad­mir­ing­ly as they broke branch­es

    and made a pile for the oth­ers to car­ry to the tank.




    Young­blood cracked a wide grin. “You know it. When the last re­al of­fi­cer died, morale

    was bad. That was when I turned in­to a re­al hardass. If I caught a man talk­ing Viet­namese,

    I’d whip his raggedy ass. For a while it was rough on the men. I was push­ing ‘em one way and

    the gooks an­oth­er.”




    “What hap­pened?”




    “Ev­ery­body found out I was mean­er. The gooks start­ed leanin’ on me in­stead of the men,

    but I could take it. They’d starve me, but I was such a moth­er I wouldn’t lose weight, just to

    spit them. They’d stick me in that ol’ conex and when they’d come to get me out, I’d smile

    in­to their ug­ly faces and say thanks for the ride.”




    Re­mo grinned. “Same old Young­blood.”




    “Feel like Old­blood now, Re­mo. I’ve been hold­ing out so long that now I can see free­dom

    in sight, I just don’t know if I have the strength to make it through the home­stretch.”




    “Lis­ten. We’ll make it. Chi­un will see to that.”




    “You got a whole new at­ti­tude to­ward ol’ Un­cle Ho now that we’re on the loose.”




    “He should be catch­ing up with us any minute,” Re­mo said, look­ing around. “Lis­ten, do me

    a fa­vor. Stop call­ing me Re­mo.”




    “Why? It’s your name, ain’t it? Or did you for­get that too?”




    “I can’t ex­plain. And don’t use the name in front of the men, ei­ther. You and Chi­un are

    the on­ly ones who know who I am. Let’s keep it that way.”




    “Now, what the hell dif­fer­ence does that make?”




    “A life-​or-​death dif­fer­ence. Just trust me.”




    “Okay, you’re the man. Hey, don’t this re­mind you of the time you stole that gook tank and

    ran it all the way to … Now, what was the name of that lit­tle shit­hole ham­let?”




    “Phuc Hu.”




    “Yeah. That’s what we called it, all right. You know, re­mem­berin’ you drive that suck­er

    in that day, with our side itch­ing to blow you away thinkin’ you was Char­lie that was one

    mem­ory that kept me go­ing all these years. Fun­ny what a man clings to when he’s down to

    ze­ro.”




    “I re­mem­ber Khe Sanh a lot bet­ter.”




    “Yeah, Khe Sanh. It all changed af­ter that, didn’t it? And Tet. You re­mem­ber Tet?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said, search­ing the road with trou­bled eyes. “I re­mem­ber Tet.”




    They fin­ished cam­ou­flag­ing the tank. The men be­gan set­tling down. Re­mo set two

    Am­erasians on sen­try du­ty be­cause they were fresh­er.




    “Shit,” Young­blood said, sit­ting down and putting his back against the grass-​en­tan­gled

    treads. “Tet. Hey, you re­mem­ber that cock­suck­er of a ma­jor we had at Khe Sanh?

    What’s-​his-​name?”




    “You mean Bauer?”




    “Yeah. That was his name. Deke Bauer. Ev­ery­one hat­ed him. Mean­est sonov­abitch I ev­er

    met. I used to lie awake in that conex and won­der what­ev­er hap­pened to him. Some­times I’d

    make up gris­ly ways for him to buy it, just to pass the time.”




    “He died,” Re­mo said dis­tant­ly.




    “Our side or theirs?”




    “Nei­ther. He bought it back in the world.”




    “The world. Man, I last saw the world when I was twen­ty. I’m over forty now. Nam sure took

    a big chunk of this old Leath­er­neck’s life. Won­der if I can hack it back there now.”




    Young­blood sud­den­ly looked up at Re­mo with skep­ti­cal eyes. “How’d you know Bauer

    bought it back in the world? I thought you couldn’t re­mem­ber noth­ing but Nam.”




    Re­mo didn’t an­swer for the longest time. Then he spoke. “Here comes Chi­un. Re­mem­ber

    what I said about us­ing my name.”




    But Dick Young­blood didn’t re­ply. His eyes were closed and his big bull­dog face had

    set­tled in­to sleep. Re­mo went to greet the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Chi­un came rid­ing in on

    the back of his ele­phant. Chi­un tapped the ele­phant’s flank with a short length of bam­boo

    and the ele­phant stopped and knelt. Chi­un dis­mount­ed.




    “You did not need to wait,” Chi­un told him. “Ram­bo and I would have caught up to you.”




    “We need rest,” Re­mo said sim­ply.




    “We need to reach the Amer­ican sub­ma­rine,” said Chi­un. “If it is dis­cov­ered by the

    Viet­namese, it may leave with­out us, and then where would we be?”




    “In Viet­nam,” Re­mo said sim­ply. “Where a lot of us have been for a long, long time.

    Any­thing else would be a step up. Even dead.”




    “You seem more at ease than I have seen you in a while,” Chi­un point­ed out.




    Re­mo looked away. “Why not? We’re al­most to the coast. “




    “I mean with me.”




    “You got us out. I’m not wor­ried about you any­more.”




    “But your face is not en­tire­ly free from wor­ry.”




    “Don’t you think it’s time to get rid of the ele­phant? He’s slow­ing us down.”




    “I promised him a nice home when this is over.”




    “He won’t fit in the sub­ma­rine.”




    “That re­mains to be seen,” Chi­un said.




    “Have it your way, Lit­tle-” Re­mo abrupt­ly walked away.




    Chi­un bounced af­ter him. “What did you say?”




    “I said have it your way, you lit­tle gook,” Re­mo said hot­ly. “I just don’t want my

    peo­ple jeop­ar­dized be­cause you in­sist on hav­ing your way about ev­ery­thing. Got

    that?”




    Chi­un stopped in his tracks. “Yes,” he said soft­ly. “I have it. I have it

    per­fect­ly.”




    Hours lat­er, a Hind gun­ship or­bit­ed by. It flew high­er than the last few, which had all

    gone down in flames un­der the con­cen­trat­ed fire of their AK-47’s. The tanks had long ago

    stopped turn­ing up in the road. Not all the ma­chine-​gun fire in the world could af­fect

    them, but each tank that had got­ten in their way had been con­front­ed by the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. Treads had been popped, can­non bores bent dou­ble, and hatch­es smashed shut. They

    rolled past each piece of wreck­age with im­puni­ty.




    “Looks like he ain’t stick­ing around,” Young­blood told Re­mo.




    Re­mo watched the gun­ship dis­ap­pear be­yond some hills. “He couldn’t have missed

    spot­ting the ele­phant,” he replied. “We’d bet­ter get on the move again.” They pushed south

    along the com­plete­ly de­sert­ed road. Not even the oc­ca­sion­al con­ical-​hat­ted farmer

    could be seen.




    Dick Young­blood shoved his head in­to the driv­er’s pit.




    “They know we’re on this road,” he whis­pered. “No doubt about it.”




    “What do you think?”




    “There’s two ways this could go. One, they’ve giv­en up and are let­tin’ us go. The oth­er

    is that they’re mass­ing some­where ahead for an am­bush.”




    “The Viet­namese don’t know about giv­ing up.”




    “Well, there you go,” Young­blood said qui­et­ly. “Been re­al nice know­ing you, Re­mo.”




    “I’ve come a long way for you,” Re­mo said. “I’m get­ting you home.”




    “Well, I’ve been talkin’ to your gook friend and he’s sayin’ there may not be room on the

    sub for all of us. He keeps lookin’ at me when he says that. Why’s he do­ing that?”




    “He’s not a gook, and don’t wor­ry about Chi­un. I can han­dle him.”




    “Yeah, while you’re han­dling him, who’s go­ing to be han­dling what­ev­er the Viet­namese

    are get­ting ready to throw at us?”




    Re­mo grinned. “I thought I’d leave that lit­tle de­tail to you.”




    Young­blood slapped Re­mo on the back bois­ter­ous­ly. “Al­ways said you were a gen­er­ous

    man. Glad to see that much ain’t changed.”




    They rolled on through the night, paus­ing on­ly to al­low Chi­un and his ele­phant to catch

    up. The sound of the tank’s noisy mo­tor beat down on Re­mo’s con­cen­tra­tion. He ran with the

    hatch­es open be­cause the oil stink was get­ting to his sen­si­tive nos­trils.




    Ev­ery few hours a he­li­copter gun­ship prowled above. But they were un­mo­lest­ed. It was

    very omi­nous.




    The tangy scent of sea­wa­ter crept in­to the air just as dawn was break­ing. Re­mo be­gan

    to wor­ry. They were near­ing their des­ti­na­tion, if Chi­un’s di­rec­tions were on the mark,

    but there had been no sign of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in many hours.




    Re­mo sent the tank around a long bend in the road that ran through the mid­dle of a

    rub­ber-​tree plan­ta­tion. A fig­ure stepped out on­to the road and cocked a thumb like a

    hitch­hik­er.




    “Chi­un!”




    “Who else?” asked the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, leap­ing on­to the mov­ing tank. The Am­erasians

    squat­ting on the su­per­struc­ture moved aside to make room for him. “Where’s the ele­phant?”

    Re­mo won­dered.




    “We took a short­cut and I saw dan­ger so I sent him ahead.”




    “Bait, eh?”




    “Re­mo! Your mem­ory may not know me, but I would think your judg­ment would tell you that

    this sweet face would nev­er harm a wor­thy an­imal.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “What are we get­ting in­to?”




    “Many sol­diers, many tanks. And the he­li­copter things.”




    “How many?”




    “Many, many.”




    “That’s a lot.”




    “They are on the beach we seek. I do not know about the sub­ma­rine. I could not see

    it.”




    “Let me know when we’re get­ting close,” Re­mo said grim­ly.




    “You have a plan, per­haps?”




    “I have an ob­jec­tive. I’m go­ing to reach it, plan or no plan.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sniffed dis­dain­ful­ly.




    “Ram­bo talk again. It will take years to purge you of it, and I am al­ready an old man.

    Fie!”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “Sem­per Fi.”




    Dick Young­blood’s voice sang out from the tank’s in­nards. “Do or die!”


  




  

    Chapter 22




    The de­fense min­is­ter or­dered the Hind gun­ship pi­lot to make a fi­nal pass over the

    slow-​mov­ing T-54 tank. It looked like such an in­ef­fec­tu­al ob­ject, with tiny fig­ures

    cling­ing to its su­per­struc­ture.




    Ob­vi­ous­ly, he thought, it was not the ma­chine, but the men in­side. He or­dered the

    pi­lot to re­turn to the stag­ing area.




    It would have been a beau­ti­ful stretch of white beach but it swarmed with sol­diers in

    fa­tigues and a ranked mass of T-72 tanks and a few of the old­er T-64’s. They were lined up at

    the shore, tread-​to-​tread, their smooth­bore can­non all point­ing in the same di­rec­tion.

    In­land. To­ward the shore end of the road.




    In one way, the as­sem­bled might of the Viet­namese Army was beau­ti­ful in the de­fense

    min­is­ter’s eyes as he stepped from the set­tling gun­ship and marched un­der the watch­ful

    eyes of the tank com­man­ders, his hol­stered sidearm slap­ping his thigh.




    Gen­er­al Trang snapped a salute in greet­ing.




    “They are less than a kilo­me­ter away,” the de­fense min­is­ter told him.




    “They have no chance, as you can see.”




    “They have cut a scar down half the coun­try­side al­ready. Do not un­der­es­ti­mate

    them-​es­pe­cial­ly when they are close to their ob­jec­tive.”




    “And what ob­jec­tive is that? I see no res­cue craft.”




    “Our pa­trol boats re­port sonar sound­ings in the bay. Very large sonar sound­ings.”




    Gen­er­al Trang’s face grew grim. “A sub­ma­rine?”




    “I have or­dered depth charges dropped on it,” said the de­fense min­is­ter, climb­ing atop

    a tank for a bet­ter view of the har­bor.




    “Dare we risk it?”




    The de­fense min­is­ter looked down at him cold­ly. “We have won the mil­itary war with the

    Amer­icans,” he said. “But we have lost the eco­nom­ic war. Our in­dus­tri­al base is a

    sham­bles. Our mon­ey is worth­less. We have no potable wa­ter any­more. We have en­emies on

    all bor­ders and our sup­posed friends the Rus­sians, who are like the Amer­icans ex­cept they

    have no mon­ey to spend, are leech­ing us dry. One day soon, we may have to fight them

    too.”




    “None of what you say is new to me, com­rade.”




    “But ob­vi­ous­ly you have not ap­plied your brain to the po­lit­ical sit­ua­tion. Let me do

    that for you. Our on­ly hope lies with our for­mer en­emies, the Amer­icans. On­ly their

    friend­ship and eco­nom­ic as­sis­tance can save Viet­nam. We must have their good­will, even

    if we have to achieve it by force.”




    “I un­der­stand. We can nev­er get it if the Amer­ican pris­on­ers es­cape on their

    own.”




    “It is too late even to re­turn them un­der a pre­text,” the de­fense min­is­ter said.

    “Thanks to that bun­gler Cap­tain Dai. The Amer­icans must all per­ish. Here, on this beach. By

    sun­down.”




    The de­fense min­is­ter abrupt­ly stopped speak­ing. Rum­bling det­ona­tions came from out

    in the bay.




    “But the Amer­ican sub­ma­rine, which has vi­olat­ed our ter­ri­to­ri­al wa­ters, may be the

    card that achieves our ob­jec­tive,” he said. More det­ona­tions fol­lowed. Then, like a whale

    com­ing up for air, the sub­ma­rine sur­faced. Its con­ning tow­er broke the sur­face of the

    bay, throw­ing up spray. It set­tled.




    “We have them!” Gen­er­al Trang said ex­cit­ed­ly when the Amer­ican-​flag em­blem on the

    con­ning tow­er be­came vis­ible.




    “And we will of­fer them back to Amer­ica-​in re­turn for cer­tain vol­un­tary eco­nom­ic

    con­ces­sions,” said the de­fense min­is­ter. “Once the POW prob­lem is to­tal­ly re­solved.

    “




    “I can send my tanks for­ward, crush­ing ev­ery­thing in their path,” Gen­er­al Trang

    sug­gest­ed ea­ger­ly.




    “No,” said the de­fense min­is­ter, drop­ping to the sand. “Let the tank come. When they see

    we have their sub­ma­rine, they will know they have no hope of es­cap­ing our shores. We will

    of­fer sur­ren­der terms. They will ac­cept. And we will elim­inate them.”




    “Stop here,” or­dered the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Re­mo braked the tank. “Ev­ery­one sit tight,” he called out. “I’m go­ing to see what we’re

    up against.”




    Re­mo shimied up a ba­nana tree. From his perch he saw it all, the tanks, the ground­ed

    gun­ships wait­ing to lift off, and out in the blue wa­ters of the Gulf of Thai­land, a U.S.

    sub­ma­rine-​dead in the wa­ter and sur­round­ed by the red-​flagged pa­trol boats.




    When his feet touched the ground, Re­mo’s face was ashen. Ev­ery­body saw it.




    “They’ve cap­tured the sub,” Re­mo said sim­ply.




    The pris­on­ers groaned in a sin­gle voice. Some wept. A few threw down their weapons in

    frus­tra­tion. Young­blood stamped his feet like an over­grown child. “Damn!” he said

    bit­ter­ly.




    “You no longer have an ob­jec­tive, nev­er mind a plan,” Chi­un told Re­mo cool­ly. “What

    will you do now, sol­dier boy?”




    “Win,” said Re­mo.




    “How?” asked Young­blood. The oth­ers echoed him. Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “I’ll bet you can

    han­dle those pa­trol boats.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked at Re­mo point­ed­ly. “And what makes you think a frail old

    man such as my­self could man­age that daunt­ing task?”




    “I’ve seen you in ac­tion be­fore. Can you?” Chi­un bowed.




    “Of course-​for a mod­est price.” Re­mo’s face cloud­ed.




    “What?” he said tight­ly.




    “It is no great thing. I on­ly wish your help in trans­port­ing my ele­phant to

    Amer­ica.”




    Re­lief washed over Re­mo’s face. “You got it,” he said.




    Re­mo faced the oth­ers. “While he’s do­ing that, we have to get past the beach. They have

    tanks and he­li­copters, but we’ve beat­en them be­fore. Are you with me?”




    “Hell, yes!” they shout­ed.




    “Then let’s do it!” Re­mo said. “Any­time you’re ready, Chi­un.”




    But Chi­un was al­ready gone.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju took the di­rect ap­proach. With scores of tank can­non and ri­fle

    muz­zles con­verg­ing at the end of the road, he did the un­ex­pect­ed. He sim­ply walked out

    of the jun­gle.




    The Viet­namese were ex­pect­ing Amer­icans. They ex­pect­ed a pow­er­less tank. They did

    not ex­pect a ven­er­able Asian man in a ridicu­lous ki­mono strid­ing calm­ly to­ward their

    lines. His hands were emp­ty, so they did not fire.




    The de­fense min­is­ter stepped up to the old Asian. In­sult­ing­ly, the old Asian walked

    right past him. At the de­fense min­is­ter’s or­der, sol­diers reached out to ar­rest him. They

    fell on their faces, their hands clutch­ing beach sand.




    The old Asian walked past the tanks and in­to the surf. He con­tin­ued walk­ing un­til his

    head dis­ap­peared un­der the waves.




    While all eyes watched the ven­er­able old man van­ish so mys­te­ri­ous­ly, gun­fire

    erupt­ed from in­land.




    The de­fense min­is­ter dived for cov­er. He or­dered the gen­er­al to re­turn fire. The

    gen­er­al or­dered re­turn fire from be­hind a tank.




    The smooth-​bore can­non start­ed shelling. The noise was deaf­en­ing. Trees crashed. Dust

    gey­sered up­ward. The de­fense min­is­ter shout­ed for the gun­ships to take off, but he

    couldn’t be heard. The gun­ships be­gan col­lect­ing bul­let holes from the spo­radic fire of

    the un­seen Amer­icans.




    Fi­nal­ly one did lift off of its own ac­cord, the pi­lot fright­ened in­to ac­tion. The

    he­li­copter start­ed to swarm away from the beach and out to sea, but it nev­er reached the

    wa­ter. A storm of rounds stitched its cock­pit and rid­dled the weapons pod. An an­ti­tank

    rock­et ig­nit­ed. The he­li­copter turned in­to a show­er of flame and hot, slic­ing

    met­al.




    Sev­er­al tanks di­rect­ly be­neath the plum­met­ing gun­ship were smoth­ered in flam­ing

    fu­el. Sol­diers fled the tanks. The burn­ing fu­el raced along the sand. Des­per­ate­ly the

    oth­er tanks surged ahead, try­ing to get clear. They smashed in­to one an­oth­er, treads

    gnash­ing treads. One tank, run­ning blind, ac­tu­al­ly climbed the su­per­struc­ture of

    an­oth­er and tipped over like an up­end­ed tur­tle. It fell on the scream­ing body of

    Gen­er­al Trang.




    It was out of con­trol. And all be­cause of that old man who had seem­ing­ly com­mit­ted

    sui­cide. The de­fense min­is­ter hun­kered down be­hind the tank line, try­ing to fig­ure out

    a way to make his men cease fire. Burn­ing smoke seared his lungs. His eyes smart­ed. He

    plunged in­to the surf for re­lief, think­ing that it was like Di­en Bi­en Phu all over again.

    But in re­verse.




    Re­mo gave the cease-​fire or­der.




    “Tell them to con­serve am­mo,” he told Young­blood. The word was passed down the line.




    “Ca­su­al­ties our side?” Re­mo whis­pered.




    The word came back through Young­blood. “None.”




    “Ca­su­al­ties their side?”




    “Heavy,” Young­blood told him ami­ably. “And get­tin’ heav­ier. Sounds like they’re do­ing

    each oth­er.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “I’m go­ing to see how Chi­un is do­ing. “




    Re­mo went up a tree. The top had been sheared off by a shell­burst. Most of the shells had

    land­ed fur­ther in­land, where the T-54 had been left. The Viet­namese had set their range on

    it, as Re­mo had as­sumed. Mirac­ulous­ly, it had sur­vived. He’d brought his men up close to

    the tree line much clos­er than the Viet­namese would have ex­pect­ed. It had worked. They

    avoid­ed the can­non shells, their biggest wor­ry.




    Out in the gulf, Re­mo saw three pa­trol boats cir­cling the wal­low­ing sub­ma­rine. He

    grinned tight­ly. Be­fore, there had been four boats. As he watched, one slipped un­der the

    wa­ter, stern-​first. It went down as if pulled by un­seen fin­gers. Re­mo spied the col­or­ful

    fig­ure of Chi­un swim­ming from the vor­tex of the sink­ing boat to the next-​near­est

    craft.




    As Re­mo watched, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju pressed up against the stern of that boat. He

    could be seen jab­bing his fin­gers in­to the hull be­low the wa­ter­line. Re­mo could al­most

    imag­ine the punch-​press sound of his fin­gers pierc­ing the hull.




    The third pa­trol boat dis­ap­peared with all hands. Re­mo dropped to the ground.




    “Okay, the sub will be in the clear by the time we hit the beach.”




    “How are we gonna do that?” an Amer­ican de­mand­ed. “We’re still out­num­bered.”




    “The same way Chi­un did. March right down to the wa­ter and swim for it.”




    “But they’ll zap us for sure.”




    “Our tank made it. I’ll use it to cre­ate a di­ver­sion. They’ll open up on me. While I keep

    them busy, ev­ery­one slips in­to the wa­ter at the far end. They’re so con­fused down there,

    it should be a piece of cake.”




    “Good plan,” Young­blood said. “Ex­cept for one thing.” Re­mo looked at him.




    “I’m driv­in’ the tank.”




    “Noth­ing do­ing,” Re­mo said. “It’s too dan­ger­ous.”




    “I sure ain’t walkin’ down. I’m too old. Can’t out­run the bul­lets like I us­ta.”




    “I’m with the sarge,” Boyette piped up. “Af­ter all he’s done for us, he de­serves a free

    ride.”




    “Shit, I ain’t lookin’ for no free ride,” Young­blood protest­ed. “I just know I’m the man

    for the job, is all.” He looked at Re­mo in­tent­ly. “Un­less some­one thinks he knows a

    bet­ter man than me.”




    “Not me,” said Re­mo, shak­ing his head.




    “They’re gonna need you to save their raggedy butts,” Young­blood whis­pered to Re­mo. “I

    car­ried ‘em this far. I’m countin’ on you get­tin’ them home.”




    “We’re all goin’ home,” Re­mo shot back.




    “I hear you,” said Young­blood. And with­out an­oth­er word he charged back to the tank. Its

    rum­bling en­gine start­ed up im­me­di­ate­ly.




    The old T-54 rolled past them and Dick Young­blood shot them a lazy wave of the hand be­fore

    he but­toned up the driv­er’s hatch and sent the grind­ing ma­chine slid­ing down to the

    beach.




    “There goes a man,” a voice said. “Amen. “




    “Save the prayers for church,” Re­mo barked, his eyes anx­ious. “Dick won’t be able to buy

    us much time. We go in twos. Start­ing-“




    The gun­fire start­ed up again. The sounds of bul­lets ric­ochet­ing wild­ly off plate

    met­al came to their ears. “Now!” Re­mo said, push­ing the first two off.




    He watched as they worked down the tree line; run­ning par­al­lel with the T-54. They

    reached the wa­ter un­seen and un­hurt.




    “Next!” Re­mo yelled.




    And so it went. The first three teams got to the wa­ter while the Viet­namese pep­pered the

    T-54 with ma­chine­gun fire. By then Young­blood’s tank was can­non-​to-​can­non with a

    heav­ier T-72.




    “What does he do?” some­one asked. Re­mo no­ticed it was one of the Am­erasians, Nguyen.




    It be­came im­me­di­ate­ly ap­par­ent what Young­blood was up to. When the T-54 can­non

    bar­rel rammed the heav­ier smooth­bore, the dum­my bore be­gan to splin­ter. The tanks kept

    lurch­ing at each oth­er.




    But out of the driv­er’s hatch, Dick Young­blood arose like a ge­nie from a lamp. He leapt

    to the oth­er tank and popped its tur­ret hatch, rak­ing the in­te­ri­or with his AK-47.




    Then he dis­ap­peared in­side.




    “That hulk­ing sonov­abitch,” Boyette said in awe. Young­blood, ob­vi­ous­ly in com­mand of

    the T-72, sent the can­non swivel­ing to­ward the re­main­ing line of tanks. He be­gan fir­ing.

    Shells coughed out ex­plo­sive­ly. The con­cus­sions hurt their ears.




    “Now!” Re­mo yelled, jump­ing to his feet. “Ev­ery­body!” They raced for the beach. There

    was so much noise and smoke and con­fu­sion that even if they were seen, they were a mi­nor

    fac­tor com­pared with the ram­pag­ing T-72. Re­mo made sure ev­ery­one got in­to the wa­ter

    be­fore he turned to see about Young­blood.




    Young­blood’s tank was in­dis­tin­guish­able from the oth­ers. It was like bumper cars

    played with mil­itary equip­ment. Tanks rammed one an­oth­er blind­ly. Men ran in all

    di­rec­tions. The Viet­namese mil­itary had re­vert­ed to its fun­da­men­tal mind-​set: ev­ery

    man for him­self.




    Re­mo was about to plunge in when one of the Amer­ican POW’s be­gan call­ing for help. Re­mo

    turned. It was Col­let­ta. Too weak to swim, he was go­ing un­der.




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed mo­men­tar­ily, but in the end he had no choice. He plunged in af­ter

    Col­let­ta.




    Grip­ping the man’s chin in the ac­cept­ed res­cue head­lock, Re­mo swam for the sub. All

    around him, the oth­ers were pad­dling for their lives, their weapons left be­hind.




    Chi­un’s head bobbed up to one side.




    “Take this guy, will you?” Re­mo asked him. Sea­wa­ter squirt­ed from Chi­un’s mouth.




    “Why?”




    “I’ve got to go back. Young­blood’s still on the beach.” Chi­un looked to shore. Each time a

    shell or tank ex­plod­ed, a ball of fire climbed heav­en­ward like a rag­ing fist and a wave of

    heat struck their faces.




    “If your friend is there, he is lost.”




    “Take him!” Re­mo spat.




    Re­luc­tant­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju took charge of the semi­con­scious Col­let­ta. Re­mo

    struck back for shore. By the time he stepped on­to the open sand, the con­flict had set­tled

    down. Bro­ken, flam­ing tanks lay strewn ev­ery­where. The one sur­viv­ing gun­ship sat like a

    bro­ken drag­on­fly, aban­doned and shot to pieces. It had nev­er got­ten off the ground.




    Re­mo ran from tank to tank, avoid­ing gaso­line fires, and kicked hatch­es open in a vain

    ef­fort to find his friend.




    “Dick!” he called. “Dick! Damn!”




    Re­mo found Dick Young­blood half in and half out of the driv­er’s hatch of one T-72, his

    face pressed to the deck.




    Re­mo turned him over. His face was gray and blood­less, his eyes open as if see­ing

    ev­ery­thing and noth­ing at the same time.




    Fran­ti­cal­ly Re­mo pulled Young­blood on­to the deck. He slammed his dou­bled fists over

    the man’s heart. “Come on, come on,” he said, ap­ply­ing mouth-​to-​mouth. Dick’s breath

    smelled like a pulled tooth.




    Young­blood sud­den­ly coughed. His eyes flut­tered. His lips moved weak­ly.




    “Give it up, man,” he whis­pered. “I’m gone.”




    “No!” Re­mo shout­ed. “I came all this way for you. Breathe!”




    “Hey, give it a rest.” Young­blood’s voice was gen­tle.




    “Phong died for you, dammit,” Re­mo said, shak­ing him. “Don’t you un­der­stand? I left you

    be­hind the first time. I won’t do it again. This can’t all have been for noth­ing.”




    “It ain’t, man. It ain’t, ’cause I’m dy­ing free.” Then the breath went out of Young­blood’s

    body in a slow, de­flat­ing rush.




    “Dick . . .” Re­mo said, hug­ging the man tight­ly. “You wait­ed so long. So damn long. Why

    did it have to be you? Why couldn’t it have been one of the oth­ers?”




    When the tears stopped, Re­mo pulled the body of his friend free. Dick Young­blood’s

    mas­sive body, for all its bulk, felt strange­ly light in his arms-​as if the best part of him

    had de­sert­ed the phys­ical shell.




    With un­see­ing eyes, Re­mo walked to­ward the surf. He. was obliv­ious of the sight of his

    fel­low Amer­icans climb­ing in­to the sub­ma­rine’s deck hatch­es. He didn’t no­tice the man

    with the iron-​gray hair and mil­itary bear­ing crawl out from un­der a dis­abled tank, pick up

    a fall­en Kalash­nikov ri­fle from the sand, and point it at his back.




    “You!” the man called in heav­ily ac­cent­ed En­glish.




    “Go away,” Re­mo said dul­ly. “It’s over.”




    “I or­der you to sur­ren­der.”




    “Who are you to or­der me to do any­thing?” Re­mo asked stoni­ly.




    “I am the de­fense min­is­ter of the So­cial­ist Re­pub­lic of Viet­nam.”




    Re­mo stopped sud­den­ly. An odd light leapt in­to his eyes.




    “That means you’re in charge of the Viet­namese mil­itary, doesn’t it?”




    “Yes. Now, drop that man. Quick­ly!”




    Re­mo did as he was told. He placed Dick Young­blood’s body on the sand with in­fi­nite

    care. He turned to face the man with the iron-​gray hair.




    “You speak En­glish?” Re­mo asked.




    “I par­tic­ipat­ed in the Paris peace talks.”




    “Then you’re just the man I want to talk to,” Re­mo said, ad­vanc­ing grim­ly.




    “I can­not al­low you to live,” cried the de­fense min­is­ter. And he opened up. Re­mo

    veered to one side, evad­ing the bul­let stream. The sec­ond burst was cor­rect­ed for his new

    po­si­tion, but he wasn’t there ei­ther. The Kalash­nikov eject­ed its last smok­ing

    car­tridge. Re­mo let the fact that the weapon was emp­ty sink in­to the man’s as­ton­ished

    mind.




    Then Re­mo took the ri­fle and re­duced it to splin­ters and met­al grit.




    Re­mo jammed the de­fense min­is­ter of the So­cial­ist Re­pub­lic of Viet­nam up against a

    de­cap­itat­ed tank. He ri­fled his pock­ets, find­ing a wal­let. The wal­let con­tained

    sev­er­al fold­ed sheets of pa­per.




    “These will do,” Re­mo said.




    “What do you mean?” the de­fense min­is­ter sput­tered.




    “Can you write En­glish as well as you speak it?”




    “Per­haps. “




    Re­mo scrounged through the man’s pock­ets un­til he found a pen. He turned the man around

    and slapped the pa­per and pen on­to the tank’s flat su­per­struc­ture. “Write,” Re­mo

    or­dered.




    “What shall I write?”




    “A sur­ren­der treaty. Un­con­di­tion­al sur­ren­der.”




    “I do not un­der­stand.”




    “You were part of the Paris talks. You signed a treaty there. This treaty will re­place that

    one. The terms are sim­ple. Un­con­di­tion­al sur­ren­der to the Amer­ican forces. Me.”




    “Such a co­erced doc­ument can mean noth­ing.”




    “Hu­mor me,” Re­mo said, forc­ing his fin­ger in­to the small of the man’s back, where it

    caused the low­er ver­te­brae to grind to­geth­er painful­ly. The de­fense min­is­ter gasped

    for breath. He be­gan writ­ing.




    When he was done, he hand­ed the scraps of pa­per to Re­mo with shaky hands. His eyes were

    strick­en.




    “It means noth­ing,” he re­peat­ed.




    “Wrong,” Re­mo told him. “The first treaty meant noth­ing, be­cause your peo­ple nev­er

    in­tend­ed to live up to it. But this one is dif­fer­ent. It means my friend ly­ing over there

    died for some­thing. I don’t call that noth­ing.”




    “Am I your pris­on­er?”




    “I don’t take pris­on­ers,” Re­mo told him. Then he re­leased the man’s ver­te­brae. The

    de­fense min­is­ter fell to the sand with his lungs ex­pelling a fi­nal gusty breath.




    Re­mo walked away from the body with­out a sec­ond glance and stood over the mor­tal

    re­mains of Dick Young­blood.




    He looked at the pa­pers in his hands and re­al­ized that he would have to make a choice.

    Dick’s body or the pa­pers. He couldn’t swim with Dick’s body in tow and still hold the treaty

    pa­pers above the ru­inous salt wa­ter.




    Re­mo was about to drop the pa­pers when the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju called out to him. Re­mo

    looked.




    Chi­un was re­turn­ing to shore on the back of the ele­phant he called Ram­bo.




    “The sub­ma­rine is leav­ing now,” Chi­un told him emo­tion­less­ly. “Do you wish to come

    along?”




    “Is there room for Dick on that thing’s back?”




    “He is dead.”




    “So?”




    “So I do not un­der­stand. We can do noth­ing more for him. Why bring his re­mains

    back?”




    “You’ll nev­er un­der­stand,” Re­mo said lev­el­ly, hoist­ing Young­blood’s body on­to the

    ele­phant’s back. “I’m a Ma­rine, and we don’t leave our dead be­hind.”


  




  

    Chapter 23




    The morn­ing sun sent splin­ters of light through the sky­light of the Fol­croft

    gym­na­si­um as the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju fin­ished screw­ing the drum mag­azine in­to the old

    Thomp­son sub­ma­chine gun.




    When the ex­pect­ed knock came at the door, Chi­un squeaked pleas­ant­ly, “Who is it?”




    “It’s me. Re­mo.”




    “Come in, Re­mo,” Chi­un called, and when the door opened, he set him­self. The ma­chine gun

    stut­tered like a type­writ­er hooked up to a quadra­phon­ic sound sys­tem.




    Re­mo saw the bul­lets spew­ing to­ward him and weaved out of the way. A line of splin­ters

    chewed up the pine floor at his heels.




    “Chi­un! What are you do­ing?” Re­mo called. The bul­let track chased him hun­gri­ly.




    Re­mo hit the wall mov­ing. He zipped in­to a run­ning ver­ti­cal just as the wall start­ed

    spit­ting out chunks of bul­let-​chipped brick. Re­mo got all the way across the ceil­ing,

    run­ning up­side down, when the drum ran emp­ty.




    He slammed in­to the wall, scram­bled in midair, and start­ed to fall. Some­how, his

    scuf­fling feet found trac­tion. He ran down the wall and land­ed light­ly on his feet.




    His face was a mask of fury.




    “What were you try­ing to do, kill me?” he ac­cused.




    “You as­cend the drag­on well for a man who has for­got­ten Sinan­ju,” Chlun replied

    bland­ly.




    “Oh,” said Re­mo, look­ing back at the rid­dled ceil­ing. Dr. Harold W. Smith poked his

    ash-​white face in­to the room.




    “Is it safe now?” he asked of no one in par­tic­ular.




    “Come in, Smit­ty. I was just about to break the news to Chi­un.”




    “What news?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “Re­mo has his mem­ory back,” Smith told him.




    “I have just proven that,” Chi­un said, drop­ping the tom­my gun.




    “It came back this morn­ing,” Re­mo said. He snapped his fin­gers. “Just like that.” His

    face was open and guile­less.




    Chi­un scowled at him. “So eas­ily.”




    “Smith said it would prob­ably be a tem­po­rary thing.” Chi­un stepped up to Re­mo and

    re­gard­ed his blank face in­quis­itive­ly. “Are you cer­tain you re­mem­ber ev­ery­thing?”




    “Ev­ery­thing,” Re­mo af­firmed.




    “Good,” said Chi­un, tak­ing him by the el­bow. Re­mo howled in an­guish, clutch­ing his

    fun­ny bone. As he bent dou­ble, Chi­un grasped him by an ear­lobe. His long nails clenched.

    Re­mo screamed loud­er.




    “This is for leav­ing with­out telling me,” Chi­un re­cit­ed.




    “Owww!”




    “This is for shat­ter­ing my in­vi­olate word in front of my em­per­or.”




    Re­mo fell to his knees. “Ye­owww. Please, Lit­tle Fa­ther. “




    “And this is for call­ing me a gook.”




    “I didn’t mean-“




    “And as pun­ish­ment, it will be your per­ma­nent re­spon­si­bil­ity to hose down my

    faith­ful ele­phant twice dai­ly. But first you atone for your mis­deeds by spend­ing a week on

    Fortress Fol­croft’s roof, with­out food, your chest bare to the cru­el el­ements-​which are

    less cru­el than you.”




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Smith said fran­ti­cal­ly, “I re­al­ly don’t think you should blame

    Re­mo for any of that.”




    “Not blame Re­mo!” Chi­un squeaked. “And whom should I blame, if not Re­mo? Are you one of

    those Amer­icans who in­sist it is the par­ents’ fault when a child goes astray?”




    “Not re­al­ly,” Smith said. “It’s just that we can­not hold Re­mo re­spon­si­ble for his

    ac­tions. He was hav­ing a flash­back.”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said im­pe­ri­ous­ly, let­ting Re­mo go. Re­mo rubbed his sore ear­lobe. “His

    back­flash. The ques­tion is: did he back­flash be­fore he left these shores-​or af­ter?”




    “I don’t re­mem­ber,” Re­mo said quick­ly.




    “I be­lieve him,” Smith said.




    “Pau­ughh!” Chi­un spat. “And I sup­pose you be­lieve this con­ve­nient sto­ry that he

    sim­ply woke up this morn­ing with his mem­ory back?”




    “It’s plau­si­ble.”




    “Be­sides,” Re­mo said, “I did ev­ery­one a fa­vor. The Viet­namese were try­ing to stick it

    to us. I stuck them back.”




    “I’ve been on the phone with the Pres­ident,” Smith said. “The POW’s and the Am­erasians

    have all been de­briefed. Their sto­ry is that they were res­cued by an el­der­ly Viet­namese

    who led them to the Amer­ican sub­ma­rine. They don’t know Re­mo, ex­cept by sight. And the

    POW’s think he’s an­oth­er miss­ing-​in-​ac­tion ser­vice­man who hap­pened to be trans­ferred

    to the pris­on­er camp pri­or to the es­cape. The Am­erasians know dif­fer­ent­ly, of course,

    but they have agreed to leave Re­mo’s ear­ly role out of this, and just as a pre­cau­tion,

    nev­er to ap­pear on the The Co­pra In­is­free Show. It was for­tu­nate that Re­mo en­tered

    Viet­nam un­der an­oth­er name. That’s how it will go down in the his­to­ry books.”




    Chi­un spoke up. “A mi­nor boon, Em­per­or. When they write those records, may I be

    prop­er­ly known as a Ko­re­an, not a Viet­namese?”




    “I’m sor­ry. That would de­stroy our cov­er sto­ry.”




    “Then be cer­tain they leave my name out of it en­tire­ly,” Chi­un said bit­ter­ly. And he

    left the room in a huff.




    “What about the treaty?” Re­mo asked af­ter Chi­un had gone.




    “I spoke with the Pres­ident about that too. Worth­less, I’m afraid,” he said, dig­ging the

    pa­pers from his suit pock­et. Re­mo took them.




    “Even when we win, they don’t let us win, do they?” he said.




    Smith cleared his throat. “I thought you’d want to know that Young­blood has been in­terred

    in Ar­ling­ton Na­tion­al Ceme­tery with full mil­itary hon­ors.”




    “He de­served bet­ter. He de­served to live.”




    “Try to put it out of your mind.”




    “I wish you had told me about the ser­vice. I would have gone.”




    “And I would not have let you,” Smith said, paus­ing at the door.




    “I feel like I should do some­thing more.”




    “Se­cu­ri­ty comes first.”




    The door closed on Re­mo’s mut­tered curse.




    At the Viet­nam Vet­er­ans’ Memo­ri­al in Wash­ing­ton, D. C. , the cus­to­di­an was

    clear­ing the grounds of the day’s lit­ter. There was sur­pris­ing­ly lit­tle, con­sid­er­ing

    how many peo­ple passed be­fore the twin black-​gran­ite walls each day. It made the

    cus­to­di­an’s job that much eas­ier, but more im­por­tant, it made him feel good that

    Amer­icans once again re­spect­ed their war dead.




    As he made a last sweep of the area, he no­ticed a man crouched be­fore one of the two

    250-foot-​long an­gled slabs on which the names of the over fifty-​eight thou­sand U. S.

    ser­vice­men killed in Viet­nam were carved.




    The man’s fin­gers touched the high­ly re­flec­tive sur­face the way he had seen many do

    when they came to a fa­mil­iar name.




    Qui­et­ly the cus­to­di­an with­drew. The man was prob­ably look­ing at the name of an old

    war bud­dy or rel­ative and de­served to be left in peace.




    A lit­tle while lat­er, the cus­to­di­an no­ticed the man leav­ing. De­spite the

    bit­ter­ness of the Wash­ing­ton win­ter, he didn’t seem cold in his black T-​shirt. The

    cus­to­di­an nod­ded in greet­ing as he passed, and the man nod­ded back. He had the dead­est

    eyes the cus­to­di­an had ev­er seen. Those eyes made him shiv­er in a way the stark memo­ri­al

    nev­er had. The guy was prob­ably a vet him­self. He had that look. What did they call it? Oh,

    yeah. The thou­sand-​yard stare.




    Fin­ish­ing his work, the cus­to­di­an paused at the sec­tion of the wall where the

    dead-​eyed man had crouched. Im­pul­sive­ly he crouched in the same place. He was sur­prised to

    find him­self star­ing at the blank sec­tion of the wall re­served for the name of miss­ing

    ser­vice­men whose fates had yet to be de­ter­mined.




    At the bot­tom of the row of names, there was a new name. It didn’t look like the oth­ers.

    It was not neat­ly carved and the let­ter­ing wasn’t of pro­fes­sion­al qual­ity. A fresh pile

    of gran­ite dust lay on the ground un­der the name. Loose grains sift­ed down from the

    ir­reg­ular let­ters. The cus­to­di­an read the name:




    RICHARD YOUNG­BLOOD, USMC SEM­PER FI




    The cus­to­di­an de­cid­ed that if any­one asked, he had no idea when or how that

    unau­tho­rized name got there. He just knew it be­longed there as much as any of the oth­ers.

    Maybe more so.




    What he could nev­er fig­ure out was how the dead-​eyed man had carved the name. He hadn’t

    car­ried any tools.
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