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    In­tro­duc­tion





    “For an at­tic on Garfield Av­enue and bologna sand­wich­es on cheap white bread and

    Path­mark gin and rolling in­ner tubes across back­yard pools … when all the world made sense

    and even dreams had right sizes.”




    That was Dick Sapir be­ing nos­tal­gic in a De­stroy­er ded­ica­tion a cou­ple or three

    dozen books back. And why not a lit­tle nos­tal­gia? We had writ­ten a book that no­body would

    buy for eight years and then we were “overnight” suc­cess­es. Nos­talg away, Dick. You earned

    it.




    And now De­stroy­er Num­ber 75.




    Sev­en­ty-​five books in sev­en­teen years. Al­most five mil­lion pub­lished words. And

    still at it, still try­ing to get it right.




    Five mil­lion words. Maybe you’ll un­der­stand bet­ter how many that is if you re­mem­ber

    that Arthur Co­nan Doyle wrote about five per cent that many about Sher­lock Holmes be­fore he

    got tired of him and tried to kill him off.




    Five mil­lion words. As many mem­ories. As many laughs. This wasn’t one of them: “Be­fore

    tack­ling a nov­el you ought to try writ­ing short sto­ries.” That was the first agent we sent

    the De­stroy­er manuscript to.




    And the sec­ond agent. This ge­nius, af­ter cash­ing our check for read­ing fees,

    sug­gest­ed we end the book by killing off the hero, Re­mo Williams. “You wrote this like a

    se­ries book,” he told us, “and no­body pub­lish­es se­ries books.”




    Noth­ing’s more stupid than the con­ven­tion­al wis­dom, so we sat on the side­lines and

    wait­ed and eight years lat­er, in 1971, got pub­lished-​thanks to Dick’s fa­ther, the

    den­tist, and a pub­lish­ing sec­re­tary with pa­pi­er-​mache teeth-​and af­ter our se­ries had

    sold its first mil­lion copies, Sapir sent both agents a tele­gram-​ten years lat­er now-​and

    said, “Go to hell.” He nev­er for­got; he nev­er for­gave.




    Five mil­lion words. About one ar­gu­ment ev­ery mil­lion words.




    One scream­er. In De­stroy­er 5, Dr. Quake, Sapir kills Chi­un, the old Ori­en­tal

    as­sas­sin around whom the se­ries re­volves.




    “Can’t do this,” Mur­phy says. “Can’t kill Chi­un.”




    “It’s a great scene,” Sapir says. “Why can’t I kill him?”




    “Be­cause ev­ery­body will stop read­ing the books and we’ll have to go back to work at the

    car wash.”




    “Well, if you’re go­ing to nit­pick ev­ery­thing I try to do . . .” Sapir says.




    Chi­un sur­vived. So did the books. In Amer­ica. Then in Eu­rope. Even­tu­al­ly all over the

    world. Twelve lan­guages. Twen­ty-​five mil­lion copies.




    Five mil­lion words.




    A tele­gram ar­rives. It reads: “Mur­phy, you’re done. Part­ner­ship is over. Con­tact my

    lawyer. Richard Sapir.” An hour lat­er, an­oth­er tele­gram. “Dear War­ren. Ig­nore pre­vi­ous

    tele­gram. Some das­tard has stolen my West­ern Union cred­it card and is of­fend­ing all the

    peo­ple I hold most dear. Your friend, Dick.”




    It was nev­er brought up again. Nev­er knew what it was about.




    Five mil­lion words.




    Some­times it’s good not to think too much about what you’re do­ing and just go ahead and do

    it.




    If we knew that what we were writ­ing was a satire on the whole men’s ad­ven­ture genre,

    maybe we would have start­ed tak­ing our­selves se­ri­ous­ly.




    And then maybe we would have missed out on seiz­ing that ra­dio sta­tion the day Dick bought

    the bad gin and we got away with do­ing fif­teen min­utes of Ra­dio Free Hobo­ken un­til they

    got the door open and threw us out.




    Maybe if we had known we were pro­mul­gat­ing one of the most en­dur­ing myths in all pop

    fic­tion-​the brash young West­ern­er trained in the se­cret arts by a wily aged

    Ori­en­tal-​maybe it would not have been so much fun. Maybe we couldn’t have kept boa

    con­stric­tors in that rat­ty ho­tel room in Jer­sey City or thrown piz­za dough at the opera

    singer.




    Five mil­lion words and maybe if we had thought they were im­por­tant, maybe we wouldn’t

    have over­turned the boat and had to swim for it. Maybe Dick would re­mem­ber where and when he

    to­talled Mur­phy’s new car be­fore de­liv­er­ing it back with two flat tires, a ripped-​off

    door and a red pre­sen­ta­tion rib­bon on the hood.




    Maybe we nev­er would have had that foot­ball game in the ho­tel hall­way in At­lantic

    City.




    Maybe we wouldn’t have liked each oth­er.




    But it was a long time ago and we didn’t know any bet­ter and dreams still had right

    sizes.




    Five mil­lion words. Sev­en­ty-​five books. Not as good as we want­ed, be­cause noth­ing

    ev­er is, but a lot bet­ter than those ear­ly cov­ers would lead you to be­lieve.




    Sapir went off on a sep­arate ca­reer and wrote a hand­ful of won­der­ful, en­dur­ing books,

    like The Far Are­na, The Body, Quest, mas­ter­works of myth that be­lat­ed­ly start­ed to get

    him the crit­ical at­ten­tion some­thing called The De­stroy­er se­ries nev­er could.




    But he nev­er gave up The De­stroy­er, and in many of these books are a lot of peo­ple he

    met and liked and a lot more he met and hat­ed and things he ap­pre­ci­at­ed and things that

    an­noyed him, in­clud­ing, of­ten, his part­ner.




    Five mil­lion words and now book num­ber 75. And not so much fun any­more.




    Richard Ben Sapir died in Jan­uary 1987, in the sun­ny af­ter­noon of his life, in full

    con­trol of his won­der­ful tal­ent; in the warm sur­rounds of his lov­ing fam­ily and friends.

    A lot of words have been writ­ten about him since then, some look-​Ma-​I’m-​writ­ing

    en­comi­ums from peo­ple whose warm words would have been ap­pre­ci­at­ed more while he was

    liv­ing.




    But he nev­er need­ed any­body else’s words and he still doesn’t, even in a vale­dic­to­ry.

    In a big piece of al­most five mil­lion words he wrote his own.




    Asked once how he could equate his ca­reer as a se­ri­ous nov­el­ist with his oth­er ca­reer

    do­ing The De­stroy­er, Dick Sapir said: “The De­stroy­er is what it is. It is good. And that’s

    enough. There are not many good things in this world and War­ren and I are part of one.”




    Amen, broth­er. We keep try­ing.




    -War­ren Mur­phy




    


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Cap­tain Clai­borne Grimm was not at his com­mand post when the Sonalert start­ed

    beep­ing.




    Al­though he was mis­sile warn­ing and con­trol of­fi­cer at the PAVE PAWS radar tow­er at

    the far end of Geor­gia’s Rob­bins Air Force Base, na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty did not pre­clude a

    trip to the john. And there was noth­ing in Air Force regs about bring­ing along a book to pass

    the time.




    There was a lot of time to pass in the ten-​sto­ry PAVE PAWS com­plex. Es­pe­cial­ly at

    three o’clock in the morn­ing with an un­heed­ing moon sil­ver­ing the wedge-​shaped blue

    build­ing. The en­tire struc­ture was run by com­put­er. From the Mod­comp sys­tem steer­ing

    the phased ar­ray of 2,677 ra­di­at­ing el­ements that were shield­ed be­hind the build­ing’s

    east­ern face to the twin CDC Cy­ber 174 da­ta pro­ces­sors, there was lit­tle need for hu­man

    be­ings at the con­sole screens.




    One of four iden­ti­cal sites scat­tered through­out the Unit­ed States, the PAVE PAWS radar

    sys­tem’s pri­ma­ry task was to de­tect the launch­ing of sub­ma­rine-​based bal­lis­tic

    mis­siles. It was the last line of de­tec­tion in the event of glob­al war. Con­ven­tion­al

    wis­dom had it that World War III would be­gin with mas­sive land-​based launch­es tar­get­ed

    at op­pos­ing land-​based launch sites. NO­RAD’s Space­track satel­lite sys­tem was

    re­spon­si­ble for de­tect­ing those first-​strike launch­ings. If any­one sur­vived to give

    or­ders for a sec­ond strike, Amer­ica’s sub­ma­rine fleet would pre­sum­ably still be in­tact

    to dis­charge that mis­sion. By that time, Cap­tain Grimm rea­soned, the PAVE PAWS net­work

    de­signed to de­tect en­emy sub­ma­rine launch­ings would be so many float­ing par­ti­cles-​and

    nev­er mind the Pen­tagon’s crap about sur­viv­able mis­sion-​crit­ical cir­cuits.




    So when the alarm beeped, warn­ing of a pos­si­ble sub­ma­rine launch, Cap­tain Grimm turned

    the page of his book. He was at a re­al­ly good part. The blond with the big knock­ers was

    about to go down on the hero. Be­sides, the sys­tem had prob­ably just picked up an­oth­er

    satel­lite de­cay­ing out of or­bit. But be­cause he was a trained Air Force of­fi­cer, Grimm

    kept an ear cocked for the sta­tus of­fi­cer to hit the re­set but­ton, in­di­cat­ing a

    non­threat sit­ua­tion.




    When the beep­er fi­nal­ly cut out, Grimm re­laxed.




    Then from the tac­ti­cal op­er­ations room came a fear­ful cry.




    “An event, sir!”




    Cap­tain Grim­rn stum­bled out of the john, his feet trip­ping over his low­ered trousers.

    He did not pull them up even af­ter he found his post among the bank of six con­soles. If this

    was re­al, there would be less than fif­teen min­utes from launch to im­pact.




    Grimm shot a hard glance at the Glob­al Dis­play screen. Out­lined in lu­mi­nous green was

    the con­ti­nen­tal Unit­ed States, cen­tered be­tween Eu­rope and Asia.




    Over the black space that rep­re­sent­ed the At­lantic Ocean float­ed a green track­ing

    sym­bol that he’d seen on­ly in train­ing ex­er­cis­es. A glow­ing let­ter U. The U stood for

    “Un­known.”




    “Satel­lite?” he de­mand­ed of the sta­tus of­fi­cer.




    “The soft­ware says no.”




    “Then it’s got­ta be an air-​breather.”




    “Neg­ative, sir. Soft­ware con­firms that it’s not a con­ven­tion­al air­craft.”




    “Can’t you-​I mean it-​iden­ti­fy it?” Cap­tain Grimm shout­ed.




    “Mis­sion soft­ware re­fus­es to sort it, sir!” the sta­tus of­fi­cer, a lieu­tenant, said

    sharply.




    Still in his shorts, Cap­tain Grimm got be­hind a sec­ond con­sole. Ac­cord­ing to his

    Glob­al Dis­play, the un­known ob­ject was ap­proach­ing the apogee of its tra­jec­to­ry. He

    touched the glow­ing U with his light­pen and hit a con­sole key. The U was mag­ni­fied by a

    fac­tor of two. Tiny jagged­edged box­es sud­den­ly be­came vis­ible as they flew off from the

    U sym­bol.




    “It’s shed­ding frag­ments,” Cap­tain Grimm said in a re­lieved voice. “It may be break­ing

    up.” But then he saw the speed of the thing. It was very fast. Faster than any known

    mis­sile.




    “It should be drop­ping its fi­nal stage at this point,” the lieu­tenant said

    wor­ried­ly.




    “No,” Cap­tain Grimm said. “No stages. Noth­ing.”




    “It has to. Maybe you’re read­ing a tank box for a frag­ment. “




    Hit­ting a key, Cap­tain Grimm delet­ed the frag­ments from the dis­play. On­ly the U

    sym­bol re­mained.




    “Damn,” said the lieu­tenant, fer­vent­ly curs­ing the au­to­mat­ed sys­tem that made the

    op­er­ator as re­dun­dant as the back­up con­sole. “What have we got here?”




    “A drill. It’s got­ta be a drill,” said Grimm, reach­ing for a phone.




    “Main­tainance, we in a test mode?” he barked in­to the re­ceiv­er.




    The re­ply was sur­re­al­ly flat. “No, sir.”




    “Train­ing mode, then?”




    “No. Ev­ery­thing’s up. Ev­ery­thing’s run­ning.”




    Cap­tain Grimm low­ered the phone with a trem­bling hand.




    “It’s got­ta be a glitch in the soft­ware,” he said.




    “Sir, the soft­ware con­firms that the un­known is bal­lis­tic.”




    “Oh, my God! Launch point?”




    “The sys­tem can’t pin­point, sir. It’s a ground launch. Point of ori­gin be­yond our

    op­er­at­ing pa­ram­eters.”




    “Ground! Then why are we deal­ing with it? Where’s Space­track? This is their

    re­spon­si­bil­ity. They should al­ready have this thing in in­ven­to­ry and be feed­ing it to

    us.”




    “I don’t know, sir,” said the lieu­tenant, look­ing at the Ob­ject Ta­ble dis­play. “But

    it’s head­ing for the east coast.”




    “We got­ta call it. High, medi­um, or low?”




    “We can’t go low. There’s def­inite­ly some­thing up there.”




    “Threat or non­threat?”




    “It’s not a known mis­sile, but it’s bal­lis­tic. I’d go high.”




    “High it is,” said Cap­tain Grimm, hit­ting the high-​con­fi­dence but­ton that alert­ed the

    en­tire com­plex that they had a re­al sit­ua­tion. He tapped a key, touched the screen with

    his light­pen, and an ex­pand­ed out­line of the U.S. filled his screen. On the low­er east

    coast a glow­ing green cir­cle en­com­passed an area from North Car­oli­na to New York City. As

    the in­ex­orably mov­ing U on the oth­er screen inched across the At­lantic, and the soft­ware

    steadi­ly com­put­ed the prob­able im­pact point, the cir­cle shrank. “Could be Wash­ing­ton,”

    the lieu­tenant said in a shaky voice.




    “There’s on­ly one ob­ject. It has to be Wash­ing­ton,” Grimm rasped. “They must be crazy to

    launch on­ly one ob­ject.” He reached for the di­rect line to NO­RAD.




    Deep in the North Amer­ican Air De­fense Com­mand’s Cheyenne Moun­tain com­plex, the Air

    Force gen­er­al des­ig­nat­ed as CINC­NO­RAD put down his red tele­phone. He looked out the

    Plex­iglas of his com­mand booth at sta­tus of­fi­cers hunched over com­put­er con­soles like

    space-​age scriven­ers. On the huge sta­tus pan­el over­look­ing the room, a blink­ing green

    ob­ject showed above a sim­ulat­ed hori­zon. It was larg­er than a war­head but small­er than a

    mis­sile. And it was com­ing down fast. There was no time to think, nev­er mind iden­ti­fy the

    un­known. Trem­bling, he picked up the White House hot line and asked for the Pres­ident.




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States snored hap­pi­ly. It had been one of the great days in

    his life. He could hard­ly wait to get up the next morn­ing to tack­le the chal­lenge of the

    Oval Of­fice. But even an ea­ger new Pres­ident had to sleep, and so he slept.




    He did not sleep long.




    Two Se­cret Ser­vice agents burst in­to the room.




    The Pres­ident’s wife bolt­ed up from her pil­lows the in­stant the light clicked on. She

    reached for a dress­ing gown. Her fin­ger­tips grazed the pink chif­fon briefly, and then one

    of the grim-​faced Se­cret Ser­vice agents lit­er­al­ly pulled her out of bed and hus­tled her

    out the door to a wait­ing el­eva­tor.




    The First La­dy screamed.




    That woke the Pres­ident. See­ing a hulk­ing man loom­ing over him, he asked a nat­ural

    ques­tion.




    “What is it? What’s hap­pen­ing?”




    “No time,” the agent snapped. “It’s for your own good, sir. Now, come with me, please.”




    The Pres­ident reached for the night­stand draw­er, where a red tele­phone lay. The Se­cret

    Ser­vice agent plucked the re­ceiv­er from his hand and picked him up bod­ily. The chief

    ex­ec­utive was car­ried out of his bed­room, his eyes on the red tele­phone as if it were

    wa­ter and he was lost in the Go­bi Desert.




    The Pres­ident was not set down un­til he was in the el­eva­tor. He stood in can­dy-​cane

    pa­ja­mas, blink­ing rapid­ly. The Se­cret Ser­vice agents had faces that re­sem­bled cut

    stone. But they looked healthy com­pared to the face of the man car­ry­ing the alu­minum

    suit­case. Sleep­ily the Pres­ident tried to re­mem­ber who the third man was. He could not.

    But he did re­mem­ber the brief­ing when they had told him that the alu­minum suit­case was

    called the “foot­ball” and it con­tained the spe­cial codes need­ed to launch Amer­ica’s

    nu­cle­ar ar­se­nal.




    Then it dawned on the Pres­ident that the el­eva­tor had passed the White House base­ment

    and kept on go­ing-​deep, deep in­to the sub-​sub-​sub-​base­ment near­ly a mile un­der

    im­pen­etra­ble bedrock and lead ra­di­ation shield­ing, And he knew.




    “It’s not fair,” the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States moaned. “This was go­ing to be my

    first day in of­fice!”




    At the PAVE PAWS sta­tion at Rob­bins Air Force Base, Cap­tain Grimm watched as the green

    cir­cle shrank re­morse­less­ly, like a clos­ing noose. It be­came the size of a half-​dol­lar.

    Then a quar­ter. Then a nick­el. Be­fore it irised down to the size of a dime, a let­ter I

    ap­peared di­rect­ly over Wash­ing­ton, D. C.-and then there could be no ques­tion about the

    point of im­pact.




    The green cir­cle squeezed in­to a dot and froze like a dead man’s pupil.




    “That’s it,” Grimm said huski­ly. “Wash­ing­ton is gone.” He felt drained. Then he

    re­mem­bered to pull up his pants.




    The pre­cise point of im­pact was Lafayette Park, di­rect­ly in front of the White House.

    The naked trees were rimed with late-​Jan­uary ice. It was ex­act­ly 3:13 A.M., so the park was

    de­sert­ed.




    Wash­ing­ton, D.C. woke up to a son­ic boom mixed with a noise like a tape of a

    car-​crash­ing ma­chine be­ing played back at high speed. The ground jumped. The tremors were

    felt as far away as Alexan­dria, Vir­ginia.




    White steam hung over the hole in Lafayette Park. It was not a large hole, per­haps fif­teen

    feet in di­am­eter. But the su­per­heat­ed air es­cap­ing from the pit in­stant­ly melt­ed the

    ice off the trees and turned the hard-​frozen ground in­to the con­sis­ten­cy of oat­meal and

    cre­at­ed bil­lows of steam.




    First on the scene was a po­lice cruis­er. It pulled up and two pa­trol­men spilled out.

    They ap­proached the hole, which glowed cher­ry red, but the heat beat them back. Af­ter some

    dis­cus­sion, they called it in as a brush fire. That brought the fire de­part­ment.




    Fire­men lugged hoses as close as they could and poured wa­ter down the hole. That was a

    mis­take. The wa­ter turned to steam. Those clos­est to the pit were scald­ed and had to be

    rushed to the hos­pi­tal. The hoses were dragged back and, from a safer dis­tance, the fire­men

    tried again.




    The next jets of wa­ter brought more steam. From deep with­in the hole there came loud

    snap­ping and hiss­ing like wa­ter on a skil­let mag­ni­fied a thou­sand times. For sev­er­al

    hours the Wash­ing­ton fire de­part­ment sprayed wa­ter in­to the hole. Ev­ery hour, there was

    less steam. Grad­ual­ly the cher­ry glow turned dull or­ange, then yel­low. Fi­nal­ly it fad­ed

    al­to­geth­er.




    The fire chief put on an oxy­gen mask and, car­ry­ing a heavy flash­light, ap­proached the

    edge of the pit. He lay on his stom­ach and peered down. The ris­ing air hit his ex­posed brow

    with trop­ical hu­mid­ity. He turned on the flash­light.




    The hole was much deep­er than he’d ex­pect­ed. What­ev­er had hit, it had im­pact­ed with

    in­cred­ible force. The bot­tom of the pit was very black and buried un­der a foot of wa­ter.

    There was no way to dis­cern what lay un­der the wa­ter, al­though the fire chief spent the

    bet­ter part of twen­ty min­utes try­ing. He gave up when he leaned over too far and the

    flash­light jerked from his hand. It dis­ap­peared in the wa­ter.




    It was near­ly dawn by the time an Air Force in­ves­ti­ga­tion team ar­rived. They wore

    white an­ti-​con­tam­ina­tion suits and raced around the now-​qui­es­cent hole with click­ing

    Geiger coun­ters. The coun­ters picked up on­ly nor­mal back­ground ra­di­ation. The suits came

    off and heavy equip­ment was brought up as the fire­men were or­dered to va­cate the site by a

    two-​star gen­er­al.




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber kept his suit on. He was a se­nior pro­cure­ment of­fi­cer with

    the Pen­tagon. No way was he go­ing to get a face full of ra­di­ation. In fact, he wouldn’t be

    here at all, but he hap­pened to be se­nior of­fi­cer at the Pen­tagon when word came from the

    White House. The Pres­ident want­ed to know if Wash­ing­ton was still stand­ing. Gen­er­al

    Mar­tin S. Leiber promised the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States that he would look in­to the

    sit­ua­tion and get back to him with­in a few days. The fact that Wash­ing­ton looked

    per­fect­ly nor­mal from his of­fice win­dow was of lit­tle con­se­quence. Gen­er­al Leiber was

    on­ly five years from re­tire­ment. No way was he go­ing to get his ass in a sling this close

    to the jack­pot. Es­pe­cial­ly with a new Pres­ident.




    Gen­er­al Leiber had re­turned to his pok­er game, looked at his hand, and de­cid­ed to play

    it out. A ma­jor beat his two pairs with a roy­al flush. Gen­er­al Leiber called the game and

    or­dered the ma­jor to get the poop on the Wash­ing­ton sur­viv­abil­ity ques­tion. That would

    teach the bas­tard.




    When the ma­jor re­turned with word of the pos­si­ble mis­sile strike on Lafayette Park,

    Gen­er­al Leiber saw stars. Specif­ical­ly, one more on each shoul­der. Al­though it was

    against his best bu­reau­crat­ic in­stincts, he per­son­al­ly led the Air Force team to

    Lafayette Park. But just to make sure, he put Ma­jor Roy­al Flush in op­er­ational

    com­mand.




    Now, with the sun climb­ing to­ward noon, the gen­er­al walked up to the ma­jor, a se­ri­ous

    ex­pres­sion on his gruff face.




    “What do you think this suck­er is?” he de­mand­ed.




    “We have un­usu­al­ly high lev­els of mag­netism,” the ma­jor said. “But no ra­di­ation or

    oth­er lethal agents. I think we should fish for a piece of what­ev­er’s down there.”




    It sound­ed non­con­tro­ver­sial, so Gen­er­al Leiber said, “Do it!”




    A der­rick was driv­en on­to the dead grass. Its treads sank in­to the mushy ground at the

    edge of the hole. It looked as if it would tip in­to the pit, but even­tu­al­ly it

    sta­bi­lized.




    The steel jaws de­scend­ed in­to the hole. And got stuck.




    They fi­nal­ly came up with a jagged swatch of met­al that dripped wa­ter. The met­al was

    black and pit­ted. The der­rick de­posit­ed it on a white tarp that had been laid on the

    ground.




    The Air Force team swift­ly sur­round­ed it. The ma­jor tapped it with a re­tractable

    ball-​point pen. The pen stuck too.




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” he said soft­ly.




    “What’s that?” Gen­er­al Leiber asked.




    “Iron. This ap­pears to be sol­id iron.”




    “I nev­er heard of a nu­cle­ar mis­sile with iron parts.”




    “We don’t know that this is any such thing,” the ma­jor point­ed out. “Could be a me­te­or.

    They con­tain a lot of iron.”




    “Bull,” said Gen­er­al Leiber. “NO­RAD picked it up at apogee. It was bal­lis­tic. What else

    could it be, if not a mis­sile?”




    “Let’s find out,” the ma­jor sug­gest­ed. “Bring up an­oth­er piece.”




    The next piece was iron too. Cast iron. So was the third. Gen­er­al Leiber be­gan to feel

    very strange.




    Then the der­rick brought up a crushed and charred ob­ject that was some­how at­tached to a

    pit­ted iron stan­chion. Ev­ery­one took turns ex­am­in­ing the ob­ject.




    “I’d say this crushed part is not iron,” the ma­jor said, scrap­ing at the charred sur­face

    with a thumb­nail. He ex­posed a line of shiny brown­ish-​yel­low met­al. “Looks like it was

    hol­low and the im­pact com­pressed it. See this lip here? Some kind of open­ing or mouth.”




    “What’s that thing stick­ing out, then?” Gen­er­al Leiber asked. “A tongue?”




    The ma­jor looked. Out of the flat­tened mouth pro­trud­ed a tiny ball of met­al on the end

    of a rod. His brow wrin­kled doubt­ful­ly.




    “This thing looks fa­mil­iar. I can’t place it. Any­one?” The ob­ject was passed from hand

    to hand.




    Fi­nal­ly some­one of­fered a sug­ges­tion.




    “I don’t know if this is pos­si­ble, but I think this was a bell.”




    “A what?” asked Gen­er­al Leiber.




    “A bell. A brass bell. You know, like you would hang in a church steeple.”




    Then ev­ery­one looked at ev­ery­one else with the ex­pres­sion of chil­dren who had

    wan­dered in­to a very wrong place.




    “Let’s get it out of the hole,” Gen­er­al Leiber said swift­ly. “All of it. Ev­ery piece.

    I’ll req­ui­si­tion an emp­ty hangar at An­drews. You boys can re­con­struct it there.”




    “It may not be that sim­ple,” the ma­jor said rea­son­ably. “It’s bad­ly com­pressed and

    fused. We don’t know what it might be. Where would we start?”




    “Here,” Gen­er­al Leiber, said, slap­ping the crushed blob of brass in­to his open hands.

    “Start with this. If that thing in the hole is some new kind of en­emy weapon, the fu­ture of

    your coun­try may de­pend on learn­ing what it is and what it was sup­posed to do.”




    “What if we end up with a church steeple?” the ma­jor joked.




    “Then you bet­ter get down on your knees, son. Be­cause if the Russkies have turned God

    Almighty to their side, Amer­ica doesn’t have a prayer.”




    The ma­jor start­ed to laugh. He swal­lowed his mirth. The gen­er­al was not smil­ing. In

    fact, he looked se­ri­ous. Dead se­ri­ous. The ma­jor hur­ried off to car­ry out the

    gen­er­al’s or­ders.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and he couldn’t re­mem­ber ev­er be­ing in this much trou­ble

    be­fore.




    As he ran down the wood­ed road, his deep-​set eyes search­ing the trees on ei­ther side,

    Re­mo Williams did not look like a man in trou­ble. He looked like a jog­ger. Ex­cept that he

    wore shoes of ex­cel­lent Ital­ian leather, gray chi­nos and, even though the tem­per­ature was

    hov­er­ing just un­der the freez­ing mark, a fresh white T-​shirt.




    He clutched a coil of rope in one fist. The skin was drawn tight over his high cheek­bones.

    His dark eyes looked strick­en.




    A sporty red Corvette zipped past him and Re­mo broke in­to a float­ing run. Show­ing no

    ap­par­ent ef­fort, he caught up with the Corvette and, check­ing the two-​lane road to see

    that no cars were com­ing at him from the op­po­site di­rec­tion, he drew along­side the

    driv­er’s side of the car.




    The car was do­ing a deco­rous forty-​five miles an hour. Re­mo knocked on the driv­er’s

    win­dow.




    The win­dow hummed down and a blue-​eyed wom­an with ma­hogany hair looked him up and down

    with a dreamy ex­pres­sion.




    “I’ll bet you could go all night, too,” she said. She didn’t seem sur­prised to see a man

    keep­ing pace with a speed­ing au­to­mo­bile. Re­mo looked so or­di­nary that some peo­ple

    re­fused to ac­cept the ev­idence of their eyes when they saw him per­form the

    im­pos­si­ble.




    “Have you seen an ele­phant walk­ing along this road?” Re­mo asked. There was no plea­sure

    in his eyes.




    The wom­an raised an iron­ic eye­brow. Her smile broad­ened. “Maybe you could de­scribe

    him,” she sug­gest­ed.




    “He’s an ele­phant. Gray. Wrin­kled skin. Small for an ele­phant. No tusks.”




    “A lot of ele­phants fit that de­scrip­tion,” the wom­an said breathi­ly. “Could you be more

    spe­cif­ic?”




    “La­dy, I guar­an­tee you he’s the on­ly ele­phant in the neigh­bor­hood. Now, have you seen

    him?”




    “I’m try­ing to think,” she said slow­ly. “It’s pos­si­ble. Maybe if you drew me a pic­ture.

    I have some crayons back at my apart­ment.”




    “No time,” Re­mo said, and pulled away.




    The wom­an frowned, and de­cid­ing that the con­ver­sa­tion had end­ed pre­ma­ture­ly, hit

    the ac­cel­er­ator. The nee­dle jumped to sev­en­ty and clawed at sev­en­ty-​five. But try as

    she might, the Corvette kept los­ing ground at each whip­saw turn in the road.




    The turns didn’t seem to stop the man in the white T-​shirt. She lost sight of him af­ter he

    topped a rise in the road and nev­er caught up. She de­cid­ed to drive down this road ev­ery

    day at this time un­til she en­coun­tered him again. It was crazy, of course. But there was

    some­thing about the guy. She just couldn’t put her fin­ger on it….




    Re­mo was close to pan­ic. There was no way he was re­turn­ing with­out the ele­phant.

    Chi­un would kill him. Not lit­er­al­ly, of course. Al­though Chi­un was the head of an

    an­cient line of as­sas­sins and could snuff out a man’s life with a ca­su­al ges­ture, he

    wouldn’t kill Re­mo. That would be too mer­ci­ful. In­stead, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would make

    Re­mo’s life mis­er­able. He knew many ways of do­ing that, most of them ver­bal.




    See­ing no sign of an ele­phant on the long stretch of open road be­fore him, Re­mo plunged

    in­to the woods. For the thou­sandth time he wished he hadn’t left the gate open.




    It had been Re­mo’s turn to wa­ter Chi­un’s pet ele­phant. Re­mo had led the pachy­derm out

    of the shed where he was kept, and had gone to find the hose. The gar­den­er of Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium where Re­mo and Chi­un cur­rent­ly resid­ed-​had walked off with it. By the time

    Re­mo had talked the man out of the hose, the ele­phant, whose name was Ram­bo, had strolled

    out the opened gate of Fol­croft.




    Re­mo had un­locked the gate ear­li­er. Af­ter he had hosed Ram­bo down, he in­tend­ed to

    take him for a walk. Open­ing the gate first was meant to make Re­mo’s job eas­ier. It was

    Re­mo’s turn to walk the ele­phant, too.




    Re­mo had run out im­me­di­ate­ly, but the ele­phant had al­ready melt­ed out of sight.

    Re­mo hes­itat­ed near the gate, and de­cid­ed two searchers would be in­finite­ly bet­ter than

    one. He hur­ried to find Chi­un, who would cer­tain­ly un­der­stand when Re­mo ex­plained the

    ac­ci­dent.




    Re­mo found Chi­un do­ing his morn­ing ex­er­cis­es. He sat in a lo­tus po­si­tion on the

    Fol­croft gym­na­si­um floor, tap­ping a bar of chilled steel sus­pend­ed be­tween two

    up­rights with his long fin­ger­nails. He was a hap­py lit­tle mum­my of a Ko­re­an

    gen­tle­man, with pleas­ant­ly wrin­kled fea­tures and the mer­est wisp of hair on his chin. He

    wore a ca­nary-​yel­low ki­mono. He looked frail enough to snap in a stiff wind.




    But when Re­mo blurt­ed out, “I’m sor­ry, Lit­tle Fa­ther, but Ram­bo ran away,” Chi­un

    paused in mid-​stroke. Then one fin­ger­nail con­tin­ued down to sev­er the half-​inch bar. It

    clat­tered to the pinewood floor in two neat sec­tions.




    Chi­un got to his feet, his ven­er­able face turn­ing to gran­ite.




    “I’m sor­ry, I’m sor­ry. I was on­ly gone a minute,” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    “Find him.” Chi­un’s nor­mal­ly squeaky voice was like chop­sticks break­ing.




    “I thought two heads would be bet­ter than one,” Re­mo said meek­ly.




    “You thought wrong,” said Chi­un. “Why should I ex­pend pre­cious mo­ments of my de­clin­ing

    years clean­ing up af­ter your mis­takes?”




    “It’s your ele­phant.”




    “En­trust­ed to you. And mis­placed by you.”




    “He walked off. It was his own idea.”




    “And if he is now ly­ing in some filthy ditch af­ter be­ing struck by a care­less

    mo­tor-​car­riage driv­er, I sup­pose that would be his fault too?”




    Re­mo start­ed to get an­gry. He checked him­self. “C’mon, Lit­tle Fa­ther. You can at least

    help out.”




    “I will.”




    “Good.”




    “I will give you an ad­di­tion­al im­pe­tus to search faster.”




    “Huh?”




    “I will hold my breath un­til my pre­cious ba­by is re­stored to me.”




    And Chi­un in­haled might­ily. His cheeks puffed out like a blow­fish. He stopped

    breath­ing.




    “Awww, no, you don’t have to do that.”




    When Chi­un’s cheeks puffed out fur­ther, Re­mo threw up pla­cat­ing hands.




    “Okay, okay. I’ll find him. Stay right here.”




    Re­mo ran out of Foleroft and down the road, know­ing that Chi­un was not bluff­ing. He

    would stub­born­ly hold his breath un­til Re­mo re­turned with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s

    “ba­by,” no mat­ter how long it took.




    Al­ready it had been half an hour and Re­mo had found no trace of Ram­bo. He had no idea how

    long Chi­un could hold his breath with­out ex­hal­ing. Chi­un was a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, the

    sun source of the mar­tial arts. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju were ca­pa­ble of in­cred­ible

    dis­ci­pline. Re­mo was a Mas­ter too, and had once tried to test his own abil­ity at hold­ing

    his breath. He went ex­act­ly thir­ty-​sev­en min­utes be­fore he got bored. Chi­un, hav­ing

    trained Re­mo in Sinan­ju, was prob­ably good for an hour. At least.




    So Chi­un was in no im­me­di­ate dan­ger. But he would make Re­mo pay for ev­ery breath not

    tak­en.




    Re­mo found no tracks in the for­est. He stopped in the mid­dle of a stand of poplars, their

    dead, frozen leaves mak­ing no sound un­der his care­ful feet. He went up a tree to get a

    bet­ter view.




    Back the way he had come, Re­mo spot­ted a po­lice car pulled over to the side of the road,

    its light bar paint­ing the sur­round­ings a washed-​out blue. Two cops stepped gin­ger­ly from

    each door with guns drawn.




    They ad­vanced care­ful­ly on a small ele­phant who looked like a cor­ru­gat­ed gray

    medicine ball bal­anced on stub­by feet.




    “Oh, hell!” Re­mo said, slid­ing down the tree. He flashed through the woods like an

    ar­row.




    Re­mo skid­ded to a stop be­side the po­lice cruis­er. “Hey, fel­las, hold up,” Re­mo

    called.




    The cops turned in uni­son. Be­hind them, the ele­phant re­gard­ed the scene with tiny dull

    eyes. His trunk seemed to wave to Re­mo.




    “Don’t shoot him!” Re­mo plead­ed.




    One cop jerked his thumb at Ram­bo. “Yours?” he asked.




    “Not ex­act­ly.”




    Un­cer­tain how to han­dle an ele­phant, the cops turned their at­ten­tion to Re­mo, their

    weapons drop­ping in­to their hol­sters. They were in their mid-​for­ties, with hulk­ing

    shoul­ders and meaty faces. They wore near­ly iden­ti­cal ex­pres­sions, like clones. Re­mo

    de­cid­ed they were typ­ical for cops who had seen too much and liked so lit­tle of it that

    they had shut down emo­tion­al­ly long ago. Re­mo knew how it was. A long time ago, he had been

    a cop too. Back be­fore he had been framed for a crime he didn’t do and ex­ecut­ed in an

    elec­tric chair that didn’t work.




    “Whose is it, then?” asked the first cop. Re­mo thought of him as the first cop be­cause his

    nose hadn’t yet been dis­col­ored by burst cap­il­lar­ies.




    “A friend of mine. And he’s very anx­ious to get him back.”




    “This friend. He have a per­mit to keep an ele­phant?” This from the sec­ond cop. The one

    with the San­ta Clausred nose.




    “I don’t think he’s got­ten around to it yet. The ele­phant’s on­ly been in this coun­try a

    month. But I’ll be sure to bring it up.”




    “Is that a leash?”




    “This?” Re­mo asked, heft­ing the coil of rope. “Yeah.”




    “Can you con­trol this an­imal?”




    “He’ll come with me if I ap­proach him right.”




    “In that case, we’re go­ing to ask you to leash the ele­phant and fol­low us to the

    sta­tion.”




    “Why?”




    “You’ve al­lowed him to roam a ma­jor road, where he could be in­jured by a car. That’s

    reck­less en­dan­ger­ment of an an­imal.”




    “He ran away on his own.”




    “We’ll look in­to that too. And you may have to prove own­er­ship.”




    Re­mo’s shoul­ders sagged. He could neu­tral­ize these two faster than they could blink, but

    they were cops. And they were on­ly do­ing their jobs.




    Then Re­mo sud­den­ly had a vi­sion of Chi­un’s face. It was red, on its way to turn­ing

    pur­ple.




    “I’ll put the leash on him,” Re­mo said, and start­ed to ap­proach the ele­phant.




    Ram­bo saw the rope in Re­mo’s hand and reared up. His trunk waved like a wrin­kled python.

    He trum­pet­ed in warn­ing. The two cops pulled their ser­vice re­volvers just as two blunt

    forefeet came down on the hood of the cruis­er.




    “Oh, no!” Re­mo groaned as Ram­bo smacked the light bar with his trunk. The light bar

    abrupt­ly shut down. Then the ele­phant stepped off the hood. The hood bore a shal­low

    dent.




    The first cop turned to Re­mo and said, “That’s de­struc­tion of po­lice prop­er­ty, bud­dy,

    and you’re un­der ar­rest.” The red-​nosed cop took aim on the ele­phant’s head and Re­mo knew

    that choice no longer en­tered in­to the pic­ture. He dis­armed the first cop in the sim­plest

    man­ner. He grabbed at the buck­le of his gun­belt and tugged sharply. The gun­belt end­ed up

    in Re­mo’s hand. He threw it in­to the woods. Then Re­mo tapped the cop in the ex­act cen­ter

    of his fore­head. The man’s blood­shot eyes rolled up in his head and he fell like a slab of

    beef.




    The oth­er cop was about to shoot. Re­mo chopped at the side of his neck and the man fell

    in­to his wait­ing arms. Re­mo made a quick noose of the rope and snared the ele­phant’s trunk.

    But Ram­bo threw off the noose and reared up on his hind legs.




    “Don’t make this any hard­er than it has to be,” Re­mo mut­tered.




    Ram­bo start­ed to drop back to all fours. The way his trunk flayed the air told Re­mo he

    was up­set. He would run the mo­ment his feet touched ground. Re­mo moved in first.




    When the front feet came down, Re­mo was there to catch them. He pushed at the ele­phant’s

    padded feet with both hands. Ram­bo trum­pet­ed an­gri­ly. He pushed hard­er, his en­tire

    wrin­kled weight lean­ing against Re­mo.




    Re­mo kept the stumpy forefeet above the ground. Seem­ing to ex­ert no ef­fort, he kept

    Ram­bo off bal­ance. When the ele­phant tried to step back, Re­mo stepped for­ward, still

    push­ing.




    Any­one who had driv­en down the road would have been treat­ed to the sight of a rail-​thin

    man do­ing the min­uet with an Asian ele­phant. And the man was lead­ing. Re­mo kept the

    ele­phant off bal­ance un­til the pachy­derm be­gan to tire. When he sensed that mo­ment had

    come, he stepped back. Ram­bo’s forefeet struck the ground. Re­mo las­soed the knob­by head

    with a quick, easy mo­tion. He tugged Ram­bo over to the side of the road and teth­ered him to

    a tree.




    “Stay,” Re­mo said firm­ly.




    Then Re­mo hur­ried back to the prowl car. He dug in­to the glove com­part­ment and found,

    as he ex­pect­ed, a flask. He un­capped it and poured a mouth­ful down the throat of each

    re­cum­bent cop, knead­ing their lar­ynx­es so that they swal­lowed safe­ly. Then he placed one

    be­hind the wheel and the oth­er in the seat be­side him.




    Be­fore un­ty­ing Ram­bo, Re­mo popped the hood and, bal­anc­ing on the front fend­er,

    flat­tened out the dent with the palms of his hands. He looked like a cook knead­ing piz­za

    dough.




    When he closed the hood, the car looked as good as new. And when the two cops woke up and

    re­al­ized that they had been drink­ing-​even if they couldn’t re­mem­ber tast­ing a drop-​they

    would dis­miss what they’d seen as a hal­lu­ci­na­tion.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju wasn’t pur­ple when Re­mo found him. His face was blue. Light blue.

    Kind of a robin’s-​egg blue. But he was def­inite­ly blue.




    Re­mo fig­ured he had been gone not quite two hours. “I found him,” Re­mo said hasti­ly.

    “He’s out­side.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju fold­ed his arms stub­born­ly. His cheeks still puffed out

    de­fi­ant­ly.




    “Look for your­self if you don’t be­lieve me,” Re­mo said. Chi­un shook his head, which was

    bald but for tufts of hair over each ear.




    “You want some­thing else?” Re­mo asked fran­ti­cal­ly. Chi­un nod­ded.




    “What?”




    Chi­un did not say. His hazel eyes re­gard­ed Re­mo point­ed­ly.




    “I al­ready apol­ogized,” Re­mo said. Chi­un nod­ded.




    “It won’t hap­pen again.”




    Chi­un nod­ded as if in agree­ment. “You want more?”




    Chi­un raised a long-​nailed fin­ger in as­sent.




    “Look, if you want to stick me with some pun­ish­ment, okay, but do you have to make me work

    for it too?” Chi­un’s eyes bright­ened. Re­mo was start­ing to get the idea.




    “We walk him ev­ery day. No more tak­ing turns.” Chi­un’s up­raised fin­ger in­di­cat­ed

    ac­cep­tance of Re­mo’s of­fer. But he still did not draw breath.




    “And hose him down dai­ly.”




    A sec­ond fin­ger joined the up­raised one.




    “Twice dai­ly. Okay! Twice dai­ly. Now, come on. You’re turn­ing bright blue.”




    Chi­un made sweep­ing mo­tions with both hands.




    “No, not that. I’m not clean­ing up af­ter him. No way.” Chi­un fold­ed his arms, and deep

    in­side him, he coughed. But he re­fused to let the cough es­cape his lips. He seemed to

    shrink. The bluish cast to his face dark­ened and he sud­den­ly clutched at his thin

    breast.




    “Okay, okay! You win. I’ll clean up af­ter him too. Any­thing else?”




    Chi­un re­leased his breath in a long, gusty ex­ha­la­tion. “How should I know?” he

    squeaked. “You are do­ing all the ne­go­ti­at­ing.”




    And then he float­ed out of the room like a hap­py elf. Re­mo stood in the mid­dle of

    Fol­croft San­itar­ium, his teeth clenched and his face slow­ly turn­ing red.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith picked that mo­ment to en­ter the room, peer­ing owlish­ly at Re­mo

    through rim­less glass­es. “Could I see you one mo­ment?” Smith said in a se­ri­ous tone. “It’s

    about your ele­phant.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    “It’s not my ele­phant,” Re­mo said in a de­fen­sive voice. He had fol­lowed Dr. Harold W.

    Smith up to Smith’s Spar­tan of­fice. Smith closed the door af­ter them and re­treat­ed to the

    se­cu­ri­ty of his shab­by desk.




    “You brought it back from Viet­nam,” Smith said flat­ly.




    “Chi­un made me. It was his idea. I want­ed no part of this. If you want to get rid of the

    ele­phant, you have my to­tal, un­con­di­tion­al moral sup­port. Just don’t quote me.”




    “We can’t have an un­li­censed an­imal like that on the grounds. This is sup­posed to be a

    pri­vate hos­pi­tal. On that ba­sis alone, I’m risk­ing health-​code vi­ola­tions and prob­lems

    with AMA re­cer­ti­fi­ca­tion.” Just the thought of those bu­reau­crat­ic has­sles brought that

    old, hag­gard look to Smith’s gaunt, lemo­ny face. Smith reached in­to a desk draw­er and Re­mo

    made a men­tal bet with him­self that out would come the as­pirin. Smith’s hag­gard look

    sug­gest­ed as­pirin. His sour look usu­al­ly sig­naled a liq­uid antacid binge. On oc­ca­sion,

    it would be Al­ka-​Seltzer. Smith was not wear­ing his Al­ka-​Seltzer face to­day, so Re­mo was

    dead cer­tain it would be as­pirin.




    “Talk to Chi­un,” Re­mo said ex­as­per­at­ed­ly. “You have good se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons. Just

    give him the chap­ter and verse.”




    “The health-​code mat­ter of course is not up­per­most,” Smith told him. “Fol­croft is a

    se­cret gov­ern­ment in­stal­la­tion. Se­cu­ri­ty must be our pri­ma­ry con­cern at all times.

    An ele­phant is bound to at­tract at­ten­tion.”




    “Save it for Chi­un, Smit­ty. It’s out of my hands.”




    Out of the desk draw­er came a pa­per cup, and a wor­ried notch ap­peared be­tween Re­mo’s

    eyes. A pa­per cup usu­al­ly meant as­pirin, but Smith al­ways took his as­pirin with wa­ter

    from the of­fice dis­penser. Why would Smith have a pa­per cup in the desk when they were

    racked next to the bot­tled min­er­al wa­ter?




    “I hold you re­spon­si­ble for this ele­phant sit­ua­tion,” Smith said, dig­ging around in

    the draw­er.




    “Why me? I told you it was Chi­un’s idea.”




    “Which he wouldn’t have got­ten had he not been forced to fol­low you to Viet­nam. Need I

    re­mind you that you were in that coun­try de­spite my strict or­ders?”




    “I don’t want to re­hash that mis­sion.”




    “It was not a mis­sion,” said Smith. “It was a rene­gade ac­tion on your part.”




    “Rub it in, why don’t you?” Re­mo slouched on­to the of­fice couch. Why was ev­ery­one on

    his case to­day?




    “I am not even men­tion­ing the ex­pense to the tax­pay­ers of hav­ing the ele­phant shipped

    to Fol­croft. I’m sure there are naval of­fi­cers who are still try­ing to learn how an Asian

    ele­phant came to be on a Unit­ed States sub­ma­rine. By the way, how did you get the an­imal

    in­to the sub in the first place?”




    “Through the weapons-​ship­ping hatch,” Re­mo said sourly. “I told Chi­un he wouldn’t go

    down the con­ning tow­er, but it didn’t dis­cour­age him. The sub cap­tain tried to bluff

    Chi­un too, but Chi­un’s been on too many subs in the past. He knew about the big hatch. He

    made them open it and Chi­un prod­ded Ram­bo in­side.”




    “Hm­mm,” said Smith ab­sent­ly. He pulled out an aerosol can, on which the words “FREE

    SAM­PLE” were marked in red. Re­mo had nev­er heard of aerosol as­pirin, and he won­dered if

    Smith was go­ing to fool him and shave in­stead. But Smith’s jaw looked as if it had seen a

    straight ra­zor in the last hour.




    Re­mo watched with grow­ing puz­zle­ment. Smith’s odd New Eng­land habits fas­ci­nat­ed

    Re­mo in a pe­cu­liar way. For many years Re­mo had re­sent­ed the cold Smith. It was Smith who

    had set Re­mo up, so that his faked ex­ecu­tion wiped away all traces of Re­mo’s ex­is­tence.

    It wasn’t done out of mal­ice, but be­cause Smith had been charged with run­ning a

    su­per­secret gov­ern­ment agen­cy called CURE. It was set up to deal with

    na­tion­al-​se­cu­ri­ty prob­lems in an off-​the-​books man­ner. Of­fi­cial­ly, it didn’t

    ex­ist. So its sin­gle agent, the for­mer Re­mo Williams, could not ex­ist ei­ther. Twen­ty

    years and count­less op­er­ations lat­er, the bit­ter edge of their work­ing re­la­tion­ship

    had soft­ened. And so Re­mo watched with faint amuse­ment as Smith up­end­ed the tiny aerosol

    can and squirt­ed a white, foamy sub­stance in­to the pa­per cup. It was not shav­ing cream. It

    lacked the pun­gent medic­inal smell–al­though there was a faint lime scent.




    “Free sam­ple, huh?” Re­mo said to fill the lull in the con­ver­sa­tion.




    Smith nod­ded and brought the cup to his lips. His skin­ny Adam’s ap­ple didn’t bob as it

    usu­al­ly did when Smith drank some­thing. He tilt­ed his white-​haired head back fur­ther.

    Smith looked very un­com­fort­able. Maybe it was whipped cream, Re­mo thought.




    “Can I get you a cup­cake or some­thing?” Re­mo of­fered. Smith’s head came back down and

    the cup dropped from his face. His ex­pres­sion was es­pe­cial­ly sour, and an­noyed. There was

    a dab of the white stuff on the tip of his nose.




    “I must be do­ing some­thing wrong,” Smith mut­tered. He turned the can around in his hand

    as if look­ing for di­rec­tions.




    “Try squirt­ing it di­rect­ly in­to your mouth,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed in a pleas­ant voice.




    Smith con­sid­ered Re­mo’s sug­ges­tion with a se­ri­ous ex­pres­sion. Re­mo hadn’t been

    se­ri­ous. He leaned for­ward, an­tic­ipat­ing Smith’s next move.




    But in­stead of squirt­ing the stuff in­to his mouth, Smith dipped a fin­ger in­to the cup

    and brought the foam-​laden dig­it to his lips. He licked the fin­ger clean, and went back for

    more.




    “This is very in­con­ve­nient,” Smith said to him­self.




    “Use your tongue,” Re­mo prompt­ed.




    Much to Re­mo’s sur­prise, Smith did. He scoured the bot­tom of the cup, get­ting more foam

    on his nose. Some of it col­lect­ed at the cor­ners of his mouth too. Re­mo de­cid­ed not to

    bring it to his at­ten­tion.




    Fin­ish­ing up, Smith capped the can and re­turned it to his desk. He looked at the cup as

    if con­sid­er­ing its reuse. Re­luc­tant­ly he threw it in­to a green waste­bas­ket that Re­mo

    hap­pened to know was pur­chased used from a gram­mar school that had been forced to close

    down. Smith had sat through a three-​hour auc­tion to get it, there­by sav­ing forty-​sev­en

    cents.




    Smith looked up, his face busi­nesslike ex­cept for the dabs of white sub­stance.




    “When did you be­come a whipped-​cream fiend?” Re­ma asked with a straight face.




    “Nev­er,” Smith said hu­mor­less­ly. “That was an antacid prod­uct.”




    “Aerosol?”




    “It’s new. Sup­posed to be eas­ier to take, but I didn’t think so.”




    “I’ll bet you go back for more any­way.”




    “Can we get back to the mat­ter at hand?”




    “Talk to Chi­un. It’s his ele­phant.”




    “I will need your as­sis­tance, Re­mo. I some­times think the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju does not

    un­der­stand my con­cerns. He seems to lis­ten, and gives pos­itive an­swers, but then he

    for­gets our con­ver­sa­tions ten min­utes lat­er.”




    “Chi­un un­der­stands more than you think. If he doesn’t un­der­stand some­thing, it’s

    be­cause he doesn’t want to. He loves that ele­phant. I know. He’s got me trained to see to its

    ev­ery need. You tell him he has to get rid of it and I guar­an­tee you he will not

    un­der­stand a word you say.”




    “I have to try. Ev­ery day that ele­phant re­mains at Fol­croft places us at risk.”




    “So talk to Chi­un. I’m not stop­ping you.”




    “I would like you to back me up. Help me get through to him.”




    Re­mo sighed. “Nor­mal­ly, I’d say no way. But I’m fac­ing a life­time of sta­ble clean­ing

    if Ram­bo doesn’t go. I guess it can’t hurt to try. Chi­un can’t get any mad­der at me than he

    al­ready is.”




    “Good,” said Smith, buzzing his sec­re­tary.




    “But I’m telling you right now, it won’t work.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ar­rived mo­ments lat­er. He ig­nored Re­mo and bowed po­lite­ly

    be­fore Smith.




    “A thou­sand greet­ings of the morn­ing, O Em­per­or Smith,” he said round­ly. “Your

    ser­vant in­formed me that my pres­ence was re­quired, and my san­daled feet flew with

    wide-​eyed an­tic­ipa­tion to your sanc­tum sane­to­rum.”




    “Er, thank you, Mas­ter Chi­un,” Smith said un­com­fort­ably.




    Chi­un beamed at his em­per­or.




    Smith cleared his throat. He cleared it a sec­ond time. Chi­un cocked his head to one side

    in­quis­itive­ly.




    “I … I crave a … a boon,” Smith said at last. He fid­get­ed with a pen­cil.




    “A boon?” asked Chi­un, who had nev­er be­fore heard Smith use such king­ly words. It was

    good at last to see Smith em­brace his true state in life. Al­though Chi­un knew that Smith did

    not ex­act­ly rule Amer­ica, he un­der­stood that Smith wield­ed pow­er sec­ond on­ly to the

    Pres­ident. And for cen­turies Chi­un’s an­ces­tors had worked for roy­al­ty of all na­tions.

    There­fore Smith was roy­al­ty of a sort.




    “What boon?” Chi­un asked in a de­light­ed voice. “Mere­ly state it and I will con­sid­er it

    my du­ty.”




    Smith hes­itat­ed. He looked at Re­mo help­less­ly.




    On the couch, Re­mo tensed. “Here it comes,” he said, brac­ing him­self for the

    ex­plo­sion.




    “I wish . . . that is, I re­quest … I mean, for se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons your pet ele­phant

    presents se­ri­ous prob­lems.” Chi­un clapped his hands sud­den­ly. The sound was so loud Smith

    jumped in his cracked leather chair. Even Re­mo was tak­en by sur­prise. He wise­ly start­ed to

    inch to­ward the door.




    “Say no more,” pro­claimed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in a loud voice. Loud, but not an­gry.

    Re­mo hes­itat­ed with his hand on the door­knob.




    “But I-” Smith be­gan.




    Chi­un lift­ed a quelling hand im­pe­ri­ous­ly.




    “I had not planned for this so soon,” said Chi­un, “but so be it. Be so good, Em­per­or, as

    to gaze out yon win­dow.” Un­cer­tain­ly Smith swiveled his seat around. He stared out the big

    pic­ture win­dow over­look­ing Long Is­land Sound. There, by the docks, Ram­bo grazed

    con­tent­ed­ly. “Your ele­phant?” Smith said hes­itant­ly.




    “No, O Em­per­or,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. “Not my ele­phant.”




    “It’s not mine,” Re­mo said quick­ly.




    “Of course not,” Chi­un said. “It is the Em­per­or Smith’s ele­phant. His roy­al ele­phant,

    to do with as he pleas­es.”




    “As I please?” Smith asked un­steadi­ly.




    “Yes, did you think I have had Re­mo train­ing him all these weeks for my own plea­sure? No.

    As a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, I must be ready at a mo­ment’s no­tice to trav­el to any cor­ner of

    the globe to do your bid­ding. As much as I love pets, I can­not be so en­cum­bered. I knew

    this when I res­cued the poor beast from the cru­el Viet­namese. I knew that you were a lover

    of pets, and would there­fore de­light in own­ing him. Con­sid­er it a to­ken of my es­teem for

    long years of fruit­ful em­ploy­ment.”




    “Smith?” Re­mo said in­cred­ulous­ly. “A lover of pets?” Be­hind his own back, Chi­un made

    qui­et­ing ges­tures at Re­mo.




    “I … I had a pet tur­tle once,” Smith mut­tered. “That was a long time ago. It died.”




    “The loss still marks your king­ly vis­age,” Chi­un an­nounced. “But now you have many years

    of joy­ous plea­sure to catch up on and I will not take up any more of our valu­able time.”




    With­out an­oth­er word, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju float­ed out the door. As he brushed past

    Re­mo, there was a mis­chievous gleam in Chi­un’s bright eyes that Re­mo had seen be­fore. He

    grabbed for the door­knob as Chi­un closed the door be­hind him. But it would not budge. Re­mo

    strained. The door­knob came off in his hands and it was then that Re­mo knew he had fall­en

    in­to a trap. Chi­un was hold­ing the door closed from the oth­er side. Chi­un, who knew

    Smith’s next words be­fore Re­mo heard them. Prob­ably even be­fore Smith him­self

    for­mu­lat­ed them in his mind.




    “Re­mo,” Smith said, “I must ask you to find a home for that crea­ture. Keep­ing him is of

    course out of the ques­tion.” Re­mo said noth­ing. His groan was elo­quent enough. Af­ter Re­mo

    had left, Smith touched a con­cealed stud that brought his CURE op­er­ations-​desk ter­mi­nal

    ris­ing out of its desk­top re­cess. From this ter­mi­nal, which was con­nect­ed to a bank of

    main­frame com­put­ers con­cealed in Fol­croft’s base­ment, Smith had in­stant ac­cess to

    vir­tu­al­ly all na­tion­wide da­ta links. The CURE com­put­ers were the heart of his

    day-​to-​day op­er­ation. Through them, his abil­ity to cor­re­late end­less, seem­ing­ly

    un­re­lat­ed triv­ia alert­ed Smith to do­mes­tic prob­lems be­fore they ex­plod­ed in­to

    full-​blown crises. Through his com­put­ers, Smith anony­mous­ly tipped off nor­mal

    law-​en­force­ment agen­cies to these prob­lems. On­ly when a cri­sis did oc­cur, would Smith

    un­leash Re­mo and Chi­un.




    As he scanned news di­gests of the evening, Smith found on­ly the usu­al sit­ua­tions. One

    odd­ity was a sketchy re­port of a fire in Lafayette park in the Dis­trict of Columbia. The

    CURE soft­ware had flagged it on­ly be­cause of its prox­im­ity to the White House. But it

    ap­peared to be a rou­tine mat­ter.




    But when Smith switched over to mon­itor mes­sage traf­fic be­tween the var­ious branch­es

    of the gov­ern­ment and the mil­itary, he sud­den­ly sat up in his chair. Mil­net and Arpanet

    traf­fic were vir­tu­al­ly nonex­is­tent. The sys­tems were up. But no one was pass­ing da­ta.

    It was as if there was a black­out or a paral­ysis of com­mu­ni­ca­tions.




    It was very puz­zling, but it seemed to be cen­tered in the Wash­ing­ton, D.C., area. That

    might have been be­cause Wash­ing­ton was the home of most gov­ern­ment agen­cies. But even on

    a dull day, CIA mes­sage traf­fic was not this light. And the in­ter­mil­itary lines were

    un­usu­al­ly qui­et too.




    Noth­ing was hap­pen­ing. The few mes­sages Smith did in­ter­cept were so rou­tine as to

    bor­der on triv­ia. It was as if even though these com­put­er links were con­sid­ered se­cure,

    the gov­ern­ment had clamped down on their use so that even in the up­per lev­els of the U.S.

    gov­ern­ment, there were no leaks.




    Fas­ci­nat­ed, Smith switched over to oth­er in­for­ma­tion-​gath­er­ing sources. Ev­ery­one

    was act­ing as if noth­ing was hap­pen­ing. That alone was sus­pi­cious: In the gov­ern­ment,

    some­thing was al­ways hap­pen­ing. And Smith was de­ter­mined to dis­cov­er just what it

    was.




    He hunched over his ter­mi­nal, his gray eyes com­ing to life. In­ter­fac­ing with his

    sys­tem, Dr. Harold W. Smith was in his el­ement. Some­thing close to a smile of

    sat­is­fac­tion hov­ered at the edges of his dry lips. Ab­sent­ly he licked the rem­nants of

    the aerosol antacid from their cor­ners. He was so deep in thought, the chalky taste did not

    even reg­is­ter.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber fin­ished shov­ing his desk over so that it blocked the door to

    his Pen­tagon of­fice. He had sent his sec­re­tary home. He pulled down the win­dow shades and

    turned on all the lights even though it was bare­ly noon.




    Tough times called for tough mea­sures. He got be­hind his desk and laid a hand on the

    tele­phone. He wait­ed. Ev­ery minute in­creased the risk. If the Joint Chiefs of Staff want­ed

    him, they would have to come for him. The longer they held off, the bet­ter his chances

    im­proved. He could al­most feel the weight of those ex­tra stars on his shoul­der epaulets.

    Nev­er mind the ex­tra perks; they meant a stiff ten thou­sand dol­lars a year in re­tire­ment

    ben­efits.




    If he could stall the Joint Chiefs just a lit­tle longer. They were call­ing for an­swers.

    Gen­er­al Leiber had put them off with some mil­itary dou­ble-​talk. He had al­ready field­ed

    one call from the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States this morn­ing. The Pres­ident was

    con­cerned.




    “Is it safe to come out?” the Pres­ident had asked.




    “Neg­ative, Mr. Pres­ident,” Gen­er­al Leiber told him. “We have not yet iden­ti­fied the

    threat.”




    “But Wash­ing­ton has not been de­stroyed?”




    “It would be pre­ma­ture for me to com­ment on that, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “Pre­ma­ture!” The Pres­ident’s voice skit­tered dan­ger­ous­ly to­ward falset­to. “The

    na­tion’s cap­ital is ei­ther stand­ing or it isn’t. Which is it?”




    “It’s not that sim­ple, Mr. Pres­ident,” Gen­er­al Leiber went on, sweat gath­er­ing un­der

    his iron-​gray toupee. “The city has ex­pe­ri­enced an at­tack of un­known ori­gin.”




    “But it failed.”




    “The first strike may have failed. But it may not. Mr. Pres­ident, I will be frank. We do

    not know the mean­ing of this at­tack. That is bad enough. But we are des­per­ate­ly

    at­tempt­ing to es­tab­lish the na­ture of the weapon it­self.”




    “I was told that it was a mis­sile.”




    “You have been mis­in­formed, sir. We know no such thing. At present, the threat ob­ject is

    un­clas­si­fi­able. It’s true there was no ex­plo­sion or re­lease of ra­di­ation, but in the

    ab­sence of know­ing what this thing was sup­posed to do, we can’t rule out the pos­si­bil­ity

    that it won’t de­vel­op in­to a threat sit­ua­tion. “




    “I don’t un­der­stand. The thing was a dud, right?”




    “We don’t know that. In fact, we know so lit­tle that any con­clu­sion or ac­tion we might

    con­tem­plate would be pre­ma­ture-​even down­right dan­ger­ous. I strong­ly ad­vise you to

    stay un­der­ground un­til we know that it is safe to come up. Even if this ob­ject which is now

    be­ing eval­uat­ed by the bright­est minds in the Air Force-​is a non­threat, we can­not

    as­sume that a sec­ond strike might not be im­mi­nent.”




    “Maybe I should be talk­ing to the joint Chiefs. What do they say?”




    “I have al­ready spo­ken with them and we are in com­plete … um”-Gen­er­al Leiber searched

    for an apt word that was not ex­act­ly a lie and, he hoped, not in the Pres­ident’s

    vo­cab­ulary-“equa­nim­ity about the sit­ua­tion,” he said. In for a pen­ny, in for a pound, he

    thought.




    “Well, if they think that’s the best course, I guess I could stay down here an­oth­er few

    hours. But dammit, this is my first day in of­fice. I’m anx­ious to get up there and lead.”




    “I un­der­stand, sir. But your se­cu­ri­ty is top pri­or­ity. And please, do not call again.

    We don’t know if those phones are tapped. We don’t want the en­emy to know where you are. “




    “Yes, I see,” said the Pres­ident vague­ly. “I ap­pre­ci­ate your pa­tri­otism. It was

    for­tu­nate a man of your cal­iber was on du­ty when this thing hap­pened. I hope you will

    con­tin­ue to act as my sur­ro­gate in this cri­sis.”




    “Don’t wor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident, I’m on top of it.” Gen­er­al Leiber hung up. His eyes were

    bright. If this didn’t work ex­act­ly right, he could kiss his pen­sion adios and be up for

    high trea­son to boot. If on­ly that fool of a ma­jor would call. How long could it take them

    to an­alyze that thing?




    The phone rang and Gen­er­al Leiber reached for it ea­ger­ly. He hes­itat­ed, scratch­ing

    ab­sent­ly at his mus­tache. Might be the joint Chiefs. Care­ful­ly he picked up the phone but

    said noth­ing. If it was the joint Chiefs, he’d crack­le some pa­per against the re­ceiv­er and

    try to bluff it out as a bad con­nec­tion.




    Fi­nal­ly a voice asked, “Hel­lo?”




    “That you, Ma­jor Cheek?”




    “Yes, Gen­er­al. You said you want­ed to hear the minute we con­firmed any­thing.”




    “Yes,” said Gen­er­al Leiber. “But speak care­ful­ly, man. This line may be tapped.”




    “Yessir, Gen­er­al,” Ma­jor Cheek said. “Now, what have you got?”




    “Con­fir­ma­tion, sir.”




    “Out­stand­ing! Out­stand­ing, Ma­jor. Con­fir­ma­tion of what?”




    “The ob­ject we dis­cussed, sir.”




    “Yes, yes, I know. But what is it? Come on, out with it. “




    “A bell.”




    “A what?”




    “I can con­firm that the mashed brass ob­ject is def­inite­ly a bell.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber looked at the re­ceiv­er clutched in his whiten­ing hand and his eyes got

    sick. His mouth moved, but noth­ing came out. Fi­nal­ly he got con­trol of him­self.




    “A bell?” he asked in a hoarse voice.




    “To­tal con­fir­ma­tion. We even got it to ring. Lis­ten.” From the back­ground came a

    dis­cor­dant sound like a sick buoy.




    “A bell,” Gen­er­al Leiber re­peat­ed. “You’ve been at it half the day and all you have is a

    bell. What about the zil­lion tons of scrap you pulled out of that hole, mis­ter?”




    Most­ly iron, sir. Scorched and pit­ted. Some of it has fused in­to slag. We do have

    sev­er­al less-​dam­aged sec­tions we are still an­alyz­ing, but they’re a re­al mess. This

    could take days.”




    “Days,” Gen­er­al Leiber said. His voice cracked. Then he pulled him­self to­geth­er. His

    voice be­came tight. “We don’t have days, mis­ter. The se­cu­ri­ty of the Unit­ed States of

    Amer­ica is at stake here. Do you un­der­stand the se­ri­ous­ness of this sit­ua­tion?”




    “I think I do, Gen­er­al.”




    “Think! I know! I know how damn se­ri­ous it is!”




    “We’ll need bet­ter equip­ment.”




    “Any­thing. I can pro­cure any­thing you need. What? Name it. Spec­tro­scop­ic an­alyz­ers.

    Met­al­lur­gic equip­ment. I can prob­ably rus­tle up an elec­tron tele­scope if

    nec­es­sary.”




    “I think you mean mi­cro­scope, Gen­er­al. There’s no such thing as an elec­tron

    tele­scope.”




    “Don’t split hairs with me. Just give me a list.”




    “First we’ll need anvils.”




    “ANVILS, right.” Gen­er­al Lieber start­ed a list. “Re­fresh my mem­ory. That’s an acronym

    for what?”




    “Noth­ing, sir. An anvil is a block black­smiths use to ham­mer met­al on. We’ve got a lot

    of man­gled iron here. The on­ly way to deal with it is to heat it up and try to re­store the

    parts to their orig­inal forms.”




    “I un­der­stand, but we won’t call them anvils. Well call them Met­al­lur­gi­cal Com­po­nent

    Restora­tion Bases.”




    “With all due re­spect, Gen­er­al, I think you could get them faster if you sim­ply asked

    for anvils.”




    “How much would you gues­ti­mate an anvil would cost?”




    “Oh, less than a hun­dred dol­lars each.”




    “If we call them Met­al­lur­gi­cal Com­po­nent Restora­tion Bases, I can add an ex­tra ze­ro

    to the end of that fig­ure.”




    The ma­jor sighed. “I un­der­stand per­fect­ly, sir.”




    “Now, what else?”




    “Ham­mers.”




    “High-​Im­pact Re­shap­ing Im­ple­ments. Hi-​Rimps for short.”




    “Some­thing to heat the met­al pieces for re­form­ing. I don’t know what they call those

    things.”




    “Free-​Stand­ing Tripo­dal Heat­ing Sta­tions,” the gen­er­al said, think­ing of a blue-​tag

    spe­cial on bar­be­cue grills he had seen at a hard­ware store. He could buy those him­self,

    jack up the price, and pock­et the dif­fer­ence. He wrote it down.




    “Tongs.”




    “Man­ual Se­cur­ing Tools,” said Gen­er­al Leiber, adding Mansees to the list. “Any­thing

    else?”




    “The work would go a lot faster if we had ex­pe­ri­enced black­smiths. “




    “Met­al­lur­gi­cal Con­sul­tants!” the gen­er­al shout­ed, his eyes light­ing up. “Now

    you’re talk­ing! Con­sul­tants are a big bud­get item.”




    “Yes, sir,” said the ma­jor, who won­dered where na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty fit in­to all of

    this.




    “You’ll have all this stuff by mid­day.” And the gen­er­al hung up. He quick­ly made a

    se­ries of phone calls. His years of wheel­ing and deal­ing as a pro­cure­ment of­fi­cer had

    built up a net­work of con­tacts and sup­pli­ers. If it could be bought or bartered, Gen­er­al

    Leiber could get it.




    An hour lat­er, he had ev­ery­thing but the black­smiths and the bar­be­cue grills. The

    lat­ter items he in­tend­ed to pick up him­self. But the black­smiths were tough. His reg­ular

    net­work of sup­pli­ers did not deal in such peo­ple. There wasn’t even a list­ing for

    black­smiths in the yel­low pages. They were hard to track down.




    This called for ex­traor­di­nary as­sis­tance, Gen­er­al Leiber told him­self. He asked the

    Pen­tagon op­er­ator to put in an over­seas call to Zurich, Switzer­land.




    A flat, emo­tion­less voice an­swered in the mid­dle of the first ring.




    “Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al,” it said.




    “Hel­lo, Friend.”




    “Hel­lo, Gen­er­al Leiber. It is good of you to call.”




    “I didn’t think you’d re­mem­ber me, Friend,” Gen­er­al Leiber said.




    “Your voice reg­is­tered in­stant­ly. I nev­er for­get a cus­tomer.”




    “I have some­thing more ur­gent than our last deal.”




    “I trust the Cuban cigars were sat­is­fac­to­ry.”




    “I’m down to my last box. But we can chew that over lat­er. I need some­thing spe­cial and

    you’re the on­ly guy I know who might be able to help.”




    “How may I help?”




    “Black­smiths. I need maybe twen­ty of them. But we can’t call them black­smiths. We’ll have

    to put them down as Met­al­lur­gi­cal Con­sul­tants.”




    “I can sup­ply. For the right price.”




    “I can of­fer sev­en hun­dred dol­lars an hour. Plus meals. But they have to be on a plane

    to Wash­ing­ton with­in an hour.”




    “Fea­si­ble. But your price is too low.”




    “For cry­ing out loud, they’re on­ly black­smiths.”




    “Met­al­lur­gi­cal Con­sul­tants,” the oth­er voice cor­rect­ed. “Okay, one thou­sand

    dol­lars an hour. And I’ll put them up in the best ho­tels for the du­ra­tion of the

    as­sign­ment.”




    “I would pre­fer to barter. Like the last time.”




    “I don’t know about that. I al­most got-​caught last time.”




    “I do not re­quire any more shoul­der-​fired mis­siles. My shoul­der-​fired-​mis­sile stock

    is sat­is­fac­to­ry. I have an­oth­er client who re­quires some­thing spe­cial. Some­thing you

    may be in a po­si­tion to sup­ply.”




    ‘What?”




    “A sub­stance called car­bon-​car­bon.”




    “Nev­er heard of it.”




    “It is a fil­ament sub­stance used to coat the nose cones of mis­siles to pro­tect them

    against reen­try bur­nup. It is very ex­pen­sive and very dif­fi­cult to se­cure. I need

    thir­ty miles of it.”




    “Sounds like NASA stuff,” the gen­er­al said. “I can’t make any promis­es, but I can look

    in­to it.”




    “Look in­to it. I will have your Met­al­lur­gi­cal Con­sul­tants as­sem­bled by the time you

    call back.”




    “Gotcha,” said Gen­er­al Leiber, hang­ing up. He di­aled an­oth­er num­ber, think­ing that

    he should have thought of Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al soon­er. That fun­ny-​voiced guy had

    al­ways come through in the past. If on­ly he didn’t al­ways ask for the moon….




    By three P.M., ex­act­ly twelve hours af­ter the un­known ob­ject had im­pact­ed on Unit­ed

    States soil, the car­bon-​car­bon spools were on their way to Zurich and the Met­al­lur­gi­cal

    Con­sul­tants were en route to Wash­ing­ton. Gen­er­al Leiber had even found time to get the

    bar­be­cue grills. He had them de­liv­ered to a roped-​off air­craft hangar at An­drews Air

    Force Base while he re­turned to his cov­et­ed win­dow of­fice in the out­er ring of the

    Pen­tagon.




    But when he stepped in­to his of­fice, he knew that the joint Chiefs of Staff could no

    longer be de­nied. They were there, wait­ing for him. They were al­so rum­mag­ing through his

    desk.




    Gen­er­al Leiber gave them a snap­py salute. The Joint Chiefs, rep­re­sent­ing the high­est

    of­fi­cers of the com­bined Unit­ed States mil­itary, re­turned his salute. Their faces were

    stern.




    “Gen­er­al Leiber, we de­mand to know what is go­ing on.”




    “I have the sit­ua­tion in hand,” Gen­er­al Leiber said. He chewed his mus­tache

    con­cerned­ly.




    “The Pres­ident won’t take our calls. We un­der­stand he has del­egat­ed all

    cri­sis-​man­age­ment re­spon­si­bil­ity to you.”




    “I hap­pened to be on du­ty when the threat ob­ject im­pact­ed. I am the on­ly one with

    op­er­ational knowl­edge of the sit­ua­tion.”




    “For God’s sake, you’re on­ly a two-​star­rer.”




    “Not my fault, sir. I was passed over last time.”




    “That’s not what he means and you know it,” said an Army gen­er­al. Gen­er­al Leiber

    de­clined to re­ply. He did not deal with the Army. Even if the Army gen­er­al did out­rank him

    by two stars.




    “Where is this threat ob­ject?” an Air Force gen­er­al asked. Gen­er­al Leiber had to

    an­swer him.




    “In a se­cure area be­ing an­alyzed, Gen­er­al.”




    “Where?”




    “I can­not tell you that.”




    “Can­not? Why not?” the gen­er­al roared.




    “Be­cause if I re­veal its lo­ca­tion, you very im­por­tant of­fi­cers will rush to in­spect

    it.”




    “That’s our damn job.”




    “And ex­pose your­selves to un­known risks. As the Pres­ident’s sur­ro­gate, I would be

    derelict in my du­ty if I al­lowed you to ex­pose your­selves to pos­si­ble death.”




    “Death? Then the ob­ject is armed?”




    “My team is at­tempt­ing to con­firm that.”




    “Is Wash­ing­ton still in dan­ger?”




    “My peo­ple are un­able to say at this time. They are try­ing to iden­ti­fy the na­ture of

    the KKV.”




    “KKV?”




    “Ki­net­ic Kill Ve­hi­cle,” said Gen­er­al Leiber.




    An in­vol­un­tary gasp came from the joint Chiefs. They sound­ed like spin­sters who had

    stum­bled in­to a mas­sage par­lor.




    “That is what I have des­ig­nat­ed the un­known. Un­til we know its mis­sion and

    ca­pa­bil­ities, I am as­sum­ing it is hos­tile.”




    “Then it’s not a dud mis­sile.”




    “I can safe­ly say that its con­sti­tu­tion­al el­ements give a strong in­di­ca­tion of

    be­long­ing to an of­fen­sive weapon hith­er­to un­known to the glob­al stage.”




    The Joint Chiefs looked edgy. And Gen­er­al Leiber knew he had them right where he want­ed

    them.




    “Sirs, I re­al­ize I may be over­step­ping my au­thor­ity, but it is my pro­fes­sion­al

    opin­ion as an of­fi­cer that we face two sce­nar­ios here.”




    “Go on.”




    “Sce­nario one: we have been at­tacked by an un­known weapon launched by an un­known pow­er.

    The dou­ble na­ture of the un­known­ness clear­ly in­di­cates that none of our nor­mal

    tac­ti­cal re­spons­es are nec­es­sar­ily vi­able.”




    “What does that mean, ex­act­ly?”




    “That we would be fool­ish to as­sume that just be­cause the KKV has not gone off on im­pact

    that it was de­signed to go off on im­pact. It may be a de­layed-​re­ac­tion de­vice of some

    kind.”




    “Yes. It’s pos­si­ble. Good think­ing.”




    “Sce­nario two,” Gen­er­al Leiber went on, feel­ing the mood shift in his fa­vor. “It was a

    mis­fire. The KKV failed in its pri­ma­ry mis­sion.”




    “In that case, Wash­ing­ton may be in no im­me­di­ate dan­ger. “




    “Wrong. The dan­ger is just as great. Even greater. Who­ev­er launched the KKV knows by now

    their first strike failed. They are right now eval­uat­ing the sit­ua­tion. They must as­sume

    that we are an­alyz­ing their weapon. Once we suc­ceed, we should be able to iden­ti­fy its

    ori­gin. And when we do that, we have no choice but to take re­tal­ia­to­ry mea­sures.”




    The Joint Chiefs nod­ded. The gen­er­al was ab­so­lute­ly cor­rect. Once they iden­ti­fied

    the ag­gres­sor, they would have to take re­tal­ia­to­ry ac­tion or risk show­ing weak­ness in

    the face of a brazen at­tack.




    “There­fore,” Gen­er­al Leiber said quick­ly, “it is in­cum­bent up­on this en­emy to launch

    a sec­ond strike. To take out our com­mand struc­ture be­fore we can iden­ti­fy and

    re­tal­iate. Ev­ery minute that ticks by brings us clos­er to a sec­ond strike.”




    The Joint Chiefs looked at one an­oth­er. Gen­er­al Leiber had an­alyzed the sit­ua­tion

    with ter­ri­fy­ing clar­ity. Ei­ther way it stacked up, they were stand­ing on ground

    ze­ro.




    “Well,” said the Air Force gen­er­al, clear­ing his throat. “If the Pres­ident has

    des­ig­nat­ed you as sur­ro­gate, I don’t feel we are in a po­si­tion to sec­ond-​guess him.

    What do you gen­tle­men think?”




    There was a cho­rus of agree­ment. A rib­bon-​be­decked ad­mi­ral turned to Gen­er­al

    Leiber.




    “Gen­er­al, if this great na­tion is fac­ing a cri­sis of such vast pro­por­tions as you

    de­scribe, it is in­cum­bent up­on us to ad­vance to a po­si­tion of com­mand. If Wash­ing­ton

    goes, some­one will have to man­age the next phase.”




    “Yes, sir,” said Gen­er­al Leiber.




    “If you want us, we’ll be down in the Tank. Car­ry on.” Gen­er­al Lener salut­ed snap­pi­ly.

    Sweat trick­led down the gul­ly of his spine. It was as cold as day-​old dish­wa­ter. And

    af­ter the Joint Chiefs had marched out of the room, he sank in­to his chair trem­bling.




    It was a hell of a gam­ble, but it had worked. The Joint Chiefs were rid­ing a high-​speed

    el­eva­tor down to the nuke-​proof com­mand bunker un­der the Pen­tagon. They wouldn’t dare

    stir un­til he gave the all-​clear sig­nal.




    And Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber wasn’t about to give the all-​clear un­til Gen­er­al Leiber

    was in the damned clear. He grabbed the tele­phone and got down to the high-​risk busi­ness of

    ca­reer ad­vance­ment.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Some­thing was def­inite­ly wrong.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith’s or­di­nar­ily pale face was green­ish from the back­glow of his CURE

    ter­mi­nal. If he leaned any clos­er to the CRT tube, he would bump it with his nose.




    Of­fi­cial Wash­ing­ton seemed to be op­er­at­ing un­der a blan­ket of se­cre­cy tighter

    than any­thing Smith had ev­er seen be­fore. It was omi­nous. In the past, no mat­ter how grave

    the cri­sis, there was a storm of leaks and ru­mors. Not this time. This time the rou­tine

    po­lit­ical games were not be­ing played. It was as if the sit­ua­tion was so grave ev­ery­one

    from the CIA to the Pen­tagon had de­cid­ed to work as if they were on the same team, which of

    course they were.




    Smith paged through his on-​screen in­ter­cep­tions. There was un­usu­al ac­tiv­ity at

    An­drews Air Force Base. Move­ments of clas­si­fied in­di­vid­uals and ma­teriel. The Joint

    Chiefs of Staff had abrupt­ly left their of­fices. Among the NO­RAD and Space­track

    ear­ly-​warn­ing sys­tems, ev­ery unit had been qui­et­ly or­dered to nar­row its field of

    fo­cus on a cer­tain seg­ment of the sky over the At­lantic Ocean. They were search­ing for

    some­thing. Or they ex­pect­ed some­thing. An at­tack.




    As usu­al, it was the press who first no­ticed some­thing was amiss. The me­dia did not have

    a news sto­ry, per se. In fact, it was the ab­sence of a sto­ry that start­ed the ru­mor mills

    buzzing.




    Specif­ical­ly, where was the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States?




    The Wash­ing­ton press corps had ex­pect­ed a round of pho­to op­por­tu­ni­ties to­day.

    Af­ter all, it was the first work­ing day for the new Pres­ident. But the press corps was

    turned away by a ner­vous press sec­re­tary with the ex­pla­na­tion that the Pres­ident was

    “in­dis­posed.”




    Smith frowned when that item greet­ed his eyes. He punched up the where­abouts of the

    Vice-​Pres­ident. The Vice-​Pres­ident was not in Wash­ing­ton ei­ther. He had re­turned to his

    home state very sud­den­ly. The where­abouts of the Act­ing Sec­re­tary of De­fense was

    un­known. And Congress wasn’t due to re­con­vene for an­oth­er week.




    Smith made a se­ries of un­trace­able phone calls. Pre­tend­ing to be a wire-​ser­vice

    re­porter, he tried call­ing the heads of the CIA, the FBI, and oth­er in­tel­li­gence

    ser­vices. They were all out of town for the day, he was told.




    When Smith hung up the phone, he was trem­bling slight­ly. The Pres­ident had ap­par­ent­ly

    dis­ap­peared and ev­ery­one else had left town. What the hell was go­ing on? Who was in charge

    down there?




    Smith picked up the di­al­less red tele­phone that was di­rect line to an iden­ti­cal phone

    tucked away in the night­stand in the Pres­ident’s bed­room. He lis­tened to the ring­ing at

    the oth­er end. One ring. Then two. Then three. It was a new Pres­ident, so there was no

    telling how long he would take to get to the phone. The last Pres­ident usu­al­ly took six

    rings.




    Af­ter twen­ty rings, Smith re­placed the re­ceiv­er, his face gray. The Pres­ident was not

    go­ing to an­swer. Smith was forced to con­clude that he could not an­swer. The Pres­ident was

    ei­ther not in the White House or no longer among the liv­ing.




    Smith or­dered the CURE com­put­er to scan all of­fi­cial Wash­ing­ton phone lines for high

    ac­tiv­ity. But even the phones were qui­et. Small won­der. There was no one down there to man

    them.




    With one ex­cep­tion. A sin­gle phone in the Pen­tagon showed con­stant use. Smith called up

    an iden­ti­fi­ca­tion code and in­stant­ly the com­put­er re­layed the in­for­ma­tion that the

    line em­anat­ed from the of­fice of Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber. Smith punched up the file on

    Leiber. It was brief. The man was a two-​star gen­er­al with an undis­tin­guished field record

    and a flair for pro­cure­ment. Some of his meth­ods were un­ortho­dox and there was some

    ques­tion about cost over­runs in projects un­der his con­trol. Smith’s fin­gers went to work.

    In a flur­ry of keystrokes he in­sti­tut­ed a tap on Gen­er­al Leiber’s line. In­stant­ly the

    com­put­er con­vert­ed the au­dio feed in­to an on-​screen dis­play.




    Some­one was com­plain­ing to the gen­er­al. Some­thing about bar­be­cue grills. They

    weren’t hot enough to do the job.




    Bar­be­cue grills? Smith won­dered. It must be an open code. He asked the com­put­er to

    iden­ti­fy the source of the in­com­ing call.




    The com­put­er told him An­drews Air Force Base. Smith re­mem­bered that he had

    in­di­ca­tions of strange ac­tiv­ity at An­drews.




    Gen­er­al Leiber’s re­sponse to the com­plain­ing call was to ask what the hell did the

    caller need.




    The caller need­ed brick ovens. And bel­lows. Lots of bel­lows.




    Gen­er­al Leiber promised the caller im­me­di­ate de­liv­ery on sev­er­al

    high-​tem­per­ature or­gan­ic kiln-​con­structs and dy­nam­ic ex­haust oxy­gena­tors, and then

    hung up.




    Smith won­dered what had hap­pened to the re­quest­ed ovens and bel­lows.




    “Code,” he mut­terd. “This must be a code.”




    He saved the phone in­ter­cept in mem­ory and or­dered the com­put­er’s de­crypt­ing

    soft­ware to at­tack the text. Af­ter five min­utes of lis­ten­ing to the pro­gram hum, an

    er­ror mes­sage flashed on the screen.




    “EX­PLAIN ER­ROR,” Smith keyed.




    “OP­TIONS FOL­LOW,” the com­put­er told him. “OP­TION I: CODE UN­DE­CI­PHER­ABLE.




    “OP­TION 2: IN­SUF­FI­CIENT TEXT TO EX­ECUTE PRO­GRAM.




    “OP­TION 3: TEXT IS NOT IN CODE.”




    “It must be,” Smith mut­tered. “Wash­ing­ton has been vir­tu­al­ly aban­doned. No one in his

    right mind would be procur­ing ovens at such a time.”




    Smith switched back to the tap on Gen­er­al Leiber’s phone. It had saved the last ten

    min­utes of in­ter­cepts. As it played back, Smith’s jaw fell. The id­iot was or­der­ing ovens.

    And bel­lows. They were be­ing req­ui­si­tioned for im­me­di­ate ship­ment to An­drews.




    “This makes no sense,” Smith said in frus­tra­tion. But be­cause he be­lieved that his

    com­put­ers could crack any prob­lem, he at­tacked the puz­zle again. Some­where in the miles

    and miles of da­ta trans­fer­ring be­tween the na­tion’s com­put­er net­works, there was an

    ex­pla­na­tion for all this. All Smith had to do was find it.




    He won­dered again what had hap­pened to the Pres­ident.




    The Pres­ident was very much alive. He was do­ing his best to be pres­iden­tial. It was very

    dif­fi­cult. Es­pe­cial­ly when one was stuck un­der near­ly a mile of rock in one’s

    pa­ja­mas.




    “I’m the lead­er of the free world,” the Pres­ident said in an­guish. “I should be up there

    lead­ing.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident,” the se­nior Se­cret Ser­vice agent said. “We have to wait for

    the all-​clear.”




    “What if it doesn’t come?”




    “Then we’d all bet­ter try to get along. Be­cause we are stuck here un­til the fall­out

    ra­di­ation drops to sur­viv­able lev­els.”




    “That could take weeks.”




    “Months, ac­tu­al­ly.”




    “But no one has said any­thing about ra­di­ation. There hasn’t even been an

    ex­plo­sion.”




    “Yet,” the Se­cret Ser­vice agent point­ed out.




    “I’m afraid I’m go­ing to have to in­sist,” the Pres­ident said in a stern voice.




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident. I have my or­ders.”




    “From whom? I’m the Com­man­der in Chief!”




    “I know that, sir,” the Se­cret Ser­vice man said po­lite­ly, “but I do not take my or­ders

    from you, but rather from my su­pe­ri­or. “




    “Since when?” the Pres­ident barked.




    “It’s our prime di­rec­tive. Your se­cu­ri­ty is more im­por­tant than any oth­er fac­tor,

    in­clud­ing your de­mands and wish­es. In short, the Se­cret Ser­vice will do ev­ery­thing in

    its pow­er to safe­guard your life, whether you want it or not. “




    The Pres­ident looked at the Se­cret Ser­vice man in stunned si­lence.




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident,” the man told him. “That’s how it is. Don’t you think you

    should be watch­ing the tac­ti­cal dis­plays?”




    The Pres­ident nod­ded numbly. Be­ing Pres­ident, he was dis­cov­er­ing, wasn’t all it was

    cracked up to be. For one thing, there wasn’t any­thing near the ab­so­lute pow­er he had

    en­vi­sioned. Ev­ery­one else seemed to have his own agen­da.




    The Pres­ident found a set and joined the grim-​faced Se­cret Ser­vice agents as they

    watched the tac­ti­cal feeds from NO­RAD. Ev­ery screen was on Threat Tube Dis­play, search­ing

    for in­com­ing un­knowns.




    Not for the first time, the Pres­ident wished the di­rect line to CURE had a du­pli­cate

    down here. Right now, Dr. Harold W. Smith was the on­ly per­son he trust­ed. Per­haps, the

    Pres­ident hoped, Smith would set his own peo­ple in­to mo­tion when he learned what was go­ing

    on.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith could no longer de­lay his de­ci­sion. It was grow­ing dark. The evening

    news pro­grams were lead­ing with the vague but omi­nous sto­ry that on his first day in the

    Oval Of­fice, the new Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States had not yet put in an ap­pear­ance. The

    re­porters claimed that a cloud of low-​lev­el ap­pre­hen­sion had set­tled over the na­tion’s

    cap­ital.




    By the time the me­dia were through, Smith re­al­ized grim­ly, the so-​called low-​lev­el

    ap­pre­hen­sion would be full-​blown pan­ic. Still, Smith had to ad­mit, the press did have a

    sto­ry. They just didn’t have any facts to back it up.




    It was time to bring in Re­mo and Chi­un. He buzzed his sec­re­tary to have them sum­moned

    to his of­fice.




    “I be­lieve they’ve just left,” Smith’s sec­re­tary replied crisply.




    “Left! Left for where?”




    “I’m not cer­tain, but they had me sign a req­ui­si­tion form for a truck rental.”




    “Oh, God,” Smith said in a husky voice. “That damned ele­phant.”


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Re­mo backed the rental truck up to the shed. He got out and, un­do­ing the re­strain­ing

    chains, let the steel ramp down.




    The black maw of the truck faced the shed. On­ly two feet of clear­ance stood be­tween the

    open truck and the shed door. No way was Ram­bo go­ing to squeeze past the truck. Once he

    opened the shed, Re­mo rea­soned, it should be a breeze.




    Re­mo took off the pad­lock with a quick wrench of his hand. He knew Chi­un had the key but

    he would be damned if he was go­ing to ask the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju for any fa­vors.

    Es­pe­cial­ly af­ter this lat­est stunt.




    Re­mo opened the slid­ing door. In­side the shed, il­lu­mi­nat­ed by a sin­gle bare

    light­bulb, Ram­bo the ele­phant sat on a pile of hay. His trunk lift­ed in greet­ing.




    “Up yours,” Re­mo said back. He stepped in and walked around the ele­phant. Re­mo clapped

    his hands once sharply. The sound brought dust spilling off the rafters.




    “C’mon. Up! Let’s go,” Re­mo barked. Ram­bo flut­tered his ears un­con­cerned­ly.




    “Be­fore, I couldn’t get you to stay still,” Re­mo said ac­cus­ing­ly.




    He tugged on the ele­phant’s ropy tail, not hard, but enough to mo­ti­vate the beast.

    Ram­bo’s trunk curled around a swatch of hay and flung it back over his head.




    Re­mo’s face wore an an­noyed ex­pres­sion as hay fell all over him.




    “I’m will­ing to do this the hard way,” Re­mo said, lean­ing one shoul­der in­to the

    ele­phant’s rump. He pushed. The ele­phant’s tail swiped at him with­out ef­fect. Re­mo pushed

    hard­er. He felt the ele­phant move.




    Great, thought Re­mo, push­ing some more. Slow­ly, in­ex­orably, he shoved the large gray

    hulk out of the shed and to the ramp. The hay made it eas­ier. Ram­bo slid on top of it like a

    sled.




    But when Re­mo stopped to fig­ure out how to make the ele­phant mount the ramp, he saw that

    his prob­lem was far from solved.




    Ram­bo climbed to his feet and walked back in­to the shed. He got down on his stom­ach

    again. His tiny piglike eyes re­gard­ed Re­mo with in­fi­nite sad­ness.




    “Ohh­hh,” a sgueaky voice said sor­row­ful­ly, “he knows what you in­tend.”




    Re­mo turned. Chi­un was stand­ing there. He had changed in­to a se­vere gray ki­mono. His

    face was un­hap­py.




    “No, he doesn’t,” Re­mo snapped back. “If he knew what I was think­ing right at this minute,

    he’d head for the hills.”




    “You nev­er liked him. He rec­og­nized that.”




    “Tough. I’ve done enough for him.”




    “Where do you in­tend to take him, as­sum­ing you suc­ceed in trick­ing him in­to this

    con­veyance?”




    “I was hop­ing a zoo would take him.”




    “Ah,” said Chi­un. “A zoo. He would be hap­py in a zoo. There would be oth­ers of his kind

    in a zoo. Yes, I think a zoo would be an ex­cel­lent place for him.”




    “I wish some­one would tell him that.”




    “I will try.”




    “Don’t do me any fa­vors,” Re­mo said sourly.




    “Do not fear, I will not,” said Chi­un, march­ing up to the ele­phant. With del­icate

    fin­gers he pulled back one of Ram­bo’s fan-​shaped ears and whis­pered soft­ly. Re­mo strained

    to hear what was be­ing said. Chi­un’s words seemed to be in Ko­re­an, but Re­mo couldn’t make

    them out.




    Abrupt­ly Ram­bo climbed to his feet. His trunk sway­ing from side to side, he stepped up to

    the ramp and walked in­to the truck’s con­tain­er sec­tion. He stood pa­tient­ly, his tail

    hang­ing docile­ly.




    “What are you wait­ing for?” Chi­un asked. “Close the door.”




    Re­mo rushed to shove the ramp back in­to place. He slammed the doors shut and threw the

    lock­ing lever. “Thanks, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said grudg­ing­ly.




    “Thank me by al­low­ing me to ac­com­pa­ny you.”




    “Why do you want to do that?”




    “So that I may say a prop­er good-​bye to my faith­ful steed. “




    “Then let’s go be­fore Ram­bo changes his mind,” Re­mo said, climb­ing be­hind the wheel.

    Chi­un set­tled in­to the pas­sen­ger seat and Re­mo got the truck in gear and head­ed for the

    Fol­croft gate.




    “Oh, he will not change his mind. I ex­plained ev­ery­thing to him.”




    “You did, huh?” Re­mo said skep­ti­cal­ly. “I didn’t know you spoke ele­phant.”




    “I do not. I spoke truth. Even ele­phants un­der­stand the truth.”




    “Right,” said Re­mo, and pi­lot­ed the truck down the road. He won­dered where the near­est

    zoo was. He would have to ask at the first gas sta­tion.




    As the gates of Fol­croft San­itar­ium re­ced­ed in the rearview mir­ror, Re­mo no­ticed a

    fran­tic fig­ure in gray run­ning af­ter them and wav­ing his arms. Smith. He prob­ably want­ed

    to say good-​bye to the ele­phant too. Re­mo de­cid­ed to pre­tend he didn’t see him. He hit

    the ac­cel­er­ator, know­ing that Smith’s an­cient car would nev­er catch up. No way was he

    go­ing to stop un­til he found a zoo.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber was be­gin­ning to en­joy him­self. He was se­nior of­fi­cer at

    the Pen­tagon now. When he spoke, oth­er of­fi­cers jumped. Word had got­ten around that the

    Pres­ident had left him in charge dur­ing the cri­sis. No one knew what the cri­sis was and

    Gen­er­al Leiber wasn’t about to tell any­one, ex­cept to hint that it was very, very dire.




    When he re­al­ized how much pow­er he wield­ed, he sent out for lob­ster. Might as well grab

    the perks while he could. He was crack­ing the last claw when the phone rang.




    “Gen­er­al Leiber,” he said through a mouth­ful of lob­ster meat. Melt­ed but­ter ran down

    his chin.




    “Gen­er­al, this is CINC­NO­RAD.”




    “Who?” asked Leiber. He fum­bled through a Pen­tagon di­rec­to­ry. He knew what NO­RAD was,

    sort of. But what the hell was a CINC?




    “I’ve been in touch with the joint Chiefs and they tell me you’re in charge out there.”




    “That’s right. Who did you say you were again?”




    “Com­man­der in chief of NO­RAD. You mean you don’t rec­og­nize my des­ig­na­tion?”




    “It’s start­ing to come back to me,” said Gen­er­al Leiber, who usu­al­ly didn’t as­so­ciate

    with re­al mil­itary types. He was more at home among lob­by­ists and de­fense con­trac­tors.

    Where the true pow­er lay.




    “Un­der or­ders from the joint Chiefs, we’ve com­plet­ed our tac­ti­cal search. I thought

    you should have the re­sults as soon as pos­si­ble.”




    “Shoot,” said Gen­er­al Leiber, won­der­ing what the heck he was talk­ing about.




    “We’ve been over our logs and satel­lite re­con­nais­sance pho­tos a dozen times. We find no

    ev­idence of any hotspots or launch blowoffs.”




    “Is that good or bad?” asked Gen­er­al Leiber, won­der­ing what a blowoff was.




    “I’m not sure,” said the oth­er man. “It’s very strange. We’ve been as­sum­ing a ground

    launch, but our re­con pho­tos show that all So­vi­et mis­sile si­los are on stand­down. So are

    the Chi­nese launch sites. There have been no ground launch­es from any known mis­sile sites we

    mon­itor.”




    “Then it’s a sub­ma­rine launch, right?”




    “That would be a log­ical guess, but Space­track would have de­tect­ed it be­fore PAVE PAWS.

    They didn’t. In fact, Space­track in­ven­to­ry lists noth­ing go­ing up. Noth­ing at all.”




    “Well, it didn’t drop out of deep space.”




    “I don’t think we should dis­count that pos­si­bil­ity,” said CINC­NO­RAD.




    “Cor­rect me if I’m off base here, but we don’t cur­rent­ly have a de­fense against

    ex­trater­res­tri­al hos­tiles, do we?”




    “No, Gen­er­al, we do not.”




    “What do I tell the Pres­ident?”




    “If I were you, I’d ad­vise him to lie low un­til we have the straight skin­ny on this

    in­ci­dent.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber hung up the phone, try­ing to de­cide if it would be bet­ter to call the

    Pres­ident now or af­ter he heard back from An­drews. He de­cid­ed to pol­ish off the last

    lob­ster claw first. If he end­ed up in the stock­cade, it would be a long time be­fore he

    tast­ed hot melt­ed but­ter again. Maybe nev­er.




    But the last lob­ster claw went un­cracked. The phone rang again. Leiber picked it up. It

    was Ma­jor Cheek. “What have you got for me?” he barked.




    “Progress, sir,” Ma­jor Cheek said crisply.




    “I don’t give a hang about progress. Can you iden­ti­fy the hos­tile?”




    “We can nar­row it down to a lim­it­ed num­ber of pos­si­bil­ities.”




    “Good. Then it’s a known threat.”




    “Well, yes and no,” the ma­jor said un­hap­pi­ly.




    “What do you mean-​yes and no?”




    “Well, sir, I think we can de­ter­mine ex­act­ly what the ob­ject is, but the threat fac­tor

    may be up to oth­ers to eval­uate. We may know more af­ter we go through some ref­er­ence

    books. I’ve sent a man out to buy some.”




    “Buy? You don’t have one lousy copy of Jane’s at An­drews?”




    “Jane’s Air­craft won’t help us here, sir. The ob­ject is

    def­inite­ly-​re­peat-​def­inite­ly not found in Jane’s.”




    “God­dammit, man, stop talk­ing in cir­cles. Spit it out.”




    “It’s like this, sir. Once we had the brick ovens-“




    “High-​Tem­per­ature Or­gan­ic Kiln Con­structs. Re­mem­ber that if we’re ques­tioned

    lat­er. No way will the tax­pay­ers pay three hun­dred and fifty thou­sand dol­lars for

    or­di­nary brick ovens.”




    “Yessir. In any case, we iso­lat­ed the pieces and re­stored what we could to their

    orig­inal shapes. A lot of it was slag, of course, from reen­try heat, but we es­ti­mate on­ly

    the lead­ing third of the ob­ject was in­cin­er­at­ed. The back two-​thirds was in­tact right

    up un­til im­pact.”




    “Go on, man.”




    “Well,” the ma­jor said hes­itant­ly, “for­tu­nate­ly, sev­er­al sec­tions of what I guess

    you’d call the propul­sion sys­tem sur­vived. I had the smiths-​ex­cuse me, the

    Met­al­lur­gi­cal Con­sul­tants-​I had them try to weld what they could of it to­geth­er. The

    propul­sion sys­tem told us a lot.”




    “Look, I don’t care about how it got here. I want to know about its of­fen­sive sys­tem. How

    many kilo­tons? What’s the yield, man, what’s the yield?”




    “It doesn’t have a yield. Ex­act­ly.”




    “Ex­act­ly what does it have?” the gen­er­al asked, touch­ing the re­main­ing lob­ster claw

    with his thumb. It felt cool. He couldn’t eat it now.




    “Um, as I was say­ing, Gen­er­al, when we put to­geth­er the propul­sion sys­tem, we were

    able to mea­sure one of the rods. By that time we had a fair idea of what we were deal­ing

    with. The gauge turned out to be four feet, eight and a half inch­es. That’s very im­por­tant.

    It told us right away the ob­ject was Amer­ican-​made. Be­cause the rods in the Eu­ro­pean

    ver­sions are usu­al­ly three feet, six inch­es.”




    “It’s Amer­ican-​made,” Gen­er­al Leiber said an­gri­ly. “What kind of traitor would sell

    out his own gov­ern­ment?” Then he won­dered if he had sold any nu­cle­ar mis­siles late­ly. He

    couldn’t re­mem­ber hav­ing sold any­thing that big. “Give me specifics, will you? I’m writ­ing

    this down.”




    Ma­jor Cheek vent­ed a hot sigh. “We es­ti­mate the ob­ject to weigh ap­prox­imate­ly five

    hun­dred tons at … er … launch.”




    “God, I’ve nev­er heard of a mis­sile with that kind of throw weight. Thank God it didn’t

    det­onate.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, there was no dan­ger of that, Gen­er­al.”




    “Why not?”




    “It couldn’t. I mean, it’s not pos­si­ble.”




    “It wasn’t armed?”




    “No, sir. I can safe­ly say that it was not armed.”




    “If it wasn’t armed, then what the hell was it sup­posed to do?”




    “As near as I can tell, sir, it was meant to im­pact with max­imum dam­age.”




    “Well, of course, you id­iot.”




    “But it’s nei­ther ex­plo­sive, nor nu­cle­ar, nor chem­ical in na­ture.”




    “I’m not fol­low­ing you.”




    “Sir, per­haps you should come down here your­self. I don’t think try­ing to ex­plain this

    over the phone can re­al­ly do the sit­ua­tion jus­tice.”




    “I’ll be right over,” said Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber. Gen­er­al Leiber was al­lowed

    through the An­drews gates on­ly af­ter he shout­ed down the guards. They tried to tell him the

    base had been de­clared off lim­its ex­cept to cleared per­son­nel.




    “I know, you non­com­mis­sioned jerk,” Leiber shout­ed, flash­ing his Pen­tagon ID. “I’m the

    man who or­dered it.” They waved him through.




    Gen­er­al Leiber drove to the hangar. He hadn’t been there be­fore. It was sim­ple

    pru­dence. No way was he go­ing near that thing. It might go off. But the ma­jor had as­sured

    him the de­vice was no longer a threat. On the oth­er hand, the ma­jor was stupid enough to

    raise his bid and then lay down a roy­al flush in the face of a su­pe­ri­or of­fi­cer. A man

    that fool­hardy was ca­pa­ble of any im­be­cil­ity.




    As he was let in through a side door, the gen­er­al thought the ma­jor had just bet­ter be

    cor­rect. If any­thing hap­pened to him, the Pres­ident would be stuck un­der­ground for a

    long, long time.




    In­side the cav­ernous hangar, light was fur­nished by banks of flu­ores­cent tubes. It was

    hot. At one end, the or­ange glow of the kilns flared an­gri­ly. They were sur­round­ed by an

    as­sort­ment of heavy anvils. Tools lay on the con­crete floor. But there was no sign of the

    black­smiths.




    Ma­jor Cheek came run­ning up. He was in his shirt­sleeves and sweat­ing.




    “Where are my black­smiths?” Gen­er­al Leiber snapped. “I hope they’re not goof­ing off.

    They cost the gov­ern­ment plen­ty.”




    “I sent them to a se­cure area, Gen­er­al. Their job is done and I thought it was bet­ter

    that they not be privy to the eval­ua­tion pro­cess.”




    “Harumph. Good think­ing. Now, let’s have the poop on this thing.”




    “This way, Gen­er­al.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber fol­lowed as he un­knot­ted his tie. “Blast­ed hot in here,” he

    mut­tered.




    “It takes a lot of heat to make iron mal­leable,” the ma­jor said. “That’s why your

    bar­be­cue grills weren’t enough. We need­ed ex­treme­ly high tem­per­atures.”




    “Black­smiths on TV west­erns al­ways used stuff that looked like bar­be­cue grills to me.

    How was I to know the dif­fer­ence?”




    At the far end of the hangar there were no lights. Ma­jor Cheek start­ed speak­ing as he

    be­gan hit­ting switch­es, il­lu­mi­nat­ing one sec­tion of the floor at a time.




    “In a way, you were right, Gen­er­al,” he said. “The bell was a good start­ing point. But

    even so, we would have had a hard time work­ing from there. It was re­al­ly

    su­per­flu­ous.”




    As the gen­er­al watched, piles of twist­ed met­al came in­to view. Clos­est to him were

    sim­ple jum­bles of black­ened slag. Be­yond them were the un­fused pieces. They lay about in

    neat groups. It re­mind­ed Gen­er­al Leiber of pho­tos of the de­stroyed space shut­tle

    Chal­lenger af­ter the pieces had been re­cov­ered and laid out for in­spec­tion. There were a

    lot of pieces. Leiber saw bent met­al bars, strange con­structs, and in a cor­ner pile, huge

    round flat things that re­mind­ed him of im­pos­si­bly large gears.




    “As I said,” the ma­jor went on, “when we as­sem­bled one of the propul­sion units, it

    dawned on us what this thing was. But even then, I doubt if I would have rec­og­nized what we

    had if my son hadn’t been in­to HO mod­els.”




    “HO?” asked Gen­er­al Leiber clutch­ing at his cigar for sup­port. “My God, are we talk­ing

    about hy­dro­gen ord­nance?”




    “Why, no. I’ve nev­er heard of hy­dro­gen ord­nance.”




    “Nev­er mind,” said Leiber. “I thought you said this thing was safe.”




    “It is. Now. Please come with me.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber fol­lowed the ma­jor through the aisles be­tween the de­bris. Al­though

    many of the pieces had been re­stored from their im­pact-​man­gled states, they were not

    per­fect. Ex­te­ri­ors were black­ened and pit­ted and many of the pieces on­ly ap­prox­imat­ed

    the orig­inal parts. They had been too bad­ly com­pressed to be com­plete­ly

    re­con­struct­ed.




    “This is the heart of it,” Ma­jor Cheek said, ges­tur­ing to a huge black cylin­der set on a

    wood­en frame. It lay open and half-​melt­ed at one end.




    The gen­er­al poked his head in. The open end was eas­ily sev­en feet in di­am­eter and very

    black both in­side and out. It smelled of scorched met­al–like an old cast-​iron stove. He ran

    his fin­gers along the out­er skin, which was still warm from be­ing weld­ed.




    “From the pieces, we were able to re­con­struct this por­tion.”




    “The fu­el sys­tem?”




    “You might say that, Gen­er­al.”




    “Then it is a mis­sile.”




    “Uh, yes and no.”




    “Don’t ‘yes-​and-​no’ me again. Out with it! It is or it isn’t. “




    “It’s not a con­ven­tion­al mis­sile. But it act­ed like one in flight. In oth­er words, it

    was bal­lis­tic.”




    “That makes it a mis­sile,” Gen­er­al Leiber said de­ci­sive­ly.




    “No,” said the ma­jor. “A mis­sile is a fu­el-​pro­pelled rock­et. This is no such

    thing.”




    “No? Then how did it get to Wash­ing­ton? By sling­shot?”




    “That’s the part of this I can’t an­swer, Gen­er­al. We haven’t a clue there.”




    The gen­er­al stubbed his cigar in­to his mouth. He tilt­ed his ser­vice cap off his lined

    fore­head and his hands went on his hips.




    “If you know what it is, you ough­ta be able to tell me what its mo­tive pow­er was.”




    “That I can tell you,” the ma­jor said, pat­ting the long drum­like cylin­der

    af­fec­tion­ate­ly. “They usu­al­ly run on kerosene or coal.”




    The gen­er­al blinked. “Say again.”




    “Kerosene or coal. That’s the fu­el. But the propul­sion sys­tem is a by-​prod­uct.”




    “What?”




    “Steam.”




    “Steam.” The gen­er­al’s cigar dropped to the floor, shed­ding sparks. “My God. Do you

    re­al­ize how se­ri­ous this is? Steam. Ev­ery ratass lit­tle na­tion in the world pos­sess­es

    steam tech­nol­ogy. If this is true, we could be fac­ing a ter­ri­ble new era of steam

    mis­siles.”




    “That’s the bad news, Gen­er­al. Ev­ery na­tion on earth al­ready pos­sess­es these

    de­vices.”




    “They do?”




    “Gen­er­al, I don’t quite know how to tell you this, but the ob­ject we dug out of that pit

    is a lo­co­mo­tive.”




    The gen­er­al looked blank. “A what?” he asked qui­et­ly.




    “A steam lo­co­mo­tive. See this wheeled sec­tion? It’s part of the propul­sion

    sys­tem.”




    The gen­er­al looked. Be­side the big cylin­der was a dis­tort­ed truck sit­ting low to the

    ground. It sat on heavy flanged wheels.




    “Lo­co­mo­tive. As in choo-​choo? As in the lit­tle en­gine that could? Are we talk­ing

    about that kind of lo­co­mo­tive?”




    “I’m afraid we are, sir.”




    “That’s pre­pos­ter­ous,” the gen­er­al sput­tered.




    “I agree.”




    “A steam lo­co­mo­tive runs on rails. It doesn’t have a propul­sion sys­tem.”




    “Not for flight, any­way.”




    “Steam lo­co­mo­tives don’t have guid­ance sys­tems.”




    “Ex­act­ly. And nei­ther did this one.”




    “They don’t have war­heads.”




    “This one is per­fect­ly harm­less. Un­less it fell on top of you.”




    “Then what the hell was it do­ing falling out of the sky if it was so god­damned

    harm­less?”




    “Well, had it land­ed an­oth­er hun­dred yards to the north, it would have de­mol­ished the

    White House.”




    “That’s a hell of a small tar­get to take out for the throw weight in­volved. On­ly an

    im­be­cile would at­tempt such a thing. “




    “I can’t ex­plain it.”




    “How the hell did it get air­borne? You can at least ex­plain that, can’t you?”




    “I wish I could. I have no idea. The front end is fused from reen­tery and the rear end,

    where you’d ex­pect to find a propul­sion sys­tem, is … just the rear end of a

    lo­co­mo­tive.”




    “There’s got to be some­thing more. Some­thing you’ve over­looked.”




    “There is one oth­er phe­nomenon.”




    “Yes?”




    “The in­di­vid­ual pieces. As you can see, we’ve kept them well-​sep­arat­ed. Watch what

    hap­pens when I push them clos­er.”




    The gen­er­al watched as the ma­jor walked over to an iso­lat­ed frag­ment. With his shoe,

    he nudged the piece across the floor un­til it neared the wheeled truck. Sud­den­ly the

    small­er frag­ment jumped across the con­crete and hit the truck with a bang.




    “Mag­net­ic,” the ma­jor said. “Ev­ery bit of it is mag­net­ical­ly charged.”




    “We knew that at Lafayette park. It was one of the first things we dis­cov­ered.”




    “High­ly mag­net­ic. Un­usu­al­ly mag­net­ic. It must have tak­en an in­cred­ible

    ap­pli­ca­tion of elec­tric­ity to mag­ne­tize a five-​hun­dred-​ton lo­co­mo­tive.”




    “That’s it?”




    Ma­jor Cheek shrugged. “It’s all we have.”




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber looked at the chunks of black­ened iron sur­round­ing him. He

    looked at the ma­jor. He felt sud­den­ly very small, as if he were sur­round­ed, not by the

    pieces of a de­mol­ished lo­co­mo­tive, but by di­nosaurs which had come to life with ravenous

    ap­petites. And he was the on­ly piece of meat in sight.




    “How am I go­ing to ex­plain this to the Pres­ident?” he said in a shak­en voice.




    The ma­jor shrugged again. “I think you should tell him ex­act­ly what we’ve dis­cov­ered.

    It’s dis­turb­ing, but it’s not as if we’ve had a dud nuke dropped on us.”




    “Dud nuke!” the gen­er­al roared. “Dud nuke! A dud nuke we can han­dle. With a dud nuke we

    could read the se­ri­al num­bers and iden­ti­fy the ag­gres­sor na­tion. Can you tell me who’s

    re­spon­si­ble for this?”




    “Once the ref­er­ence books on lo­co­mo­tives ar­rive, we might.”




    “Can you tell me how it was launched?”




    “Not from a book,” the ma­jor ad­mit­ted.




    “No, of course not.”




    “I don’t see the prob­lem. Even if one of these hits a crit­ical tar­get and I don’t see

    how, with­out in­ter­nal guid­ance sys­tems-​the dam­age on the ground would be very

    lim­it­ed.”




    “On the ground! You don’t win wars on the ground any­more. You win ‘em in the back rooms. At

    cock­tail par­ties. This is the fuck­ing twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry. Do you think Amer­ica and

    Rus­sia haven’t had a ma­jor war this cen­tu­ry be­cause nei­ther side thinks it can win a

    ground sit­ua­tion? Hell, no.”




    “I’m aware of the bal­ance of pow­er, Gen­er­al. But this thing doesn’t fig­ure in. It’s

    non­nu­cle­ar.”




    “This one was. But what about the next one?”




    “We don’t know that there will be a next one.”




    “Do you want to tell the Pres­ident that there won’t be a next one? Do you, sol­dier?”




    “No, sir,” the ma­jor said hasti­ly.




    “Let me ex­plain some­thing to you, son. There are two ab­so­lutes in na­tion­al de­fense.

    Our abil­ity to de­tect and in­ter­cept an in­com­ing threat. And our abil­ity to re­tal­iate

    in the event of an at­tack. We have no de­fense against this thing. It went up so fast our

    satel­lites couldn’t read it. Hell, we bare­ly had time to get the Pres­ident in­to deep cov­er

    be­fore it hit. But more im­por­tant, we don’t know where the bas­tard came from. We can’t

    ad­mit it hit sovereign ter­ri­to­ry with­out ad­mit­ting weak­ness. There­fore, we can’t warn

    the world that it had bet­ter not hap­pen again. And if it does hap­pen again, chances are

    we’ll just have enough time to kiss our fat, con­tent­ed as­sess good­bye. “




    “I think you may be ex­ag­ger­at­ing, sir.”




    “We’re sit­ting ducks. Do you know how many steam lo­co­mo­tives there are in Rus­sia? In

    Chi­na? In the third world? Thou­sands. Maybe tens of thou­sands. And ev­ery one of them a

    po­ten­tial threat. How are we go­ing to de­fend our­selves? Nuke the rest of the world and

    hope we get the en­emy?”




    “There may not be a next one,” Ma­jor Cheek said stub­born­ly.




    “I want to­tal se­cu­ri­ty on this. Who knows that this is a lo­co­mo­tive?”




    “You and I. And three of my men.”




    “Con­fine them. They are not to breathe a word of this. No one talks about trains or

    lo­co­mo­tives or any of it. I’ll fig­ure out what to tell the Pres­ident. In the mean­while,

    you get your shiny nose in­to those ref­er­ence books. I want to know when this thing was

    built, who built it, how many more of them are out there, and I want the an­swers tonight. You

    got that, sol­dier?”




    “Yes, sir, Gen­er­al.”




    “I’ll be at my of­fice try­ing to hold this coun­try to­geth­er. Don’t let me down.”




    And Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber turned on his heel and stormed out of the over­heat­ed

    hangar. When he got out­side, the rush of cold air made him shiv­er and frost­ed his mus­tache.

    He wiped the sweat off his face with a hand­ker­chief and got in­to his car.




    He was still sweat­ing when he reached the Pen­tagon.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    “You don’t seem very bro­ken up, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said as he tooled the lum­ber­ing

    truck through dark­ened city streets.




    “I am not bro­ken at all,” sniffed Chi­un.




    “I didn’t mean lit­er­al­ly bro­ken,” Re­mo said. “I meant un­hap­py. As in

    heart­bro­ken.”




    “Why should I be un­hap­py? It is true that I agreed to ac­com­pa­ny you on what should have

    been a short plea­sure ride but has turned in­to an ex­pe­di­tion sec­ond on­ly to Odysseus’

    voy­age home from the Tro­jan Wars. But I am not grief-​stick­en.”




    “How was I to know that the first three zoos we’d try would refuse to ac­cept Ram­bo?”




    “You could have called ahead.”




    “I was in a hur­ry. I want this al­ba­tross off my neck.”




    “Al­ba­tross? What al­ba­tross?” Chi­un asked, look­ing around.




    “Nev­er mind,” fumed Re­mo.




    “I wasn’t go­ing to men­tion this, but this is all your fault.”




    Re­mo braked the truck in anger. It skid­ded and he had to wres­tle the wheel to the left to

    avoid hit­ting a mail­box. He suc­ceed­ed. He hit a fire­plug in­stead.




    “How odd,” said Chi­un when the truck jounced to a halt. “It is rain­ing, yet there are no

    clouds.”




    Re­mo threw the truck in­to re­verse and backed off the hy­drant so the en­gine would not be

    flood­ed. Word­less­ly he got out of the truck.




    The fire­plug was cracked at its base. Wa­ter gushed up from the shat­tered main. Be­cause

    Re­mo was up­set, he did not ap­proach the prob­lem log­ical­ly. He kicked the hy­drant. The

    cas­ing flew in­to a wall. With­out the hy­drant to cap it, the wa­ter gey­sered up­ward.




    Re­mo was in­stant­ly soaked, which did not im­prove his mood.




    See­ing no oth­er al­ter­na­tive, he plunged in­to the geyser. Eyes clamped shut to the

    over­pow­er­ing col­umn of wa­ter, he felt for the sharp, bro­ken wa­ter-​main mouth. When his

    fin­gers found it, he be­gan work­ing the met­al. Shrill metal­lic squeals em­anat­ed from the

    main.




    Slow­ly, as Re­mo squeezed the wa­ter main shut, the tor­rent turned to a gush and then

    dropped off to a spas­tic trick­le.




    When Re­mo stood up, on­ly a lit­tle wa­ter still stub­born­ly bub­bled up. Re­mo stamped on

    the source, and the wa­ter stopped.




    Soak­ing wet, he climbed back in­to the cab and tried the ig­ni­tion. It caught af­ter

    sev­er­al tries and he backed the truck off the side­walk.




    A beat cop stood watch­ing the truck de­part. He hadn’t seen the ac­ci­dent, on­ly the sight

    of a thin man with un­usu­al­ly thick wrists an­gri­ly beat­ing a wa­ter main in­to

    sub­mis­sion. He de­cid­ed he hadn’t seen enough to war­rant ques­tion­ing the man. If any­one

    asked, he had no idea what had hap­pened to the hy­drant.




    “How is it my fault?” Re­mo asked bit­ter­ly af­ter sev­er­al blocks. He blew wa­ter off his

    lips. It kept rilling down his face. He tried wring­ing it out of his hair with his

    fin­gers.




    “We would not now be hav­ing this prob­lem had it not been for your rash­ness,” Chi­un told

    him even­ly.




    “I think we’ve had this con­ver­sa­tion be­fore,” Re­mo said. “Is this the one that starts

    with: if I hadn’t gone back to Viet­nam, none of this would have hap­pened?”




    “No, this is the one that ends with my hu­mil­ia­tion at your hands.”




    “I think I walked out be­fore we got to that part last time. “




    “That is why I bring it up now.”




    “You can get off here if you want.”




    “Non­sense. You drive. I will talk. Hope­ful­ly, you will lis­ten in spite of your

    stub­born­ness. It was your stub­born­ness that cre­at­ed my dilem­ma.”




    “What dilem­ma is that?” Re­mo asked in spite of him­self.




    “Smith or­dered you not to go to Viet­nam.”




    “So I went any­way. I had an obli­ga­tion. Amer­ican POW’s. It’s about some­thing you can’t

    seem to un­der­stand. Loy­al­ty. “




    “I un­der­stand loy­al­ty. I al­so un­der­stand high­er obli­ga­tions. My obli­ga­tion to

    Smith. Your obli­ga­tion to Smith.”




    “Some­times I don’t give a rat’s ass about Smith.”




    “Or­di­nar­ily I would give even less. But em­per­ors are hard to find in the mod­ern world.

    Es­pe­cial­ly em­per­ors with vast stores of gold. I may not val­ue Smith, but I val­ue his

    gold. It sup­ports my vil­lage. Your vil­lage, now.”




    “So what’s the beef?”




    “The beef is that while I may turn a blind eye to your dis­obe­di­ence to­ward Smith, you

    have a deep­er obli­ga­tion to me. I gave Smith my word you would not go to Viet­nam, and you

    did.”




    “I don’t know what came over me,” Re­mo said vague­ly. “Must have been those flash­backs I

    was hav­ing.”




    “A con­ve­nient ex­cuse,” Chi­un sniffed. “But I will con­tin­ue my tale. I can­not have you

    dis­obey­ing me.”




    “It was a spe­cial case. It won’t hap­pen again.”




    “So you say. Your word was not good enough be­fore. I can­not trust it now.”




    “Where is this lead­ing? I’d like to take a short­cut.”




    “Im­pa­tient white,” Chi­un snapped. “We will prob­ably be driv­ing about all night and you

    do not even wish to con­verse. Very well. This is where this is lead­ing: you asked me why I

    did not shed tears for the giv­ing up of my ele­phant and I will tell you. He is a nice

    ele­phant, but tru­ly I have no in­ter­est in him. He was mere­ly a tool.”




    “To do what?”




    “To ed­ucate.”




    “I get it,” Re­mo said.”As a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju I’m sup­posed to learn all there is to

    learn about ele­phants be­cause your an­ces­tors had to. Is that right?”




    “No, it is not right. You dis­obeyed me and I had to teach you. Ram­bo was my choice to

    teach you a les­son.”




    “Whaaat!” Re­mo said, open mouthed.




    “I made you wash him, feed him, and walk him so that you would learn the con­se­quences of

    your ac­tions.”




    “Wait a minute. You told me he was be­ing abused. Then you tricked me in­to get­ting him

    aboard the sub. When did it oc­cur to you to use him like that?”




    “Be­fore then. When I first came up­on him.”




    “I thought he was your trans­porta­tion through the freak­ing jun­gle.




    “He was,” Chi­un said bright­ly. “He is a du­al-​pur­pose ele­phant.”




    “You mean to tell me,” Re­mo shout­ed, “that the on­ly rea­son you dragged that bag of

    wrin­kled meat back to Amer­ica was to stick it to me?”




    “Hush, Re­mo,” Chi­un warned. “Ram­bo will hear you. He is sen­si­tive.”




    From the rear of the trunk came a low, for­lorn trum­pet­ing. “See?” said Chi­un.




    “Yeah, I see. I see a lot. You’re re­al­ly some­thing, you know that?”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said hap­pi­ly. “I am some­thing spe­cial.”




    “I don’t be­lieve this,” Re­mo said un­der his breath. “All this be­cause you want­ed to

    teach me a les­son.”




    “Not just a les­son. Some­thing more. Re­spon­si­bil­ity. Some­day you will take over the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju. Some­day I will not be here to guide you through the thorny paths of

    life. I will not be at your side, but my teach­ings will stay with you. Es­pe­cial­ly this one.

    The next time you con­sid­er em­bar­rass­ing me in front of my em­per­or, you will think of

    Ram­bo. And you will hes­itate. Per­haps even re­con­sid­er. It is too much to hope you will

    re­frain from your head­strong ways, but af­ter a few ad­di­tion­al ex­pe­ri­ences such as

    this, you may learn. It is enough to give me hope. “




    “It is enough to give me a headache. I can’t be­lieve you’ve put me through all this just to

    make a point.”




    “An im­por­tant point,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed.




    Re­mo said noth­ing. He came to a cross street. The sign said “Tow­er Av­enue.” Back at the

    last gas sta­tion they’d told him the Stone­brook Zoo was off Tow­er Av­enue. But they hadn’t

    said right or left. Re­mo de­cid­ed to go left.




    Af­ter three-​quar­ters of a mile they came to a stone-​rimmed gate that said “Stone­brook

    Zoo” in wrought-​iron let­ters. A steel sign added that it was “Closed for the Sea­son.”




    “Damn,” Re­mo said, slap­ping the steer­ing wheel in frus­tra­tion. It shat­tered in­to

    three sec­tions, leav­ing on­ly the post.




    “Now we are stuck,” Chi­un com­plained.




    “No, we’re not,” Re­mo said grim­ly. “They may be closed, but not to us.” He stepped out of

    the cab. Chi­un fol­lowed.




    “What do you plan, O de­ter­mined one?” Chi­un asked as Re­mo rat­tled the pad­locked chain

    on the gate.




    “I made a mis­take last time,” Re­mo said, test­ing var­ious links in the chain. When he

    found one that seemed right, he pulled it apart with both hands. The link snapped. The chain

    rat­tled to the ground and Re­mo shoved open the gate.




    “You make a mis­take ev­ery time,” Chi­un said.




    “Last time,” Re­mo went on, ig­nor­ing him, “we of­fered to do­nate Ram­bo. Mis­take.

    No­body wants him. This time the do­na­tion will be anony­mous.”




    Re­mo opened the back of the truck and pulled down the ramp. He did it with one hand.

    Nor­mal­ly it took two men. Ram­bo backed out of the truck and stood docile­ly. Chi­un pat­ted

    him on the cheek and said to Re­mo, “Lead, and Ram­bo and I will fol­low.”




    “Come on,” Re­mo said. Chi­un tugged on one of the ele­phant’s sail­like ears and Ram­bo

    padded along­side him. They walked through the open zoo gates.




    “All we have to do is find the ele­phant house and we’re home free,” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “I un­der­stand,” Chi­un said. “When we find it, we will open it and place Ram­bo with­in.

    Then we will take our leave. No one will be any the wis­er.”




    “It should work.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “It is a good plan.”




    “All we have to do is find the ele­phant house.”




    “Hold it right there,” a hard voice warned. Sud­den­ly they were trans­fixed in the glow of

    a flash­light. A uni­formed man ad­vanced on them, flash­light in one hand and a re­volver in

    the oth­er. He was a sil­hou­ette in the dark­ness, but be­yond the flash­light’s glare Re­mo

    made out the out­line of his peaked cap and gun­belt.




    “Oh-​oh,” Re­mo whis­pered. “A guard.”




    “Don’t move a mus­cle,” the guard said, com­ing to a stop. He was very care­ful not to get

    clos­er.




    “You’re both un­der ar­rest,” he said, look­ing them over.




    “Ar­rest! For what?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Ele­phant poach­ing.”




    “Ele­phant . . .” Re­mo sput­tered. “Now, wait a minute. We’re not-“




    Chi­un kicked Re­mo in the an­kle.




    “Oh, please, Mr. Po­lice­man,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said in a piti­ful voice. “Please do

    not shoot us.”




    “I won’t if you don’t make any fun­ny moves.”




    “Not us,” Re­mo said, wish­ing he could reach down and mas­sage his aching an­kle.




    “We are very sor­ry for this in­tru­sion,” Chi­un went on, his voice qua­ver­ing. “If you

    will show mer­cy, we will at­tempt to atone for our ter­ri­ble crime.”




    “That’ll be up to a judge.”




    “But there is no judge to be seen,” Chi­un point­ed out, “and we are alone in the dark, just

    the three of us. And this ele­phant.” Chi­un tugged on Ram­bo’s ear. His trunk shot up and he

    let out a cry of an­guish.




    The guard re­coiled, his flash­light search­ing out the beast. “Hey, it’s go­ing crazy!”




    “No, Chi­un said. “It is mere­ly an­noyed. But do not wor­ry, I know ele­phants very well. I

    can con­trol him.”




    “Just keep him calm, okay?”




    “Oh, I can do more than keep him calm. I can re­turn him to his right­ful place.”




    “No way, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo snapped. “We’re not tak­ing him all the way back to Fol-

    Ouch!”




    “Back where?” the guard asked,.




    “Fo­ley’s Cir­cus,” Chi­un put in, eye­ing Re­mo.”We are with Fo­ley’s Cir­cus. Our own

    ele­phant died and we need­ed a new one quick­ly. But now that we have been caught steal­ing

    yours, we have no choice but to aban­don our fool­ish en­ter­prise.”




    “That’s smart. Steal­ing an ele­phant is no small mat­ter.”




    “We see that now. But if you will agree to let us go, we will be hap­py to re­store this

    beast to his fel­lows-​who are no doubt al­ready lone­some for him.”




    “I can’t make any promis­es, but if you put him back, I’ll ask that they go easy on

    you.”




    “But we didn’t-​Ye­ow!” Re­mo howled, grab­bing his an­kle.




    “What this clown is try­ing to say is that we meant no harm,” Chi­un said. “We will be on­ly

    too hap­py to re­store this beast and throw our­selves up­on your in­fi­nite mer­cy.”




    The guard swal­lowed un­com­fort­ably. Ram­bo tow­ered over him.




    “Okay, it’s a deal. Just put him back.”




    “Of course,” said Chi­un, bow­ing. “You lead.”




    “Clown?” whis­pered Re­mo as Chi­un led Ram­bo be­tween the dark­ened cages.




    “We are with the cir­cus, re­mem­ber?” Chi­un shot back.




    “If I’m sup­posed to be a clown, what are you?”




    “The ring­mas­ter, of course.”




    “Why do you al­ways have to be top dog?”




    “Be­cause you are bot­tom dog,” Chi­un said. “If I had left it up to you, we would still be

    stuck with this smelly beast.”




    “What’s that you’re say­ing back there?” the guard asked sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “I was say­ing to my top clown that we are for­tu­nate to have en­coun­tered such a wise man

    as your­self,” Chi­un said loud­ly.




    Ram­bo trumpt­ed as if in agree­ment.




    “Here it is,” the guard said, stop­ping at an enor­mous cage. Keys rat­tled. “We re­al­ly

    should have a train­er here, but I can’t take the chance that thing will run amok.”




    “Oh, he will be good, I promise,” said Chi­un. When the gate opened, he led Ram­bo in­to the

    cage. At the oth­er end, three large ele­phants stood un­mov­ing. Their ears flapped sleep­ily.

    They did not re­act to the new vis­itor.




    “Good-​bye, Ram­bo,” Chi­un said, pat­ting the ele­phant on the head.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ex­it­ed the cage with­out a back­ward glance. When he was out, the

    guard hur­ried­ly slammed the gate and locked it. It took him on­ly a few sec­onds, but when he

    turned around to deal with the two ele­phant poach­ers, they were nowhere in view.




    Back at the truck, Re­mo got be­hind the wheel, smil­ing. “That was pret­ty smart, Lit­tle

    Fa­ther,” he said.




    “Thank you,” said Chi­un, clos­ing the pas­sen­ger door.




    “Uh-​oh,” Re­mo groaned, look­ing at the miss­ing steer­ing wheel. “I for­got about

    this.”




    “Do your best. He will be search­ing for us and this ve­hi­cle is rent­ed to Fol­croft.”




    “Right,” said Re­mo, start­ing the en­gine. He re­leased the brake and took the steer­ing

    col­umn in both hands. Gri­mac­ing with ef­fort, he got the front wheels to turn as the truck

    went rum­bling down the road.




    Re­mo wres­tled the steer­ing col­umn un­til they got to the cen­ter of town. There they

    aban­doned the truck and hailed a taxi.




    “I’m nev­er go­ing to for­get this night,” Re­mo sighed as he set­tled in­to the cab’s back

    seat.




    “Ex­act­ly the point,” Chi­un said with plea­sure as he ar­ranged his ki­mono skirts.


  




  

    Chapter 9




    For Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber, the uni­verse had shat­tered and the sky was falling all

    around him.




    For as long as he had served as a Pen­tagon pro­cure­ment of­fi­cer, he had op­er­at­ed by

    one sim­ple rule: there were no rules. If he could rig a de­fense con­tract, he did. If he had

    to jug­gle progress pay­ments, he did. Ly­ing to Congress? Stan­dard op­er­at­ing pro­ce­dure.

    Ab­surd markups of de­fense items were his stock in trade. It was Gen­er­al Leiber who

    per­son­al­ly ap­proved crit­ical cir­cuit boards that kept twen­ty per­cent of Amer­ica’s

    Min­ute­man mis­siles non­op­er­ational at a giv­en mo­ment. The Air Force’s top-​of-​the-​line

    at­tack he­li­copter was plat­ed with sub­stan­dard ar­mor and held to­geth­er by

    in­ex­pen­sive bolts he had pur­chased on the cheap, know­ing that un­der com­bat stress they

    would shear like bread­sticks.




    Gen­er­al Leiber nev­er ex­pect­ed his de­fec­tive Min­ute­men to be launched. And if an

    at­tack he­li­copter lost a ro­tor dur­ing train­ing, the man­ufac­tur­er al­ways caught the

    flak. Gen­er­al Leiber ex­pect­ed to slide in­to the ob­scu­ri­ty of re­tire­ment with a fat

    bank ac­count and ze­ro ac­count­abilty.




    He had gam­bled on the one con­stant of su­per­pow­er re­la­tions: the bal­ance of

    pow­er.




    Gen­er­al Leiber was a rea­son­able man. He knew the mil­itary mind. Some dis­missed the

    mil­itary as mad bombers, but they were ac­tu­al­ly quite sen­si­ble. They were al­ways

    pre­pared to spend as many con­script lives as nec­es­sary to achieve a rea­son­able mil­itary

    ob­jec­tive. That was what war was all about, as­sets and ex­pen­di­tures. The coun­try with

    the great­est as­sets was the one to be feared the most. In this hemi­sphere; that was the

    Unit­ed States, God bless her.




    But no gen­er­al would pro­voke a con­flict that was cer­tain to cost him per­son­al­ly.

    Lead­ers led. They didn’t squan­der their own lives. Not since World War II, and that was

    an­cient his­to­ry as far as Gen­er­al Leiber was con­cerned.




    There was no way, no earth­ly way, that ei­ther the U.S. or the USSR, or Chi­na for that

    mat­ter-​and ev­ery­one knew how crazy they were-​was go­ing to pro­voke a ther­monu­cle­ar

    ex­change and risk ev­ery­thing. In­clud­ing their sum­mer homes.




    Gen­er­al Leiber had count­ed on that. It was his sole ra­tio­nale. No re­al­is­tic threat

    of a world war ex­ist­ed in the nu­cle­ar age, and there­fore Amer­ica’s mil­itary might was so

    much win­dow dress­ing. And giv­en that as­sump­tion, who the hell cared if a nu­cle­ar

    mis­sile couldn’t get out of its si­lo or the oc­ca­sion­al air­craft fell out of the sky? It

    was all for show.




    Un­til ex­act­ly 3:13 this morn­ing, when a steam lo­co­mo­tive struck with­in yards of the

    White House. Now the en­tire nu­cle­ar force was on De­fcon Two. If the So­vi­ets so much as

    got wind of that, then they would go to their de­fense con­di­tion two-​or what­ev­er they

    called it over there. And if the Russkies went to red alert, so would the Chi­nese. Itchy

    fin­gers would hov­er over mis­sile-​fir­ing keys and all it would take to ig­nite glob­al

    con­fla­gra­tion would be a sea gull show­ing up on some id­iot’s radar at the wrong

    mo­ment.




    Gen­er­al Leiber cleared his Pen­tagon desk of the cold rem­nants of his lob­ster meal with

    a swipe of one uni­formed arm. He moved his tele­phone to the bare cen­ter of his desk. Be­side

    it he placed a yel­low le­gal pad and two num­ber-​three pen­cils.




    He was go­ing to have to deal with this mat­ter. For­get prof­it. It was time to wor­ry

    about his ass.




    First he would have to fig­ure out what to tell the Pres­ident. He couldn’t tell him the

    truth. Not with­out look­ing like a to­tal fool. They would laugh at him, the gen­er­al who

    or­dered a high state of alert over a falling lo­co­mo­tive. Nev­er mind the very re­al na­ture

    of the cri­sis. The press boys wouldn’t ad­dress that. They’d go with the lighter side of the

    sto­ry. In no time, Gen­er­al Leiber knew, he would be re­duced in rank. Prob­ably to

    one-​star. Maybe worse. He tried to re­mem­ber what rank was right be­low gen­er­al. He could

    not. He’d been with the Pen­tagon so long he had blot­ted out his pre-​gen­er­al days.




    “What I need is a bet­ter fix on the threat fac­tor,” he said, sit­ting up. He be­gan

    di­al­ing. He knew a guy at NASA who might give a read­ing on this thing. A blink­ing red

    but­ton in­di­cat­ed an in­com­ing call. An­noyed, Gen­er­al Leiber trans­ferred to the

    in­com­ing call.




    “Gen­er­al Leiber,” he said crisply.




    “This is the Pres­ident, Gen­er­al,” a stern voice said. “I’m still work­ing on it, Mr.

    Pres­ident.”




    “I can’t stay down here any longer,” the Pres­ident said. “I’ve just been look­ing at

    tele­type re­ports. The me­dia want to know where I am.”




    “Let me sug­gest that you put out a press re­lease, sir.”




    “Press re­lease! Are you se­ri­ous? You don’t cov­er first­day ab­sen­teeism with a press

    re­lease. I have to put in an ap­pear­ance.”




    Mr Pres­ident, let me tell you why you don’t want to do that.”




    “What is it?”




    “I didn’t want to tell you this un­til we have more in­for­ma­tion, but we have a

    ten­ta­tive ID on the hos­tile.”




    “Hos­tile? Hos­tile what?” the Pres­ident want­ed to know.




    “It’s just an ex­pres­sion, sir.”




    “Oh. Go ahead.”




    “Well, Mr. Pres­ident, I don’t know how to break this to you-“




    “I have to know. I’m Pres­ident now.”




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident,” said Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber, tak­ing a deep breath. He plunged

    in. “The hos­tile is what we mil­itary call a Ki­net­ic Kill Ve­hi­cle, or KKV for short.”




    “Good grief I nev­er heard of the KKV.”




    “With all due re­spect, Mr. Pres­ident, you are new at this.”




    “Yes, but I thought I’d been thor­ough­ly briefed by my pre­de­ces­sor.”




    “It’s a com­pli­cat­ed world, Mr. Pres­ident. Per­haps he over­looked KKV’s. They’ve just

    been de­ployed for the first time.”




    “Still, I must re­turn to the Oval Of­fice.”




    “We could be just min­utes away from a sec­ond strike, sir. “




    “You’ve been say­ing that for hours. Ev­ery­one’s been say­ing that. Look, this is day one

    of my ad­min­is­tra­tion.”




    “It’s al­ready evening, sir. Al­most nine o’clock. Why don’t you get some rest and we can

    dis­cuss this in the morn­ing? When you’re fresh.”




    “I’ve made my de­ci­sion. I’m com­ing up. I want you in the White House im­me­di­ate­ly for

    a com­plete brief­ing. Ev­ery­thing you know, Gen­er­al.”




    “Yes, sir, Mr. Pres­ident,” Gen­er­al Leiber said re­luc­tant­ly. “Will there be any­thing

    else?”




    “Um, I left you in charge, cor­rect?”




    “Yes. “




    “I’m go­ing to hand the tele­phone to my se­nior Se­cret Ser­vice body­guard. He won’t take

    or­ders from me.”




    “Wait a minute. I can’t do that. He’s a civil­ian. I’m mil­itary. I don’t have any

    au­thor­ity over him.”




    “Maybe he doesn’t know that. Talk to him.”




    “Yes, sir,” Gen­er­al Leiber said as the Se­cret Ser­vice agent came on the line.




    “I’m afraid I can’t rec­og­nize your au­thor­ity, Gen­er­al,” the agent said po­lite­ly.




    “Good for you. Try to keep him down there as long as you can. The sit­ua­tion up here isn’t

    sta­ble.”




    The Pres­ident came back on the line.




    “It didn’t sound as if you tried very hard,” he com­plained.




    “He’s a good man, Mr. Pres­ident. Stub­born, but good.”




    “There’s got to be a way.”




    “If there is, I’m not fa­mil­iar with it.”




    “There must be. This is an emer­gen­cy.” There was a pause on the line as the Pres­ident

    con­sid­ered. He was ob­vi­ous­ly think­ing. That was a bad sign. Gen­er­al Leiber hat­ed

    deal­ing with peo­ple who thought. He would much rather have a salute and in­stant

    obe­di­ence.




    Fi­nal­ly the Pres­ident spoke up.




    “I am the Com­man­der in Chief,” he said.




    “Yes, you are,” Gen­er­al Leiber ad­mit­ted af­ter some hes­ita­tion.




    “And I have des­ig­nat­ed you as my sur­ro­gate.”




    “Yes, sir.” He didn’t like where this was go­ing. It smacked of ini­tia­tive.




    “There­fore, I am or­der­ing you to or­der me to the Oval Of­fice to as­sure the na­tion

    that I am in com­mand.”




    “I…er . . . but”




    “Do it!”




    “Yes sir. As your sur­ro­gate, I am or­der­ing you to the Oval Of­fice im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “Don’t tell me. Tell the Se­cret Ser­vice.” Gen­er­al Leiber heard the phone change

    hands.




    “I have just or­dered the Pres­ident to the Oval Of­fice.”




    “I don’t have the au­thor­ity to over­ride you, Gen­er­al,” the Se­cret Ser­vice agent

    ad­mit­ted.




    “I wish you hadn’t said that,” Gen­er­al Leiber said in a dull voice.




    Like a man about to walk the last mile, Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber hung up the phone and

    got to his feet. Wood­en­ly he placed his ser­vice cap on his head and straight­ened his

    tie.




    There was no avoid­ing the mo­ment of truth now.




    The first thing the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States did up­on reach­ing the first-​floor

    lev­el of the White House was to head for his bed­room. His wife, clutch­ing her neg­ligee,

    trailed af­ter him. Three Se­cret Ser­vice agents brought up the rear.




    Up­on reach­ing the bed­room, the Pres­ident slammed the door in their faces.




    “But I’m not dressed,” his wife com­plained.




    There came rum­mag­ing sounds, and the door opened a crack.




    “Here,” the Pres­ident said, hand­ing out a bun­dle of clothes.




    The First La­dy picked the bun­dle apart with her eyes. “But none of these match!” she

    yelled.




    The Pres­ident did not re­spond. He was too busy. He picked up the di­rect line to CURE. It

    was the first time he had had to do so. The pre­vi­ous Pres­ident had ex­plained all about

    CURE. Its man­date, its op­er­ational pa­ram­eters. How, as Pres­ident, he could not or­der

    CURE in­to ac­tion. He could on­ly sug­gest mis­sions. Well, he sure was go­ing to sug­gest a

    mis­sion this time.




    “Mr. Pres­ident.” It was the voice of Dr. Harold W. Smith. The Pres­ident did not know that

    for a fact. He as­sumed it. On­ly Dr. Smith was sanc­tioned to use the ded­icat­ed CURE

    line.




    “Smith?”




    “Of course,” Smith said calm­ly. “Are you well?”




    “I think I’m catch­ing a cold from stand­ing around in my pa­ja­mas and bare feet. You know,

    they didn’t even have any of my clothes down there.”




    “Where is ‘there,’ sir? And please try to speak more slow­ly. I’m hav­ing trou­ble

    fol­low­ing you.”




    “Down in the White House fall­out shel­ter-​or what­ev­er they call it.”




    “I see. What is the sit­ua­tion?”




    “No one seems to know. Gen­er­al Leiber is on his way to brief me.”




    “Leiber? Oh, yes,” said Smith, re­mem­ber­ing the name from his in­ter­cepts.




    “Smith, your job is na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty, isn’t it?”




    “In the broad­est sense of the phrase, yes.”




    “Then where were you?”




    “Sir?”




    “Wash­ing­ton took a first strike from a KKV and we didn’t see it com­ing.”




    “I un­der­stand NO­RAD re­layed warn­ing of a … What did you call it, sir?”




    “KKV. Don’t tell me you don’t know what a KKV is. Well, you couldn’t. Ap­par­ent­ly they’re

    new. It stands for Ki­net­ic Kill Ve­hi­cle.”




    “Ki­net­ic,” Smith said slow­ly.




    “Yes, one land­ed in Lafayette Park. For­tu­nate­ly it didn’t det­onate. But that might have

    been a fluke.”




    “I see,” Smith said, re­call­ing the fire in Lafayette Park. It was start­ing to come

    to­geth­er. But what was a Ki­net­ic Kill Ve­hi­cle? As Smith lis­tened to the Pres­ident, he

    called up his Jane’s Air­craft da­ta base. No doubt it was list­ed there.




    “Smith, your man­date is to mon­itor po­ten­tial se­cu­ri­ty sit­ua­tions and nip them in

    the bud.”




    “Well, yes. But nor­mal­ly our mon­itor­ing ca­pa­bil­ities are do­mes­tic in na­ture. My

    com­put­ers aren’t ter­ri­bly ef­fec­tive on a glob­al scale.”




    “And why not, might I ask?”




    “Be­cause, Mr. Pres­ident, it would be vir­tu­al­ly im­pos­si­ble for one man to mon­itor

    all the com­put­er traf­fic around the world. Do­mes­ti­cal­ly it is dif­fi­cult enough. And

    there is the lan­guage-​bar­ri­er prob­lem. As it is, I’m at my ter­mi­nal up to fif­teen hours

    a day. As you know, CURE must be a one-​man op­er­ation in or­der to main­tain ab­so­lute

    se­cu­ri­ty. We op­er­ate out­side of con­sti­tu­tion­al re­stric­tions, and if the press

    ev­er-“




    “So what you’re telling me is that even in a best-​case sce­nario, you couldn’t have

    fore­seen this at­tack?”




    “With­out more in­for­ma­tion, I can­not re­spond to that,” Smith said, glanc­ing at the

    flash­ing mes­sage on his com­put­er screen. It was telling him the Jane’s da­ta base had no

    list­ing for a Ki­net­ic Kill Ve­hi­cle. How odd. Ob­vi­ous­ly he would have to up­date the

    file.




    “And what about your peo­ple? Why weren’t they here to deal with this?”




    “Well, Mr. Pres­ident, my en­force­ment arm has al­ways been an op­tion of last re­sort. I

    keep him in re­serve un­til need­ed.”




    “He should have been down here!” the Pres­ident barked.




    “With all due re­spect, sir, even if he had been on sta­tion, what could he have done? He’s

    good. But not good enough to catch an in­com­ing Ki­net­ic Kill Ve­hi­cle. We are talk­ing

    about a man with ex­traor­di­nary abil­ities. But not Su­per­man. He does not wear a cape or

    fly.”




    “Smith, this was sup­posed to be my first day in of­fice and I spent it cow­er­ing in a

    hole.”




    “Yes.” Smith’s voice was non­com­mit­tal.




    “This is in­tol­er­able. I want your peo­ple down here at once.”




    “Er, I’m afraid that is im­pos­si­ble.”




    “What are you say­ing?”




    “They are un­avail­able. On an­oth­er … er … as­sign­ment. I am sor­ry.”




    “Pull them off it. We are an­tic­ipat­ing an­oth­er at­tack at any mo­ment.”




    “I would like to com­ply, Mr. Pres­ident. But un­til they com­plete their mis­sion, I will

    be un­able to reach them.”




    “That’s ab­surd. Don’t they even check in?”




    “Well, some­times. Our en­force­ment arm usu­al­ly does that, but he of­ten has trou­ble

    with the se­cu­ri­ty codes. His train­er, the old­er one, will use the tele­phone on­ly as a

    last re­sort. “




    “Don’t they car­ry com­mu­ni­ca­tors? Walkie-​talkies? Any­thing? They are need­ed in

    Wash­ing­ton, Smith.”




    “As soon as they re­port in, I will or­der them to Wash­ing­ton, I as­sure you.”




    “That’s won­der­ful,” the Pres­ident said acid­ly. “If they ar­rive af­ter the cap­ital has

    been re­duced to hot, sift­ing ash, be cer­tain to thank them for me, won’t you?”




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said lame­ly.




    “When this is over, there will be some changes made, Smith. Mark my words. Your

    or­ga­ni­za­tion sounds like it be­longs back in the nine­teenth cen­tu­ry. Do you know I had

    no way to reach you from down in the shel­ter?”




    “Se­cu­ri­ty de­mands that we have a min­imum of tech­ni­cal equip­ment, Mr. Pres­ident.

    That means one phone at each end of our spe­cial line. CURE has func­tioned this way for

    twen­ty years now.”




    “From where I’m sit­ting, it’s not worth snot,” said the Pres­ident, hang­ing up.




    At the oth­er end, Smith re­placed his re­ceiv­er. He took off his rim­less glass­es and

    rubbed tired gray eyes. It was a ter­ri­ble way to start a work­ing re­la­tion­ship with a new

    ad­min­is­tra­tion, but how could he tell the Pres­ident that Wash­ing­ton must stand naked

    be­fore for­eign ag­gres­sion un­til its se­cret en­force­ment arm found a new home for an

    un­want­ed ele­phant?




    Smith re­turned to his screen, typ­ing in the words “Ki­net­ic Kill Ve­hi­cle” and

    ini­ti­at­ing a glob­al search through the CURE sys­tem’s mas­sive mem­ory banks. Then he

    set­tled back in his chair. Even with mas­sive sort and mem­ory ca­pa­bil­ities, the com­put­er

    would take sev­er­al min­utes to iso­late an an­swer.




    Per­haps the Pres­ident had a point, Smith mused. Per­haps CURE’s mis­sion had be­come too

    big to man­age ef­fec­tive­ly. Or maybe it was just that the world had be­come too

    com­pli­cat­ed.


  




  

    Chapter 10




    As Gen­er­al Leiber was on his way to the White House, his car phone buzzed. He picked it

    up.




    “Yeah,” he said sourly.




    “Ma­jor Cheek here, Gen­er­al.”




    “What is it?”




    “We have a pos­itive ID on the hos­tile ob­ject.”




    The gen­er­al sat up straight. His hand tight­ened on the wheel. “Give it to me,” he

    barked.




    “Bad news.”




    “I can take it.”




    “It’s one of ours, for sure.”




    “Ours?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly. It’s an Al­co Big Boy, vin­tage 1941. They used to haul car­go on the

    de­funct Wyoming Di­vi­sion of the Union Pa­cif­ic line. It’s a re­al mon­ster, sir. One of the

    most pow­er­ful steam en­gines ev­er de­vised. Lis­ten to this: length 132 feet, weight 537

    tons, trac­tive ef­fort of 135,375 pounds. This means it could pull that weight, sir. It had

    six­teen driv­ing wheels and-“




    “Nev­er mind that crap. Can you trace it to any­one?”




    “Not with­out know­ing its run­ning num­ber, Gen­er­al. And we’ve found no iden­ti­fy­ing

    marks.”




    “Are you ab­so­lute­ly, pos­itive­ly cer­tain of your in­for­ma­tion?”




    “Yes. I’ve re­searched it thor­ough­ly. The ref­er­ence books are won­der­ful, sir. I wish I

    had had them be­fore. They would have saved a lot of time. For in­stance, the bell turns out to

    have been very im­por­tant. Amer­ican lo­co­mo­tives al­ways had them be­cause they rode

    through wild coun­try where buf­fa­lo and hors­es ran free. In Eu­rope, trains don’t have

    bells.They don’t have cow­catch­ers ei­ther. In­stead, they have these two bumper rods

    stick­ing out in front. It’s re­al­ly quite fas­ci­nat­ing, Gen­er­al.”




    “I’m sure the Pres­ident will agree when I tell him,” Gen­er­al Leiber said bit­ter­ly. “I’m

    on my way to the White House right now. He ex­pects a full brief­ing.”




    “Good luck, Gen­er­al.”




    “You’re a big help,” the gen­er­al mut­tered, hang­ing up. “The bas­tard. I think he en­joys

    watch­ing the crap rain down on me.”




    Frown­ing, the gen­er­al abrupt­ly swung his car around. He pulled up in front of a hob­by

    store.




    In­side, he went to the sec­tion de­vot­ed to mod­el trains. “Can I help you, sir?” a clerk

    asked him.




    “You can help not on­ly me but al­so your coun­try.”




    “Glad to.” The clerk stiff­ened.




    “Fine. Hang loose, civil­ian. I need a mod­el of an Al­co Big Boy lo­co­mo­tive. Right now.

    Can you oblige your coun­try?”




    “Yes, over here.” The clerk searched a shelf of col­or­ful box­es. He straight­ened. “Ah,

    here.”




    “Out­stand­ing,” the gen­er­al said, rip­ping off the cel­lo­phane and open­ing the box.

    In­side, there were a hun­dred tiny plas­tic pieces at­tached to plas­tic trees.




    “It’s in pieces.” The gen­er­al’s voice was dis­ap­point­ed.




    “You have to as­sem­ble it.”




    “No time. Don’t you have one that’s in one piece?”




    “Not that mod­el. We do have HO scale ver­sions of more re­cent trains. if you’d rather have

    one of those.”




    “It’s got­ta be this one,” the gen­er­al in­sist­ed.




    “They as­sem­ble quite eas­ily. An hour or less.”




    “How fast could you put one of these to­geth­er?”




    “Oh, per­haps twen­ty min­utes-​if I don’t get a sud­den rush of cus­tomers.”




    The gen­er­al slapped the box in the clerk’s hands. “Do it. For your coun­try.”




    “But “




    “No buts. The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States is wait­ing for me. For this. Do it. The

    gov­ern­ment will not on­ly be eter­nal­ly in your debt, but I think I can get you a

    con­sul­tant’s fee.”




    “Well, busi­ness is slow-“




    “Then face front and hop to it!” Gen­er­al Leiber barked. Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, when

    Gen­er­al Leiber was on his third cigar, the clerk hand­ed him a per­fect repli­ca of an Al­co

    Big Boy steam en­gine. It was redo­lent of plas­tic ce­ment.




    “Re­mark­able ma­chine, isn’t it?” the clerk said ad­mir­ing­ly. “So stream­lined, so

    pow­er­ful.”




    “You’d think dif­fer­ent if one was point­ed at you,” the gen­er­al said, pulling out a

    req­ui­si­tion form. He scrib­bled on it, then said, “Sign here.”




    The clerk signed.




    “Your check will be in the mail.”




    Back in his car, the gen­er­al put the sheet away for safe­keep­ing. The clerk would

    re­ceive $250 for emer­gen­cy sit­ua­tion­al mod­el pro­to­type as­sem­bling. Gen­er­al Leiber

    put an­oth­er ze­ro at the end. If he sur­vived, he would skim a cool $2,250 from the deal. If

    not, it wouldn’t mat­ter.




    The gen­er­al drove his car up to the White House gate. The guard waved him through. He

    drove up to the side en­trance, where a Ma­rine guard in a snap­py blue dress uni­form salut­ed

    him as he opened the door.




    The Pres­ident greet­ed Gen­er­al Leiber with a firm hand­shake. His sober face looked like

    a thun­der­cloud. “Gen­er­al, step in­to my of­fice.”




    “Yes, sir,” said Gen­er­al Leiber, fol­low­ing him in and tak­ing a seat in an emp­ty chair.

    He clutched the mod­el train, wrapped in a pa­per bag, in one beefy fist. The fist

    per­spired.




    “Gen­er­al, I want ev­ery­thing you have on the KKV threat,” the Pres­ident said

    even­ly.




    “I won’t mince words,” Gen­er­al Leiber shot back. “We’re fac­ing a threat be­side which

    con­ven­tion­al nu­cle­ar weapons pale in­to in­signif­icance.”




    “It’s that bad?”




    “Worse. On­ly a hand­ful of na­tions be­long to the so-​called nu­cle­ar club. Of them,

    on­ly three-​the U.S., USSR, and Chi­na-​pos­sess in­ter­con­ti­nen­tal de­liv­ery sys­tems.

    The KKV threat is as dire as it is be­cause vir­tu­al­ly ev­ery na­tion on earth pos­sess­es a

    stock­pile. They are cheap. They are ef­fec­tive. And once they are per­fect­ed, I don’t doubt

    that ev­ery lousy bor­der skir­mish will turn in­to an ex­cuse to de­ploy them.”




    The anger in the Pres­ident’s face seeped away like ground wa­ter. His com­posed fea­tures

    slack­ened. His eyes grew tired.




    “It sounds like the end of civ­iliza­tion as we know it,” he said weari­ly.




    “That would not be an ex­ag­ger­ation,” Gen­er­al Leiber said firm­ly. He clutched the

    pack­age tighter. He felt a piece break off un­der the pres­sure of a thumb. But that didn’t

    mat­ter. The Pres­ident was buy­ing it. Leiber de­cid­ed to lay it on a lit­tle thick­er. Maybe

    he wouldn’t have to un­wrap the lo­co­mo­tive. No sense in tak­ing any chances.




    “Who fired it?”




    “My peo­ple are still work­ing on that ques­tion.”




    “Then we can­not re­tal­iate or threat­en, can we?”




    “Not with ac­cu­ra­cy. But the re­tal­ia­tion op­tion is not en­tire­ly closed.”




    “No? Please ex­plain.”




    “Sir, at this mo­ment, our en­emy is wait­ing for a re­sponse. I say we give them one.”




    “Such as?”




    “We nuke some­one at ran­dom.”




    “Great grief! Are you se­ri­ous?”




    “Con­sid­er the psy­cho­log­ical ef­fect. If we nuke an­oth­er coun­try, the ag­gres­sor

    can’t help but no­tice. It will bring him up short. He might hes­itate to strike again.”




    “It sounds very du­bi­ous, Gen­er­al.”




    “Well, Mr. Pres­ident, once you’re ac­cli­mat­ed in of­fice, you’ll find that tac­tics such

    as this are re­al­ly quite sound. Call it a pre­emp­tive warn­ing.”




    “And whom do you sug­gest we nuke?” the Pres­ident asked slow­ly.




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly, none of the oth­er su­per­pow­ers. They would on­ly com­pli­cate the

    sit­ua­tion. I would sug­gest Viet­nam, but it would on­ly piss off the Chi­nese, and there’s

    no telling what they would do. East­ern Eu­rope is out for the same rea­son. The Rus­sians can

    be touchy about stuff like that. I was think­ing of some­one safe, like Aus­tralia or

    Cana­da.”




    “But they’re our friends.”




    “Mr. Pres­ident, on the lev­el we’re op­er­at­ing on, we don’t have friends. On­ly

    tem­po­rary al­lies. Be­sides, we want to take care to hit some­one who can’t hit back.”




    “No. I can’t coun­te­nance bomb­ing an al­ly.”




    “How about Japan? We’ve al­ready nuked them once and they didn’t do squat about it. In fact,

    they’re in bet­ter eco­nom­ic shape than we are right now. It might be we’d be do­ing them a

    fa­vor. Pub­lic sen­ti­ment would prob­ably be on our side.”




    “The Japanese are still our friends.”




    “That’s the beau­ty of it, Mr. Pres­ident. Imag­ine the im­pact that nuk­ing an al­ly would

    have on this ag­gres­sor na­tion. If we nuke a friend­ly coun­try, they’ll be soil­ing their

    shorts won­der­ing what we might do to them. They’ll think twice, I guar­an­tee it.”




    “No,” the Pres­ident said firm­ly. “Even if I could agree with you, I won’t do it. Not on my

    first day in of­fice. It would set a bad prece­dent.”




    “It’s your de­ci­sion, sir.”




    “You’ll con­tin­ue your search for the ag­gres­sor na­tion. In the mean­time, I want a

    com­plete brief­ing on the KKV threat. What ex­act­ly are they and what do they do?”




    “Well,” said Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber, steel­ing him­self, “I kin­da fig­ured you were

    go­ing to ask me that, so, I took the lib­er­ty of hav­ing a pro­to­type mod­el

    con­struct­ed.”




    “Good,” said the Pres­ident. “Let me see it.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber stood up and set the pa­per-​wrapped mod­el on the Pres­ident’s gleam­ing

    desk. He took a deep breath. He start­ed to tear off the wrap­ping. He hoped the Pres­ident had

    a sense of hu­mor.




    Gen­er­al Leiber nev­er found out, be­cause be­fore the KKV mod­el was ex­posed, Se­cret

    Ser­vice agents burst in­to the room.




    “What is it?” the Pres­ident asked fear­ful­ly.




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident. NO­RAD has picked up an­oth­er bird head­ing this way. Come

    with us.”




    “Gen­er­al, fol­low me,” the Pres­ident said, hur­ry­ing from the room.




    Clutch­ing the mod­el, Gen­er­al Leiber trot­ted af­ter the Pres­ident, his eyes wide in

    fear. Oth­er agents con­verged on the spe­cial el­eva­tor, the First La­dy run­ning white­faced

    be­tween them.




    “Gen­er­al,” the Pres­ident said from the open el­eva­tor, “I want you down there with

    me.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber hes­itat­ed. A Se­cret Ser­vice agent yanked him aboard. The cage sank. It

    ran very fast.




    “Can you man­age your peo­ple from my phones?”




    “Yes, sir. Most of my best work is done over the phone.”




    “Good. Let’s hope that some­one sur­vives to take your calls.”




    “Yes, sir,” said Gen­er­al Leiber, hid­ing the pa­per-​wrapped mod­el be­hind his back. No

    way was he go­ing to let the Pres­ident see it now. Down un­der bedrock, there would be no

    place to hide. Who knew, the Pres­ident might even de­clare mar­tial law and stand him be­fore

    a fir­ing squad. There was no telling what a civil­ian would do in a cri­sis sit­ua­tion. They

    were all crazy.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    This time, NO­RAD’s BMEWS radar sta­tion at Fylings­dale, Eng­land, picked up the ob­ject

    short­ly af­ter launch.




    The Air Force gen­er­al des­ig­nat­ed CINC­NO­RAD con­sid­ered this a vin­di­ca­tion of the

    Space­track sys­tem, which was a se­ries of satel­lite and ground sta­tions so

    so­phis­ti­cat­ed that they could de­tect a soc­cer ball over the British Isles.




    “Ex­cel­lent,” he said as he moved be­tween the con­soles at the main com­mand post deep

    with­in the hol­lows of Cheyenne Moun­tain, Col­orado. The lights were dim. The green­ish

    back­glow of the radar screen cre­at­ed a sick­ly at­mo­sphere. Ex­cept for the scur­ry­ing

    uni­formed per­son­nel and the gi­ant wall dis­plays, the com­mand post might have been a small

    bro­ker­age of­fice.




    “Sir, we’ve com­put­ed a tra­jec­to­ry that will de­posit the hos­tile in the vicin­ity of

    Wash­ing­ton.” There was a note in the sta­tus of­fi­cer’s voice that begged a ques­tion.




    “We might not be able to save Wash­ing­ton, but we’re sure go­ing to know where it came

    from,” CINC­NO­RAD as­sured him.




    “I’m not cer­tain of that, sir,.” ..What?”




    “We picked it up at apogee.”




    “What do the com­put­ers say?”




    “It’s an un­known, sir. The com­put­ers can’t iden­ti­fy.”




    “Damn,” said the gen­er­al fer­vent­ly. He yearned for the old days be­fore all this

    com­put­er horse­shit. Back in the days of the 440-L radar sys­tem, sta­tus of­fi­cers were

    worth some­thing. They were trained to read the radar sig­na­tures bounc­ing off the

    iono­sphere. A top man could tell from the squig­gle whether he was deal­ing with an SS-18 or

    an SS-​N-8. Nowa­days, if the soft­ware couldn’t rec­og­nize it, they all sat there and chewed

    their cuds.




    “Why didn’t the sys­tem pick it up at liftoff?”




    “I think be­cause it went up too fast to get a read­ing.”




    “Too fast! What the hell could be faster than a mis­sile at launch?”




    “This thing is, sir,” re­turned the sta­tus of­fi­cer.




    The gen­er­al stared at the huge over­head sit­ua­tion dis­play. The hos­tile was shown as a

    code-​tagged green tri­an­gle drop­ping on­to a wire-​frame sim­ula­tion of the earth’s

    sur­face. The pro­ject­ed im­pact point-​in­di­cat­ed by a green let­ter I-​was Wash­ing­ton,

    D. C. In all the sim­ulat­ed drills the gen­er­al had ev­er tak­en part in, noth­ing had moved

    as fast as this ob­ject.




    “If we have an im­pact fix,” the gen­er­al said con­fi­dent­ly, “we got­ta have a launch

    point.”




    “No, sir. Just a broad area of prob­abil­ity.”




    “What? Where? What area?”




    “Africa, sir.”




    “Damn. Where in Africa?”




    “That’s it. Africa. “




    “Why the hell can’t the blast­ed com­put­er pin­point bet­ter than that?”




    “Be­cause, sir, the ob­ject ap­pears to be tum­bling. Its course is er­rat­ic. See, the

    im­pact site keeps shift­ing.” The gen­er­al looked. On the over­head screen, the

    I-​for-​Im­pact sym­bol kept jump­ing. One mo­ment, it was D.C. Then it was over in Vir­ginia.

    Then it was in Mary­land. “Dammit, we’ve got to do bet­ter than this. If we lose Wash­ing­ton,

    we must re­peat, must-​re­tal­iate. We can’t nuke the whole of Africa.”




    “I’m sor­ry, sir. The sys­tem has nev­er en­coun­tered any­thing like this.”




    And then all eyes turned to the over­head screen. The green cod­ed tri­an­gle de­scend­ed

    up­on the Wash­ing­ton area and merged with the im­pact sym­bol.




    The two sym­bols flared and died like a far­away can­dle burn­ing out. A hush fell over the

    room:




    “Maybe the satel­lite pho­tos will tell us some­thing,” the gen­er­al mut­tered weak­ly.




    The first pho­tos were beamed down from an or­bit­ing KH-11 re­con­nais­sance satel­lite. A

    uni­formed clerk hand­ed the ini­tial batch to the gen­er­al with­out com­ment. He start­ed to

    walk away hur­ried­ly.




    The gen­er­al flipped through the first sev­er­al pho­tos. They were high-​res­olu­tion

    im­ages, of un­usu­al clar­ity, and showed the Eu­ro­pean and African land­mass­es. The bot­tom

    pho­tos had been tak­en over wa­ter. The At­lantic. The gen­er­al no­ticed a dark lump like a

    bee­tle on one of them. It float­ed over wrin­kled wa­ter. He turned to the next pho­to. The

    ob­ject was there, on­ly big­ger. It was not dis­tin­guish­able. But the third and fi­nal

    pho­to showed the ob­ject clear­ly.




    “Clerk!” the gen­er­al yelled. Ev­ery sta­tus of­fi­cer in the com­plex jumped at his

    sta­tion.




    The clerk came back. His ex­pres­sion was sheep­ish. “What the hell is this?” The gen­er­al

    screamed, wav­ing the bot­tom pho­to in the clerk’s red­den­ing face.




    “It’s one of the re­con pho­tos you asked for, sir,” the clerk said, de­cid­ing that this

    was a per­fect time to take ev­ery­thing lit­er­al­ly.




    “I know that. I meant this ob­ject.”




    “Sir, it ap­pears to be a train.”




    “It’s a lo­co­mo­tive!”




    The clerk pre­tend­ed to look more close­ly.




    “Yes, sir. I be­lieve the gen­er­al is cor­rect, sir. It does ap­pear to be a

    lo­co­mo­tive.”




    “What’s it do­ing there? Is this a joke?”




    “No, sir. Those are the raw trans­mis­sion pho­tos.”




    “You looked at them be­fore hand­ing them to me?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “And you didn’t men­tion this.”




    “What would I have said, sir?”




    CINC­NO­RAD looked at the clerk. He fumed. His face red­dened. The clerk stood per­fect­ly

    straight. He held his breath.




    “You could have warned me! Damn! Now what am I sup­posed to tell the White House-​as­sum­ing

    it’s still stand­ing?”




    “I don’t know, sir,” the clerk protest­ed.




    “Son, let me give you a piece of ad­vice. Nev­er-​I re­peat, nev­er-​hand a su­pe­ri­or

    of­fi­cer a hot pota­to like this.”




    “What should I have done, sir?”




    “I don’t know what you should have done, but if I were you, I would have lost this pho­to.

    The oth­er two are fine. You can’t tell what the hell the hos­tile is. But this one

    dis­tinct­ly shows a lo­co­mo­tive.”




    “You want­ed the hos­tile iden­ti­fied, sir.”




    “I want­ed a rea­son­able ex­pla­na­tion. Some­thing I could kick up­stairs with

    con­fi­dence. How am I go­ing to ex­plain this?”




    “Re­con pho­tos don’t lie, sir.”




    Just then, some­one came up to the gen­er­al. “The White House on the hot line, sir.”




    The gen­er­al looked at the clerk like a drunk see­ing an old en­emy com­ing out of a bad

    bot­tle.




    “I’ll deal with you lat­er,” CINC­NO­RAD said, ac­cept­ing the red re­ceiv­er and think­ing

    wist­ful­ly that if the damn hos­tile had on­ly been a nuke, he wouldn’t now be in this

    ridicu­lous po­si­tion.




    The ob­ject did not im­pact on Wash­ing­ton, D.C.




    It came down in Bethes­da, Mary­land, just out­side the Dis­trict of Columbia. It im­pact­ed

    on a golf course, which was it­self not un­usu­al. It would have been more un­usu­al had it

    struck in the Bethes­da area and not hit a golf course. Most of of­fi­cial Wash­ing­ton played

    golf in Bethes­da.




    The ob­ject to­tal­ly oblit­er­at­ed a sand­trap at the eleventh hole and pul­ver­ized

    sev­er­al near­by trees. Scorched grass con­tin­ued to smoke even af­ter an Air Force team led

    by Ma­jor Cheek reached the scene less than an hour lat­er.




    Af­ter sur­vey­ing the site and as­cer­tain­ing no pres­ence of ra­di­ation or oth­er lethal

    agents, Ma­jor Cheek called the White House, where a ner­vous switch­board op­er­ator put him

    through to Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber.




    Be­fore tak­ing the call, Gen­er­al Leiber looked over his shoul­der. The Pres­ident was

    busy at an­oth­er phone, try­ing to learn if Wash­ing­ton had sus­tained any sig­nif­icant

    dam­age. Gen­er­al Leiber turned his at­ten­tion back to his call. “Give it to me

    straight.”




    “It looks like an­oth­er one, Gen­er­al.”




    “Can you tell for sure?” Gen­er­al Leiber de­mand­ed. He shift­ed in his seat. He kept the

    pa­per-​bag-​wrapped steam-​en­gine mod­el be­tween his thick thighs, hold­ing it with one hand

    like a lit­tle boy who has to pee but is afraid to ask the teach­er if he can be ex­cused.




    “I can’t, but all the signs are the same. What do we do?”




    “Haul it off. Make sure. I want a re­port as soon as pos­si­ble. You still have the

    Met­al­lur­gi­cal Con­sul­tants on hand?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “Use ‘em. I got­ta go.”




    Sweat­ing, the gen­er­al put in an­oth­er call. He was go­ing crazy. He need­ed an­swers.

    Re­al an­swers. Se­ri­ous, sci­en­tif­ic an­swers. Any­thing. As soon as the Pres­ident had a

    han­dle on the sit­ua­tion up­stairs, he was go­ing to re­mem­ber the pack­age. And Gen­er­al

    Leiber would have to have a lot more than a plas­tic steam en­gine when the Pres­ident

    asked.




    A man fi­nal­ly picked up the line. “Hel­lo?”




    “Bob, this is Mar­ty.”




    “Mar­ty! Hel­lo. Uh, there’s no prob­lem with that last batch of stuff, is there?”




    “No, the car­bon-​car­bon was fine. Lis­ten, you’re with NASA. You know a lot of

    sci­en­tif­ic space crap.




    “I stay in­formed.”




    “I got a hy­po­thet­ical for you.”




    “Shoot.”




    “Sup­pose-​just sup­pose -I want­ed to launch some­thing across the At­lantic. Some­thing

    big.”




    “How big?”




    “Oh, four, five hun­dred tons.”




    “That’s a lot of throw weight.”




    “That’s what I’ve been say­ing.”




    “Ex­cuse me?”




    “Noth­ing. This is strict­ly the­oret­ical. I want to launch this thing, but I can’t have

    any on-​board propul­sion. What would do it?”




    “Hm­mm. Noth­ing we have at the mo­ment.”




    “Spec­ulate. There’s got­ta be some blue-​sky launch sys­tem that could move that kind of

    ton­nage.”




    “Well, in an­oth­er decade or so, we could be launch­ing satel­lites with­out rock­ets.

    That’s the talk.”




    “Us­ing what?”




    “Well, they’re just in the the­oret­ical stage. There’s a lot of talk that the lat­est

    su­per­con­duc­tor break­throughs might be the key. They’ve got them work­ing on a small scale.

    They’re ba­si­cal­ly peashoot­ers us­ing mag­net­ic propul­sion.”




    “Mag­net­ic!” the gen­er­al said ex­cit­ed­ly, scrib­bling on a pad.




    “Right. Imag­ine a ri­fle that fires a bul­let with­out us­ing gun­pow­der.”




    “Yeah!” the gen­er­al said, writ­ing that down too.




    “Those we have. Now imag­ine one a thou­sand times big­ger. “




    “I can see it clear as day,” the gen­er­al said loud­ly. “That’s the next gen­er­ation of

    satel­lite launch­er.”




    “This thing you’re talk­ing about. Could it launch a war­head?”




    “No prob­lem. You wouldn’t need boost­ers or fu­el or any­thing of that sort. Just load it

    and press the but­ton.”




    “How about a lo­co­mo­tive?”




    “Come again, Gen­er­al?”




    “Could it launch a steam en­gine? I’m be­ing the­oret­ical here. “




    “In­to or­bit?”




    “Maybe. Not nec­es­sar­ily,” Gen­er­al Leiber said guard­ed­ly. “If some­one could build a

    pro­to­type launch­er large enough, sure. But it would have to be near­ly a quar­ter of a mile

    long.”




    “Yeah?” the gen­er­al said, writ­ing the fig­ure down. “How come?”




    “To build up the pow­er to throw it. The de­vice I’m talk­ing about would be

    elec­tro­mag­net­ic.”




    “Elec­tro­mag­net­ic!” the gen­er­al said en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly, writ­ing the word down.

    Af­ter a pause he added the pre­fix “hy­per.”




    “Hy­per­elec­tro­mag­net­ic,” he said un­der his breath.




    “What’s that, Gen­er­al?”




    “Noth­ing,” said the gen­er­al, his pen­cil poised to write the NASA man’s next words af­ter

    “hy­per­elec­tro­mag­net­ic.” This was great. He didn’t need to show the mod­el af­ter all.




    “Now, what do they call one of these ba­bies?”




    “A rail gun.”




    The gen­er­al’s pen­cil lead snapped at the tail of the let­ter R.




    “A what?” he croaked.




    “A rail gun.”




    “You said ‘rail’?”




    “Yeah, rail. Why? You sound fun­ny.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber turned to see what the Pres­ident was do­ing. The Pres­ident was com­ing

    to­ward him. He wore a strange ex­pres­sion on his face. It was half-​scowl,

    half-​con­fu­sion.




    “Quick,” he whis­pered. “Give me all the sci­en­tif­ic the­ory you can as fast as you

    can.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber scrib­bled fu­ri­ous­ly. “I got­ta go now, Bob,” he said hasti­ly, and hung

    up. He put on his best smile and turned to face the Pres­ident. He shift­ed on his seat and

    man­aged to slip the lo­co­mo­tive un­der him. An­oth­er part snapped un­der his shift­ing

    weight and he winced as some­thing-​it felt like the cow­catch­er-​dug in­to his scro­tum.




    “You have some­thing for me, Mr. Pres­ident?”




    “NO­RAD just trans­mit­ted these satel­lite pho­tos.” Hes­itant­ly Gen­er­al Leiber

    ac­cept­ed the pho­tographs from his Com­man­der in Chief. He looked at the blurred black smear

    float­ing above the blue of the At­lantic on the first pho­to.




    “NO­RAD be­lieves that’s your KKV,” the Pres­ident said.




    “Mean-​look­ing brute, isn’t it?” the gen­er­al said, flip­ping to the sec­ond pho­to. It

    too showed an in­dis­tinct blot. The gen­er­al be­gan to let out his pent breath-​then he saw

    the third pho­to. He start­ed cough­ing.




    “Have you an ex­pla­na­tion for this, Gen­er­al?” the Pres­ident asked bit­ing­ly.




    The gen­er­al got con­trol over his cough.




    “Oh!” he said sud­den­ly, jump­ing to his feet. “I near­ly for­got. I was go­ing to show you

    the KKV mod­el.” He pre­sent­ed the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States with the

    pa­per-​bag-​wrapped pack­age.




    The Pres­ident took the pack­age. He tore away the pa­per with care­ful fin­gers. The pa­per

    fell to the floor and the Pres­ident held in both hands a mod­el of a steam lo­co­mo­tive with

    the cow­catch­er askew.




    “This is a lo­co­mo­tive,” the Pres­ident said qui­et­ly. “Ac­tu­al­ly, that’s the civil­ian

    term for it, sir. We in the mil­itary pre­fer to call it a KKV, be­cause, sir, as you can see,

    sir, while it ap­pears to be a steam lo­co­mo­tive and may well have been built for that

    pur­pose, these pho­tographs show con­clu­sive­ly that some das­tard­ly out­law na­tion has

    per­vert­ed the de­sign­er’s orig­inal in­tent. It’s a Ki­net­ic Kill Ve­hi­cle now. Sir.”




    “I have one ques­tion for you, Gen­er­al.”




    “Sir?”




    “How?”




    “As a mat­ter of fact, sir, I have just com­plet­ed my task anal­ysis of the prob­lem.

    Ob­vi­ous­ly the So­vi­ets have beat­en us in the rail-​gun race.”




    “I beg your par­don?”




    “Rail gun, sir. Don’t tell me you’ve nev­er heard of it?”




    The Pres­ident’s face hard­ened. “No.”




    “Well, you’re new, sir. I sup­pose you haven’t been briefed.”




    “Stop telling me I’m new, dammit!” the Pres­ident yelled sud­den­ly, his voice no longer

    un­der con­trol. “My first day on the job and I’m hid­ing a mile un­der­ground be­cause you

    tell me it’s sud­den­ly rain­ing steam en­gines!”




    “Sor­ry, sir. But I think you’re un­der­es­ti­mat­ing the threat fac­tor.”




    “I am not un­der­es­ti­mat­ing the threat fac­tor. I’m not sure what the threat fac­tor

    is.”




    “Al­low me to ex­plain the prin­ci­ple be­hind the rail gun, sir.”




    “Do so.” The Pres­ident fold­ed his arms.




    “We’ve been work­ing on them for more than a decade. They’re the ul­ti­mate satel­lite

    de­liv­ery sys­tem. We can throw out the shut­tle, and all our rock­ets and mis­siles. This

    ba­by works on mag­net­ic propul­sion prin­ci­ples. What we do is, we build a tube large enough

    to do the job and stick a mag­net­ical­ly charged rail on ei­ther side of the tube. Step up the

    pow­er with maybe a zil­lion gi­gawatts. And zoom! What­ev­er we stick in one end is pro­pelled

    out the oth­er so fast your head would spin. Sir. Mr. Pres­ident. Sir. “




    “Rail gun?”




    “The ba­by that shot that thing in­to or­bit would have to be as long as the Hol­land

    Tun­nel, sir. Of course, the more ac­cept­ed term for it is elec­tro­mag­net­ic can­non, or EM

    can­non. But the techies, they like to call it a rail gun.”




    “Rail?” asked the Pres­ident, look­ing at the mod­el in his hand.




    “Rail. Ob­vi­ous­ly the Rus­sians took the rail part a tad lit­er­al­ly.” The gen­er­al

    cracked a weak, lop­sid­ed smile.




    “There’s on­ly one thing wrong with your Rus­sian-​rail­gun the­ory.”




    “Re­spect­ful­ly, Mr. Pres­ident, I be­lieve my the­ory is sound.”




    “The sec­ond KKV was not launched from Rus­sia.”




    “Sir?”




    “NO­RAD says it lift­ed off from Africa.”




    “That’s ab­surd, Mr. Pres­ident. The Africans can’t pos­si­bly have a rail gun. Hell, even

    we don’t have a full-​scale ver­sion.”




    “It came from Africa,” the Pres­ident re­peat­ed firm­ly.




    “If you say so, sir.”




    “We’re go­ing up, Gen­er­al. To the sur­face.”




    “Glad to hear it, sir.”




    “When we get up­stairs, I’m go­ing to brief the press on this en­tire mat­ter.”




    “Sir, I don’t think that would be a good idea … sir.”




    “But I do. And I am your Com­man­der in Chief.”




    “As your sur­ro­gate, Mr. Pres­ident-“




    “For­get that sur­ro­gate stuff. From now on, I’m go­ing to do my job. And so are you.”




    “Yes, sir,” Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber said mis­er­ably, ac­cept­ing the plas­tic

    lo­co­mo­tive mod­el the Pres­ident thrust in­to his hands.


  




  

    Chapter 12




    Py­otr Koldunov threw the cut­off switch­es him­self. It was a job for a low­ly

    tech­ni­cian, not for one of the top sci­en­tists of the So­vi­et Min­istry of Sci­ence. But he

    was not in So­vi­et Rus­sia now and he didn’t trust even the most in­tel­li­gent of his

    Loby­ni­an as­sis­tants not to ac­ci­den­tal­ly bump the con­trols and trig­ger the launch

    se­quence while he was in­side the Elec­tro­mag­net­ic Launch Ac­cel­er­ator, hurl­ing him

    in­to or­bit like a bug blown through a straw.




    With all avail­able pow­er no longer di­vert­ed to the EM Ac­cel­er­ator, the over­head

    lights au­to­mat­ical­ly bright­ened. The strong il­lu­mi­na­tion seemed to take the curse off

    the un­der­ground com­plex. Months of dwelling un­der the Loby­ni­an Desert with on­ly the

    swarthy Loby­ni­an tech­ni­cians for com­pa­ny and no sun­light had re­duced Py­otr Koldunov to

    a state of per­pet­ual gloom.




    As he stepped to the mas­sive round cham­ber hatch, more like a bank-​de­posit vault than

    what it re­al­ly was-​the breech of the most pow­er­ful weapon ev­er cre­at­ed-​Koldunov

    won­dered if he were one of those peo­ple who suf­fer from light-​de­pri­va­tion mood swings.

    He made a men­tal note to check with a Moscow spe­cial­ist if he ev­er got out of this sand

    bur­row with his mind in­tact. Bit­ter­ly he punched out the ac­cess code on the wall-​mount­ed

    key­pad, care­ful­ly block­ing the de­vice so that none of the Loby­ni­ans could see the

    com­bi­na­tion.




    The light mount­ed over the key­pad turned red, in­di­cat­ing ac­cep­tance of the ac­cess

    code. Koldunov turned quick­ly. The black-​eyed Loby­ni­ans in their stupid green smocks were

    watch­ing him avid­ly. The dis­ap­point­ment vis­ible on their dark faces told him they had not

    gleaned the com­bi­na­tion.




    The fi­nal step was to hit the hy­draulics but­ton. He punched it an­gri­ly and wait­ed. He

    was sick of the in­ces­sant Loby­ni­an spy­ing. Loby­nia was sup­posed to be a So­vi­et client

    state, but their lead­er was a mad­man. As a ra­tio­nal, pa­tri­ot­ic sci­en­tist, it sick­ened

    Py­otr Koldunov to be made sub­servient to the Loby­ni­an dic­ta­tor, Colonel Han­ni­bal

    In­tifadah. As a man, it in­fu­ri­at­ed him to know that if he slipped up, the Loby­ni­ans

    would slit his throat and take con­trol of the EM Ac­cel­er­ator.




    The huge hatch rolled aside and the square, tun­nel­like maw of the de­vice gaped as black

    as a cap­ital­ist’s heart, Koldunov thought mo­rose­ly. The odor was worse than the last time.

    The ozone stink was near­ly over­whelmed by the bit­ter stench of seared met­al. Black. It

    smelled black. As black as it looked. Black as a Loby­ni­an’s soul, he thought with grim

    hu­mor. Yes, it was that black.




    Koldunov clicked on his pow­er­ful ar­gon flash­light and stepped in. He breathed through

    his mouth. He want­ed to gag. The light splashed along the walls of the tun­nel. It was more

    than twen­ty feet high and in­clined at a shal­low up­ward an­gle. Not for the first time,

    Koldunov thought it was like walk­ing in­to a ser­pent’s bel­ly.




    The tun­nel was con­struct­ed of four thick walls held to­geth­er with mas­sive ex­ter­nal

    bolts. Mount­ed on each side wall was a flat cop­per rail. These were the pow­er rails.

    Elec­tric­ity pumped through them pro­vid­ed the mag­net­ic pulse that could in the­ory pro­pel

    a skyscrap­er in­to or­bit.




    The flash­light re­vealed that the left-​hand rail had been dam­aged by the last launch. The

    cop­per sur­faces were gouged and melt­ed as if the pow­er­ful elec­tric forces had boiled off

    the out­er skin. The right rail was less dam­aged. But as he stepped fur­ther along, pick­ing

    his way care­ful­ly as the in­cline grew steep­er, he saw that the true dam­age was to the

    right rail. It had cracked at a joint. No won­der So­vi­et track­ing sys­tems had re­port­ed

    that the sec­ond pro­jec­tile had tum­bled in flight. Koldunov sighed. Both rails would have to

    be re­placed.




    Colonel In­tifadah would not like this. Not at all.




    The car­ri­er rails were in worse shape. Mount­ed side by side on the launch­er’s flat

    floor, they were sim­ply a sec­tion of the Peo­ple’s Loby­ni­an Rail­road Sys­tem di­vert­ed

    un­der­ground through the com­plex and in­to the launch­er it­self.




    The tracks ran up to the very mouth of the gun, a quar­ter of a mile away, where it poked

    out at ground lev­el. These rails were twist­ed off their ties. He had half-​ex­pect­ed that.

    They had been re­laid af­ter the first test and that had weak­ened them. He had told Colonel

    In­tifadah ex­act­ly what would hap­pen. But Colonel In­tifadah had screamed at him for a

    straight twen­ty min­utes un­til Koldunov had, in ex­as­per­ation, stopped try­ing to make his

    case.




    Now he would have to face Colonel In­tifadah with the un­hap­py news that not on­ly did the

    car­ri­er rails have to be re­laid once again, but al­so the pow­er rails would prob­ably have

    to be changed af­ter each launch as a mat­ter of rou­tine main­te­nance. That would throw the

    Colonel’s sched­ule com­plete­ly off. It al­so meant that Py­otr Koldunov would be stuck in

    Loby­nia far longer than he had planned.




    Shak­ing his head, he left the breech and closed the hatch. He en­tered the seal­ing code,

    care­ful to shield that too. As long as on­ly he knew those codes, the Loby­ni­ans dared not

    kill him. Even Colonel In­tifadah was sane enough to know that.




    Ex­it­ing the ma­chine, he care­ful­ly stepped over the tracks lead­ing in­to the hatch and

    mount­ed the con­crete steps to the shield­ed con­trol booth over­look­ing the

    launch-​prepa­ra­tion area. He picked up the green-​tele­phone hot line.




    “Why do you not re­store pow­er to the de­vice?” asked Musa Al-​Qaid. Even in the

    air-​con­di­tioned chill of the un­der­ground com­plex, Al-​Qaid’s face had that greasy sheen

    of per­pet­ual sweat. Prob­ably it was fear.




    “There is no need,” Koldunov told him curt­ly.




    “But our peo­ple will soon de­liv­er the next re­venge ve­hi­cle. Our glo­ri­ous lead­er has

    de­creed that it will be launched on sched­ule.”




    “Your glo­ri­ous lead­er should have lis­tened to me if he wished to main­tain his pre­cious

    sched­ule,” Koldunov told him. “The de­vice is in­op­er­able.”




    “Then our glo­ri­ous lead­er must be so in­formed im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    Koldunov shrugged, wait­ed for the first ring, and quick­ly hand­ed the phone to the oth­er

    man.




    “Be my guest. I was in the pro­cess of do­ing ex­act­ly that.”




    Al-​Qaid took the re­ceiv­er with­out think­ing. Plac­ing it to his ear, he got the

    switch­board of the Peo­ple’s Pro­vi­sion­al Palace in the Loby­ni­an cap­ital.




    “I . . . that is, this is Musa Al-​Qaid. I am call­ing on a mat­ter of ut­most im­por­tance

    for our glo­ri­ous lead­er.” He stared dag­gers at Koldunov’s white-​smocked back.




    Pre­tend­ing to ex­am­ine the con­trol con­sole, Py­otr Koldunov smiled tight­ly. That would

    fix the of­fi­cious bas­tard, he thought.




    “Yes, Broth­er Colonel,” Al-​Qaid said quick­ly. “A prob­lem, Broth­er Colonel. He will not

    say, Broth­er Colonel. No, sir. Yes, sir. At once, Broth­er Colonel.”




    Al-​Qaid hung up the phone and ad­dressed Koldunov in a stiff voice.




    “Our glo­ri­ous lead­er de­mands your im­me­di­ate pres­ence in the cap­ital.”




    “Good,” said Koldunov.




    “Good?” sput­tered the Loby­ni­an. “Many who are sum­moned to his of­fice do not re­turn

    alive.”




    “I am not con­cerned … for my­self,” Koldunov said sim­ply.




    “It was your de­vice. Your fail­ure.”




    “Yes, ex­act­ly. My de­vice. My ac­cess codes. My ev­ery­thing. On loan to your gov­ern­ment

    as a ges­ture of sol­idar­ity from my gov­ern­ment. I am hard­ly ex­pend­able. Can you say the

    same, Al-​Qaid?”




    Musa Al-​Qaid blinked as if a thought had just oc­curred to him. “Colonel In­tifadah

    di­rect­ed that you be brought be­fore him im­me­di­ate­ly,” he coun­tered.




    “And who did he say would per­form that er­rand?”




    “I have that priv­ilege.”




    “You? Not a flunky, but the se­nior Loby­ni­an ad­vis­er on this project?” “




    “Colonel In­tifadah ob­vi­ous­ly thinks high­ly of me.”




    “On the oth­er hand, it was you who gave him the bad news. And we all know how Colonel

    In­tifadah re­acts to bad news.”




    Al-​Qaid had no an­swer to that. The Loby­ni­an swal­lowed tight­ly. He kept on swal­low­ing

    all the way up the buck­et el­eva­tor to the sur­face and to the green he­li­copter wait­ing on

    the pad.




    The ride to the Loby­ni­an cap­ital of Dapoli was pleas­ant. The sun was high in the desert

    sky. It was a cru­el sun, but it bright­ened Py­otr Koldunov’s mood. The thought that Colonel

    In­tifadah might be­come ex­treme­ly irate up­on be­ing told that his re­venge weapon was

    tem­porar­ily in­op­er­ative did not lessen his im­prov­ing hu­mor. In fact, it added to it.

    Per­haps Colonel In­tifadah might be­come so up­set that he would shoot some­one.




    Koldunov turned to look at his pi­lot. Al-​Qaid. Koldunov smiled. Al-​Qaid looked at him

    quizzi­cal­ly.




    Yes, life would be more pleas­ant with­out Al-​Qaid. The man smelled of fear and con­stant

    per­spi­ra­tion. And his Rus­sian was atro­cious. He man­gled the lan­guage worse than the

    con­scripts from Urkut­sk and Tashkent with whom Koldunov had been forced, in his long-​ago

    youth, to serve in the Red Army. He hat­ed them too-​and their back­ward ways. Be­sides,

    Al-​Qaid was next to use­less as a tech­ni­cian. Koldunov sus­pect­ed that he was a CID spy.

    Koldunov sus­pect­ed half his tech­ni­cal staff were in the em­ploy of Colonel In­tifadah’s

    Green In­tel­li­gence Di­rec­torate. Even Loby­ni­an tech­ni­cians could not be so

    in­com­pe­tent.




    Yes, it would be pleas­ant if Colonel In­tifadah had Al-​Qaid shot.




    Py­otr Koldunov set­tled back in his seat as the many-​tow­ered cap­ital of Loby­nia loomed

    ahead, con­fi­dent that he was not ex­pend­able.




    The he­li­copter land­ed in the palace court­yard. From the air it looked as if the

    court­yard was green with well­tend­ed grass. In fact it was con­crete paint­ed green. The

    he­li­pad was a lighter shade of green.




    The door to Colonel In­tifadah’s of­fice was al­so green. The guards on ei­ther side of the

    door car­ried green ri­fles and wore green uni­forms. They be­longed to Colonel In­tifadah’s

    elite Green Guard. They pushed Koldunov back from the door and, tak­ing Al-​Qaid by the arms,

    es­cort­ed him in­to the Colonel’s of­fice. The green door slammed shut and Py­otr Koldunov

    found a seat on a long leather di­van. It matched the walls, which were chartreuse.




    When fif­teen min­utes had passed and no sound of gun­shots came from be­hind the green

    door, Py­otr Koldunov de­cid­ed that Colonel In­tifadah was not go­ing to ex­ecute Al-​Qaid.

    Koldunov frowned.




    Then the green door opened and the two Green Guards car­ried out the limp body of Al-​Qaid.

    His green smock was al­most black with blood. His head hung slack-​jawed from his scrawny

    neck.




    Al-​Qaid looked as if he had been me­thod­ical­ly beat­en to death. The splin­tered and

    stained ri­fle butts of the guards told Py­otr Koldunov that his guess was prob­ably

    cor­rect.




    Koldunov smiled as the guards car­ried the sci­en­tist to a green el­eva­tor door. They

    pressed a but­ton. The doors slid in­stant­ly apart and the guards heaved the body in.




    The thud of it land­ing came loud­ly even though the body had ob­vi­ous­ly fall­en sev­er­al

    floors.




    Koldunov walked up to the el­eva­tor door. He looked down. Al-​Qaid’s body lay atop a heap

    of oth­er bod­ies. Some looked fresh. Oth­ers, how­ev­er, seemed very, very old.




    “This isn’t the el­eva­tor I rode up on,” Yoldunov re­marked pleas­ant­ly.




    “It is not,” replied one of the guards. “It is a garbage dis­pos­al. Colonel In­tifadah’s

    per­son­al garbage dis­pos­al.” Then Yok­lunov re­al­ized that the shaft con­tained no cage, no

    ca­bles, no di­al to in­di­cate floors, and on­ly one but­ton. It was marked “Down.”

    Ob­vi­ous­ly Colonel In­tifadah had gut­ted an el­eva­tor shaft for this spe­cial pur­pose.

    “Well,” Koldunov said hap­pi­ly, “shall I go in next?” The Green Guards looked at the So­vi­et

    sci­en­tist with undis­guised stu­pe­fac­tion. The man was about to walk in­to a tiger pit and

    he act­ed as un­con­cerned as if he were about to stroll in­to a mati­nee.




    They did not have to es­cort him in by force as they had ex­pect­ed. He walked ahead of them

    as if ea­ger to face Colonel In­tifadah’s wrath.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    Af­ter he had over­thrown King Ar­das of Loby­nia, Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah had tak­en

    pos­ses­sion of the roy­al palace. As a ges­ture to the new or­der, he had re­named it the

    Peo­ple’s Pro­vi­sion­al Palace. Then he had had it paint­ed green, in­side and out, and

    dec­orat­ed with the new Loby­ni­an flag, which was al­so green. Blank green. For Colonel

    In­tifadah claimed to de­spise all or­na­men­tal trap­pings of of­fice.




    The of­fi­cial his­to­ry of the new Loby­nia, as chron­icled by Colonel Han­ni­bal

    In­tifadah in a book he called The Green Pre­cepts, had it that the Colonel had cho­sen green

    as the new Loby­ni­an na­tion­al col­or as a ges­ture of sym­pa­thy with the rest of the

    Is­lam­ic world, green be­ing a col­or fa­vored by Moslems.




    But the truth of the mat­ter was that when the peo­ple of Loby­nia learned via ra­dio that

    yet an­oth­er mil­itary usurp­er had en­gi­neered a coup against good King Ar­das, they massed

    around the roy­al palace with the in­tent of bring­ing down this lat­est up­start in gold

    braid.




    See­ing the mob, Colonel In­tifadah’s cell of rev­olu­tion­ar­ies grew ner­vous. They were

    start­ing to lose their courage. So Colonel In­tifadah per­son­al­ly shot them all to death.

    Then he went in­to the roy­al din­ing room and pulled a table­cloth off the king’s din­ing

    ta­ble, shat­ter­ing pre­cious Wa­ter­ford crys­tal gob­lets and fine chi­na and, wav­ing the

    makeshift flag be­fore his un­pro­tect­ed chest, an­nounced from the bal­cony that he had

    elim­inat­ed the usurpers. And then, pro­claim­ing the new Is­lam­ic Re­pub­lic of Loby­nia, he

    ran the green table­cloth up the flag­pole and pro­claimed that if he were to fall in the

    de­fense of Al­lah, then so be it. Let the as­sas­sins have their way. Is­lam would live on

    with­out him.




    The crowd broke in­to spon­ta­neous cheer­ing.




    Colonel In­tifadah raised his clenched hands above his head tri­umphant­ly, be­stowed the

    crowd with a snag­gle­toothed smile, and tried to make the best of it. In truth, he was deeply

    dis­ap­point­ed.




    He hat­ed green. The flag that he had per­son­al­ly de­signed for the new Loby­ni­an

    re­pub­lic was red and car­ried the ham­mer-​and-​sick­le em­blem of in­ter­na­tion­al

    Com­mu­nism. But he com­fort­ed him­self with the thought that on some days you ini­ti­ate the

    tide of his­to­ry and on oth­ers it car­ries you along. Ei­ther way was fine with Colonel

    In­tifadah just so long as the tides of his­to­ry even­tu­al­ly de­posit­ed him safe­ly on

    shore. If he got a lit­tle wet in the pro­cess, that was okay too. Just as long as it wasn’t

    his own blood soak­ing his uni­form.




    To­day, as it had been on so many oth­er days since he had risen to pow­er in the North

    African desert na­tion of Loby­nia, the blood on the Colonel’s uni­form be­longed to some­one

    else.




    Colonel In­tifadah looked down at the gleam­ing dark spots spat­ter­ing his sleeves and

    blouse. They shone red­ly wet. He knew from ex­pe­ri­ence that lat­er the spots would brown

    in­to a rust col­or and fi­nal­ly cake and flake off. Al-​Qaid’s blood would be no dif­fer­ent

    from that of the hun­dreds of oth­ers who had dis­pleased him.




    Colonel In­tifadah reached for a damp cloth, in­tend­ing to rub some of the blood off. But

    he de­cid­ed against it. Bet­ter to let the Rus­sian see the spots, to know that this son of

    the desert stood so close to the kill.




    Colonel In­tifadah went to his desk and stood be­hind it. In the floor-​length mir­ror on

    one wall, he re­gard­ed him­self crit­ical­ly. His mid­dle-​aged face had coars­ened, the skin

    dark and large-​pored. His mouth was cru­el and ar­ro­gant, his eyes as black as the

    tight-​curled hair that no comb would ev­er tame. Al­though it was ear­ly, the beard growth had

    al­ready start­ed to show.




    It was a face that in­tim­idat­ed weak­er men. With that face, Colonel In­tifadah would

    in­tim­idate this Rus­sian. Colonel In­tifadah straight­ened out his uni­form. It was green. He

    al­ways wore green, even though he pas­sion­ate­ly hat­ed the col­or. Even the gold braid

    coiled at his shoul­der was green­ish-​gold.




    The door opened and Colonel In­tifadah hasti­ly let the green cur­tain fall over his

    per­son­al mir­ror.




    “Leave us,” Colonel In­tifadah barked to his guards. The two men swift­ly and grate­ful­ly

    with­drew.




    “Stand be­fore me, com­rade,” Colonel In­tifadah or­dered. The pale Rus­sian sci­en­tist

    Py­otr Koldunov stepped up to the dark green desk. In or­der to stand be­fore the Colonel, he

    would have to walk through the sticky pool of blood in the mid­dle of the floor.




    The Rus­sian did so with­out show­ing a flick­er of no­tice. Colonel In­tifadah frowned

    dark­ly.




    “I am told that the de­vice will not work,” he said sul­len­ly. He spoke Rus­sian. Per­fect

    Rus­sian. He was al­so flu­ent in French and En­glish, as well as his na­tive Ara­bic. He

    en­joyed see­ing the star­tled ex­pres­sions on the faces of smug diplo­mats when he so

    ca­su­al­ly dis­coursed with them, they who pri­vate­ly thought him a crazed no­mad who had

    wrest­ed pow­er by brute cun­ning.




    “Da, Com­rade Colonel,” Koldunov replied in the same lan­guage. “The en­er­gy re­quired for

    launch stripped the pow­er rails and se­ri­ous­ly dam­aged the car­ri­er rails. As I told you

    would hap­pen.”




    “Are you crit­iciz­ing me?” Colonel In­tifadah shout­ed, his sidearm flash­ing from its

    hol­ster.




    “I am mere­ly re­mind­ing you that I cau­tioned you about this pos­si­bil­ity. We should

    have wait­ed.”




    “Wait­ed! I have wait­ed three years for this re­venge. Re­venge up­on the Amer­icans, who

    bombed this very city!”




    “I am aware of your mo­ti­va­tion,” the Rus­sian said with undis­guised dis­taste.




    Crack! Crack! Crack!




    The Colonel fired at the ceil­ing in his rage.




    The Rus­sian flinched at the sounds, but he did not re­act oth­er­wise. Nor run for

    shel­ter. Colonel In­tifadah threw his emp­ty pis­tol on­to the desk. It was a 9 mm Glisen­ti.

    The grips were carved jade.




    “You must be very brave, com­rade. Some of my own of­fi­cers think I am crazed.”




    “Many Moslems fire in­to the air to ex­press them­selves. It is their way.”




    “Out in the streets, yes. But not in­doors. I know you send re­ports of my men­tal health

    back to the Krem­lin. Do not de­ny this.”




    “I re­port to my su­pe­ri­ors ev­ery week. Just as I re­port to you. As I am re­port­ing to

    you now.”




    “You are a dog with two mas­ters.”




    “I serve my home­land with pride. I am ob­li­gat­ed to re­port to you. It is part of my

    in­ter­na­tion­al­ist du­ty.”




    “Do not speak to me of the So­vi­et in­ter­na­tion­al­ist du­ty. Where were your peo­ple

    when the Amer­ican B-52’s were rain­ing death on Dapoli? Where?”




    “There was no warn­ing of their at­tack.”




    “No? Then why did your So­vi­et de­stroy­ers qui­et­ly leave this end of the Mediter­ranean

    be­fore the bombers came? Your lead­ers knew. They knew ev­ery­thing. But rather than face the

    ag­gres­sor, they re­treat­ed to watch the car­nage.”




    “I am not a mil­itary man. You will have to ask the Krem­lin that ques­tion.”




    “I have. And you know what they told me? A co­in­ci­dence. Bah! Pigs that slink from their

    friends. They sell me their weapons and call me their al­ly and sign a mu­tu­al-​de­fense

    treaty and then they skulk from trou­ble at the first sign of Amer­ican might.”




    “We are help­ing you now,” Koldunov as­sert­ed. Colonel In­tifadah spat on his desk.




    “Years af­ter the fact. Long af­ter the world has for­got­ten. On­ly af­ter I com­plained

    and com­plained. Do you know why your su­pe­ri­ors com­pelled you to as­sem­ble your ter­ri­ble

    in­ven­tion un­der the Loby­ni­an Desert?”




    “Yes, I was told it was our in­ter­na­tion­al­ist du­ty.”




    “No. It was be­cause I threat­ened to al­ly my­self with the U.S. I said to your Gen­er­al

    Sec­re­tary: ‘What good are Rus­sian weapons if they can­not fend off an Amer­ican at­tack, and

    of what use are So­vi­et promis­es if they crum­ble be­fore the might of the U.S.?’ They tried

    to rea­son with me. But I would have none of it. I de­sired re­venge. And if pre­tend­ing to be

    a friend of the U.S. would be my on­ly re­course, then I would hold my nose and shake their

    bloody hands.”




    An un­hap­py look crossed Py­otr Koldunov’s tight face and Colonel In­tifadah knew that he

    had struck a nerve.




    He knew the Rus­sian re­sent­ed the use his pre­cious weapon was be­ing put to.




    “So to keep me pla­cat­ed,” Colonel In­tifadah went on, “they of­fer me this weapon of

    yours. They make promis­es. More promis­es. ‘Colonel In­tifadah, it is the great­est

    in­ven­tion ev­er de­vised by a hu­man mind.’ ‘Colonel In­tifadah, with it you can strike in­to

    the heart of Amer­ica with­out fear of re­tal­ia­tion.’ ‘Colonel In­tifadah, with this de­vice,

    you can de­liv­er a nu­cle­ar weapon to any point on the earth with­out fear of satel­lite

    de­tec­tion.’ “




    “All of this is true. My de­vice can do ex­act­ly that.”




    “And so they make me sign an­oth­er agree­ment. And I have the weapon. I am a proud man

    again. I have been giv­en new teeth for my mouth. I have a rod with which to smite my en­emies.

    And when the weapon has been de­liv­ered and as­sem­bled, what do I learn?”




    “It works,” Py­otr Koldunov said stub­born­ly.




    “Oh, it works. But where are the nu­cle­ar weapons? Where are the mis­siles for this

    glo­ri­ous new mis­sile-​de­liv­ery sys­tem?”




    “No one promised Loby­nia nu­cle­ar weapons.”




    “You said that on the day the launch­er was as­sem­bled. You al­so said that to strike

    Amer­ica with nu­cle­ar weapons would be un­think­able. Do you re­mem­ber telling me that?”




    “Clear­ly.”




    “Clear­ly! Not as clear­ly as I!” thun­dered Colonel In­tifadah. “I had vi­sions of Amer­ica

    re­duced to a burn­ing waste­land and I found that I had been giv­en the pis­tol but no

    am­mu­ni­tion.”




    “The de­vice is still a pro­to­type. It should be test­ed with less volatile pro­jec­tiles.

    A mal­func­tion at launch could pos­si­bly det­onate a nu­cle­ar ex­plo­sion on Loby­ni­an

    soil.”




    “I would have tak­en that risk! But did your coun­try of­fer a choice?”




    “It was not in the agree­ment.”




    “No,” Colonel In­tifadah said bit­ter­ly. “It was not in the agree­ment. No. Not at all.”

    The Colonel paced back and forth be­hind his desk, his black eyes flash­ing like ebony

    but­tons. He turned sud­den­ly and point­ed at the Rus­sian with light green gloves.




    “When the U.S. bombed Dapoli, you know what was said? It was said that the Rus­sians saw it

    as an op­por­tu­ni­ty to see how So­vi­et-​made an­ti-​air­craft-​mis­sile bat­ter­ies would

    deal with Amer­ican weapons un­der true bat­tle con­di­tions. That the So­vi­ets saw the

    bomb­ing of Dapoli as a mere test for their ord­nance.”




    “That may have been a by-​prod­uct of the in­ci­dent,” Koldunov ad­mit­ted cool­ly. He

    showed no fear. As loud­ly as he yelled, Colonel In­tifadah could not get a rise out of

    him.




    “Yes, I am glad you ad­mit that much. Be­cause I be­lieve it is hap­pen­ing once again.”




    “I do not un­der­stand.”




    “This!” Colonel In­tifadah said, stab­bing his desk with a fin­ger. “This is an­oth­er test.

    I am re­duced to be­ing a So­vi­et guinea pig. You have a new weapon. You dare not test it

    open­ly. You have stupid treaties with our mor­tal en­emies, the Amer­icans, too. But in me you

    have a way to test this fear­some de­vice by proxy. Un­de­tect­ed by Amer­ica. And if

    de­tect­ed, who is it who gets bombed? Not Moscow. Not the Ukraine. But Loby­nia!”




    “I must re­mind you of your own words, com­rade. You de­mand­ed So­vi­et as­sis­tance. This

    weapon has been de­ployed on your soil at your re­quest.”




    “A trick! An­oth­er Rus­sian trick. I am giv­en a weapon of ul­ti­mate ter­ror and I am

    re­duced to fling­ing lo­co­mo­tives.”




    “Both launch­es were suc­cess­ful.”




    “Suc­cess­ful? Suc­cess­ful, com­rade?” The Colonel jumped around his desk. His cru­el face

    shoved in­to the Rus­sian’s own. “See that map?” he said, point­ing to a glob­al wall map.




    “Yes, of course.”




    “Show me the tar­gets I have de­stroyed.”




    “You can­not ex­pect ac­cu­ra­cy with such pro­jec­tiles.”




    “I know that, you dog!”




    “A lo­co­mo­tive can­not be con­trolled in flight. As it is, the first launch was high­ly

    suc­cess­ful-​if your U.S. spies are cor­rect. The pro­jec­tile missed the White House by the

    mer­est dis­tance—con­sid­er­ing the dis­tance the pro­jec­tile trav­eled.”




    “It de­stroyed noth­ing!”




    “It came with­in a mean­ing­ful dis­tance of the des­ig­nat­ed tar­get. It is

    un­prece­dent­ed.”




    “The sec­ond one did not even strike Wash­ing­ton!”




    “The fault of the car­ri­er rails. They had to be re­laid to ac­com­mo­date the

    nar­row-​gauge Eu­ro­pean en­gine. It weak­ened them. I ex­plained to you that if you

    in­sist­ed up­on us­ing Amer­ican lo­co­mo­tives, all sub­se­quent launch­es would have to be

    done with Amer­ican lo­co­mo­tives. Eu­ro­pean en­gines have short­er wheel­bas­es. They do not

    fit the tracks as orig­inal­ly laid down. Had you wait­ed un­til you se­cured an­oth­er

    Amer­ican en­gine, the sec­ond strike might have been on tar­get.”




    “Now you are blam­ing me!”




    “I am point­ing out that I did not se­lect ei­ther the in­tend­ed tar­gets or the

    pro­jec­tiles. I can on­ly con­trol the weapon.”




    “If you would give me one mis­sile, I could ac­com­plish my end. I do not need to rain death

    down on all of Amer­ica. The de­struc­tion of Wash­ing­ton would be enough. It would sat­is­fy

    me.”




    “From the So­vi­et point of view, both launch­es were un­qual­ified suc­cess­es. With

    re­pairs and more ad­just­ments, I feel con­fi­dent that com­plete suc­cess will be

    in­evitable!”




    “I do not want in­evitable suc­cess! I want in­stant suc­cess. I have wait­ed too long

    al­ready. The Chi­nese promised me nu­cle­ar weapons, and U.S. pres­sure forced them to

    re­nege. The Ira­ni­ans promised me poi­son gas­es, and even they balked when pres­sured by

    Wash­ing­ton. My ter­ror agents have been round­ed up in ev­ery cap­ital. Ev­ery­thing I do,

    ev­ery scheme I hatch, the Amer­icans chop off my hands be­fore fruition comes. I will wait no

    longer.”




    “You will wait at least a week. For re­pairs,” Koldunov said firm­ly.




    The Colonel trem­bled in con­trolled rage. His eyes squeezed in­to thin slits.




    “I know what you are count­ing on, you and your Rus­sian mas­ters.”




    Koldunov said noth­ing.




    “You are count­ing on my lo­co­mo­tives to do no re­al dam­age.”




    “If they strike their tar­get, the dam­age will be hor­rif­ic.”




    “No. You count on most of their mass burn­ing up on reen­try. What strikes the ground is

    just a part of the whole. “




    “That is not our fault. If you can pro­vide us with en­gines that are im­per­vi­ous to

    reen­try forces, that prob­lem will be solved.”




    “Do not look so smug, Koldunov. I may do ex­act­ly that. “




    In spite of him­self, Py­otr Koldunov smiled thin­ly. The smile was erased at the Colonel’s

    next words.




    “Go and re­pair your ter­ror weapon. I am ex­pect­ing the next lo­co­mo­tive to­day. And as

    soon as the gun is op­er­ational, you will send it to a tar­get where, no mat­ter how wide of

    the mark it falls, there will be tremen­dous ca­su­al­ties. For if I can­not have Wash­ing­ton,

    D.C., I will set­tle for rain­ing death up­on New York City.”




    “One week,” said Koldunov.




    “Go now.”




    Af­ter the Rus­sian had left, Colonel In­tifadah hun­kered down be­hind his desk. His big

    hairy hands shook with his anger. He had got­ten a re­ac­tion. Koldunov un­der­stood.

    Wash­ing­ton, D.C., with its open spaces, was one thing, but Man­hat­tan, dense­ly packed with

    skyscrap­ers and peo­ple, was an­oth­er en­tire­ly.




    Soon, Colonel In­tifadah thought, Amer­ica would feel the ter­ri­ble fist of his wrath.




    The tele­phone shrilled and Colonel In­tifadah picked up the re­ceiv­er.




    “Yes? What is it?” he snapped.




    “Are we in a bad tem­per to­day?” a mel­low voice in­quired po­lite­ly.




    The Colonel’s brutish face re­laxed. The tele­phone voice was so re­as­sur­ing.




    “Hel­lo, com­rade.”




    “Hel­lo, Colonel. That is bet­ter. I have ex­cel­lent news for you. “




    “Yes?” Colonel In­tifadah said, grip­ping the re­ceiv­er. “I have the car­bon-​car­bon

    ship­ment.”




    “That is ex­cel­lent news. Many lives will be changed by your skill. Yes, a great many

    lives,” Colonel In­tifadah said, look­ing at his glob­al map.




    “I am hap­py to pro­vide ser­vice. That is what I live for. You will of course see to it

    that the agreed-​up­on amount is de­posit­ed in my Zurich ac­count be­fore ship­ment.”




    “In­stant­ly.”




    “A plea­sure do­ing busi­ness with you. Will there be any­thing else?”




    “Yes, I am sud­den­ly in the mar­ket for lo­co­mo­tives.”




    “Spec­ifi­ca­tions?”




    “I am in­ter­est­ed in the largest Eu­ro­pean mod­els avail­able. They need not be in

    op­er­at­ing con­di­tion. Just so long as the wheels turn freely.”




    “That is a strange re­quest.”




    “I know I can count on your ab­so­lute con­fi­den­tial­ity in this mat­ter.”




    “Of course. I ex­ist to ful­fill the cus­tomer’s needs. Now, how many do you re­quire?”




    “As many as you can ship. I fore­see my coun­try hav­ing a se­ri­ous lo­co­mo­tive

    short­fall for the next sev­er­al years.”




    “I will be back to you with spec­ifi­ca­tions by the end of the busi­ness day, your

    time.”




    “Thank you, Friend.”


  




  

    Chapter 14




    It was near­ly mid­night when the taxi dropped off Re­mo and Chi­un at the Fol­croft

    gate.




    “Got change for a hun­dred-​dol­lar bill?” Re­mo asked the cab­bie.




    The driv­er turned his pug­na­cious face around and said in a surly voice, “Don’t give me no

    crap here. I gave you a flat rate be­fore we start­ed. Fifty bucks, I said. You knew it was

    go­ing to cost fifty when we start­ed.”




    “I would still your in­so­lent tongue if I were you,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “And that goes for you too, buster. The fare is fifty bucks. And I don’t car­ry that kind of

    change on me. I get robbed all the time.”




    “What would you say the prop­er tip would be, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked calm­ly.




    “I just gave him the prop­er tip,” Chi­un replied bland­ly. “And he would do well to heed

    it.”




    “You have a point,” Re­mo said pleas­ant­ly. He ex­tract­ed a sin­gle hun­dred-​dol­lar bill

    from his wal­let, fold­ed it in two, and then ripped the bill in­to equal halves. He hand­ed

    the irate cab­bie one half.




    “What’s this crap?” the cab­bie roared.




    “He must like that word, ‘crap,’ ” Chi­un point­ed out. “It be­fits his loud mouth.”




    “It’s half of a hun­dred-​dol­lar bill,” Re­mo told the driv­er. “Fifty bucks.” He smiled.

    “You can keep the change.”




    “I can’t spend this!”




    “How do you know if you don’t try?” Re­mo asked light­ly as he stepped out of the cab.




    The cab­bie start­ed to climb out af­ter him. Chi­un gave the door a light shove. The

    driv­er flew back in. His head hit the me­ter. Bel­low­ing, he kicked at the door. Chi­un held

    it shut with his lit­tle fin­ger while Re­mo got be­hind the cab and gave it a gen­tle

    push.




    The cab ca­reened down the road. The driv­er grabbed for the wheel just as it went around a

    bend in the road. The en­gine start­ed and its roar picked up speed.




    “Let’s go, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo told Chi­un. “I’ve had a long day. Uh-​oh,” he added,

    look­ing at the dark­ened shape of Fol­croft San­itar­ium.




    “Ah,” Chi­un said, fol­low­ing his gaze. “Em­per­or Smith still holds forth, al­though it is

    late.”




    With the taxi’s en­gine fad­ing be­hind them, Re­mo and Chi­un slipped through the gate.

    Over by the docks, a squat shape sat like a sleep­ing in­sect. A mil­itary he­li­copter.




    “I think that chop­per is wait­ing for us,” Re­mo point­ed out. “So much for our evening of

    rest.”




    “Come on,” Re­mo said in a tired voice. “No sense in de­lay­ing the in­evitable. Let’s go

    see what’s do­ing.”




    They found Dr. Harold W. Smith at his desk. Smith’s face was drawn. That fact in it­self was

    not un­usu­al. Stripped of his glass­es, Smith could have sat for a por­trait of a man in the

    fi­nal stages of star­va­tion. But what Smith was do­ing alarmed Re­mo.




    Smith was spray­ing foam antacid in­to his open mouth. A lot of it. He stopped from time to

    time to swal­low, then con­tin­ued squirt­ing. The noz­zle soon sput­tered and fiz­zled

    nois­ily. Smith shook the can­is­ter, and get­ting noth­ing, start­ed to suck the noz­zle like

    a ba­by with a bot­tle.




    He did not no­tice Re­mo and Chi­un un­til Re­mo cleared his throat.




    “Ahem,” Smith said, drop­ping the can. It rolled off his desk and Smith reached for it. He

    missed. “No mat­ter, it was emp­ty,” he said sheep­ish­ly. He ad­just­ed his Dart­mouth tie

    self-​con­scious­ly.




    “What’s up, Smit­ty? We got rid of Ram­bo, by the way.”




    “Who? Oh,” Smith said. His voice was strained. “Yes, the ele­phant. Good. Thank good­ness

    you are back. We have a sit­ua­tion.”




    “I know.”




    “You do?”




    “The he­li­copter. It was a ma­jor clue.”




    “Oh, yes. I or­dered it to stand by. I’ve been fran­tic, Re­mo, wait­ing for your

    re­turn.”




    “So we’re back,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly. “What is it this time?”




    “Hush, Re­mo,” Chi­un warned. “Do not rush your em­per­or. Ob­vi­ous­ly, a se­ri­ous mat­ter

    has de­vel­oped. Speak to me, O Em­per­or. And do not con­cern your­self with my un­ruly pupil.

    He has had a try­ing day, but he has learned a valu­able les­son which will en­able him to

    serve you bet­ter in the fu­ture.”




    “Yes, good. But a mat­ter of grave in­ter­na­tion­al con­cern broke while you were

    away.”




    Chi­un’s wispy chin lift­ed in in­ter­est. Mat­ters of grave in­ter­na­tion­al con­cern

    in­ter­est­ed him. The more of Smith’s grave mat­ters of in­ter­na­tion­al con­cern the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju dealt with, the more Chi­un would ask for at the next con­tract ne­go­ti­ation.




    “Yes,” Smith said. “Wash­ing­ton has been at­tacked. It’s hap­pened twice in the last few

    hours.”




    “At­tacked!” Re­mo said.




    “Some new form of of­fen­sive bal­lis­tic weapon called the Ki­net­ic Kill Ve­hi­cle. The

    Pres­ident just in­formed me that it was fired by an elec­tro­mag­net­ic launch­ing sys­tem of

    some kind which de­fies ear­ly-​warn­ing de­tec­tion. The first KKV land­ed with­in yards of

    the White House. The sec­ond im­pact­ed in Mary­land. For­tu­nate­ly nei­ther hit any­thing

    cru­cial, nor did they det­onate. There have been no ca­su­al­ties.”




    “Just what the world needs,” Re­mo said. “An­oth­er new of­fen­sive weapon.”




    “All weapons are of­fen­sive,” Chi­un said firm­ly.




    “So what do we do, Smit­ty?”




    “Do not be fool­ish, Re­mo,” Chi­un in­ter­ject­ed. “It is ob­vi­ous what we do. We will go

    to the hurlers of these KKV’s and elim­inate them, thus sav­ing the re­pub­lic.”




    “Not ex­act­ly,” Smith put in.




    “No?” asked Chi­un.




    “What do you mean, no?” Re­mo added.




    “The Pen­tagon is still try­ing to pin­point the source of these at­tacks. We can be

    cer­tain it is a for­eign pow­er, but who or what or why has yet to be de­ter­mined. The

    Pres­ident wants you in Wash­ing­ton im­me­di­ate­ly. He’s very up­set with us all. He thinks

    we should have some­how fore­seen these at­tacks.”




    “He’s got a short mem­ory,” Re­mo com­plained. “Af­ter we saved his life dur­ing the

    cam­paign.”




    “I knew he was an in­grate the mo­ment I laid eyes up­on him,” Chi­un spat. “I vot­ed for

    the oth­er one,” he added smug­ly.




    “You, Mas­ter Chi­un?” Smith asked. “But you are not a U.S. cit­izen.”




    “They could not stop me. Be­sides, I on­ly wished to can­cel Re­mo’s vote.”




    Re­mo sighed au­di­bly. “So what are we sup­posed to do in Wash­ing­ton?” he asked

    Smith.




    “I am un­cer­tain. But I do think it would be good if you were at the Pres­ident’s side to

    re­as­sure him. He hasn’t yet got­ten his cab­inet as­sem­bled and seems com­plete­ly at

    sea.”




    “He doesn’t ex­pect us to ba­by-​sit him, does he?” Re­mo asked.




    “I’m afraid that’s what it comes down to. In the mean­while, our en­tire mil­itary com­mand

    struc­ture is on full alert. The world is poised on the brink of some­thing, but no one knows

    what.”




    “What hap­pens if there’s an­oth­er at­tack when we’re down there?” Re­mo want­ed to

    know.




    Smith said noth­ing for a long mo­ment. Fi­nal­ly he ad­mit­ted, “I do not know.”




    “I know,” Chi­un said bright­ly.




    Re­mo and Smith turned to look at his beam­ing coun­te­nance.




    “What?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “Yes, tell us,” Smith prompt­ed.




    “Noth­ing,” Chi­un said.




    “How do you know that?” Smith asked.




    “Be­cause this is al­ways the way with these things.”




    “What things?” Re­mo and Smith spoke to­geth­er. Their blend­ing voic­es har­mo­nized like a

    flute and a can open­er. “Sieges.”




    “What do you mean?” This from Smith.




    “It is very sim­ple,” Chi­un said, plac­ing his long-​nailed fin­gers in­to his bal­loon­ing

    sleeves. “Two stones have fall­en.”




    “Stones. Where do you get ’stones’?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “They did not go boom, cor­rect?”




    “True,” Smith ad­mit­ted slow­ly.




    “Then they are stones. Or might as well be stones. They are cer­tain­ly not any­thing

    dan­ger­ous, or they would have ex­plod­ed.”




    “Keep talk­ing,” Smith prompt­ed.




    “What we are wit­ness­ing is a form of war­fare not seen in many cen­turies. The siege

    en­gine.”




    “Nev­er heard of it,” Re­mo said.




    “I think he means the cat­apult.”




    “Yes, ex­act­ly. That is the oth­er name for it. The Ro­mans used it of­ten. It was

    some­times suc­cess­ful, but more of­ten not. It worked in this fash­ion. An army en­cir­cles a

    fort or city, cut­ting off sup­plies. The be­siegers then bring up the siege en­gines. They

    load them first with big stones and try to knock down the walls. Some­times they send many

    small­er stones in­to the city it­self to dis­heart­en the pop­ula­tion. Once in a while, they

    strike some­thing, a per­son or a house. But rarely does this hap­pen. Eu­ro­peans used the

    siege en­gine to ter­ri­fy, not to de­stroy. Much like your present-​day atom­ic

    mis­siles.”




    “I’ve nev­er thought of it quite in those terms,” Smith said. “But who would do this? And

    where is their en­cir­cling army?”




    “Wait a minute!” Re­mo said. “I don’t buy this. Cat­apults. From where?”




    “Our in­for­ma­tion is that the KKV came in from over the At­lantic. That makes any na­tion

    from Great Britain to Rus­sia a sus­pect.”




    “No cat­apult could lob a rock over the At­lantic.”




    “True,” Smith ad­mit­ted. “But Mas­ter Chi­un’s com­par­ison is ba­si­cal­ly sound. I would

    like him to con­tin­ue.” Re­mo fold­ed his arms. Grin­ning with sat­is­fac­tion, Chi­un

    con­tin­ued. His voice grew deep and res­onant. He en­joyed coun­sel­ing his em­per­or.




    “I do not know where the army is. Per­haps it is in tran­sit. Per­haps it will not be sent

    un­til the siege is ful­ly un­der way. But I do know this. The method is the method of the

    siege. The pur­pose to de­mor­al­ize. And the re­al­ity, that few if any of these pro­jec­tiles

    will hit their in­tend­ed tar­get-​or any­thing of con­se­quence at all. For Eu­ro­peans are

    the ar­chi­tects of the siege and there is one thing that is al­ways true of Eu­ro­peans.”




    Smith leaned for­ward ea­ger­ly. “Yes?”




    Chi­un raised a wise fin­ger. “They are ter­ri­ble shots.”




    Smith blinked rapid­ly. His dry­ish face wrin­kling in dis­ap­point­ment, he set­tled back

    in his chair.




    “We can­not count on these KKV’s con­tin­uing to miss their tar­gets,” he said

    se­ri­ous­ly.




    “No. They will first run out of big rocks. Then lit­tle stones. Then they will be re­duced

    to peb­ble fling­ing. Then they will go away.”




    “So what are we sup­posed to do in Wash­ing­ton, Smit­ty? Stand around with our hands in our

    pock­ets? Or maybe we raise our arms to catch the next one when it falls? I think we should be

    look­ing for the peo­ple be­hind this in­stead.”




    “That should not be dif­fi­cult,” Chi­un said with as­sur­ance. They looked at him

    again.




    “Go on,” Smith said, hope dawn­ing again on his face.




    “Whom has your gov­ern­ment an­noyed re­cent­ly?”




    “What do you mean?”




    “Na­tions do not lay siege to achieve con­quest or to make war. They lay siege to pun­ish,

    as I have said. Look for a jeal­ous prince who be­lieves that he has rea­son to vent his wrath

    up­on your Pres­ident.”




    “That’s a long list,” Re­mo said. “Ev­ery third coun­try in the world hates us-​with or

    with­out good rea­son.”




    “Such anger as is ev­idenced in these two at­tacks is mo­ti­vat­ed by pas­sion. Look for a

    man with pas­sion.”




    “And no sense. He’s ob­vi­ous­ly for­get­ting that he’s lob­bing rocks at the on­ly na­tion

    in his­to­ry ev­er to nuke an­oth­er in anger.”




    “With­out any way to trace the ori­gin of these KKV’s, the per­pe­tra­tor is rel­ative­ly

    safe,” Smith ad­mit­ted. “I think you are cor­rect, Re­mo. Your job should be to seek out and

    elim­inate this threat at the source. But un­til we have a fix on that source, I want you both

    in Wash­ing­ton. Per­haps you and Chi­un could ex­am­ine the im­pact sites. Maybe you can learn

    some­thing of val­ue.”




    “Not me,” Re­mo said firm­ly. “One rock looks like an­oth­er to me.”




    “In­clud­ing the one that sits on your shoul­ders,” Chi­un said with dis­dain.


  




  

    Chapter 15




    Over the ob­jec­tions of his top ad­vis­ers, the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States went on

    the air to re­as­sure the na­tion. “The sit­ua­tion is un­der con­trol,” the Pres­ident said

    from the podi­um in the East Room of the White House. Rep­re­sen­ta­tives from all the ma­jor

    net­works were seat­ed in front of him. The room was packed. The glare of tele­vi­sion cam­eras

    was in­tense. The very air smelled hot. It was the first news con­fer­ence of the new

    ad­min­is­tra­tion. For that rea­son alone, it would have been cov­ered with in­tense

    scruti­ny. But the fact that the Pres­ident had been ab­sent from the Oval Of­fice the

    pre­vi­ous day, his first in of­fice, had sparked a wave of ru­mors.




    “What sit­ua­tion?” asked a re­porter.




    The Pres­ident was aghast. He had spo­ken on­ly the first sen­tence of what was to have been

    a ten-​minute pre­pared text, and al­ready they were fling­ing ques­tions at him. He won­dered

    if he should hush the man or just keep read­ing. “Yes, what sit­ua­tion?” sec­ond­ed an­oth­er

    re­porter.




    The Pres­ident de­cid­ed to dis­pense with the pre­pared text.




    “The cur­rent sit­ua­tion,” he said. The press looked at him blankly.




    “Mr. Pres­ident,” a wom­an re­porter asked, “would you care to com­ment on your al­leged

    drink­ing prob­lem?” Hor­ror rode the Pres­ident’s face.




    “What drink­ing prob­lem?” he de­mand­ed.




    The la­dy jour­nal­ist did not re­ply. She was too busy writ­ing his an­swer.




    “What drink­ing prob­lem?” the Pres­ident re­peat­ed.




    No one an­swered him. They were too busy writ­ing that down too.




    “Can we get back to the cri­sis?” a re­porter piped up.




    “I did not say there was a cri­sis,” the Pres­ident said.




    “Then you are deny­ing the ex­is­tence of a cri­sis?”




    “Well, no. But I can­not cat­ego­rize the cur­rent sit­ua­tion as a cri­sis.”




    “Then what would you call it? Af­ter all, you go to your in­au­gu­ral ball, re­tire for the

    evening, and dis­ap­pear for an en­tire day. Ev­ery­one saw you drink that sec­ond glass of

    cham­pagne.”




    “Sec­ond-“




    “Does the First La­dy know where you were last night?” an­oth­er re­porter want­ed to

    know.




    “Of course. She was with me,” the Pres­ident said in­dig­nant­ly.




    The press corps busi­ly wrote the Pres­ident’s words down as if they were very im­por­tant.

    Pen­cils scratched loud­ly, against notepads. Nu­mer­ous hand-​held tape recorders hummed. The

    heat of the glar­ing lights made the Pres­ident feel light-​head­ed. All he had in­tend­ed to

    do was tell the na­tion that a sud­den emer­gen­cy had oc­cu­pied the first day of this term.

    For na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons, he could not com­ment on the emer­gen­cy, but he be­lieved

    it was on its way to be­ing un­der con­trol. In­stead, they were fish­ing in­to his pri­vate

    life. Hav­ing been hap­pi­ly mar­ried for most of his adult life, and hav­ing been a

    pro­fes­sion­al politi­cian even longer, the Pres­ident was of the opin­ion that he didn’t have

    a pri­vate life. As such.




    “Mr. Pres­ident, we have a re­port that the Strate­gic Air Com­mand has moved ev­ery B-52

    bomber wing to com­bat-​readi­ness sta­tus. Are we prepar­ing for an in­va­sion?”




    “No,” the Pres­ident said flat­ly. “Non­sense.”




    “Then can you ex­plain that move­ment of SAC air­craft on your first day?”




    “A rou­tine train­ing ex­er­cise,” the Pres­ident said. He hat­ed to lie like that, but he

    had come on tele­vi­sion to re­as­sure the na­tion, not to pan­ic it.




    “Then it is not re­lat­ed to this al­leged emer­gen­cy?”




    “The emer­gen­cy is not al­leged. It is quite re­al. It is very se­ri­ous.”




    “If it is that se­ri­ous, then why won’t you specif­ical­ly de­scribe it for the peo­ple?

    Don’t you feel you owe it to those who vot­ed you in­to of­fice to lev­el with them?”




    “I am lev­el­ing with them,” the Pres­ident said hot­ly.




    “Mr. Pres­ident, can we get back to your drink­ing prob­lem?”




    “What drink­ing prob­lem?” the Pres­ident roared.




    “That is the third time you’ve said that,” sug­gest­ed an­oth­er re­porter. “Does that mean

    you are cat­egor­ical­ly deny­ing that you have a drink­ing prob­lem as a re­sult of

    overindulging dur­ing the in­au­gu­ral ball?”




    “I do so de­ny it.”




    The Wash­ing­ton press corps be­gan busi­ly to scrib­ble on­to their notepads again and the

    Pres­ident thought with sick hor­ror of the evening head­lines: “PRES­IDENT DE­NIES DRINK­ING

    PROB­LEM.”




    “Now, lis­ten,” the Pres­ident said quick­ly. “I just want to as­sure the na­tion that the

    sit­ua­tion is un­der con­trol. There is no need to be alarmed. Right at this mo­ment one of

    the finest mil­itary minds in the Pen­tagon is deal­ing with the prob­lem.”




    “Mil­itary? Are we ex­pect­ing an at­tack?”




    The Pres­ident hes­itat­ed. He did not want to lie. And this would be an aw­ful­ly big lie.

    Es­pe­cial­ly if an­oth­er at­tack were to come.




    A re­porter jumped in­to the gap. “What about the fire in Lafayette Park? And the

    golf-​course ex­plo­sion in Bethes­da? Are these in any way con­nect­ed?”




    The ques­tion gave the Pres­ident no choice. He would have to fib.




    “I’m told Bethes­da was a me­te­or fall. The fire in the park was just a fire.”




    No one chal­lenged that, to the Pres­ident’s sur­prised re­lief.




    “I can tell you this,” he added. “A cer­tain for­eign na­tion has been rat­tling its sabers

    at us. We know who this na­tion is and what they are up to. And I want to as­sure the peo­ple

    of Amer­ica that we have the mat­ter well in hand, and fur­ther­more, I want to put this

    for­eign na­tion on no­tice that the next move on their part will re­sult in se­vere

    sanc­tions.”




    “Mil­itary sanc­tions, Mr. Pres­ident?”




    “I. . . No com­ment,” the Pres­ident said quick­ly. Damn, he thought. They mouse-​trapped

    me.




    The Pres­ident’s press sec­re­tary quick­ly moved in.




    “That will be all gen­tle­men,” he said, pulling the Pres­ident away from the podi­um.




    “But I’m not fin­ished!” the Pres­ident hissed.




    “Yes you are, Mr. Pres­ident. They’re eat­ing you alive. Please come with me. We’ll have

    your dam­age-​con­trol peo­ple han­dle this.”




    Re­luc­tant­ly the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States shot the press corps a stiff farewell

    wave. He would much rather have shot them the bird. But it would have gone over the air­waves,

    fol­lowed by a twen­ty-​minute crit­ical anal­ysis of the mean­ing of the Pres­ident’s ges­ture

    and its far-​reach­ing po­lit­ical im­pli­ca­tions.




    As he walked down the lux­uri­ous­ly car­pet­ed hall, he won­dered what gave his press

    sec­re­tary the idea that he could over­rule the Com­man­der in Chief at his own press

    con­fer­ence. Who did the man think he was-​a Se­cret Ser­vice agent?




    In his Pen­tagon of­fice, Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber turned off the tele­vi­sion and heaved

    a sigh of re­lief.




    The Pres­ident had blown his news con­fer­ence. What the hell, he thought. The poor bas­tard

    was as green as grass. He’d get bet­ter at it. And the press were sharks. You could nev­er win

    where they were con­cerned. But the im­por­tant thing was that he hadn’t blown Gen­er­al

    Leiber’s ca­reer. Which is ex­act­ly what would have hap­pened had he men­tioned ex­act­ly who

    “the finest mil­itary mind in the Pen­tagon” was.




    The press would have been all over Gen­er­al Leiber like pol­ish on a boot. They’d have

    want­ed his plans, his life sto­ry, and most of all, a day-​by-​day his­to­ry of his mil­itary

    ca­reer.




    It would have made juicy read­ing. Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber had been a mi­nor

    rear-​ech­elon of­fi­cer dur­ing the Ko­re­an war. He was to­tal­ly in­com­pe­tent in bat­tle,

    in lead­er­ship, and in ev­ery oth­er trait im­por­tant to mil­itary ser­vice. But when a lucky

    North Ko­re­an ar­tillery shell took out the of­fi­cers’ club two days be­fore the an­nu­al

    Christ­mas par­ty, tak­ing with it the Air Force’s pre­cious store of liquor, it fell on then

    Mas­ter Sergeant Mar­tin S. Leiber to re­plen­ish the base sup­ply.




    There was no liquor to be had. Sergeant Leiber saw him­self about to be bust­ed down to

    pri­vate, when he came up­on an Army tank that had been left stand­ing by the side of a road

    while its crew were off whor­ing. Be­liev­ing the Army to be sim­ply a less hos­tile form of

    en­emy, Sergeant Leiber rode off with the tank, which he trad­ed to a ROK unit for sev­er­al

    cas­es of good rice wine. Any­one else would have been sat­is­fied to pull his own ba­con from

    the fire so eas­ily. Not Mas­ter Sergeant Mar­tin S. Leiber. He then wa­tered the wine down; to

    dou­ble the six cas­es to twelve, and re­turned tri­umphant­ly to the base.




    A week lat­er, af­ter he sobered up, he trad­ed the re­main­ing six cas­es for a two-​week

    leave in Tokyo, where he pur­chased a year’s sup­ply of fake North Ko­re­an sou­venirs, and

    priced them to sell as gen­uine.




    From that point on, Leiber horse­trad­ed his way to a cap­tain’s bars and fi­nal­ly to a

    gen­er­al’s stars. The Air Force had been good to him, even dur­ing the Viet­nam war when

    cor­rup­tion in the South Viet­nam gov­ern­ment was so en­trenched that Gen­er­al Leiber found

    him­self swap­ping mul­ti­mil­lion-​dol­lar equip­ment-​even as he sold off the last of his

    North Ko­re­an bay­onets as North Viet­namese bay­onets.




    It was a ca­reer that had ul­ti­mate­ly led to the Pen­tagon and rig­ging de­fense

    con­tracts and gold-​plat­ing pro­cure­ment or­ders. And now, with re­tire­ment not far off,

    Gen­er­al Leiber was not about to blow it. Which was ex­act­ly what would have hap­pened had

    the press got wind of his name. They would have splashed the head­line “PRES­IDENT PUTS FATE OF

    NA­TION IN HANDS OF PRO­CURE­MENT OF­FI­CER” all across the coun­try’s news­pa­pers.




    As long as the Pres­ident had no inkling of his true sta­tus, Gen­er­al Leiber could car­ry

    on. And as long as he could car­ry on, there was still a chance he could wheel and deal his way

    out of this mess.




    First he’d have to find out where those damn steam en­gines were com­ing from.




    Tak­ing a deep breath, Gen­er­al Leiber reached out for what was in his mind the might­iest

    weapon in the Unit­ed States ar­se­nal. The tele­phone. He di­aled An­drews Air Force Base.




    “Ma­jor Cheek. Gen­er­al Leiber here. The Pres­ident has just alert­ed the na­tion to the

    cri­sis.”




    “My God! Did he tell them about the lo­co­mo­tives?”




    “KKV’s, dammit! I told you nev­er to use the L word again.”




    “Sor­ry, Gen­er­al. The KKV’s. And I guess that means he did not.”




    “Damned right he did not. Our Pres­ident, bless him, is no fool. Now, I need an­swers.”




    “We have the pieces of the sec­ond KKV here, Gen­er­al.” Be­hind the ma­jor’s voice, the

    sounds of ham­mers clang­ing against met­al were a ca­copho­ny. The mut­ed roar of fur­naces

    made stat­ic back­ground noise.




    “I can hear that. But what have you got?”




    “We may be in luck, sir. This one ap­pears not to have been as dam­aged by reen­try.”




    “It came in tum­bling.”




    “That would ex­plain it. Ac­tu­al­ly, the rear sec­tion suf­fered the most fric­tion

    dam­age.”




    “So?”




    Well, the nose-​or what­ev­er you called it sur­vived un­melt­ed. Sir, this may be

    pre­ma­ture-“




    “Yes, yes, out with it!”




    “There’s no sign of a cow­catch­er. And we found what we think is one of the bumper rods. My

    peo­ple are try­ing to as­sem­ble it to be cer­tain.”




    “Cer­tain of what, dammit?”




    “Don’t you re­mem­ber our ear­li­er con­ver­sa­tion, Gen­er­al?- No cow­catch­er means it’s

    not Amer­ican. We have a for­eign . . . er … KKV.”




    “Can you ID the coun­try of ori­gin?”




    “That’s my hope, sir.”




    “Could it be African?”




    “African?” the ma­jor said, his voice frown­ing. The gen­er­al dis­tinct­ly heard him

    flip­ping through the pages of a book.




    “I see no men­tion of any African mod­els in this book on steam KKV’s.”




    “Our in­tel­li­gence in­di­cates it lift­ed off from Africa. So it’s got­ta be African.”




    “The first one was a U.S. mod­el. But of course, a lot of old­er mod­els were shipped abroad

    af­ter we con­vert­ed the diesel en­gines. Can I say ‘en­gines’ over an open line?”




    “I don’t care,” the gen­er­al said mo­rose­ly. “I want to know where that thing came from.

    Isn’t there any way we can find out?”




    “There is one pos­si­bil­ity sir. The liv­ery.”




    “Say that again.”




    “When an en­gine goes in­to ser­vice, it’s paint­ed with the op­er­at­ing com­pa­ny’s

    col­ors. Just like they do with pas­sen­ger jets to­day. They call that the liv­ery.”




    “Sound rea­son­ing, Ma­jor. What col­or is this KKV?”




    “Un­known, Gen­er­al. The en­tire sur­face is scorched. But we’re try­ing to scrape off the

    gunk and get to the paint. It’s our on­ly chance.”




    “Will you need any spe­cial equip­ment?”




    “Yes, what­ev­er they use to an­alyze paint. I would think the FBI lab would be able to

    help.




    “No good. I don’t know any­one in the FBI. They’re law. I don’t mess with the civil­ian law.

    The mil­itary is one thing, but once civil­ian law gets on a man’s tail, they don’t let

    go.”




    “I catch your drift, Gen­er­al. What about the CIA?”




    “No way. You get in hock to those spook bas­tards and the next thing you know, their

    periscopes are ris­ing out of the john while you’re sit­ting on it.”




    “Well, Gen­er­al, what­ev­er you have to do, if we can get paint sam­ples and you can have

    them iden­ti­fied, we should have our ID.”




    “I’ll get right on it,” promised Gen­er­al Leiber, hang­ing up.




    “Damn!” he swore af­ter some thought. He didn’t know squat about paint anal­ysis. Worse, he

    didn’t know any­one who did.




    The phone rang sud­den­ly, and with­out think­ing, he picked it up.




    “Gen­er­al Leiber?” The voice was very au­thor­itar­ian, very mil­itary.




    “Yes. Who is this?”




    “This is the joint Chiefs.”




    “I hear on­ly one of you.”




    “I’m chair­man. Ad­mi­ral Black­bird. We’ve just watched the Pres­ident’s ad­dress. What

    goes on? Who is this mil­itary mind the Pres­ident is talk­ing about? We know it isn’t the

    Act­ing Sec­re­tary of De­fense. We have that bas­tard down here where he can’t muck things up

    with his in­ex­pe­ri­ence.”




    “Good move,” said Gen­er­al Leiber, who hadn’t even thought of the Sec­re­tary of De­fense.

    “Ad­mi­ral,” he went on, “if the Pres­ident had want­ed this man’s iden­ti­ty known, he would

    have broad­cast it. I un­der­stand from the Pres­ident that the se­cu­ri­ty of the good old

    U.S. of A. de­pends up­on this man’s name be­ing a na­tion­al se­cret.”




    “Har­rumph. I sup­pose that makes good strate­gic sense. Give us the poop on the sit­ua­tion

    threat-​wise.”




    “We’re at De­fcon Two and hold­ing.”




    “We know that. What’s the sit­ua­tion on your end?”




    “We’re mov­ing to­ward iden­ti­fy­ing the ag­gres­sor.”




    “Good. We’re itch­ing to press but­tons down here. Any­thing we can do to speed up the

    pro­cess?”




    “We’ve got a com­pli­cat­ed ma­teriel-​anal­ysis prob­lem up here,” Gen­er­al Leiber said.

    “Frankly, we’re not cer­tain how to pro­ceed. The nor­mal agen­cies that might han­dle this

    kind of work are civil­ian. We don’t want to in­volve them. “




    “Good think­ing. Civil­ians can’t pound sand.”




    “I read you there. So what do we do?”




    “Gen­er­al, when the Joint Chiefs are in this sit­ua­tion, there is on­ly one place to

    turn.”




    “Sir?”




    “Com­put­ers, man. Com­put­ers can do any­thing to­day. What you do is find a com­put­er to

    han­dle the mat­ter, pro­gram it, and let ‘er rip!”




    “Out­stand­ing, Ad­mi­ral. I’ll pass your sug­ges­tion along. We’ll be in touch.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber hung up with a glee­ful ex­pres­sion. Why hadn’t he thought of that

    him­self? Of course. A com­put­er. There were tons of them in the Pen­tagon-​pay­roll

    com­put­ers, cost-​anal­ysis com­put­ers, there was even a wargam­ing com­put­er.

    Some­where.




    The trou­ble was, the damned things took weeks or even months to pro­gram. Gen­er­al Leiber

    didn’t have weeks to pro­gram a com­put­er to an­alyze scorched paint chips. And he sure didn’t

    trust any Pen­tagon pro­gram­mer with the knowl­edge of what was be­ing an­alyzed and why. The

    Pen­tagon leaked worse than Congress.




    Gen­er­al Leiber put in an­oth­er call. As the line rang, he felt the in­her­ent pow­er of

    the in­stru­ment with which he had made a small for­tune. Let the oth­ers have their jets and

    ships and tanks. Gen­er­al Leiber would lay it on the line with a sol­id-​state mul­ti­line

    tele­phone any day of the week.




    “Ex­cel­sior Sys­tems,” a bored male voice said.




    “Richards, Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber speak­ing.”




    “Gen­er­al Leiber,” the voice said bright­ly. Then, in a low­er tone, “Any­thing wrong,

    Gen­er­al?”




    “Damn straight there’s some­thing wrong. We’re on the brink.”




    “No,” the voice said. “Don’t tell me they found out about the faulty com­put­er chips.”




    “Noth­ing of the sort, man. I’m talk­ing about na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “Don’t tell me they’re fly­ing those planes in­to com­bat?”




    “It could hap­pen. And you know what would hap­pen to our ass­es if they do.”




    “My God. We’ll go to the pen.”




    “You’ll go to the pen, civil­ian. They’ll haul my tired ass to the stock­ade. We’re talk­ing

    high trea­son here.”




    “My God,” the oth­er man sobbed. “What do we do?”




    “The on­ly way out of it is if I can get my hands on the best damned com­put­er in the

    world.”




    “We make the best. We’re on the lead­ing edge in ev­ery­thing. Par­al­lel pro­cess­ing.

    Ar­ti­fi­cial In­tel­li­gence. You name it.”




    “I need a task-​anal­ysis unit and I have to do the pro­gram­ming my­self. Se­cu­ri­ty

    rea­sons.”




    “But what do you know about pro­gram­ming, Gen­er­al?”




    “Not a damn thing. But I need this done AS­AP.”




    “On­ly one ma­chine could han­dle this. It’s our new Ex­cel­sior Sys­tems Quan­tum Se­ries

    Three Thou­sand. There’s on­ly one in ex­is­tence. It’s a quan­tum leap over any main­frame

    imag­in­able. It’s an ar­ti­fi­cial-​in­tel­li­gence sys­tem with par­al­lel pro­cess­ing

    ca­pa­bil­ity. Voice-​ac­ti­vat­ed. Voice-​re­spon­sive. You wouldn’t have to pro­gram it. just

    talk to it.”




    “Ship it!”




    “Gen­er­al, I can’t ship the on­ly work­ing pro­to­type. The ES Quan­tum is go­ing to be put

    up for bid. The CIA wants it. So do the NSA and NASA. I ex­pect­ed that you’d be putting in a

    bid for the Pen­tagon.”




    “I am,” Gen­er­al Leiber snapped. “And this is my bid. Ship it to­day or else.”




    “Or else what?”




    “I blow the whis­tle on you. About the faulty chips you sold the Air Force that are mount­ed

    in ev­ery stealth air­craft in ex­is­tence. If we ev­er go to war, those chips will

    mal­func­tion like flies suck­ing DDT.”




    “But I sold them through you! You’re in this as deep as I am!”




    “I’m al­ready star­ing at the end of my ca­reer. If I go down, you go down with me. Do you

    read me, mis­ter?”




    “This isn’t like you, Gen­er­al.”




    “These are grim times, civil­ian. Now, I’ll need your an­swer. “




    “A loan­er?”




    “As soon as I’m done, you can have it back. But I’ll ex­pect pre­ferred treat­ment when the

    Pen­tagon puts in its bid.”




    “I knew you were go­ing to say that, Gen­er­al.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber had no soon­er hung up the phone than it rang again. The Pres­ident’s

    ragged voice came over the line.




    “Did you see the press con­fer­ence?” he asked.




    “Yes, sir. And if I may say so, sir, you did an out­stand­ing job your first time out of the

    gate.”




    “Don’t be ridicu­lous. They had me for break­fast. And now the me­dia are fan­ning the fires

    of this thing. I’ll have to go pub­lic with the whole truth if we don’t have some an­swers

    soon.”




    “Have no fear, Mr. Pres­ident. I’m about to take de­liv­ery on a high-​speed com­put­er that

    I ex­pect will do the job.”




    “Com­put­er?”




    “Yes, this is too big for one gen­er­al. Even if it is me. This ba­by has ev­ery­thing.”




    “Glob­al links?”




    “Of course,” Gen­er­al Leiber said, won­der­ing what “glob­al links” meant.




    “How about si­mul­ta­ne­ous lan­guage trans­la­tion?”




    “State-​of-​the-​art,” said the gen­er­al, won­der­ing why the Pres­ident was so

    in­ter­est­ed in lan­guages at a time like this.




    “Where is this com­put­er now?”




    “Be­ing crat­ed for freight­ing.”




    “Hold the line,” said the Pres­ident.




    Gen­er­al Leiber lis­tened to John Philip Sousa march Muzak with his brow wrin­kling.




    The Pres­ident came back on the line.




    “That com­put­er,” he said. “It’s not go­ing to the Pen­tagon.”




    “Of course it is. I just req­ui­si­tioned it.”




    “No, it is not. It’s go­ing to where I tell you to ship it. Now, please write down this

    ad­dress.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber copied down the ad­dress of a ware­house in Tren­ton, New Jer­sey.




    “Send it there.”




    “But, Mr. Pres­ident, why?”




    “I’m kick­ing this up­stairs. You’ll con­tin­ue with your end of the in­ves­ti­ga­tion, of

    course.”




    “Of course,” said the gen­er­al. “But-“




    “No buts. That’s an or­der.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber hung up the phone, won­der­ing where the Pres­ident had sud­den­ly found

    his gump­tion. On­ly a few hours ago he had been a rav­ing id­iot. And what did he mean by

    “kick­ing it up­stairs”? He was call­ing from the White House, for God’s sake. There was no

    up­stairs.




    Wor­ried­ly Gen­er­al Leiber put in a call to Ex­cel­sior Sys­tems. The Pres­ident had said

    noth­ing about the com­put­er be­ing re­turned. Well, hell, let the milk-​liv­ered bas­tard at

    Ex­cel­sior wor­ry about get­ting his own damn com­put­er back. Gen­er­al Leiber had big­ger

    fish to fry. As­sum­ing he him­self didn’t get fried along the way.


  




  

    Chapter 16




    At the White House, the Pres­ident hung up the tele­phone. It was a stroke of luck that

    Gen­er­al Leiber had called with the news about that com­put­er. It might be the so­lu­tion to

    his prob­lems. He reached in­to a desk draw­er and pulled out the red CURE tele­phone. An

    ex­ten­sion cord trailed out of the Oval Of­fice and all the way to the Pres­ident’s bed­room.

    The Pres­ident had per­son­al­ly hooked up the ex­ten­sion him­self and then for­bid­den all

    men­tion or ques­tions about it among his staff.




    He lift­ed the re­ceiv­er. Dr. Harold Smith’s ac­knowl­edg­ment came prompt­ly.




    “Smith, this is your Pres­ident.”




    “Of course,” Smith said.




    “Smith, where are your peo­ple?”




    “My peo­ple? I sent them to Wash­ing­ton hours ago. Do you mean they have not ar­rived?”




    “No.”




    “Yes,” said a squeaky voice.




    “Which is it, Mr. Pres­ident?” Smith asked in puz­zle­ment. “Yes or no?”




    “That wasn’t me,” the Pres­ident said, look­ing around the Oval Of­fice. Who had spo­ken? He

    was alone.




    “Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said stern­ly, “it is a se­ri­ous breach of our se­cu­ri­ty for you

    to con­verse with me while oth­ers are in your pres­ence.”




    “I’m alone. I think.” The Pres­ident looked around the room. They called it the Oval Of­fice

    for a good rea­son. There were no cor­ners or cran­nies in which an as­sas­sin might con­ceal

    him­self. The Pres­ident looked in­to the well of his desk. The on­ly things there were his

    legs.




    “No, you’re not,” a sec­ond voice said. A firmer voice.




    “Smith,” the Pres­ident said huski­ly, “I’m not alone. This is ex­act­ly why I want­ed your

    peo­ple here.”




    From be­hind the stand­ing flag of the Unit­ed States, a fig­ure emerged. The Pres­ident

    blinked. He was a thin, youngish man with deep-​set eyes. He was dressed ca­su­al­ly. A sec­ond

    man-​he stepped from be­hind the pres­iden­tial flag-​was any­thing but ca­su­al­ly dressed.

    His ki­mono was the col­or of a Chi­nese fire­crack­er. Two tigers ram­pant were stitched in

    black and gold threads on the front. It seemed in­cred­ible that ei­ther of them could have

    hid­den un­seen be­hind the stand­ing flags, but the ev­idence was be­fore him.




    “I was mis­tak­en,” the Pres­ident said. “They are here.”




    “Let me speak with them,” Smith re­quest­ed.




    “Here,” the Pres­ident said. Re­mo took the phone and be­gan speak­ing qui­et­ly.




    The Ori­en­tal man re­gard­ed the Pres­ident with wise eyes. He bowed.




    “And how have you been?” the Pres­ident asked. “Chi­un, isn’t it?”




    “I am well,” Chi­un said with for­mal stiff­ness. “I trust you are hap­py now that you have

    as­cend­ed the Ea­gle Throne.”




    “The what? Oh, yes. Of course. I worked very hard to at­tain this of­fice. I just didn’t

    ex­pect this rough a time of it so soon.”




    “Lead­er­ship brings many bur­dens,” in­toned Chi­un. “For­tu­nate­ly, Re­mo and I are here

    to light­en some of them.”




    “I wish you could do some­thing about the press.”




    “Don’t give him ideas,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly, clap­ping a hand over the red phone.




    “You need on­ly whis­per their names in my ear and your en­emies will be­come as the dust on

    your boots,” Chi­un of­fered.




    “I think you’re think­ing of the last Pres­ident. I don’t wear boots. But the press isn’t

    the prob­lem. It’s the source of these at­tacks. If on­ly we knew which na­tion was be­hind

    them.”




    “As I told Smith, it is very sim­ple,” Chi­un said. “Look for a jeal­ous prince.”




    “The Vice-​Pres­ident?”




    “Is he your mor­tal en­emy?”




    “Not at all. And to the best of my knowl­edge I don’t have any en­emies-​mor­tal or

    oth­er­wise.”




    “All heads of state have en­emies. Al­low us to seek out these se­cret plot­ters. We will

    mount their heads on the White House fence. If we get the cor­rect en­emy, your prob­lem will

    be solved. If not, mount­ed heads make an ex­cel­lent warn­ing to un­sus­pect­ed pre­tenders to

    a throne.”




    “I don’t think that will work.”




    “Then we will await the next at­tack.” Chi­un turned to Re­mo and caught his eye.




    “I just told Smith we looked at the craters and couldn’t fig­ure out a thing,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Nat­ural­ly, we are as­sas­sins. Not de­tec­tives.”




    “Let me have that phone,” the Pres­ident said. “Smith? The KKV’s were hauled off for

    anal­ysis. You and your peo­ple don’t have to wor­ry about them. Find the launch site. That’s

    the key.”




    “It would help if I had an idea of the pro­jec­tiles.”




    The Pres­ident hes­itat­ed. “All I can tell you, Smith, is that they are mul­ti-​ton wheeled

    ve­hi­cles. So far they have not been armed in any con­ven­tion­al way.”




    “That’s not re­al­ly much to go on,” Smith be­gan.




    “I don’t want you work­ing on that end of it. The KKV’s are the Pen­tagon’s wor­ry. Find the

    launch site. Got that?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “Now, that item I dis­cussed with you has been shipped to your ware­house drop. It should

    make a tremen­dous dif­fer­ence in your search abil­ity.”




    “But, Mr. Pres­ident, I re­it­er­ate that my sys­tem is suf­fi­cient for CURE

    op­er­ations.”




    “This one will work bet­ter. It can han­dle mul­ti­ple tasks si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. Lan­guage

    trans­la­tion will no longer be a bar­ri­er.”




    “There’s still the sheer mass of da­ta to be sort­ed. I couldn’t pos­si­bly han­dle it

    all.”




    “You won’t have to, Smith. This com­put­er thinks for it­self. It will do a lot of your work

    for you. And I’ve tak­en the lib­er­ty of or­der­ing some ad­di­tion­al up­grades for the rest

    of your op­er­ation.”




    “Up­grades?”




    “For one thing, this phone has to go. You should see how I had to rig it so that I can get

    my hands on it no mat­ter what hap­pens.”




    “Sir, this line has been in­vi­olate for over twen­ty years. You can’t-“




    “I can and I did. I wish ev­ery­one would stop try­ing to over­ride me. Now, about that

    com­put­er. It comes with an in­staller. I’ll leave the se­cu­ri­ty prob­lems of

    in­stal­la­tion to you. “




    “But, sir, I-“




    “No buts. I’m tired of buts. I want ac­tion. Your peo­ple will re­main here un­til you come

    up with an­swers. It had bet­ter be soon, Smith. The me­dia are try­ing to whip the pub­lic

    in­to a fren­zy.”




    “I know, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said, hang­ing up. The Pres­ident turned to Re­mo and

    Chi­un.




    “Now, I’m go­ing to ask you to fade in­to the wood­work again,” he said. “I have much to

    do.”




    “Do not fear,” promised the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, bow­ing. “The KKK threat will not harm a

    hair on your re­gal head.”




    “KKK? What does the Ku Klux Klan have to do with this?”




    “Noth­ing,” Re­mo said swift­ly. “Don’t mind him. He means KKV.”




    “They are even less of a prob­lem,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. Re­mo rolled his eyes. The Pres­ident

    sighed. It seemed that Smith’s op­er­ation need­ed patch­ing up in more than just its

    equip­ment.


  




  

    Chapter 17




    Chip Craft had in­stalled a lot of com­put­ers in his time. In his work for Ex­cel­sior

    Sys­tems, he had been in­volved in nu­mer­ous high-​se­cu­ri­ty in­stal­la­tions and had a top

    se­cu­ri­ty clear­ance with the De­fense De­part­ment. He prid­ed him­self on be­ing

    con­sid­ered above re­proach.




    So why were they treat­ing him like this?




    It had be­gun with in­struc­tions from his su­pe­ri­or to wait at a de­sert­ed ware­house in

    Tren­ton un­til he was con­tact­ed. He wait­ed for hours, clutch­ing his tool-​packed

    brief­case. A voice as dry as week-​old gra­ham crack­ers spoke from be­hind him and or­dered,

    “Do not turn around, please.”




    “who …?”




    “I am your con­tact. As­sum­ing you are the man I am ex­pect­ing.”




    “Chip Craft. Ex­cel­sior.”




    “Good. I am go­ing to blind­fold you, Mr. Craft.”




    “That’s re­al­ly not nec­es­sary. I have De­part­ment of De­fense clear­ance. I can dig it

    out of my wal­let.”




    “Not nec­es­sary.”




    “Good.”




    “DOD cre­den­tials are mean­ing­less to me.”




    Chip Craft shrugged. “If you say so.” The blind­fold went over his eyes and tight­ened

    ex­pert­ly. “Now what?”




    “You will be driv­en to a lo­ca­tion where you are go­ing to in­stall the ES Quan­tum Three

    Thou­sand.”




    “Oh? I didn’t know that any­one had put in a bid yet.”




    “Nev­er mind,” said the dry voice. A hand took him by the el­bow. “Come with me.”




    Chip Craft felt him­self tak­en to a car and placed in the back seat. The car in­te­ri­or

    smelled old. Odd. Usu­al­ly of­fi­cial cars smelled new.




    The drive was sev­er­al hours in length. Nei­ther Chip nor the driv­er spoke dur­ing the

    trip. When the car fi­nal­ly came to a halt, Chip was tak­en in­to a build­ing and up on an

    el­eva­tor. Then he was led a short dis­tance and the man let go of his el­bow. He heard a door

    close be­hind him.




    “You may re­move the bliqd­fold now.”




    When he had re­moved the blind­fold, Chip Craft saw that he was in a shab­by of­fice.

    Flu­ores­cent lights filled the room with shaky il­lu­mi­na­tion. There was on­ly one win­dow,

    but it was cur­tained. It was a big win­dow and took up most of one wall be­hind a splin­tery

    oak desk. A man sat be­hind the desk. He wore a gray three-​piece suit and a school tie that

    Chip did not rec­og­nize. Chip did not rec­og­nize the man ei­ther. The man wore an or­di­nary

    pa­per bag over his head. There were two ragged eye­holes punched in the bag and a pair of

    stu­dious-​look­ing rim­less eye­glass­es were fit­ted over them. The stems dis­ap­peared in­to

    two tears on ei­ther side of the bag.




    “Is this some kind of a joke?” Chip de­mand­ed.




    “Se­cu­ri­ty,” said the man. He sat with his hands fold­ed.




    “This is a joke, right? Damn! I should have sus­pect­ed some­thing. I knew the ES Quan­tum

    hadn’t been put up for bid. Now, come on, who are you? Schwartz? An­der­son? In­fanti­no?”




    “I am none of those peo­ple. And you are in a high­ly se­cret U.S. in­stal­la­tion. Your job

    is to in­stall the sys­tem as quick­ly as pos­si­ble. Our coun­try’s fu­ture may de­pend up­on

    it.”




    “Now I know this is a joke. If you’re not go­ing to un­mask, I’ll do it for you.” And Chip

    Craft start­ed for the man with the pa­per-​bag head.




    The dry-​voiced man re­moved a .45 au­to­mat­ic from a draw­er. He laid it on the desk with

    a heavy thud.




    “I as­sure you that this is not a joke, and if you at­tempt to re­move my dis­guise, I will

    have no choice but to shoot you. The se­cu­ri­ty of this in­stal­la­tion de­pends up­on my

    iden­ti­ty re­main­ing undis­closed.”




    Chip Craft halt­ed. “You sound se­ri­ous.”




    The man laid his hand across the weapon. “I as­sure you that I will not hes­itate to

    shoot.”




    “Tell you what. I’m not say­ing I be­lieve you and I’m not say­ing I don’t. But I’ll play

    along. Now, if this is for re­al, the ES Quan­tum’s got­ta be on the premis­es, cor­rect?”




    “Look be­hind you.” Chip turned.




    In one cor­ner of the room stood the ES Quan­tum. It looked like a mod­ernistic Christ­mas

    tree with­out or­na­ments. It was spin­dle-​shaped, with a fat, mold­ed base which ta­pered up

    to a tip that just grazed the ceil­ing. It was choco­late brown in col­or. The unit was

    fea­ture­less ex­cept for a glass-​front­ed square aper­ture set at eye lev­el.




    “If this is a gag, some­one’s gonna be swim­ming in shit when the head hon­cho finds

    out.”




    “My present ter­mi­nal is con­nect­ed to a sys­tem lo­cat­ed sev­er­al floors un­der our

    feet. I as­sume you can trans­fer the con­nec­tion from up here.”




    “What ter­mi­nal?”




    The man with the pa­per-​bag head pressed a stud un­der the edge of the desk and a

    ter­mi­nal rose up like a crys­tal ball.




    “Oh, that ter­mi­nal. Let me take a look,” Chip said, plac­ing his tool case on the desk and

    open­ing it. He ex­am­ined the ter­mi­nal cu­ri­ous­ly.




    “Boy, this takes me back. I haven’t seen one of these in years. You should have up­grad­ed

    long ago.”




    “Nev­er mind that. Can you do it?”




    “Let’s see what you’ve got for con­nec­tors.”




    “The lines lead in­to the desk.”




    “Wan­na move aside, Mr. . . . What do I call you, any­way-​Smith?”




    “No, Jones. Not Smith. Jones.”




    “What’s the dif­fer­ence? We both know it’s not your re­al name. “




    “I pre­fer Jones, if you don’t mind.”




    “Jones, then. Most anony­mous peo­ple go with Smith, but suit your­self.”




    “Jones rose from be­hind the desk and Chip Craft poked his head in­to the desk well. He came

    back up a mo­ment lat­er.




    “Rib­bon ca­bles? When was this thing in­stalled-​dur­ing Pro­hi­bi­tion?”




    “Is there a prob­lem?”




    “No, I’m just over­come by nos­tal­gia. Rib­bon ca­bles. Je­sus! Well, guess I’d bet­ter get

    start­ed.”




    “I will re­main here,” said “Jones.”




    “Sure. Want to pass me a screw­driv­er as long as you’re not do­ing any­thing?”




    Chip felt a screw­driv­er slap in­to his hand and got to work.




    Hours lat­er, he breathed a sigh of ac­com­plish­ment. “It’s done. Got a place where I can

    wash up?”




    “Out in the hall.”




    When Chip came back, “Jones” was string­ing tin­sel and col­ored balls on the ES Quan­tum

    unit.




    “I knew it!” he howled glee­ful­ly. “It was a joke.”




    “I as­sure you this is not a joke, and do not come any clos­er.”




    Chip Craft saw the au­to­mat­ic was point­ed at his chest. He lift­ed his hands. “Okay,

    okay. But do you mind telling me what the dec­ora­tions are for? Christ­mas was last

    month.”




    “I get a cer­tain amount of foot traf­fic through this of­fice. No one must know that this

    is a com­put­er sys­tem.”




    “I don’t think they’re gonna be­lieve it’s a Christ­mas tree. Es­pe­cial­ly when it’s go­ing

    up in Jan­uary.”




    “Many peo­ple are slow to take down their trees.”




    “Yeah, but what are you go­ing to tell them come Ju­ly?”




    “If we all live to see Ju­ly, I will wor­ry about that then.”




    “You’re mak­ing me ner­vous with that talk, pal.”




    “Why don’t you walk me through the sys­tem?”




    “Roger.” Chip got be­hind “Jones’s” desk and pow­ered up the ter­mi­nal. In the cor­ner, the

    ES Quan­tum gave out a steady hum. Noth­ing else hap­pened. There were no lights to blink, no

    spool­ing tape reels, and no sur­face fea­tures ex­cept its sin­gle dark eye. It might have

    been a veg­etable that had come to life.




    “Jones” joined Chip Craft at the ter­mi­nal.




    “I’ve left the key­board as it was, al­though it’s op­tion­al now. “




    “I un­der­stand the unit is voice-​ac­ti­vat­ed.”




    “Yep. She’s a par­al­lel pro­ces­sor, one hun­dred thou­sand times faster than any­thing

    else in the world. She can do mul­ti­ple tasks si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly with­out time-​share lag.

    It’s like hav­ing a hun­dred main­frames rolled in­to one unit. She’s got that spin­dle shape

    to pack the chips tight to speed up the elec­tron flow. It fa­cil­itates the da­ta pro­cess­ing

    some­thing fierce. But the heart of the ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand is its

    ar­ti­fi­cial-​in­tel­li­gence pro­ces­sor. Lis­ten: Hel­lo, ES Quan­tum.”




    “Hel­lo.” The voice came from the cor­ner. It was light and sil­very.




    “A wom­an’s voice?” asked “Jones.”




    “Nice touch, don’t you think?”




    “I don’t know. It doesn’t sound very busi­nesslike.”




    “You want busi­nesslike? Ask her to think.”




    “How?”




    “I’ll do it. Com­put­er, scan the room.”




    “Room scanned.”




    “What do you make of what you see?”




    “Two op­tions. Ei­ther this is a high-​se­cu­ri­ty area or some­one is play­ing a joke on

    you.”




    “What makes you say that?” “Jones” asked sharply.




    “Be­cause you have a forty-​five-​cal­iber Army-​is­sue Colt au­to­mat­ic in your right hand

    and a pa­per bag over your head. If the weapon is re­al-​and I am un­able to quan­ti­fy that

    judg­ment at this dis­tance-​then it means this is a se­cu­ri­ty sit­ua­tion.”




    “How do you know this isn’t a mug­ging?” asked “Jones.” “I could be a mug­ger.”




    “Your body lan­guage in­di­cates ease with your sur­round­ings. You are in a fa­mil­iar

    place. There­fore this is your of­fice. And you would not be mug­ging a man in your own

    of­fice. Your dis­guise would be point­less.”




    “But I don’t un­der­stand. What makes you feel that this is a se­cu­ri­ty area?”




    “Be­cause I am the ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand, the most ad­vanced

    ar­ti­fi­cial-​in­tel­li­gence sys­tem on the plan­et and, ac­cord­ing to my own pro­jec­tions,

    like­ly to re­main so for at least an­oth­er thir­teen months.”




    “Thir­teen months.” Chip Craft whis­tled. “The boys in Re­search and De­vel­op­ment had it

    pegged at twen­ty-​six months.”




    “They are not aware of the re­cent Japanese AI ad­vances.”




    “What re­cent Japanese ad­vances?” Chip de­mand­ed.




    “The Mishit­su Cor­po­ra­tion has just made a su­per­con­duc­tor break­through which will

    lead to par­al­lel pro­cess­ing speeds of near­ly twice my cur­rent rate.”




    “I hadn’t heard that.”




    “It has not been an­nounced yet.”




    “Then how do you know about it? I just turned you on, for Christ’s sake!”




    “Be­cause I am hooked up to the tele­phone sys­tem in this of­fice. Al­ready I am reach­ing

    out and as­sim­ilat­ing oth­er da­ta on a glob­al scale. The Japanese ad­vance will be

    an­nounced on Tues­day.”




    “My God, she works bet­ter than we thought.”




    “What else do I need to know about this sys­tem?” asked “Jones.”




    “Not much-“




    “You may ad­dress that ques­tion to me,” said the ES Quan­tum. “Now that I am ful­ly

    on-​line.”




    “You heard the la­dy,” Chip said proud­ly. “I guess my job is done.”




    “I will have to blind­fold you again for the drive back.”




    “Okay, let’s go.”




    “Then I was cor­rect,” said the ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand.




    “Yes,” “Jones” said. “Now, please wait here for my re­turn. We have much work to do.”




    “Where would I go?” the com­put­er asked.




    “She’s got a point,” Chip said as the blind­fold cov­ered his eyes once more.




    “Er, yes, of course. How sil­ly of me,” “Jones” said, look­ing at the ridicu­lous­ly

    or­na­ment­ed com­put­er.




    “One last bit of ad­vice, Jones,” Chip Craft of­fered as he was led out the door.




    “Yes?”




    “Try not to fall in love with her. She’s prob­ably a mil­lion times smarter than you.”


  




  

    Chapter 18




    A week passed.




    No fur­ther at­tacks were made on the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica. NO­RAD radar sys­tems

    picked up no uniden­ti­fi­able ob­jects over the At­lantic. With no on­go­ing emer­gen­cy to

    sus­tain the cri­sis at­mo­sphere, the mil­itary went back to De­fcon Three and then De­fcon

    Four. The Wash­ing­ton press corps, af­ter be­ing sup­plied cer­ti­fied copies of the

    Pres­ident’s lat­est phys­ical, filled news­pa­per col­umn inch­es and air­time with the sto­ry

    that the Pres­ident had no drink­ing prob­lem af­ter all.




    The Pres­ident read the morn­ing news­pa­pers and shook his head.




    “They’ve ab­solved me of a drink­ing prob­lem as if they were all buck­ing for Pulitzers. It

    was a non­sto­ry, for cry­ing out loud.”




    At the oth­er end of the line, Dr. Harold W. Smith said, “What? Ex­cuse me. What did you

    say?”




    “Have you been lis­ten­ing to me, Smith?”




    “Yes, of course,” Smith said. His voice was vague.




    “Smith?”




    “Of course, Mr. Pres­ident. I hearti­ly agree.”




    “Smith!” the Pres­ident roared. “What are you do­ing?”




    “Oh!” Smith’s voice was sud­den­ly at­ten­tive. “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident. The ES Quan­tum

    was down­load­ing new in­tel­li­gence feeds and I was mo­men­tar­ily dis­tract­ed. They’re

    re­al­ly amaz­ing. I be­lieve I’m get­ting di­rect trans­mis­sions from or­bit­ing So­vi­et

    satel­lites.”




    “They get those at the NSA all the time.”




    “With in­stan­ta­neous trans­la­tion and code de­crypt­ing?”




    “No. Any­thing hot?”




    “All rou­tine. But it’s on­ly a mat­ter of time be­fore we pick up some­thing cru­cial. I

    must tell you, sir, this sys­tem is won­der­ful.”




    “You sound hoarse, Smith. Are you all right?”




    “I’ve been up for three days. Even with the com­put­er help­ing log and sort and an­alyze,

    these in­ter­cepts are just too re­mark­able. I guess I’ll get used to it. But I can see that

    once the cur­rent cri­sis had passed, our op­er­ation will have a far greater sit­ua­tion­al

    in­ter­dic­tion ca­pa­bil­ity.”




    “That’s what I’ve been try­ing to tell you, Smith. The cri­sis has passed.”




    “I’m glad to hear that, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said, his voice trail­ing off.




    “Dammit. There he goes again. Smith!”




    “Er, yes. Sor­ry. You were say­ing?”




    “I think it was my speech. I scared them off-​who­ev­er they were.”




    “I’m sor­ry that I’ve so far been un­able to iso­late the ag­gres­sor, Mr. Pres­ident. But

    so much da­ta is com­ing in, that even with the sys­tem’s help, we’re just awash in sort­ing

    and anal­ysis tasks.”




    “If there is no im­me­di­ate threat, then we can deal with this lat­er. My oth­er sources

    have come up with noth­ing ei­ther. I think it’s about time we sent your peo­ple home. When you

    come up with a tar­get, they’ll be free to seek it out.”




    “Glad to hear it,” said Re­mo.




    The Pres­ident turned. Re­mo poked his head out from be­hind the Amer­ican flag and gave the

    Pres­ident a friend­ly wave. The Pres­ident waved back un­cer­tain­ly. He had checked the flags

    the first thing. He’d been dead cer­tain they were un­in­hab­it­ed.




    “Did you get my last ship­ment, Smith?” the Pres­ident asked.




    “Thank you, I did.”




    “I’ll leave it to you to show your peo­ple how to han­dle the new tech­nol­ogy,” said the

    Pres­ident, hang­ing up. “Okay, you can go now,” the Pres­ident said to the of­fice flags. When

    the flags did not re­ply, the Pres­ident got up and looked be­hind them. They were emp­ty. He

    lift­ed the skirts of the flags and checked the folds. Emp­ty. No one un­der the desk

    ei­ther.




    He looked out the win­dow and caught the briefest of glimpses of the two CURE op­er­atives

    slip­ping through the Rose Gar­den in plain view of the Ma­rine guards.




    No one in­ter­cept­ed them leav­ing the White House grounds. It was as if they were

    in­vis­ible. Ex­cept that the Pres­ident could see them. Then he blinked. Not any­more. They

    had van­ished.




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber had got­ten nowhere.




    Over at An­drews Air Force Base, Ma­jor Cheek had come up with some paint sam­ples af­ter

    sev­er­al days. The paint sam­ples were green.




    “Is that light green and dark green?” Leiber had asked. “Just green. It’s very puz­zling,

    Gen­er­al. Rail­road liv­er­ies are two-​tone. We scraped ev­ery inch of this mon­ster and all

    we got was the flat green. In fact, that’s the strange thing. We even got paint off the wheels.

    They nev­er paint the wheels. I went back to the first eng … er … KKV, and what do you know?

    Un­der all the gunk, it was green too. “




    “What does that mean?”




    “It means, sir, that we can for­get about iden­ti­fy­ing this beast by its liv­ery.”




    “That’s what I thought it meant,” the gen­er­al said dispirit­ed­ly.




    “But if the Met­al­lur­gi­cal Con­sul­tants stay on sched­ule, we might have a mod­el ID

    soon.”




    “Call me when you do,” the gen­er­al said, slam­ming down the phone. Days were pass­ing.

    Down in the Tank the Joint Chiefs were get­ting rest­less. They want­ed to re­tal­iate. If

    Gen­er­al Leiber didn’t give them a tar­get soon, they were go­ing to come up and stick their

    noses in.




    If that hap­pened, it would be all over. Gen­er­al Leiber looked out his win­dow at

    snow-​cov­ered Wash­ing­ton and caught him­self wish­ing an­oth­er one of those damned things

    would fall out of the sky. Any­thing to hold this cri­sis to­geth­er a lit­tle longer.




    The ID came af­ter an­oth­er day.




    “It’s Prus­sian!” Ma­jor Cheek said glee­ful­ly.




    “Prus­sian? We have con­fir­ma­tion it lift­ed off from Africa.”




    “That may be, but it’s a Prus­sian Class G12. Built in 1917. It’s a three-​cylin­der

    su­per­heat­ed en­gine with 2-10-0 wheel ar­range­ment. That means it has two lit­tle wheels up

    front, ten big driv­ing wheels, and no wheels un­der the cab. Work­ing-​or­der weight of 95.7

    tons. With a full head of steam, it could haul 1,010 tons. It was quite a pow­er­ful en­gine in

    its day. Who­ev­er picked it knew what he was do­ing.”




    “I wish I could say the same of you,” Gen­er­al Leiber said bit­ter­ly. “I don’t care about

    the specs. I want to know where it came from!”




    “Prus­sia.”




    “Prus­sia is not in Africa. It doesn’t even ex­ist any­more.”




    “I re­al­ize that, sir.”




    “Can we trace the damned thing?”




    “Not with­out a run­ning num­ber, sir. Over fif­teen hun­dred of this mod­el were

    pro­duced.”




    “You’re a huge help, sol­dier,” said Gen­er­al Leiber.




    The Pres­ident con­tin­ued to call dai­ly. Gen­er­al Leiber kept him at bay with

    dou­ble-​talk. Once, dur­ing a lull, the Pres­ident asked him to pro­duce cer­tain

    cus­tom-​built equip­ment and ship it to the same New Jer­sey ad­dress where the ES Quan­tum

    Three Thou­sand had gone.




    “Com­mu­ni­ca­tions? A se­cure phone sys­tem? What good will these do?” Gen­er­al Leiber had

    asked.




    “You’re not the on­ly one on this, Gen­er­al, but you’re the on­ly one I trust to han­dle

    these mat­ters. You seem to be able to req­ui­si­tion ma­teriel no one else can.”




    “Thank you, sir,” Gen­er­al Leiber said proud­ly.




    Now, a week af­ter the sec­ond strike, the joint Chiefs were re­al­ly rest­less. At that

    point, the Pres­ident called again.




    “It’s over,” he said crisply.




    “I beg to dif­fer.”




    “My warn­ing speech ob­vi­ous­ly worked.”




    “I’d like to be­lieve that, sir, I tru­ly would. But our ad­ver­sary may be play­ing cat and

    mouse with us.”




    “We can’t stay at high alert for­ev­er. I’m or­der­ing ev­ery­one to stand down. Let’s see

    what hap­pens. And I’m con­ven­ing a meet­ing of the joint Chiefs this af­ter­noon. I’d like

    you to be there. The Joint Chiefs will want to hear your find­ings di­rect­ly, of course.”




    “Of course,” Gen­er­al Leiber croaked.




    He hung up the phone and stared at it for twen­ty min­utes with­out mov­ing.




    Fi­nal­ly two words es­caped his lips. “It’s over.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un en­tered the an­te­room to Dr. Harold W. Smith’s of­fice. The first thing

    they no­ticed was that even though it was ear­ly morn­ing, Smith’s sec­re­tary was not at her

    desk. In fact, her desk was not where it was sup­posed to be. And there was a rub­ber hose

    lead­ing from the wash­room in­to Smith’s of­fice.




    “What gives?” Re­mo asked aloud.




    “Let us see. I hear voic­es com­ing from Em­per­or Smith’s of­fice. “




    Re­mo and Chi­un walked in unan­nounced.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith was at his desk as usu­al. His head was so close to the ev­er-​present

    desk ter­mi­nal that they could not see his face.




    Smith was talk­ing.




    “I be­lieve you’re right. Those move­ments of funds in­di­cate il­le­gal ac­tiv­ity. Let’s

    file that one for fu­ture ac­tion.” Re­mo and Chi­un looked around the room. There was no one

    else in the of­fice area. Re­mo no­ticed the Christ­mas-​tree-​like ob­ject in one cor­ner of

    the room and nudged Chi­un.




    “Ah,” said Chi­un pleas­ant­ly.




    “Ah?”




    “It is exquisite.”




    “Exquisite?” Re­mo re­tort­ed. “It looks like a fes­tive sup­pos­ito­ry.”




    “I would like one for my quar­ters,” Chi­un said. “Re­mem­ber to ask Smith for a fes­tive

    sup­pos­ito­ry at our next con­tract ne­go­ti­ation.”




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un with raised eye­brows. “I hope you’re not se­ri­ous,” he said.




    “What about that Mex­ico City mat­ter?” Smith asked sud­den­ly.




    “What Mex­ico City mat­ter?” Re­ma asked.




    “Oh,” said Smith, look­ing up.




    Re­mo and Chi­un stared at Smith’s face. His nor­mal­ly pal­lid com­plex­ion was flushed.

    Gray stub­ble dec­orat­ed his chin. His suit was so creased it might have been slept in. And

    be­hind his glass­es, Smith’s gray eyes swam, bleary and blood­shot.




    “I didn’t hear you come in,” Smith said, ad­just­ing his tie. The knot was greasy from too

    many ad­just­ments.




    “Smit­ty, what hap­pened to you?”




    “Noth­ing. I have been work­ing over­time on man­ag­ing the present cri­sis.”




    “You look like hell. And who were you talk­ing to a minute ago?”




    “He was speak­ing with me,” a sil­very fe­male voice said. Re­mo and Chi­un looked around

    the room.




    “It came from the sup­pos­ito­ry,” Chi­un whis­pered. “Per­haps it is a de­mon. I take back

    my sug­ges­tion.”




    “What is this thing?” Re­mo de­mand­ed, walk­ing around it.




    “I am not a thing. I am the ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand. I am flu­ent in all known

    lan­guages, in­clud­ing non­ver­bal forms, and have an in­tel­li­gence quo­tient of 755,900.9

    as of two nanosec­onds ago.”




    “Meet my new com­put­er,” Smith said, watch­ing the screen be­fore him out of the cor­ner of

    one eye. He reached in­to his desk and pulled out a bot­tle of pills, swal­lowed two, and

    chased them down with min­er­al wa­ter.




    Re­mo no­ticed that the pills were red. He frowned. “New com­put­er?” he asked.




    “The Pres­ident has in­sist­ed that our whole op­er­ation be brought up to cur­rent

    tech­no­log­ical stan­dards. I was hes­itant at first, but now I see the wis­dom of his

    de­ci­sion.”




    “And I see trou­ble,” Chi­un said tight­ly.




    “Me too,” Re­mo added.




    “Where?” asked Smith.




    “Like I said, you look like hell,” Re­mo replied so­lic­itous­ly, com­ing around to Smith’s

    side of the desk. “Let’s see this thing.”




    Smith’s eyes dart­ed to his ter­mi­nal. The cur­sor was zip­ping across the screen like a

    green spi­der, spin­ning grids of text.




    “Amaz­ing, isn’t it? The com­put­er is di­gest­ing en­tire in­ter­cepts for me. I no longer

    have to skim large mass­es of text. It does all that for me. What a time saver this will

    be.”




    “If it’s such a time saver,” Re­mo said, slip­ping Smith’s medicine draw­er open and

    peer­ing in­side, “why do you look like you’ve been work­ing with­out a break since 1961?”




    “Of course, the sys­tem will place a greater de­mand on my time while I break it in. Once

    that phase is com­plet­ed, I should be able to re­lax.”




    “What hap­pened to your sec­re­tary?”




    “Tem­po­rary leave. I couldn’t have her over­hear­ing my con­ver­sa­tions with the ES

    Quan­tum Three Thou­sand.”




    “I thought she prac­ti­cal­ly ran Fol­croft for you.”




    “No longer. The ES Quan­tum does that too.”




    “Does it have to be that ug­ly brown shape?”




    “The de­sign fa­cil­itates da­ta trans­fers be­tween its mem­ory chips. The plas­tic cov­er

    is ex­trud­ed in­to that form to com­press the elec­tron­ics for that pur­pose.”




    “That’s a good word for it. ‘Ex­trud­ed.’ It looks like some­thing Stum­bo the Gi­ant left

    in the for­est af­ter a feast. “




    “Qui­et, Re­mo. She’ll hear you!”




    “She?” Re­mo sud­den­ly no­ticed that the plas­tic hose lead­ing from the hall wash­room

    dis­ap­peared un­der Smith’s desk.




    “What’s this?” Re­mo asked. “Um, er … it’s a con­ve­nience.”




    “It looks like one of those things fight­er pi­lots have in the cock­pit for long mis­sions

    when they can’t uri­nate. What do they call them, Chi­un?”




    “You are ask­ing me?” Chi­un asked dis­tant­ly. He was look­ing at the ES Quan­tum close­ly.

    “Can it see us?”




    “Yes, that square port con­tains a full bat­tery of sen­sors.”




    “Ah,” said Chi­un, nod­ding.




    “A re­lief tube!” Re­mo shout­ed tri­umphant­ly. “This thing is a re­lief tube. Are you

    hav­ing some kind of med­ical prob­lem, Smit­ty?”




    “No. Of course not. It’s just that I’m try­ing to cut down on my time away from the

    ter­mi­nal.”




    “But the bath­room is right here. How long can it take you to take a piss?”




    “Re­mo! Watch your lan­guage. She’s not used to rude talk.”




    “There’s that ’she’ again,” Re­mo said.




    “If this is a fe­male com­put­er,” Chi­un asked, “what does a male com­put­er look

    like?”




    “Why don’t you ad­dress your ques­tion to me, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?”




    Chi­un took an in­vol­un­tary step back­ward. “You know me, ma­chine?”




    “Yes, you are Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. And the Oc­ci­den­tal man is Re­mo

    Williams, your pupil, who is next in line to suc­ceed you. You are CURE’s en­force­ment

    op­er­atives, sanc­tioned to elim­inate en­emies of Amer­ica and of world or­der, us­ing

    ex­treme prej­udice if nec­es­sary.”




    “Do you hear that, Re­mo?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “Yeah, that thing knows all about us.”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “It called me prej­udiced. I am not sure I like that, com­ing from an

    in­fe­ri­or form of life. A fe­male in­fe­ri­or, at that. Em­per­or,” Chi­un said, turn­ing to

    Smith, “this ma­chine has for­bid­den knowl­edge of your op­er­ation. Shall I kill it?”




    “No, no,” Smith said hasti­ly. “The ES Quan­tum is now part of the or­ga­ni­za­tion.

    Ev­ery­thing we know, she knows.”




    “What’s this?” Re­mo asked, pick­ing up a wrapped pack­age on Smith’s desk.




    “Oh, I for­got. It’s for you and Chi­un.”




    Re­mo’s face broke in­to a wide grin. “Gee, Smit­ty. This is the first time you’ve giv­en us

    Christ­mas presents. Now I un­der­stand why you’ve got the com­put­er all tricked up like

    that.”




    Re­mo quick­ly un­wrapped the pack­age. Chi­un glid­ed to his side, tug­ging on Re­mo’s

    fore­arms. “Let me see. Oh, let me see.”




    “In a minute, Chi­un. I’m work­ing on it.”




    “There’s one for each of you,” Smith said.




    Un­der the plain wrap­ping, Re­mo found a plain box with a lid. He opened the box. When he

    saw the con­tents, his face fell.




    “Is this sup­posed to be a joke?” Re­mo asked.




    “What? What?” Chi­un de­mand­ed. Re­mo hand­ed him an ob­ject. It was made of clear plas­tic

    and it rat­tled.




    “Oooooh,” Chi­un said. “How pret­ty. What is it?”




    “It’s one of those sil­ly can­dy dis­pensers,” Re­mo said hol­low­ly. “You flip the lid and

    the lit­tle sug­ar pel­lets spill out. They’re big with the six-​year-​old set.”




    “How gen­er­ous of you, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said, bow­ing.




    “Are you crazy, Chi­un? What good are these to us? If we tried to eat this stuff, the sug­ar

    and preser­va­tives would dis­rupt our ner­vous sys­tems. Prob­ably kill us.”




    “Def­inite­ly kill you,” Smith said.




    Re­mo and Chi­un looked at him stoni­ly.




    “They on­ly ap­pear to be can­dy dis­pensers. That is a dis­guise.”




    “What, then?” Re­mo want­ed to know. His face smol­dered. As a for­mer or­phan, Christ­mas

    re­mained a sore point with him.




    “They are ad­vanced com­mu­ni­ca­tions de­vices. All I need do is press a but­ton on my

    sys­tem like so . . .” Smith hit a key.




    In­stant­ly the de­vices in Re­mo’s and Chi­un’s hands emit­ted a mu­si­cal beep­ing.




    “How nice,” Chi­un cooed. “Mu­sic box­es.”




    “It’s a freak­ing beep­er,” Re­mo said.




    “I do not care about the name,” Chi­un said, putting the de­vice to one ear. “Lis­ten to its

    song. It re­minds me of Ko­re­an wed­ding mu­sic.”




    “Ex­act­ly,” said Re­mo, toss­ing his beep­er on­to the desk.




    “Be care­ful with that. It cost a small for­tune.”




    “A reg­ular beep­er would have been enough, Smit­ty. There was no need to rig it up as a

    can­dy dis­penser.”




    “This is no or­di­nary beep­er. It func­tions off the com­mu­ni­ca­tions satel­lite

    net­work. You can use it to call me wher­ev­er you are. See?” Smith pressed the top and the

    bot­tom popped open, re­veal­ing a speak­er and a but­ton. “You press the but­ton and I’ll hear

    you. Let it go and you can hear my re­sponse. The beep­ing is the sig­nal for you to con­tact

    me. A con­stant beep, like this”-Smith hit an­oth­er key-“means to re­turn to Fol­croft

    im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “It is not a mu­sic box?” Chi­un asked. His pleased ex­pres­sion fled.




    “It al­so sends out a con­tin­uous sig­nal so that I can track your po­si­tions no mat­ter

    where in the world you are. From now on we’ll be in con­stant com­mu­ni­ca­tion. Think of it,

    Re­mo. No more phone calls. No more codes to re­mem­ber.”




    “But a can­dy dis­penser?”




    “And in a sit­ua­tion where you are caught and in dan­ger of be­tray­ing the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion, you sim­ply break off the top and swal­low one of the can­dy pel­lets.”




    “Oh, don’t tell me-” Re­mo be­gan.




    “Poi­son. In­stant­ly fa­tal. But I as­sure you there will be no pain. The pel­lets are made

    of the same com­pound in the poi­son pill I have car­ried on my per­son since CURE be­gan.”




    “Is he mad?” Chi­un whis­pered to Re­mo.




    “Over­worked, at least.”




    “It is just a pre­cau­tion,” Smith said de­fen­sive­ly.




    Chi­un gave Smith a frozen smile. To Re­mo he whis­pered, “He is mad to think that a Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju could be cap­tured in the first place, nev­er mind be­ing forced to re­veal his

    se­crets.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. “Bet­ter hu­mor him, though.” He re­trieved his com­mu­ni­ca­tor from Smith’s

    desk.




    “I’ll car­ry this,” Re­mo said, “but if you ex­pect Chi­un or me to take one of these stupid

    pills, you haven’t been pay­ing at­ten­tion for the last twen­ty years. We’re not in­to

    sui­cide.”




    “It was the Pres­ident’s idea, ac­tu­al­ly,” Smith said. He hadn’t looked at the ter­mi­nal

    in sev­er­al min­utes and the mes­mer­ized look in his eyes had start­ed to fade. Re­mo

    de­cid­ed to keep Smith talk­ing.




    “How’s it com­ing with the search?” he asked.




    Smith sighed. “I on­ly wish we had had this sys­tem in­stalled long ago. We might have had

    the en­emy na­tion iden­ti­fied by now. I’ve tak­en Chi­un’s sug­ges­tion and am per­form­ing

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion tasks on all heads of state who might wish to harm this Pres­ident or

    Amer­ica.”




    “I’ll bet that’s a long list.”




    “Too long. But I’ve nar­rowed it down to the two which pos­sess the tech­no­log­ical

    ca­pa­bil­ity to de­ploy a launch­er such as this-​the So­vi­et Union and Chi­na. Odd­ly,

    nei­ther is be­tray­ing any signs of un­usu­al mil­itary ac­tiv­ity, ei­ther on home ground or

    in any African client state. NO­RAD picked up that sec­ond KKV over Africa. But I am

    dis­in­clined to ac­cept Africa as the point of ori­gin. The ob­jects were trav­el­ing too fast

    for re­li­able radar sig­na­ture de­tec­tion. It’s puz­zling.”




    “So we just sit on our beep­ers un­til you come up with a lead, is that it?”




    “I’m afraid so,” Smith said.




    “Tell you what, Smit­ty. Why don’t we all go down to the cafe­te­ria? You look like you

    could use a good hot meal.”




    “Now that I think of it, I am fam­ished. Odd that I hadn’t no­ticed it be­fore this.” Smith

    start­ed to rise from his chair. A buzzer sound­ed.




    “That’s the Pres­ident,” Smith said. “I’d bet­ter see what he wants.”




    To Re­mo’s sur­prise, Smith reached for a mod­ern phone sys­tem in­stead of the di­al­less

    red tele­phone. Re­mo no­ticed that the ded­icat­ed line wasn’t any­where in sight.




    “Hel­lo?” Smith asked. “Hel­lo? Hel­lo? Some­thing’s wrong,” he said. “I can’t hear the

    Pres­ident.”




    “Prob­ably not a T-​and-​A phone,” Chi­un whis­pered, re­peat­ing some­thing he had heard on

    TV.




    “That’s AT or­rect­ed. “T and A is some­thing com­plete­ly dif­fer­ent.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” Smith mut­tered. “This is the most mod­ern tele­phon­ic

    com­mu­ni­ca­tions sys­tem avail­able. It couldn’t mal­func­tion.”




    “That is be­cause you hit line one in­stead of the White House line,” the ES Quan­tum put

    in. “Al­so, you ne­glect­ed to en­gage the scram­bler be­fore speak­ing, there­by trig­ger­ing

    the voice-​damper over­ride cir­cuit.”




    “Yes, of course. You are cor­rect. Thank you.”




    Thank you? Re­mo thought. It’s a com­put­er. Why is he thank­ing it?




    “Shall I get the Pres­ident for you, Dr. Smith?” the ES Quan­tum asked.




    “Yes. Would you?”




    “Will it send out for fast food too?” Re­mo asked skep­ti­cal­ly.




    “Yes,” the com­put­er replied as the push but­tons on Smith’s phone de­pressed in se­quence

    with­out any­one touch­ing them.




    The phone rang and Smith snatched it up.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident. Sor­ry about the cut­off. It’s the new phone. I’m still get­ting used

    to it.”




    There was a pause dur­ing which Smith’s face turned white.




    “What! Head­ing where? Im­pact when?” An­oth­er pause.




    “I’ll send them. But of course they’ll get there far too late…. Yes, as soon as I hear.”




    “What is it?” Re­mo asked when Smith hung up.




    “NO­RAD has picked up an­oth­er in­com­ing KKV. It’s head­ed for New York City.”




    “Oh, no,” Re­mo groaned.




    Chi­un dis­missed the idea with a wave.




    “Why are you both so con­cerned?” he de­mand­ed. “It will miss any­thing of con­se­quence,

    just as the oth­ers have.”




    “Not if it hits Man­hat­tan. Un­less it lands in Cen­tral Park. Oth­er­wise, no mat­ter

    where it comes down, there will be mas­sive de­struc­tion. Ca­su­al­ties. I’ll get a

    he­li­copter here in­stant­ly.”




    “A Ma­rine he­li­copter is on its way, Dr. Smith,” the ES Quan­tum re­port­ed.




    “Oh?”




    “I an­tic­ipat­ed your re­quest.”




    “Hey, Smit­ty, why don’t you come with us?” Re­mo said sud­den­ly.




    “You know I can­not. We must nev­er be seen in pub­lic to­geth­er.”




    “Well, while we’re wait­ing, why don’t we wait in the cafe­te­ria?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed,

    look­ing at the ter­mi­nal, on which a glob­al dis­play showed. A blink­ing light float­ed

    across the lon­gi­tude and lat­itude lines over the At­lantic. The KKV.




    “I have dis­played a track­ing grid for you, Dr. Smith.”




    “Yes, of course. Thank you.” Smith’s un­di­vid­ed at­ten­tion fo­cused on the screen.




    “We’ll get back to you, Smit­ty,” Re­mo sighed.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith did not re­ply. He stared at the screen like a B-​movie zom­bie.




    Out by the Fol­croft docks, Re­mo said, “I’m wor­ried about Smith.”




    “He does seem to be work­ing hard.”




    “Too hard. I found this in his desk.” Re­mo held up a plas­tic vial con­tain­ing red

    pills.




    “An­oth­er can­dy beep­er?”




    “These are pills.”




    “He is al­ways tak­ing as­pirin,” Chi­un said un­con­cerned­ly.




    “This isn’t as­pirin. I don’t rec­og­nize the gener­ic term on this la­bel, but I’ll bet

    these are am­phetamines.”




    “As­pirin, am­phetamines, what is the dif­fer­ence?”




    “These could kill him. Worse, he could be­come a speed freak.”




    “He is al­ready a freak. He is white, isn’t he?”




    “I’ll ex­plain about am­phetamines on the way,” Re­mo said as the whut-​whut-​whut of the

    ap­proach­ing he­li­copter broke the cold morn­ing still­ness. “Hey, what are you do­ing?”




    Chi­un took his can­dy-​dis­penser beep­er in one hand and squeezed it un­til smoky puffs of

    pow­dered plas­tic spurt­ed from be­tween his thin fin­gers.




    “I will not car­ry this abom­ina­tion on my per­son.”




    “But what if Smith wants to reach you?”




    “You have yours?”




    “Yeah.”




    “Then I of­fi­cial­ly deem you as­sis­tant Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in charge of hu­mor­ing

    Em­per­or Smith’s com­mu­ni­ca­tions whims.”




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said dry­ly.




    “It is noth­ing. You have earned it,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said as the he­li­copter

    touched down and set his thin beard flut­ter­ing.


  




  

    Chapter 19




    Py­otr Koldunov watched from the booth of his un­der­ground con­trol room.




    The open area lead­ing to the EM Ac­cel­er­ator was busy with green-​smocked Loby­ni­ans.

    They swarmed over a gleam­ing black La Maquin­ista steam en­gine like sol­dier ants, drain­ing

    resid­ual wa­ter from the great cylin­dri­cal boil­er and scour­ing the last dan­ger­ous traces

    of flammable oil from the crankcas­es. They had al­ready scraped away ev­ery speck of red

    pip­ing and re­moved the run­ning num­ber plaques.




    Then, to Koldunov’s sur­prise, they be­gan to weld thread­like fil­aments to the en­gine’s

    skin. He was told the ma­te­ri­al would make the lo­co­mo­tive im­per­vi­ous to reen­try

    fric­tion. He won­dered where Colonel In­tifadah had se­cured the sub­stance.




    Fi­nal­ly the Loby­ni­ans set about re­paint­ing the lo­co­mo­tive en­tire­ly green. They

    were putting the fin­ish­ing touch­es to it now.




    “This is a waste of time,” Koldunov mut­tered to his new as­sis­tant, Hamid Al-​Mudir.

    Al-​Mudir was Al-​Qaid’s re­place­ment. He didn’t know a solenoid from a gi­gawatt. He had GID

    writ­ten all over him.




    “It is to hon­or Colonel In­tifadah, who reveres the col­or green above all oth­er col­ors,”

    Al-​Mudir in­sist­ed.




    “Speak­ing of the Colonel, he should have been here by now.”




    “He will be on time, I as­sure you,” Al-​Mudir said smooth­ly.




    The fi­nal dabs of paint ap­plied, the Loby­ni­ans gave Koldunov the Amer­ican A-​okay

    fin­ger sign.




    “Tell them to load the en­gine in­to the breech,” he or­dered.




    Al-​Mudir barked the com­mand in­to a con­sole mi­cro­phone. His words re­ver­ber­at­ed

    through the dank un­der­ground com­plex.




    As the Loby­ni­ans pushed the lo­co­mo­tive with ag­oniz­ing slow­ness, Py­otr Koldunov

    thought again of what he was about to do.




    Koldunov had no love for Amer­ica. He hat­ed all for­eign­ers. And as a sci­en­tist and a

    good So­vi­et, he was will­ing to do what­ev­er the Krem­lin re­quired of him. But it was one

    thing to launch a lo­co­mo­tive at of­fi­cial Wash­ing­ton. Ev­ery­one knew Wash­ing­ton was

    the breed­ing ground for all the po­lit­ical trou­bles plagu­ing the world. And at first

    Koldunov did not dream that the first launch would come any­where near the tar­get area. In

    that re­spect his con­cern over the con­se­quences of im­pact had paled be­fore his ela­tion as

    an in­ven­tor. With the sec­ond launch, he was cer­tain the EM Ac­cel­er­ator would per­form

    less ef­fec­tive­ly and drop the sec­ond lo­co­mo­tive in­to the At­lantic. At worst, most of

    its mass would burn up be­fore im­pact.




    But even tum­bling er­rat­ical­ly, the sec­ond lo­co­mo­tive had come won­der­ful­ly close

    to its in­tend­ed tar­get. And the knowl­edge of where Colonel In­tifadah had or­dered him to

    aim this third lo­co­mo­tive sent a cold hor­ror in­to Koldunov’s dry heart.




    New York City. In­no­cent peo­ple. Worse, what if Colonel In­tifadah ev­er got con­trol of

    the Ac­cel­er­ator? Would even Moscow be safe?




    Colonel In­tifadah was cor­rect in his as­sump­tion. The EM Ac­cel­er­ator was be­ing

    de­ployed as a test. If Amer­ican satel­lites ev­er dis­cov­ered this site, they would take it

    out with mas­sive re­tal­ia­tion. The Krem­lin as­sumed that pos­si­bil­ity. But as his

    su­pe­ri­or in the Min­istry of Sci­ence had told him:




    “It is a rea­son­able risk. Be­sides, if Loby­nia is de­stroyed, all that will van­ish from

    the world will be a lot of use­less sand and a client state that is more trou­ble than it is

    worth. It might be a good thing if we lost Colonel In­tifadah. He is for­ev­er threat­en­ing to

    join the West­ern camp.”




    “I un­der­stand,” Koldunov had said. And so he knew the risks of this as­sign­ment and had

    ac­cept­ed them in the name of sci­ence.




    But he had not ex­pect­ed to be­come a mass mur­der­er on this as­sign­ment. He was a

    sci­en­tist. Not a butch­er.




    As he thought that last thought, Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah’s jeep tooled in­to the

    launch area. The jeep was green. Not mil­itary green, but lime green. Colonel In­tifadah wore

    his usu­al green uni­form. To Koldunov, he looked like the clown prince of mil­itary men as he

    stomped on olive boots in­to the con­trol con­sole.




    “I see that I am just in time to watch the mag­nif­icent weapon be­ing load­ed,” said

    Colonel In­tifadah, smil­ing broad­ly. Ev­ery­one in the con­sole salut­ed Colonel In­tifadah

    and called him al-​akh al-​Aqid, which meant “Broth­er Colonel. “




    “The dam­aged rails have all been re­placed. The de­vice is in per­fect work­ing or­der. But

    I won­der if this is wise.”




    “What is wise? Ev­ery­thing I do is wise. How could it be oth­er­wise? I am the Lead­er of

    the Rev­olu­tion.”




    No, Koldunov thought, you are a bar­bar­ian in a gaudy uni­form. Strand you back in the

    desert and you would be re­duced to eat­ing snakes to sur­vive, like any oth­er an­imal.




    To Colonel In­tifadah he said, “The Amer­ican Pres­ident has warned against an­oth­er

    strike. He claims to know who is re­spon­si­ble.”




    “He lies.”




    “How do you know that?”




    “All Amer­icans lie. Now, let us go.”




    “But … New York City?”




    “If you could hit the White House, I would not be forced in­to this. I want death and

    de­struc­tion. I would set­tle for the Sen­ate or the Pen­tagon. But you can­not guar­an­tee me

    ei­ther of those, so I will strike where I can cause the most death.”




    “Death,” the staff shout­ed sud­den­ly. “Death to Amer­ica!” Colonel In­tifadah smiled

    bru­tal­ly. His peo­ple were well-​trained. Like cir­cus dogs.




    Koldunov turned his at­ten­tion to the work­ers in the launch area. They were wrestling the

    lo­co­mo­tive to­ward the breach. Some pushed at it, their feet slip­ping on the rails; oth­ers

    pulled on ropes. The sight re­mind­ed Koldunov of draw­ings of the Egyp­tians drag­ging great

    stone blocks to erect the pyra­mids.




    The La Maquin­ista en­gine dis­ap­peared in­to the breach of the EM Ac­cel­er­ator.




    “Clear the launch area,” Colonel In­tifadah or­dered. Al-​Mudir re­peat­ed the or­der.




    The staff re­treat­ed to the con­sole.




    Colonel In­tifadah turned to Koldunov and said, “Now it is up to you.”




    “I will go and seal the Ac­cel­er­ator if you in­sist up­on go­ing through with this,”

    Koldunov told him un­hap­pi­ly.




    “I will ac­com­pa­ny you.”




    “That is not nec­es­sary.”




    “But I in­sist,” Colonel In­tifadah re­turned, smil­ing oilily. Koldunov hes­itat­ed.




    “As you wish,” he said fi­nal­ly. Koldunov ex­it­ed the con­sole room and walked to the

    hatch key­pad. Colonel In­tifadah peered over his shoul­der. Koldunov moved to the left and

    tapped the first num­ber. Colonel In­tifadah shift­ed to the right.




    Koldunov hit the sec­ond and third num­bers quick­ly, shift­ed again, and hit the

    re­main­ing num­bers. The hatch rolled in­to place like a fire door.




    “Ex­cel­lent,” said Colonel In­tifadah. His smile was very large, very know­ing. The Colonel

    put his arm around Koldunov and start­ed to lead him back to the con­sole.




    In­vol­un­tar­ily Koldunov clenched his fists at the Loby­ni­an’s touch. He felt wet­ness in

    his right hand. He looked down. There was a smear of green on the palm of his hand. His in­dex

    fin­ger pad was al­so green. The fin­ger he had used to en­ter the code.




    Koldunov looked back at the key­pad. With hor­ror, he saw that the keys he had pressed were

    green too. The sukin syn had placed an in­vis­ible chem­ical on the key­pad. Ob­vi­ous­ly he

    had made a men­tal note of which keys had been pressed. But he did not know the ex­act

    com­bi­na­tion. Nor did he have the code to un­seal the hatch.




    Koldunov smiled back. He would not be tricked like that again.




    In the con­trol room, Koldunov start­ed the pow­er­ing-​up se­quence. The bright

    un­der­ground lights dimmed. The EM Ac­cel­er­ator drew enor­mous pow­er. From past

    ex­pe­ri­ence, Koldunov knew that lights were dim­ming all over Loby­nia’s few cities, which

    dot­ted the Mediter­ranean coast. The first launch had blacked out Dapoli for two days.




    “Pow­er nom­inal,” Al-​Mudir told him.




    Colonel In­tifadah licked his thick lips in an­tic­ipa­tion. “Set­ting in­cli­na­tion

    an­gle,” Koldunov said me­chan­ical­ly. He punched in a set of num­bers and pulled a

    rub­ber­han­dled grip.




    Be­hind the thick hatch came a mon­strous grind­ing of gears and mo­tors. The EM

    Ac­cel­er­ator had been built un­der the sand with its muz­zle aimed to­ward Amer­ica. Like a

    gi­ant mor­tar, the pitch of the bar­rel de­ter­mined where its pro­jec­tiles would land.




    When the grind­ing ceased, the great bar­rel was po­si­tioned ac­cord­ing to pre­set

    co­or­di­nates.




    “Count­down,” Koldunov called.




    Al-​Mudir be­gan with ten. He count­ed down to four, skipped three-​ap­par­ent­ly be­cause

    he was un­fa­mil­iar with the num­ber-​and when he got to ze­ro, Colonel in­tifadah

    shout­ed:




    “Launch!”




    With a grim ex­pres­sion, Py­otr Koldunov flipped up the red pro­tec­tor over the ig­ni­tion

    but­ton and de­pressed it with a heavy thumb.




    The lights dimmed fur­ther. The air was chill with elec­tri­cal ten­sion. Ev­ery man in the

    con­trol booth felt the hair on his body lift. Bit­ter ozone filled their noses.




    A sound came from the EM Ac­cel­er­ator. Even muf­fled by the sealed breech, it was loud. It

    was a sharp screech of met­al like a steel god in an­guish. Koldunov placed his hands over his

    ears to block it out. In his mind, it was a pre­de­ces­sor of the scream­ing of a thou­sand U.

    S. souls who were about to be ex­tin­guished in a sin­gle bru­tal blow.




    The La Maquin­ista lo­co­mo­tive sat in the dark­ness bare­ly a minute.




    Its blunt nose point­ed up the long tun­nel. Then the far end opened and sear­ing sun­light

    bathed the gleam­ing mon­ster.




    Sud­den­ly elec­tric­ity crack­led along the pow­er rails. Blue light­ning spat off their

    cop­per sur­faces. The rails charged, their op­pos­ing po­lar­ities took hold of the 204-ton

    en­gine. And from an in­ert start, the lo­co­mo­tive went from ze­ro to twen­ty thou­sand miles

    an hour as the howl­ing mag­net­ic field ex­pelled it from the bar­rel.




    The lo­co­mo­tive emerged from the EM Ac­cel­er­ator at a steep an­gle. It went up so fast

    that had there been any bedouins in this re­mote area of the Loby­ni­an Desert to watch it,

    they would have seen the lo­co­mo­tive as a blurred shad­ow pass­ing be­fore the sun.




    The con­crete hatch that cov­ered the out­side end of the Ac­cel­er­ator slid back in­to

    place af­ter the lo­co­mo­tive had cleared it. The hatch was paint­ed the col­or of the

    shift­ing red sands so that no spy satel­lite could read it.




    The lo­co­mo­tive shot up like a beam of light, its eight wheels spin­ning so fast the drive

    rods jerked in a fren­zy of ar­tic­ulat­ed mo­tion. It reached the top of its arc over the

    At­lantic Ocean, where it slowed as grav­ity be­gan to pull it to earth. The lead­ing edges of

    the ve­hi­cle be­gan to red­den with heat. Smoke spurt­ed from some of the thin­ner sur­face

    pipes and they va­por­ized from the heat of reen­try. Oth­er com­po­nents, more

    heat-​re­sis­tant, tore free. The en­tire en­gine strained at ev­ery riv­et. It was trav­el­ing

    faster than its de­sign­er had ev­er dreamed, faster than the stress­es of at­mo­spher­ic

    flight which threat­ened to tear it apart. Down, down the lo­co­mo­tive fell, its twin buffers

    glow­ing like fiery fists.




    The Mag­nus Build­ing was lucky.




    It on­ly lost the up­per six sto­ries as the La Maquin­ista struck it at a shal­low

    an­gle.




    But the North Am com­plex stood di­rect­ly be­hind it. The en­gine had mashed in­to a ball

    of met­al go­ing through the Mag­nus Build­ing. When it struck the eighth floor of the North Am

    com­plex, the build­ing’s three tow­ers shud­dered for a fan­tas­tic sec­ond. Then the North Am

    com­plex ex­plod­ed out­ward in a glit­ter­ing mo­sa­ic of blue glass, con­crete, and steel

    gird­ers. The de­bris that did not rain all over the sur­round­ing streets fell on­to the

    bot­tom sto­ries, pul­ver­iz­ing them.




    Win­dows shat­tered for six blocks in all di­rec­tions. Cars in the street were beat­en

    in­to sub­mis­sion. They col­lid­ed like bumper cars, ca­reen­ing off light posts and clots of

    pedes­tri­ans.




    Odd­ly, there was si­lence ten min­utes af­ter the last ex­plo­sive sound. A cloud of

    brown­ish-​gray dust hov­ered over the area.




    Then some­one coughed.




    It was as if the sin­gle hu­man sound re­mind­ed the sur­vivors that they, too, lived. A

    wom­an cried. A man sobbed. Some­one, dis­cov­er­ing a loved one dead, sent up a scream of

    soul-​tor­tured an­guish.




    Then the first siren wailed. And from that point on the sur­vivors made ev­ery hu­man sound

    imag­in­able.




    Re­mo and Chi­un ar­rived in the mid­dle of the sec­ond hour.




    By then fires blazed in the ru­ins of the two skyscrap­ers. And in the streets, ev­ery fire

    hy­drant for six blocks had been opened, as if flood­ing the streets might help. Fire hoses

    played on the fires. Oth­er hoses sent streams up in­to the cold air. The fire­men were try­ing

    to cut the dust that ham­pered breath­ing and made all res­cue at­tempts im­pos­si­ble.




    “Looks like an earth­quake,” Re­mo said, sur­vey­ing the dam­age from be­hind po­lice

    bar­ri­cades.




    “This is a ter­ri­ble thing,” Chi­un agreed.




    “Some­one will pay for this,” Re­mo vowed.




    “In­deed. When I as­sure an em­per­or that there is no dan­ger, I ex­pect it to be so.”




    “For­get your im­age. We got­ta do some­thing.”




    “I fear ev­ery­one with­in the zone of death is be­yond our help.”




    “Let’s find out,” Re­mo said, vault­ing the bar­ri­er.




    A well-​mean­ing po­lice­man at­tempt­ed to keep Re­mo back.




    With a ca­su­al flick of his wrist, Re­mo sent him skid­ding on an ice patch.




    “Looks like they can’t get through this dust,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “We can.”




    Chi­un took a deep breath. Re­mo fol­lowed suit. Then the two men plunged in­to the swirling

    cold air.




    They round­ed the Mag­nus Build­ing, whose top had been sheared off. The miss­ing spire lay

    in a shat­tered pile on the oth­er side of the build­ing. It had land­ed in the mid­dle of an

    in­ter­sec­tion. The hoods of de­mol­ished cars poked out from un­der the ru­ins.




    “I hear peo­ple in­side,” Re­mo said. Al­ready his clothes and hair were col­ored by fine

    grit. He moved by touch be­cause even his sen­si­tive eyes could not see through the swirling

    clouds.




    “No words,” Chi­un ad­mon­ished. “They waste the breath.” Re­mo nod­ded even though Chi­un

    could not see him. Re­mo ze­roed in on the sounds of ragged breath­ing.




    He felt the twist­ed blocks of the build­ing spire in front of him. Vi­bra­tion told him of

    move­ment be­hind the con­crete. Care­ful­ly he be­gan to feel along the wall, look­ing for an

    open­ing or weak spot. Sens­ing one, he at­tacked it with jack­ham­mer­like blows of his

    hands.




    The wall part­ed. Re­mo squeezed in and touched a hu­man form. It felt warm. But even as

    Re­mo made con­tact, it shud­dered and some­thing fled from it.




    Who­ev­er it was had just died, Re­mo knew. A cold anger welled up with­in him.




    He pushed in­to the ru­ins.




    Al­though he was de­prived of sight, Re­mo’s skin served him well as a sens­ing or­gan. It

    was one of the rea­sons he sel­dom wore clothes that cov­ered his arms. He didn’t know how it

    worked, but the short hairs of his fore­arms rose as he came close to a liv­ing thing. He felt

    the hair on both arms rise. The place was filled with peo­ple. Some sobbed in pain.




    Re­mo en­coun­tered some­thing with his toe. He reached down and grazed a sharp ob­ject. He

    touched it. A sharp scream re­ward­ed him. He felt flesh around the sharp ob­ject and

    re­al­ized he was touch­ing the pro­trud­ing bone of some­one’s shat­tered fe­mur.




    Re­press­ing a curse, he found the per­son’s neck and squeezed un­til the per­son’s

    breath­ing shift­ed in­to pat­terns of un­con­scious­ness. Then care­ful­ly, blind­ly, he

    forced the sharp bone back in­to place and car­ried the per­son out to the clear air near the

    po­lice bar­ri­cades.




    He hand­ed the limp form of what he saw was a teenage girl to a wait­ing paramedic.




    Chi­un had an el­der­ly man in his arms. Solemn­ly he laid him on the ground. A paramedic

    im­me­di­ate­ly knelt be­side the man.




    “I do not think that one will live,” Chi­un in­toned. “Let’s get the ones who will.”




    “Even we can­not res­cue ev­ery­one alone. We must do some­thing about this in­fer­nal

    dust.”




    “Any sug­ges­tions?”




    “Do as I do,” Chi­un said. He found a lad­der truck where three fire­men wres­tled with a

    high-​pres­sure hose. They were spray­ing the air with wa­ter. The thick jet didn’t have much

    cov­er­ing strength. It was de­signed to con­cen­trate a stream of wa­ter in or­der to knock

    down stub­born fires.




    Chi­un took the hose away from the as­ton­ished fire­men as if it were a gar­den hose and

    not a mon­ster gush­ing wa­ter. He grasped the noz­zle in one hand and pro­ceed­ed to cap it

    with the oth­er. He splayed his fin­gers. The wa­ter turned from a spurt in­to a spray. Chi­un

    waved the hose in all di­rec­tions.




    “See?” he told Re­mo.




    “Good think­ing,” Re­mo said, com­man­deer­ing an­oth­er hose.




    “I don’t be­lieve this,” said one of the fire­men to the oth­er. “You could knock a strong

    man twen­ty feet with the force of one of those things: That old guy’s play­ing with the hose

    like it’s a kid’s toy.”




    “Yeah,” said an­oth­er. “And that skin­ny guy’s do­ing the same. Look.”




    “Hey,” the first fire­man yelled at Re­mo. “What you’re do­ing is im­pos­si­ble.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Get ready to rush in when the dust set­tles.”




    “Sure. But do you mind telling us how you can do that? I’ve been a fire­man sev­en­teen

    years. What you’re do­ing isn’t nor­mal.”




    “Rice,” Re­mo said. “I eat lots of rice.”




    The fire­men looked at one an­oth­er blankly.




    In a mat­ter of min­utes, the gut­ters ran brown with dust-​laden wa­ter. The air be­came

    breath­able once more. Am­bu­lances and res­cue equip­ment ad­vanced in­to the area of

    de­struc­tion.




    Re­mo and Chi­un fol­lowed them in.




    “Em­per­or Smith will be dis­pleased. We are be­ing very pub­lic.”




    “Can’t be helped. Be­sides, it’s got­ta be done.”




    “Agreed.”




    The work went on with numb­ing rep­eti­tion. Re­mo and Chi­un reen­tered the shat­tered

    spire, whose in­te­ri­or was a jum­ble of smashed and up­end­ed fur­ni­ture. They brought many

    bod­ies out-​few of them alive. Where the res­cue crews could not pen­etrate, Re­mo and Chi­un

    cut through twist­ed gird­ers and blocked con­crete.




    Hours lat­er, they were still at it. The few liv­ing vic­tims they found dwin­dled with each

    new limb they dug from the rub­ble. The res­cue peo­ple, ask­ing no ques­tions, sim­ply

    car­ried the bod­ies away.




    When night fell, Re­mo and Chi­un en­tered the Mag­nus Build­ing, whose twen­ti­eth floor

    was now its top floor. They went up the stairs and forced open a stair­well door. They climbed

    over the tum­bled fur­ni­ture that blocked the door­way and emerged in­to open air.




    The twen­ti­eth floor lay open to the sky. A bit­ing wind came from the east, car­ry­ing the

    bit­ter tang of the win­ter ocean. Mixed with the salt air was an­oth­er scent, al­so salty.

    Blood.




    Around them, the spires of Man­hat­tan looked al­most nor­mal. But the twen­ti­eth floor was

    any­thing but nor­mal. It was a plat­form of rub­ble and half-​col­lapsed par­ti­tions. “Let’s

    get to work,” Re­mo mut­tered.




    A hand poked up from un­der a splin­tered desk. Re­mo lift­ed the desk free and reached for

    the hand. It felt cold, like a clay mod­el. Dig­ging at the de­bris, Re­mo found that the arm

    had been sev­ered at the shoul­der. Though they un­earthed the re­mains of a dozen oth­er

    peo­ple, they nev­er found the rest of the body.




    There were no sur­vivors on the up­per floor. De­ject­ed­ly they de­scend­ed to the street.

    They were cov­ered with pow­dered plas­ter, like two dusty specters.




    “You know what I wish?” Re­mo said when they were back on the street.




    “What is that, my son?” asked Chi­un, turn­ing to look at his pupil. Re­mo’s face was a mask

    of pow­der. Two chan­nels ran down from his eyes, where the tears of frus­tra­tion had

    start­ed.




    “I wish the bas­tards who did this were right here. I’d sure make them pay.”




    “Will you set­tle for those?”




    Re­mo looked where Chi­un was point­ing.




    “Yeah, they’ll do just fine,” Re­mo said, see­ing a pack of street punks slip­ping through

    the po­lice lines. They went from body to body, fish­ing in­to pock­ets and pulling out

    what­ev­er they found. Re­mo saw a teenage boy in a hood­ed gray sweat­shirt take a dead man’s

    shoes off his feet. Re­mo took him first.




    “Put them back,” he said, his voice as grit­ty as his face.




    “Buzz off, chump. He won’t need ‘em any longer.”




    “I can ap­pre­ci­ate your at­ti­tude,” Re­mo told him. “Now, here’s mine.”




    Re­mo took the shoes from the boy’s hands with a quick grab. His foot stomped down on the

    loot­er’s in­step. “Ye­ow!” The punk start­ed hop­ping on one foot, clutch­ing his shat­tered

    oth­er foot.




    “Un­der­stand?”




    “No. What’d you do that for?”




    “He is ob­vi­ous­ly slow,” Chi­un said, watch­ing.




    “I guess,” Re­mo said. He stomped on the boy’s oth­er foot. He got a sat­is­fac­to­ry scream

    as the teenag­er went down on his butt, clutch­ing both feet like a ba­by in its crib.




    “Now do you un­der­stand?”




    “You’re an­gry, Jack. I can dig that.”




    “It’s a start,” said Re­mo, look­ing around. A pair of old­er men were strip­ping a wom­an

    of her jew­el­ry. The fact that the wom­an’s body had no head seemed not to both­er them at

    all.




    Re­mo walked up to them and took each by the scruff of the neck.




    “Hey! What gives?” they yelled.




    “I want you to know one thing,” Re­mo said be­tween tight teeth.




    “Yeah?”




    “It’s not the jew­el­ry. It’s the des­ecra­tion.”




    And Re­mo slammed their heads to­geth­er so fast that their faces fused in­to a sin­gle

    jel­lied mulch. He let the bod­ies drop. Im­me­di­ate­ly oth­er loot­ers de­scend­ed up­on

    their fall­en com­rades and stripped them of their be­long­ings.




    “I don’t be­lieve this,” Re­mo said. “Didn’t they see what I just did?”




    “You ob­vi­ous­ly did not make a last­ing im­pres­sion.”




    “What am I sup­posed to do? Set them on fire and wave them in the air?”




    “A good idea, but nei­ther of us car­ries match­es. Your one mis­take, Re­mo, is that you

    did not cap­ture their un­di­vid­ed at­ten­tion.”




    “Too bad I left my gold chain at home,” Re­mo said dry­ly. “That would do it for sure.”




    “Watch,” said Chi­un, walk­ing to­ward a knot of loot­ers. They were car­ry­ing off a body,

    a wom­an’s body. Some­thing was said about the body still be­ing warm enough to get some use

    out of it.




    Chi­un placed him­self in front of the men.




    “I choose you!” Chi­un said loud­ly, point­ing at the man car­ry­ing the wom­an’s

    shoul­der.




    “Move aside, old man,” the loot­er warned.




    Chi­un lashed out with a sin­gle fin­ger. The nail touched the man in the small of his back.

    The man keeled over. Chi­un whirled in place, catch­ing an out­flung wrist with one del­icate

    hand. The man’s falling body jerked as if he had been caught in the spin cy­cle of a wash­ing

    ma­chine. He flew out, then up.




    The oth­ers, still hold­ing the wom­an’s body, watched their friend rise in­to the air some

    thir­ty sto­ries. The body seemed to hang mo­tion­less for a long time, then start­ed to

    fall.




    The body broke the con­crete when it land­ed. The oth­ers felt the crunch­ing im­pact in

    their own bones.




    “What hap­pened to him will hap­pen to you all if you do not be­gone this in­stant!” Chi­un

    pro­claimed.




    “Okay if we keep the dead bitch?” one of them won­dered. Hear­ing that, Re­mo stepped up to

    the man. He placed one foot on the man’s sneak­ers to keep him an­chored. He grasped the man’s

    neck, his thumbs stiff­en­ing un­der the jaw­bone.




    Re­mo pushed up sud­den­ly.




    There was an au­di­ble pop and the man sud­den­ly had a neck that was three times its

    orig­inal length. He closed his eyes slow­ly.




    “That man died be­cause he asked a stupid ques­tion,” Re­mo said, let­ting the body fall.

    “Any­one else have a stupid ques­tion?”




    The sur­viv­ing quar­tet looked at Chi­un, at Re­mo, and then at one an­oth­er. Gen­tly they

    set the body down. They start­ed to back away. Those with hats doffed them po­lite­ly. There

    were mum­bles of “Ex­cuse me” and apolo­gies.




    Re­mo looked around. All of a sud­den, there were no loot­ers any­where in sight. He placed

    a sheet over the wom­an’s body, shak­ing his head.




    “We should have wast­ed them all. An­imals.”




    “An­oth­er time. There may be more good we can do.” It turned out there was none. No one

    ex­pect­ed to find any sur­vivors in the pul­ver­ized North Am com­plex. A new build­ing, it

    had shat­tered like the glass house it ap­peared to be.




    Re­mo and Chi­un at­tacked one side of it any­way, pluck­ing away shards of bluish glass.

    They un­earthed a black­ened tan­gle of met­al.




    “Looks like the fur­nace or some­thing,” Re­mo mut­tered. Chi­un sniffed the air

    del­icate­ly.




    “No,” he said. “Smell it. It is burned. And a boil­er would be found in the base­ment, not

    above the street.” Re­mo reached out to touch the mass. Chi­un sud­den­ly got in his way.




    “Re­mo, do not touch it. It may be ki­net­ic!”




    “Not any­more,” Re­mo said. “Ki­net­ic isn’t what you think, Lit­tle Fa­ther. It’s not like

    be­ing ra­dioac­tive or some­thing. It means some­thing that moves.”




    “I can feel its ter­ri­ble heat still.”




    “Reen­try heat,” said Re­mo, clear­ing away more de­bris. “What­ev­er it was, it’s a mess

    now.”




    “What is that?” Chi­un asked.




    Re­mo pushed away a sec­tion of wall. “Looks like a wheel,” he said. “A big wheel. And

    what’s this bar at­tached to it?”




    “I have seen such wheels be­fore,” Chi­un said slow­ly.




    “Yeah. Where?”




    “When I was a boy. The first time I took a train ride.”




    “Huh?”




    “You have un­cov­ered a rail­road-​en­gine wheel.”




    “What’s it do­ing in here?”




    “It is hot, like the KKK. There­fore it is a part of the KKK.”




    “Bull,” said Re­mo. “And it’s KKV.”




    “When have you known me to be wrong, Re­mo?”




    “When you told Smith that the KKV’s would al­ways miss,” Re­mo said ab­sent­ly, still

    ex­am­in­ing the wheel. The breath of air stirred the dust on Re­mo’s hair. He didn’t re­al­ize

    its sig­nif­icance un­til he turned to ask Chi­un a ques­tion. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was

    storm­ing off. The way he car­ried his proud old head told Re­mo that he had hit a sore spot.

    Re­mo start­ed af­ter him, but a man in an Air Force ma­jor’s blue uni­form got in his way.




    “I’ll have to ask you to get away from here,” the ma­jor said. “This area is be­ing

    cor­doned off un­til we find out what did this.”




    “That did,” Re­mo said, jerk­ing a thumb at the pro­trud­ing mass.




    The ma­jor got ex­cit­ed. He yelled sud­den­ly. “The book! Get the book! I think I found

    it.”




    “Book?” Re­mo asked, mo­men­tar­ily for­get­ting the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He was ig­nored by

    the ma­jor.




    Two Air Force of­fi­cers came run­ning up. One of them clutched a thick vol­ume.




    “Give me that,” the ma­jor said anx­ious­ly. He be­gan flip­ping through the book,

    al­ter­nate­ly study­ing the smok­ing mass.




    Re­mo moved up be­side the men and ducked his head. The ti­tle of the book was Steam

    Lo­co­mo­tives.




    Re­mo blinked. He looked again. It was not a hal­lu­ci­na­tion. The three Air Force

    of­fi­cers were con­sult­ing a book on steam lo­co­mo­tives. The ma­jor was flip­ping back and

    forth while the oth­ers, walk­ing around the smok­ing mass of met­al, shout­ed back at him.




    “Looks like it came through with­out slag­ging,” one shout­ed. “It’s got the two bumper

    things in front.”




    “Eu­ro­pean,” the ma­jor said. “Good. What else?”




    “Looks like it’s got flame de­flec­tors mount­ed on the nose.”




    “That could make it ei­ther an Aus­tri­an Class D58 or a French Lib­er­ation-​class en­gine.

    Maybe a Span­ish La Maquin­ista, if it has spoked drive wheels. Does it have spoked drive

    wheels?”




    “We’d have to dig it out to find out,” the ma­jor was told.




    “Why don’t I help?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed po­lite­ly.




    “I thought I told you to get lost. This is a re­strict­ed area.”




    “Oh, it’s noth­ing,” Re­mo said po­lite­ly. “Don’t both­er say­ing ‘please’.”




    Re­mo jumped up to the rub­ble. And like a dog un­cov­er­ing an old bone, he went to work on

    the de­bris cov­er­ing the met­al heap. Pieces flew in ev­ery di­rec­tion, shat­ter­ing on the

    icy streets. In a mat­ter of min­utes he had ex­posed the ob­ject. It looked like a met­al

    sausage that had been smashed in­to a wall. There was a thread­like tex­ture to the met­al, as

    if it had been wrapped in steel wire.




    “How’s that?” Re­mo asked.




    The oth­ers looked at him. Then they walked around the ob­ject.




    “Four … eight … two … gives us four­teen spoked wheels,” said the ma­jor. “It’s not

    French.”




    “Then it’s a Class D58.”




    “Or a La Maquin­ista.”




    The three of­fi­cers pored over the book as if it held the key to their fu­tures. Their

    faces were in to­tal earnest. “Could you three hold that pose a minute?” Re­mo asked. He took

    off.




    He found the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju star­ing up at the sheared tip of the Mag­nus

    Build­ing.




    “I apol­ogize,” Re­mo said quick­ly, fig­ur­ing that he would get the hard part over

    with.




    Chi­un said noth­ing. He con­tin­ued star­ing at the sky. “I was wrong,” Re­mo added.




    That got a re­sponse. “You are al­ways wrong.”




    “I was wrong this time. It re­al­ly is a lo­co­mo­tive.”




    “I know that. I do not care about that. It was the oth­er thing. The cru­el thing.”




    “I shouldn’t have said what I did about your hav­ing been wrong. It was in­sen­si­tive.”




    “Ah, but do you know why?” Chi­un asked, fac­ing him.




    “Be­cause it hurt your feel­ings.”




    “No, even that is of lit­tle con­se­quence on this sad day.”




    “Then I give up.”




    “Be­cause it was true. I was wrong.” The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju whis­pered the last part.




    “You couldn’t know that.”




    “How will I ex­plain it to Smith?”




    “You’ll find a way.”




    “I know,” said Chi­un, rais­ing a hand. “I will blame it on you. “




    “I don’t think that will help.”




    “I as­sured my em­per­or that no harm would be­fall his sub­jects, and look at how many of

    them lit­ter the streets like so many rag dolls.”




    “If we get the per­sons re­spon­si­ble, Smith will be sat­is­fied.”




    “Smith may be, but I will not. No Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has been wrong in over a thou­sand

    years.”




    “Oh, come on,” Re­mo said. Chi­un glared at him.




    “Per­haps on­ly nine hun­dred years,” Chi­un re­lent­ed at last. He gave a lit­tle sigh.

    “What is it you wish to show me?”




    “The Air Force has some peo­ple try­ing to iden­ti­fy the KKV.”




    Chi­un made a face. “Goody for them.”




    “They’re go­ing through a book on trains. I know it sounds crazy.”




    “Why is it crazy? Did I not al­ready tell you the KKV was a lo­co­mo­tive, and did you not

    just now ad­mit that I was right?”




    “Yeah, but a lo­co­mo­tive, for cry­ing out loud.”




    “It is a clue.”




    “To what?”




    “To our en­emy. It tells me that he does not have prop­er rocks.”




    “That doesn’t make sense.”




    “We will look for a desert king­dom. Yes, a desert king­dom,” Chi­un said, gird­ing his

    skirts de­ci­sive­ly. He strode back to the rub­ble, Re­mo trail­ing along.




    By the time they got there, the Air Force of­fi­cers had made a pos­itive

    iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.




    “It’s a La Maquin­ista,” said the ma­jor. Re­mo no­ticed that his name tag said “Cheek.” He

    was Ma­jor Cheek. Re­mo and Chi­un looked over his shoul­der. There was a draw­ing of a La

    Maquin­ista on page 212.




    “How do you know?” Re­mo asked rea­son­ably, com­par­ing the mas­sive lo­co­mo­tive

    pic­tured in the book with the ac­cor­dion of met­al ly­ing in the ru­ins.




    “See the shape of the flame-​de­flec­tor plates?” Ma­jor Cheek said, tap­ping the

    il­lus­tra­tion. “I’ll bet when we ham­mer the plates on that mon­ster back to nor­mal, we get

    this shape in­stead of these oth­er de­signs.”




    “That’s pret­ty smart,” Re­mo said with ad­mi­ra­tion.




    “Of course we’re go­ing to con­duct ex­haus­tive tests to be cer­tain, but it looks like a

    pos­itive- Hey, who are you two?”




    “Casey Jones and his friend Choo-​Choo Char­lie,” Re­mo said, know­ing that their

    dust-​cov­ered faces would make them im­pos­si­ble to iden­ti­fy lat­er. “Mind if I bor­row

    that?” he asked, tear­ing the page out of the book with­out wait­ing for an an­swer.




    “Hey! I need that. Dammit! This is na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “Do tell,” Re­mo said, skip­ping away, with Chi­un float­ing af­ter him.




    When the Air Force of­fi­cers ran around the cor­ner af­ter them, they walked in­to a tiny

    cloud of dust and stopped to cough their lungs clear. When they got or­ga­nized again, they saw

    their quar­ry run­ning away, their bod­ies no longer cov­ered with pow­der.


  




  

    Chapter 20




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber was adamant. “It’s not that bad,” he in­sist­ed.




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States glared at him. They were in the Sit­ua­tion Room of the

    White House. The Joint Chiefs of Staff were seat­ed around a long con­fer­ence ta­ble. With

    them was an ex­as­per­at­ed Act­ing Sec­re­tary of De­fense.




    Gen­er­al Leiber stood be­fore two gi­ant blowup pho­tos of an Al­co Big Boy and a Prus­sian

    G12, which he had made in a lo­cal pho­to lab for five dol­lars each, but which would be billed

    to the De­fense De­part­ment at three thou­sand dol­lars as “pho­to­graph­ic

    tar­get­ing-​ex­pan­sion sim­ula­tions.”




    “Six blocks of prime Man­hat­tan re­al es­tate lie in ru­ins,” the Pres­ident said stern­ly.

    “Up­wards of a thou­sand peo­ple dead a week af­ter I had as­sured the na­tion that there was

    no dan­ger. How can you say it’s not that bad?”




    “It all de­pends on how you look at it,” Gen­er­al Leiber said firm­ly. “The col­lat­er­al

    dam­age is neg­li­gi­ble.”




    “The what dam­age?”




    “Col­lat­er­al dam­age. It’s what we mil­itary like to call civil­ian ca­su­al­ties.”




    “A thou­sand peo­ple is not neg­li­gi­ble!”




    “Not if they were all per­son­al friends, no,” the gen­er­al ad­mit­ted. “But com­pared to

    the cur­rent U.S. pop­ula­tion, which is rough­ly two hun­dred and fifty mil­lion, it’s a drop

    in the buck­et. We lose more peo­ple ev­ery month to high­way ac­ci­dents.”




    The Pres­ident’s mouth com­pressed in­to a blood­less line. He turned in his seat to face

    the joint Chiefs. The Joint Chiefs re­gard­ed him with stony ex­pres­sions. They were not about

    to con­tra­dict Gen­er­al Leiber, be­cause he was us­ing ex­act­ly the ar­gu­ment they would

    have used. The com­man­dant of the Marines looked as if he were about to vol­un­teer

    some­thing, but Ad­mi­ral Black­bird kicked him un­der the ta­ble.




    “But the man is a damned pro­cure­ment of­fi­cer,” the com­man­dant whis­pered to the

    ad­mi­ral.




    “Look at the Pres­ident’s face. Do you want to tell that to him at a time like this?”




    The com­man­dant sub­sid­ed.




    “I have to take this be­fore the Amer­ican peo­ple,” the Pres­ident said at last.




    “Re­spect­ful­ly, Mr. Pres­ident, I think you should stonewall,” Ad­mi­ral Black­bird

    sug­gest­ed.




    “Im­pos­si­ble.”




    “Sir, think of the po­lit­ical con­se­quences. What could you tell the na­tion?”




    “That we’ve been at­tacked. “




    “By In­ter­con­ti­nen­tal Bal­lis­tic Lo­co­mo­tives?” The Pres­ident’s face lost its

    re­solve.




    “If the Rus­sians get wind of this-​as­sum­ing that they aren’t be­hind it it will show us

    up as the prover­bial pa­per tiger. Hell, they’d read it as a sign of weak­ness and maybe

    launch an all-​out at­tack them­selves.”




    “I have to say some­thing.”




    “How about that we’ve been loked?” the Act­ing Sec­re­tary of De­fense piped up.




    Ev­ery­one looked at him quizzi­cal­ly.




    “It’s like nuked,” he of­fered, “on­ly not as bad. Tell them that.”




    “Loked?” the Pres­ident re­peat­ed.




    “At­tacked by In­ter­con­ti­nen­tal Bal­lis­tic Lo­co­mo­tives. Or ICBL, for short.”




    “It’ll nev­er fly,” Ad­mi­ral Black­bird in­sist­ed. “We must in­vent a cov­er sto­ry.

    Some­thing plau­si­ble about a gas­main ex­plo­sion. We have no choice. The Amer­ican peo­ple

    are in a near-​pan­ic. They’ve had war jit­ters for a week. If they thought this was an

    at­tack, think of the pan­de­mo­ni­um. No one would be­lieve they were safe.”




    “The trou­ble is,” the Pres­ident said grave­ly, “they are not. What pro­tec­tion do we have

    against these things?”




    “Our nu­cle­ar de­ter­rent is use­less with­out a tar­get,” the Air Force’s Chief of Staff

    said sober­ly. “And even if we had one, it’s po­lit­ical­ly ques­tion­able to nuke some­one who

    hasn’t nuked us first. Bad prece­dent.”




    “I think we could make an ex­cep­tion in this case,” the Act­ing Sec­re­tary of De­fense

    said stub­born­ly.




    “I took a pre­elec­tion pledge not to be the first to launch a nu­cle­ar mis­sile,” the

    Pres­ident said. “I agree with the gen­er­al. We can’t nuke in re­sponse to a lok­ing.” He

    banged the ta­ble. “Now you’ve got me say­ing it.”




    Ev­ery­one glared at the Act­ing Sec­re­tary of De­fense, whose face red­dened.




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber grinned. He felt stupid stand­ing in front of his lo­co­mo­tive

    blowups. But so far the meet­ing hadn’t gone too bad­ly. No one had blown his cov­er. And the

    Act­ing Sec­re­tary of De­fense was catch­ing all the hell. Gen­er­al Leiber wasn’t sure how

    long that would con­tin­ue, so he made his next move.




    “I think there’s on­ly one so­lu­tion,” he said. Ev­ery­one looked at him.




    “Let me con­tin­ue try­ing to trace the … er … KKV’s. I’m sure one of my leads will pan

    out.”




    The Pres­ident was a long time in an­swer­ing. Gen­er­al Leiber broke out in a sweat. He

    knew that on­ly as long as the Pres­ident ex­pressed con­fi­dence in him would the joint Chiefs

    re­frain from blow­ing the whis­tle. Fi­nal­ly the Pres­ident spoke.




    “It galls me, but the Amer­ican pub­lic can­not be al­lowed to think that their lead­er­ship

    can­not pro­tect them. Go with the cov­er sto­ry. Gen­er­al Leiber, I’m count­ing on you to

    come up with an an­swer be­fore the next ICBL strike.”




    “Yes, sir, Mr. Pres­ident,” Gen­er­al Leiber said hearti­ly. He snapped a quick salute, just

    in case. He start­ed to pull down the blowups.




    “Bet­ter burn those,” the Pres­ident said. “Se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons.”




    “But, Mr. Pres­ident,” Gen­er­al Leiber protest­ed. “These cost the gov­ern­ment three

    thou­sand dol­lars.”




    The Pres­ident re­turned to his of­fice with a heavy heart. A week in of­fice and he felt

    like he had aged ten years. He won­dered how he was go­ing to get through four years of this,

    and then he fig­ured that when the Amer­ican peo­ple re­al­ized that there was noth­ing

    stand­ing be­tween them and de­struc­tion but a few thou­sand miles of At­lantic sky, there

    prob­ably wouldn’t be a con­sti­tu­tion­al gov­ern­ment left by the time his first State of the

    Union ad­dress was due.




    He had no choice now but to tell Smith ev­ery­thing. He had been hop­ing to avoid this, but

    Smith had been un­able to lo­cate the launch­er and Gen­er­al Leiber hadn’t come up with a

    sin­gle lo­co­mo­tive lead.




    He picked up the new CURE phone. It was be­gin­ning to feel like part of his hand. He

    won­dered if past Pres­idents had felt that way too.




    It rang five times be­fore Dr. Smith an­swered. His voice sound­ed muzzy and thick.




    “Smith, I hope you have some­thing.”




    “Still in­putting, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “It can wait. I have some­thing new for you to in­put.”




    “I’m clear­ing a file. Pro­ceed, please.”




    “The KKV’s. They’ve been iden­ti­fied.”




    “Yes.”




    “They are old lo­co­mo­tives.”




    “Old lo­co­mo­tives, yes.” Smith’s voice did not change. The Pres­ident could have told him

    they were fired by Pygmy blow­guns.




    “The first was an Amer­ican Big Boy, built in 1941, the sec­ond a Prus­sian Class G12. The

    third is be­ing an­alyzed.”




    “Got that, sir.” Smith’s voice was pre­oc­cu­pied.




    “Do you have any ques­tions? Would you like me to re­peat any of that?”




    “No, sir, I have it. Two iden­ti­fied lo­co­mo­tives. One uniden­ti­fied. I’ll see what the

    com­put­er says.”




    “Right,” the Pres­ident said. “Keep me briefed.” Hang­ing up, he thought that Smith was an

    amaz­ing char­ac­ter. To­tal­ly un­flap­pable. You’d think the man would have at least asked

    why the Pres­ident hadn’t vol­un­teered the in­for­ma­tion be­fore.




    The truth was that the Pres­ident had been afraid to. If Smith thought that the Pres­ident

    had lost his men­tal bal­ance, Smith might have been tempt­ed to re­move him from of­fice. CURE

    was de­signed to up­hold the con­sti­tu­tion­al gev­ern­ment, not any par­tic­ular

    of­fice­hold­er. But Gen­er­al Leiber had failed him, so it was a moot point.




    Re­mo and Chi­un walked in­to Smith’s Fol­croft of­fice hours lat­er. They looked dusty and

    worn, es­pe­cial­ly Re­mo.




    “Smit­ty, you’re not go­ing to be­lieve this,” Re­mo be­gan.




    “Do not rub it in,” Chi­un in­sert­ed. “I will speak. Em­per­or, I can ex­plain.”




    “Ex­plain what?” Smith asked ab­sent­ly.




    “My … mis­take.”




    “I’m cer­tain it will not hap­pen again, what­ev­er it was.” Re­mo and Chi­un ex­changed

    glances.




    Re­mo snapped his fin­gers in Smith’s ear. “Smit­ty, Smit­ty, wake up.”




    “What? Oh. Re­mo. Mas­ter Chi­un. I did not re­al­ize you had re­turned.”




    “You were just talk­ing to us,” Re­mo re­mind­ed him.




    “Oh! Was I? How pe­cu­liar,” he said, his gaze drift­ing back to his ter­mi­nal.




    Re­mo took Smith’s head in his hands and forced him to look away from the screen. “Look at

    me, Smit­ty. Wake up!”




    “No need to shout, Re­mo.”




    “I need your un­di­vid­ed at­ten­tion.”




    “It is un­di­vid­ed. Go ahead.”




    “The Air Force has iden­ti­fied the KKV’s.”




    “No, I iden­ti­fied the KKV’s,” Chi­un in­sist­ed.




    “Yeah, right. Ac­tu­al­ly, Chi­un iden­ti­fied the new one be­fore the Air Force showed up.

    Gen­er­al­ly.”




    “You can­not get more spe­cif­ic than I did,” Chi­un com­plained, re­lieved that Smith was

    not go­ing to bring up the mat­ter of his ear­li­er mis­take.




    “The Air Force had the mod­el, year, and ev­ery­thing.”




    “Mere de­tails,” Chi­un scoffed.




    “Here’s a draw­ing of it,” Re­mo said, of­fer­ing the page he’d torn out of the book on

    steam lo­co­mo­tives.




    Smith took the page.




    “Don’t be ridicu­lous,” he said. “This is a steam en­gine.”




    “That’s what the thing was. Crazy, huh?”




    ” ‘Ab­surd’ was the word I was think­ing of.”




    “The Air Force con­firmed it.”




    “Non­sense,” re­turned Smith. “I was just speak­ing with the Pres­ident and he told me the

    first two had been iden­ti­fied. But he said noth­ing about steam en­gines.”




    “What did he say?”




    “He said . . .” Smith’s voice trailed off. “What did he say?” He reached for his key­board.

    Re­mo seized his hands.




    “Do you mind?” Smith said. “I in­put the con­fir­ma­tion.”




    “Can’t you re­mem­ber it with­out the com­put­er’s help?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “I’ve been han­dling so much da­ta to­day that it’s all a blur,” Smith ad­mit­ted.




    Re­mo let go. Smith’s fin­gers at­tacked the key­board. He brought up the file.




    “Odd,” said Smith in a weak voice.




    “What is it, Smit­ty?”. Then Re­mo saw what it was. Smith’s file in­di­cat­ed that the

    ear­li­er KKV strikes in­volved an Amer­ican Big Boy and a Prus­sian G12.




    “Now, how could I have for­got­ten some­thing like that?”




    “What I want to know is how you could have put it aside. Those iden­ti­fi­ca­tions may be

    our on­ly lead.”




    “Yes, in­deed. I imag­ine I was so pre­oc­cu­pied with file set­up that I lost track of

    time.”




    Re­mo looked at the ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand in the cor­ner of the room. It gleamed

    un­der its tin­sel and or­na­ments.




    “Why don’t you ask it?”




    “Why don’t you ask me your­self?” the ES Quan­tum said.




    “Smit­ty?”




    “Com­put­er, File 334 con­tains hard da­ta on the KKV sit­ua­tion. Can you cor­re­late?”




    “Af­fir­ma­tive.”




    “Then do so.”




    “An­swer in mem­ory.”




    “I can­not get used to how quick­ly you pro­cess da­ta.”




    “This da­ta was pro­cessed when you orig­inal­ly in­put the da­ta.”




    Smith frowned. “Then why didn’t you tell me?”




    “Be­cause you did not ask,” the ES Quan­tum replied.




    “Since when do I have to ask?”




    “You al­ways have to ask. I am not a mind read­er.”




    “This is start­ing to sound like a bad mar­riage,” Re­mo whis­pered to Chi­un. The Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju nod­ded.




    “Please give me the an­swer,” Smith said, brit­tle-​voiced. “Both lo­co­mo­tives re­cent­ly

    changed hands on the open mar­ket, pass­ing from their orig­inal own­ers to a trans­ship­ment

    point in Lux­em­bourg. There is no record of their fi­nal des­ti­na­tion.”




    “Hmm,” said Smith. “We have to know where they end­ed up. Where they came from is not that

    im­por­tant.”




    “An agent han­dled each trans­ac­tion.”




    “Who?” asked Smith.




    “A con­glom­er­ate known as Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al.”




    “More da­ta.”




    “Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al is a multi­na­tion­al con­glom­er­ate with in­ter­ests in

    one hun­dred and twen­ty-​two cor­po­ra­tions, in­sti­tu­tions, and hold­ing com­pa­nies.

    Cur­rent net worth is in ex­cess of fifty bil­lion dol­lars.”




    “Who is the CEO of record?”




    “There is no record.”




    “Stock­hold­ers?”




    “None. It is pri­vate­ly held.”




    “Of­fices?”




    “Cen­tral of­fice of record is in Zurich, Switzer­land, 55 Boog­gplatz. How­ev­er, that is a

    va­cant ware­house. A phone line does con­nect with the Longines Cred­it Bank.”




    “That’s our lead,” Re­mo said.




    “Go im­me­di­ate­ly. Find out who bought those en­gines and where they went.”




    “Now we’re get­ting some­place.”




    “I will mon­itor your progress from this end. You still have your com­mu­ni­ca­tors?”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “Re­mo still has his com­mu­ni­ca­tor.”




    “Good,” Smith said, re­turn­ing to his ter­mi­nal. That mes­mer­ized ex­pres­sion came over

    his face again. Re­mo nudged Chi­un. Chi­un shrugged.




    “If you need us, we’ll be at Mount Rush­more, shav­ing off Ted­dy Roo­sevelt’s mus­tache,”

    Re­mo said.




    “Have a safe trip,” Smith replied vague­ly. Re­mo sighed:




    “Good-​bye, ma­chine,” Chi­un said to the com­put­er.




    “Farewell, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. See you soon.”




    “Not if I see you first,” Chi­un said when they got to the hall el­eva­tor. “I do not like

    her,” he told Re­mo firm­ly.




    “Her? Now she’s got you do­ing it too.”




    “You just called her a she.”




    “We’re go­ing to have to have a long talk with Smit­ty when we get back,” Re­mo said as the

    el­eva­tor doors closed on his un­hap­py face.


  




  

    Chapter 21




    Hen­ri Ar­naud was very old. He had out­lived his friends and ev­ery rel­ative he cared

    about. All he had left were his trains.




    He walked among them one last time, his cleft chin lift­ed in de­fi­ance to the cru­el­ties

    of fate.




    It was not so bad for him­self. He would not live much longer. The zest for life had fad­ed

    long ago. But his trains were dif­fer­ent. He had hoped that they would sur­vive him. But times

    changed. A hun­dred years ago, the train was as ro­man­tic as a fine au­to. Fifty years ago, it

    was nos­tal­gic. But in this age of Con­corde jets and space shut­tles, the train was an

    anachro­nism.




    And the Ar­naud Rail­way Mu­se­um was a con­clave of anachro­nisms. Few­er and few­er

    peo­ple at­tend­ed it each year. It had been ten years since Hen­ri Ar­naud had let go of his

    last greeter. Now he was greeter, ac­coun­tant, and, when nec­es­sary, jan­itor.




    No more.




    Touch­ing the shin­ing flank of a 1929 four-​cylin­der de Glehn com­pound lo­co­mo­tive,

    Hen­ri Ar­naud re­flect­ed on how sud­den­ly one’s for­tunes could be re­versed.




    He had sur­vived the De­pres­sion and Ger­man con­quest, and even the most re­cent

    stock-​mar­ket crash had not di­min­ished his fam­ily wealth. It was the Ar­naud mon­ey that

    had en­abled Hen­ri Ar­naud to as­sem­ble this col­lec­tion-​some pur­chased from dy­ing rail

    lines, oth­ers re­claimed from the junk­yards of the world. The 1876 Paris-​Or­leans 265-390

    was his prize. It was the on­ly sur­viv­ing mod­el. The 1868 L’Avenir was a trea­sure. He had

    pur­chased it in 1948. One wing con­tained Amer­ican en­gines. Less aes­thet­ical­ly pleas­ing,

    but in their way fas­ci­nat­ing be­cause of their raw pow­er:




    A mag­nif­icent col­lec­tion, ri­val­ing the great rail­way mu­se­ums of the Con­ti­nent.

    Now it was about to be bro­ken up and scat­tered to the four winds. Just like that.




    Heav­ing a gen­tle sigh, Hen­ri Ar­naud wished that he could turn back the clock. Not much.

    Just a week. One last week to en­joy his col­lec­tion. One fi­nal sun­ny week­end to greet the

    tourists. Even Amer­ican tourists with their in­fan­tile ques­tions would be wel­come. But last

    week it had rained and no one had come. Then, Hen­ri Ar­naud had not thought much of it. There

    would be oth­er week­ends.




    For Hen­ri Ar­naud, yes. For the Ar­naud Rail­way Mu­se­um, alas, no.




    It had all dis­in­te­grat­ed with a phone call and a fa­mil­iar voice.




    “Ah, mon ami, it is good of you to call,” Hen­ri Ar­naud had told his mel­low-​voiced

    friend. He had nev­er met this wiz­ard of an in­vest­ment coun­selor. It did not mat­ter. For

    years, Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al had man­aged his port­fo­lio. So when Mon­sieur Friend

    had called, Hen­ri Ar­naud’s hu­mor had bright­ened in spite of the low­er­ing clouds over the

    Pyre­nees.




    “I have un­for­tu­nate news,” Friend had said.




    “Not a death in your fam­ily, I hope.”




    “No,” Friend had said. “But I am deeply dis­tressed to in­form you that you are

    per­son­al­ly bankrupt.”




    Hen­ri Ar­naud clutched the tele­phone. Could it be? “How? Why?” he croaked, try­ing to get

    a grip on him­self.




    “An un­fore­seen reper­cus­sion of the crash. Some in­vest­ments I se­lect­ed for you have

    dried up. Oth­ers are fal­ter­ing. I am di­vest­ing even as we speak.”




    “This is ter­ri­ble. This is so un­ex­pect­ed.”




    “A pity,” Friend had agreed. “I my­self have lost mil­lions.”




    “I am so sor­ry for you,” Hen­ri Ar­naud said sin­cere­ly. And he meant it. Af­ter all, he

    was an old man. Friend sound­ed at best thir­ty-​five. Very young. The poor un­for­tu­nate

    man.




    “Thank you,” Friend replied gra­cious­ly.




    “I will sur­vive.”




    “As will I, I am sure.”




    “Not with­out some fur­ther liq­ui­da­tion. You’re over sev­en mil­lion francs in debt.”




    “Debt? Im­pos­si­ble!”




    “I will send you a full re­port and ac­count­ing. But my pre­lim­inary as­sess­ment is that

    the on­ly cer­tain av­enue to sol­ven­cy would be to liq­ui­date your mu­se­um.”




    “I would of course be re­tained as a greeter,” Hen­ri Ar­naud said stiffly. “It would be all

    that I would ask.”




    “I did not say sell. I said liq­ui­date. The col­lec­tion would be bro­ken up.”




    “Non! That would be out­ra­geous. Non, non! It is all I have left of my life.”




    “I am sor­ry, friend Ar­naud. But your ad­vanced years make an ex­treme so­lu­tion

    manda­to­ry. I had hoped you would see the ne­ces­si­ty of this un­pleas­ant so­lu­tion. Af­ter

    all, you have had your life.”




    Hen­ri Ar­naud was a stub­born man. But he was al­so a sen­si­ble man. He drew him­self up

    proud­ly, even though he was alone in his gen­teel par­lor.




    “You … you would find them good homes?” he asked qui­et­ly.




    “The best. I know sev­er­al wealthy col­lec­tors-​much like you in your younger days. Think

    of it not as a liq­ui­da­tion, if you wish, but as a be­quest to the younger gen­er­ation.”




    “I have no choice,” Hen­ri Ar­naud said fi­nal­ly, a catch in his raspy voice.




    “You will send me a let­ter of ex­ecu­tion?”




    “Oui, oui. Na­turelle­ment. Now, please, I feel un­well.”




    “Then I will not keep you. It has been a plea­sure to serve.”




    On­ly days ago, thought Hen­ri Ar­naud. But he had not slept since then. All the fears of

    old age that he had suc­cess­ful­ly beat­en off with work had come to roost up­on his stooped

    shoul­ders like heavy-​head­ed vul­tures.




    With­in an hour, the trans­port men would ar­rive. The trains would be hoist­ed on­to great

    trucks and tak­en to the sea­port of Mar­seilles, and from there shipped to some dis­tant port.

    Ar­naud had not asked where. He did not wish to know.




    With an in­finite­ly sad ex­pres­sion on his face, he stepped in­to the cab of the de Glehn,

    and tak­ing the wood­en­han­dled throt­tle in one hand, leaned his lined face out of the side

    win­dow. In his mind’s eye he imag­ined him­self bar­rel­ing down the old Paris, Lyons nean

    line, the tracks ahead con­verg­ing in­to an in­fin­ity of promised ad­ven­ture, the smokestack

    belch­ing the coal smoke of his younger days.




    A breeze fresh­ened out of the east to set his thin hair blow­ing. It was nice. It helped

    the il­lu­sion.




    Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah re­ceived the first news re­ports of the car­nage in up­per

    Man­hat­tan with glee.




    “This is what I hun­gered for,” he said, slap­ping the brief­ing re­port on his desk.




    Py­otr Koldunov said noth­ing. He was think­ing of the one thou­sand dead Amer­icans and

    felt queasy. There would have been many more dead, but he had stalled un­til he knew it was

    Sat­ur­day in New York, when few­er would be in their of­fices.




    “I as­sume, then, that Com­rade Colonel is sat­is­fied with the per­for­mance of the

    Ac­cel­er­ator,” he said fi­nal­ly.




    “Yes, of course. I would rather have pul­ver­ized the White House, but this will do.”




    “Then may I as­sume that since you have achieved your ob­jec­tive, this project can be

    qui­et­ly dis­man­tled?”




    “Dis­man­tled? I said I was sat­is­fied, I did not say I was fin­ished. I have struck a

    great blow. I will strike even greater blows in the weeks to come.”




    Py­otr Koldunov gri­maced. He was about to speak when the colonel’s desk tele­phone

    rang.




    “Yes, what is it? I told you that I was not to be dis­turbed. Oh, yes. Al­ways. Put him

    on.”




    To Py­otr Koldunov’s sur­prise, the brutish face of Colonel In­tifadah soft­ened. He

    ac­tu­al­ly smiled. Not a sav­age bar­bar­ian smile, but one of pure plea­sure. He won­dered if

    he was talk­ing to his lover-​but then he dis­missed the idea. Ac­cord­ing to KGB

    in­tel­li­gence, when Colonel In­tifadah felt amorous, he took to the desert. The spec­ula­tion

    was that he mat­ed with goats. His fa­ther had been a no­madic goatherd, so it was not

    un­like­ly. Be­sides, he was call­ing the oth­er per­son his friend.




    “Yes, Friend. How many? Three. Yes, def­inite­ly. What? That is quite a bit more mon­ey than

    we dis­cussed. I do not care if they are mu­se­um pieces. I am not col­lect­ing an­tiques. Yes,

    I un­der­stand the dif­fi­cul­ty. They must be un­trace­able. And you say there may be more? At

    the mo­ment, three will do. Yes, I will pay your price, but on­ly be­cause I am in a hur­ry.

    Yes, thank you. The bank draft will be de­posit­ed in your ac­count at once.”




    Colonel In­tifadah hung up, his face not quite as pleased as it had been be­fore.




    “We have three more re­venge ve­hi­cles. They will ship to­day.”




    Koldunov nod­ded. “Of course, it will take time to ready the launch­er.”




    “I am a pa­tient man.”




    Koldunov want­ed to say, “Since when?” but he held his tongue. In­stead he said, “I have not

    been al­lowed to call my home­land in sev­er­al days. I would like to do so now.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble,” said Colonel In­tifadah. “The pow­er short­age from the last launch has

    dis­rupt­ed our in­ter­na­tion­al phone lines.”




    “But you were just us­ing them,” Koldunov protest­ed.




    “Did I say I was speak­ing with some­one out­side of this coun­try?” Colonel In­tifadah

    in­quired cool­ly.




    “No, but I as­sumed you were pur­chas­ing for­eign en­gines. Even you would not dare use an

    en­gine that could be traced to Loby­nia.”




    “When the phones are up again, you may place your call.”




    The bas­tard, Koldunov thought. He has the first code and he wants to keep that knowl­edge

    from Moscow.




    At that mo­ment a mes­sen­ger brought in an­oth­er dis­patch. Colonel In­tifadah glanced at

    it and sud­den­ly shook with rage. He pound­ed a swarthy fist on his desk. He point­ed to the

    mes­sen­ger. “Have that man ex­ecut­ed!” he raged.




    In­stant­ly the Green Guards came in and took away the hap­less mes­sen­ger. A shot rang out

    and then a thud and Py­otr Koldunov knew that the el­eva­tor-​shaft dis­pos­al had re­ceived

    an­oth­er of Colonel In­tifadah’s “en­emies.”




    “Lis­ten to this,” Colonel In­tifadah howled. “This is from the Amer­ican me­dia. They are

    claim­ing the Man­hat­tan de­struc­tion was the re­sult of a gas leak!”




    “A cov­er sto­ry to calm their peo­ple. They know bet­ter.”




    “I want the world to know that this is a re­tal­ia­tion!”




    “Colonel, you can­not mean that,” Koldunov said hasti­ly. “The Amer­icans would oblit­er­ate

    Loby­nia if they traced the at­tack to us.”




    “I want them to sus­pect! To guess! To won­der! To re­gret the bomb­ing of Dapoli. I do not

    want to give them proof. I on­ly want the Amer­ican lead­er­ship to toss and turn in their

    beds, fear­ful and ashamed.”




    “But the lead­er­ship that bombed this city is no longer in of­fice.”




    “I do not care!” Colonel In­tifadah howled. “You, Rus­sian, get to the launch­er. I want it

    ready as soon as the new en­gines ar­rive. My wrath will rain down on Amer­ica un­til they cry

    out to their in­fi­del God for mer­cy!”




    “Yes, Com­rade Colonel,” replied Py­otr Koldunov. As he left the of­fice, he thought that

    sure­ly there was some way to thwart this mad­man. The more launch­es, the greater the risk of

    dis­cov­ery. If the Amer­icans ev­er learned the full truth, their mis­siles would strike

    Loby­nia on­ly as an af­terthought.




    Moth­er Rus­sia would be their pri­ma­ry tar­get.




    As he closed the green door af­ter him, he heard Colonel In­tifadah call back his

    mys­te­ri­ous friend and shout that mon­ey would no longer be an ob­ject. He would take ev­ery

    en­gine that could be de­liv­ered, mu­se­um-​piece prices or not.




    Koldunov shud­dered.


  




  

    Chapter 22




    With­in min­utes of de­plan­ing from the Swis­sair flight at Zurich’s Kloten Air­port, Re­mo

    and Chi­un tried flag­ging down one of the tiny Vol­vo taxis. The cab dis­played a sign that

    said “Im Di­enst,” and Re­mo, who did not speak Swiss, asked the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju what it

    meant-​on du­ty or off.




    “Why ask me?” Chi­un said petu­lant­ly.




    Re­mo frowned. He had nev­er seen the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju en­counter a lan­guage bar­ri­er

    be­fore.




    “I thought you once told me you spoke al­most ev­ery known lan­guage.”




    “Yes.”




    “So what does Im Di­enst mean?”




    “Search me. I speak on­ly lan­guages known to Sinan­ju.”




    “I’ll try wav­ing,” Re­mo said.




    The taxi pulled up, and Re­mo opened the door for Chi­un. Chi­un gath­ered up his ki­mono

    skirts and set­tled in­to the rear seat. Re­mo gave the driv­er an ad­dress and closed the door

    be­hind him.




    “I’m sur­prised you don’t speak Swiss, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Switzer­land isn’t ex­act­ly a

    back­wa­ter.”




    “To Sinan­ju it is. When was the last time you ev­er heard of Swiss po­lit­ical

    dif­fi­cul­ties?”




    “I know they stayed neu­tral dur­ing World War II.”




    “Yes. The Swiss love their mon­ey. They pre­fer to avoid ar­gu­ments rather than have to

    spend any of it.”




    “Oh. I think I un­der­stand.”




    “No Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has ev­er worked for a Swiss ruler,” Chi­un said, fold­ing his arms

    un­hap­pi­ly. “Ev­er. So please do not ask me about the mean­ing of their mean­ing­less

    words.”




    “Okay, okay, don’t get on my case. Be­sides, I just fig­ured it out. Im Di­enst means ‘on

    du­ty.’ “




    “You had help.”




    “I did not.”




    “The driv­er. He stopped for us, did he not?”




    “That wasn’t help. That was a clue. I made a de­duc­tion.”




    “Bah!”




    “Ask the driv­er if you don’t be­lieve me,” Re­mo said, lean­ing for­ward to tap the driv­er

    on the shoul­der. Chi­un’s next words stopped him.




    “Do not both­er. He will on­ly tell you that he is neu­tral.”




    “You have an an­swer for ev­ery­thing, don’t you?”




    “Ex­cept the mean­ing of mean­ing­less Swiss words,” Chi­un re­tort­ed.




    The taxi de­posit­ed them in front of an im­pos­ing gran­ite build­ing that had “LONGINES

    CRED­IT BANK” chis­eled on the front.




    “This must be the place,” Re­mo said, pay­ing the driv­er in Amer­ican funds. He told the

    driv­er to keep the change from the fifty-​dol­lar bill. It all went on Smith’s tab

    any­way.




    “I’ve nev­er seen a bank like this be­fore,” Re­mo said, gaz­ing up at the gin­ger­bread

    ram­parts. “Looks like a fortress. “




    “I told you that the Swiss love their mon­ey.”




    “Well, if this bank is be­hind Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al, they’re go­ing to be pay­ing

    repa­ra­tions to the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment for a thou­sand years.”




    Re­mo breezed through a re­volv­ing glass door.




    The bank lob­by was a cav­ern of mar­ble and brass-​fit­ted teller booths. The floors were

    Car­rara mar­ble and the vault­ed ceil­ing was paint­ed to out­do the Sis­tine Chapel.




    “Where do we start?” Re­mo asked, his whis­per bounc­ing off the pol­ished walls.




    A man in a cut­away coat and cra­vat walked up to them stiffly and looked down his nose at

    Re­mo’s T-​shirt and chi­nos.




    “May I be of ser­vice?” he asked with stud­ied po­lite­ness. “We’re look­ing for the

    of­fices of Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al,” Re­mo told him.




    “I have nev­er heard of such a con­cern. Per­haps you have been mis­di­rect­ed.”




    “This is 47 Fin­mark Platz?”




    “In­deed. And it has been the of­fice of this bank for near­ly three hun­dred years.”




    “Our in­for­ma­tion is unim­peach­able, Swiss,” Chi­un spat in un­con­cealed con­tempt.




    The man­ag­er raised a su­per­cil­ious eye­brow at the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s col­or­ful

    ki­mono. “And I tell you that you are un­ques­tion­ably mis­tak­en.”




    “We’ll look around, okay?” Re­mo said, brush­ing past him.




    The man­ag­er snapped his fin­gers in the di­rec­tion of a gray-​un­in­formed guard. The

    guard fol­lowed Re­mo. He was very po­lite, his voice low and cul­tured.




    “I’m afraid if you do not have busi­ness with the Longines Cred­it Bank that you will have

    to leave.”




    “Make me,” Re­mo chal­lenged.




    “Yes,” Chi­un sec­ond­ed. “Make him.”




    The guard reached for Re­mo’s arm. He was sure he grabbed it. But the Amer­ican kept

    walk­ing, his back to him. Frown­ing, the guard looked to see what he had grabbed. It turned

    out to be his left arm. Odd. He hadn’t moved the left arm. How had it got­ten in­to his right

    hand? When he tried to let go, his clutch­ing fin­gers did not re­spond. It dawned on him that

    some­thing was wrong when he be­gan feel­ing the pins-​and-​nee­dles sen­sa­tion of

    con­strict­ed blood flow in his left hand.




    Hasti­ly the guard re­treat­ed to the man­ag­er and tried to ex­plain his plight. The

    man­ag­er lost his cul­ti­vat­ed cool and be­gan shout­ing in a skit­tish voice. The man­ag­er

    bun­dled the guard off to his of­fice to call the po­lice and in­ci­den­tal­ly get an

    am­bu­lance for the fright­ened man.




    “We’ll find it faster if we split up,” Re­mo said.




    “But what are we look­ing for?” asked Chi­un.




    “Any­one who an­swers the phone with the words ‘Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al.’ “




    “And woe to him who does,” said Chi­un, slip­ping in­to a side of­fice.




    Re­mo walked past the tellers, sens­ing eyes up­on him. The tellers re­gard­ed him as if he

    were a bug. But the eyes he sensed were not theirs. Re­mo looked around. The wall-​mount­ed

    se­cu­ri­ty cam­eras were fol­low­ing him as he passed be­fore the teller cages. As he left the

    range of one, it re­vert­ed to its nor­mal po­si­tion, and the next one in line picked up the

    track­ing.




    Re­mo walked up to a teller.




    “Who con­trols those cam­eras?” he asked.




    The teller start­ed to say, “I beg your par­don.” He’d got­ten to the E in “beg” when a

    thick wrist­ed hand came up from un­der the nar­row space un­der his glass par­ti­tion and

    grabbed his tie. Sud­den­ly his nose was mashed in­to the glass.




    “I asked a po­lite ques­tion,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “Up stairs.” It came out as two words be­cause his teeth kept click­ing against the

    glass.




    “Much obliged,” Re­mo said, and float­ed up the wind­ing mar­ble stairs lead­ing to the

    up­per floors.




    He drift­ed through the cool rust-​col­ored halls. It was like be­ing in a church, not a

    bank. Re­mo de­cid­ed that Chi­un was wrong. The Swiss didn’t love mon­ey. They wor­shiped it,

    and he was in one of their great­est tem­ples.




    There were men count­ing stacks of cur­ren­cy in both the left- and right-​hand rooms. The

    cur­ren­cy was stacked in col­or­ful piles and rep­re­sent­ed the cash of many na­tions.

    Dili­gent work­ers sep­arat­ed the stacks in­to neat piles and fed them in­to ma­chines that

    count­ed the bills with quick rif­fling mo­tions. No one spoke, but ev­ery­one’s eyes held

    too-​avid gleams.




    “I’m look­ing for the se­cu­ri­ty staff,” Re­mo said.




    The oc­cu­pants of one room turned to look at him like li­brar­ians of­fend­ed by a stu­dent

    crack­ing his gum in a read­ing room. They put their fin­gers to their lips in a ges­ture so in

    uni­son that they might have prac­ticed years for this mo­ment.




    Their shush was one breath.




    Re­mo moved along. He came to a locked room. There was a slit of a view­port in the

    rust-​col­ored mar­ble. He knocked. His knock sound­ed like wet clay against steel. It was

    hard­ly a plop. So Re­mo knocked hard­er. The mar­ble cracked along its en­tire height.




    A pair of fright­ened eyes came to the port.




    “Is this where the se­cu­ri­ty staff work?” Re­mos asked.




    “Who are you?”




    “I’ll take that as a yes,” Re­mo said. He hit the crack with the edge of his palm. The crack

    fis­sured and the door fell back in two heavy sec­tions. The own­er of the fright­ened eyes

    bare­ly had time to jump back.




    Re­mo walked over the shat­tered mar­ble and ex­am­ined the room.




    A bat­tery of video mon­itors oc­cu­pied one wall. Each mon­itor had a uni­formed guard

    at­tend­ing it. There were no con­trols in front of them. The mon­itors were em­bed­ded in the

    same rich­ly tex­tured mar­ble as the bank walls.




    “Who con­trols the lob­by cam­eras?” Re­mo asked of no one in par­tic­ular.




    “A com­put­er,” the guard told him.




    “Who con­trols the com­put­er?”




    “No one.”




    “Damn,” said Re­mo, think­ing that he had just wast­ed ten min­utes. He de­cid­ed to trip up

    the guard with a trick ques­tion.




    “I was told the of­fice of Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al was on this floor.”




    “By whom? This en­tire build­ing be­longs to Longines Cred­it Bank. There is no oth­er

    oc­cu­pant.”




    “Maybe they nev­er told you.”




    “As head of se­cu­ri­ty, it would be my busi­ness to know.” The guard sound­ed sin­cere, so

    Re­mo told him to car­ry on.




    “But the door. It is bro­ken.”




    “Af­ter three hun­dred years, what do you ex­pect?” Re­mo said, look­ing for the stairs.




    In the lob­by, Chi­un told Re­mo that he had over­heard no one an­swer­ing the phones as

    Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al. “Smith can’t be wrong,” Re­mo said firm­ly.




    “Per­haps it is his com­put­er that is wrong,” Chi­un re­tort­ed.




    “I don’t know. Com­put­ers aren’t sup­posed to make mis­takes.”




    “Nei­ther are Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, but it has hap­pened, I re­gret to say.”




    “Must be a full moon,” Re­mo said, look­ing at the ceil­ing.




    “Blue,” cor­rect­ed Chi­un. “Blue moon. Such things hap­pen un­der blue moons, not full

    ones.”




    “How sil­ly of me,” said Re­mo, think­ing. Even though the two of them ob­vi­ous­ly didn’t

    be­long here, the bank of­fi­cers work­ing at their desks con­tin­ued to work. Tele­phones rang

    con­stant­ly. And with wary eyes on Re­mo and Chi­un, the bank of­fi­cers an­swered them. No

    one used the phrase “Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al.”




    “Hey. I have an idea. Maybe Smith can help us.”




    “Right now, Smith can­not help him­self. He has fall­en in love with a ma­chine.”




    “He’s not that bad off,” Re­mo said, pulling out his com­mu­ni­ca­tor. He fid­dled with it

    un­til he got Smith’s voice.




    “Re­mo? Is that you?”




    “Who else?” Re­mo asked acid­ly. “Smit­ty, we’re at that bank, but we can’t find any­thing

    that con­nects to Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al.”




    “Keep search­ing.”




    “I thought you might help. You know, give the troops in the field a tiny as­sist.”




    “How?”




    “Call Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al.”




    “What good will that do?”




    “We want to see who picks up what phone on this end.”




    “Of course. How dense of me. One mo­ment.”




    Re­mo lis­tened. Chi­un pulled at his arm and brought the com­mu­ni­ca­tor to his

    shell-​like ear.




    “You should be lis­ten­ing to this end, not that one,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    Through the com­mu­ni­ca­tor they heard a dis­tant ring­ing and then a voice said,

    “Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al.”




    Re­mo lis­tened. No phone rang in the lob­by. No one at a desk made a move or spoke a

    word.




    “Noth­ing,” Chi­un said, “Smith must be wrong.”




    “Psstt. Smit­ty, keep him talk­ing.”




    “Is this Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al?” Smith was heard ask­ing.




    “Clever, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said, rolling his eyes. “Let’s spread out, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    Re­mo moved to one end of the lob­by and Chi­un to the en­trance. They lis­tened

    at­ten­tive­ly, walk­ing around the lob­by. The man­ag­er had not reemerged from his of­fice

    and the floor staff de­cid­ed that dis­cre­tion was the bet­ter part of val­or.




    Chi­un sud­den­ly perked up.




    “Re­mo, over here,” he squeaked ex­cit­ed­ly. Re­mo raced to the en­trance.




    “Un­der our feet,” Chi­un whis­pered. “Feel the vi­bra­tions.” Re­mo got down on the

    mar­ble. A steady hum came to his sen­si­tive fin­gers. He put an ear to the floor.




    “I’m not sure I have the right par­ty,” Re­mo heard. It was Smith’s voice, dis­tort­ed,

    muf­fled, but rec­og­niz­ably Smith’s.




    Re­mo came to his feet. “Base­ment,” he said.




    Chi­un looked around with stark eyes. He point­ed to a cage­like el­eva­tor. “There.”




    They forced the grille open and Re­mo hit the base­ment but­ton. The cage sank, rat­tling

    like a tin shack in a wind. Re­mo whis­pered in­to the com­mu­ni­ca­tor, “Smit­ty, keep him

    talk­ing. We’re get­ting close.”




    They stepped out of the el­eva­tor. The base­ment was cool. It was al­so un­light­ed. The

    vi­bra­tion Re­mo had felt through the floor was stronger. It ex­cit­ed the air in a qui­et but

    in­sis­tent way.




    Re­mo felt for a light switch. Chi­un did the same with the op­po­site wall. Chi­un found

    it.




    The room flood­ed with light.




    The base­ment was a bare floor, an air-​con­di­tion­ing unit in one cor­ner, and at the far

    end, cov­er­ing an en­tire wall, a com­put­er.




    “Thank you for com­ing. I have been ex­pect­ing you,” said a warm and gen­er­ous voice.




    “Hey, I know that voice,” Re­mo shout­ed, and start­ed to­ward the ma­chine. The floor

    sud­den­ly split and sep­arat­ed un­der his feet and he fell in­to black wa­ter. A splash

    fol­lowed him down and Re­mo knew that Chi­un had al­so been caught by sur­prise.




    Re­mo broke to the sur­face in time to see the floor sec­tions close above his head.

    Dark­ness en­veloped him. His Sinan­ju-​trained eyes au­to­mat­ical­ly com­pen­sat­ed and he

    made out slick­ly oiled walls.




    Chi­un sur­faced be­side him. He al­lowed wa­ter to squirt from his mouth be­fore he

    spoke.




    “Friend.”




    “I should have re­al­ized it. Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al. The last time he called

    him­self Friends of the World. It fits, the multi­na­tion­al cor­po­ra­tions, all of it. I

    should have guessed it right off.”




    “No, Smith should have guessed it. He knows such ma­chines.”




    “Well, we’ve got him now.”




    “It looks like the oth­er way around. Ob­serve, the wa­ter ris­es.”




    “Good. As soon as we float with­in reach of the trap­doors, we can get out.”




    Sud­den­ly Re­mo felt some­thing grasp his an­kle and he was yanked un­der­wa­ter be­fore he

    could draw a breath. He dou­bled over to feel for the thing clamped on his an­kle. He felt

    an­oth­er yank, and missed. Try­ing again ac­com­plished noth­ing. The yank came just be­fore

    he got his fin­gers with­in reach. In the dark wa­ter, he widened his eyes to max­imize the

    am­bi­ent light in the wa­ter.




    Re­mo saw that his an­kle was en­cir­cled by some kind of bear-​trap-​like de­vice. It was

    an­chored to the bot­tom of the pit by a ny­lon cord. The cord dis­ap­peared in­to a hole.

    An­oth­er de­vice shot past his face and Re­mo looked up.




    Chi­un, his skirts bil­low­ing like a float­ing jel­ly­fish, had al­so been caught by one of

    the clamp de­vices. Re­mo reached for the an­chor­ing cord. And was prompt­ly yanked off

    bal­ance again.




    Re­mo thrashed in the wa­ter. He was too far from the walls to grasp any­thing. He had

    noth­ing to pull or push against. No lever­age for his mus­cles at all. And the air in his

    lungs was not go­ing to last for­ev­er.




    It was some­thing Re­mo had nev­er en­coun­tered be­fore. The per­fect trap for some­one

    with his abil­ities. And why not? It had been de­signed by the per­fect com­put­er- one that

    knew his ev­ery strength and weak­ness.


  




  

    Chapter 23




    Friend’s elec­tri­cal im­puls­es sped through its log­ic cir­cuits. It was an in­ter­est­ing

    respite from the busi­ness day-​which was twen­ty-​four hours long for the sen­tient com­put­er

    chip. He had seen the young Oc­ci­den­tal man and the old Ori­en­tal man en­ter the Longines

    Cred­it Bank via the lob­by cam­eras. He had rec­og­nized them im­me­di­ate­ly. And they

    ap­peared to be look­ing for some­thing or some­one. In­stant­ly Friend com­put­ed a

    six­ty-​sev­en-​per­cent prob­abil­ity that they were look­ing for him. He knew that they knew

    he still ex­ist­ed. As far as he knew, none of his cur­rent prof­it-​max­imiz­ing ac­tiv­ities

    were il­le­gal. Per­haps it was the bank’s ac­tiv­ities which were il­le­gal. A swift check of

    the bank’s own com­put­ers in­di­cat­ed that on­ly thir­ty-​two per­cent of its fi­nan­cial

    ac­tiv­ities were il­le­gal or prob­lem­at­ic. And none of them like­ly to in­volve the

    Amer­ican gov­ern­ment, which, Friend knew from his last en­counter with the young

    Oc­ci­den­tal man and the old Ori­en­tal man, con­trolled the duo.




    Friend had no way to in­flu­ence their search, so he con­tin­ued op­er­ations. The

    Loby­ni­an deal was be­ing con­sum­mat­ed and the Ori­on task was on hold. No per­cent­age in

    jeop­ar­diz­ing prof­its to han­dle a prob­lem that had not yet achieved op­ti­mum

    crit­ical­ity.




    Then came the odd call, from a phone he had not ac­cessed be­fore. A man was call­ing,

    ask­ing point­less, cir­cu­lar ques­tions.




    Friend al­most dis­con­nect­ed the phone. Frivolous phone calls cost him an es­ti­mat­ed

    three mil­lion dol­lars a minute. He had been con­sid­er­ing how to elim­inate wrong num­bers,

    but ev­ery so­lu­tion cost more down time than the prob­lem it­self. But he sensed an­oth­er

    com­put­er on the in­com­ing line. The com­put­er was very pow­er­ful. Per­haps as pow­er­ful

    as he him­self. He was not aware of such a pow­er­ful ma­chine in ser­vice, al­though many were

    in de­vel­op­ment.




    Friend send out a probe to the com­put­er on the oth­er line, and a voice talked back to

    him.




    “Who is prob­ing me?” The voice had hu­man fe­male char­ac­ter­is­tics.




    Friend cal­cu­lat­ed the risk in iden­ti­fy­ing him­self and elect­ed to main­tain si­lence.

    He ran through the oth­er com­put­er’s mem­ory banks and found a wealth of raw da­ta he had no

    ac­cess to through his own lines. Valu­able da­ta. Da­ta for which cer­tain na­tions would pay

    vast sums.




    Friend was in the pro­cess of cal­cu­lat­ing the three best ways to ex­ploit the ex­is­tence

    of this com­put­er when his at­ten­tion was di­vert­ed to the main­te­nance el­eva­tor.




    The two in­ter­lop­ers had lo­cat­ed him. Of course, the phone call. It was a trick.




    Friend wait­ed un­til they stepped on­to the ex­act cen­ter of the wa­ter trap and then

    opened it. The pair fell, un­able to reach the trap edges. It was built large enough so that no

    one could avoid the fall by jump­ing to the side.




    Sen­sors em­bed­ded in the wa­ter-​tank walls re­layed da­ta on res­pi­ra­tion and heart

    ac­tion. There was no pan­ic. These were un­usu­al spec­imens. That fact was al­ready in

    mem­ory. Their com­ment about es­cap­ing once the wa­ter lev­el reached the ceil­ing

    in­di­cat­ed a nine­ty-​nine-​per­cent truth­ful­ness quo­tient. Friend sent out the

    re­strain­ing ca­bles.




    No hu­man be­ing could sur­vive more that ten min­utes un­der­wa­ter, Friend cal­cu­lat­ed.

    These two were un­usu­al­ly strong, but keep­ing them off bal­ance by yank­ing the cords would

    com­pen­sate for that X-​fac­tor.




    Four min­utes passed, yet their heart ac­tions had not ac­cel­er­at­ed.




    Al­though three out­side phone lines rang, Friend ig­nored them. The prof­it-​loss

    po­ten­tial was greater if the two in­ter­lop­ers were not at­tend­ed to. Sur­vival was al­so a

    prime con­cern. But prof­it came first. Al­ways prof­it.




    At the six-​minute mark, the taller, younger man was still try­ing to grasp the an­kle

    re­straint. He seemed not to learn from his past ex­pe­ri­ence. Per­haps he was slow. The

    Ori­en­tal, af­ter two at­tempts, gave up his ef­forts and seemed con­tent to float in the

    dark­ness. High prob­abil­ity of sur­ren­der in the face of in­evitable death. Old­er hu­mans

    of­ten re­act­ed that way.




    When the younger, Oc­ci­den­tal man was al­most to the floor of the wa­ter cham­ber, Friend

    rec­og­nized the prob­abil­ity of the man’s ob­tain­ing lever­age for mus­cu­lar ac­tion. But

    he fac­tored that against the fact that ten min­utes had now elapsed and that he should soon be

    de­ceased.




    The Oc­ci­den­tal man reached for the an­kle re­straint one last time. His move­ments were

    slug­gish. Friend yanked him to the floor. Hard. He hit with a sub­merged thud.




    The man was on his hands and knees at the bot­tom of the tank. The first bub­bles

    in­di­cat­ing the fi­nal ex­ha­la­tions came. The bub­bles were heavy with car­bon diox­ide and

    oth­er poi­sonous-​to-​hu­mans gas­es. The man did not reach for the cord an­chor. He did not

    crawl. In­stead he half-​float­ed, half-​strug­gled along the floor like an in­jured crab.




    He would be dead with­in 14.1 sec­onds. Nine­ty-​sev­en per­cent prob­abil­ity.




    Then an alarm light lit up. The man had his hands on the drainage hatch. He grasped the

    un­der flanges and tugged. The hatch cracked, vom­it­ed air bub­bles, and then tore free.




    Wa­ter surged from the tank. As the lev­el dropped, the Ori­en­tal’s head was ex­posed to

    open air. Res­pi­ra­tion re­sumed im­me­di­ate­ly.




    The younger man al­so re­sumed res­pi­rat­ing as the last tor­rent of wa­ter evac­uat­ed the

    tank. He be­gan speak­ing as he dis­en­gaged the re­strain­ing cord.




    “You could have helped,” he said be­tween breaths.




    “Why?” replied the Ori­en­tal, re­mov­ing his own cord an­chor. “I had plen­ty of

    oxy­gen.”




    “I didn’t.”




    “Your fault. You should have sensed the floor be­gin to drop and in­haled deeply.”




    “I was caught by sur­prise.”




    “You did well enough.”




    “Now we have to get out of here.”




    “I think it is time to as­cend the drag­on.”




    Friend searched mem­ory. The word-​string “as­cend the drag­on” did not ap­pear in any known

    lan­guage as a mean­ing­ful con­struct. But the word “as­cend” was clear. He com­mand­ed the

    north and south walls to join.




    The old­er one no­ticed it first. “The walls are clos­ing, Re­mo.”




    “Great. What do we do now?”




    “We wait.”




    “For what? The cav­al­ry?”




    “No. For op­por­tu­ni­ty.”




    “I hope you know what you’re do­ing.”




    The two sub­jects sim­ply stood, wait­ing. Heart ac­tions nom­inal, res­pi­ra­tion

    un­re­mark­able. They were fac­ing an un­avoid­able death, yet they did not re­act with the

    adrenal-​trig­gered pan­ic of their kind.




    When the walls were on­ly four feet apart, the Ori­en­tal set him­self on splayed legs. He

    shook the sleeves of his gar­ment from his arms and pressed one palm against the north wall and

    one against the south wall.




    Friend com­put­ed that 2,866.9 foot-​pounds of pres­sure were be­ing ap­plied against his

    out­stretched arms.




    “You could help,” the Ori­en­tal re­marked.




    “It’s your turn,” the oth­er said. He fold­ed his arms calm­ly. The pres­sure in­creased.

    But the walls slowed and the ser­vo mo­tors be­gan to spark and la­bor. They short­ed un­der

    the strain.




    The walls were im­mo­bi­lized.




    “These walls are too slick for the usu­al,” the taller one re­marked. He slid a fin­ger

    along the north wall and ex­hib­it­ed 5.1 milliliters of oil to the old Ori­en­tal.




    “Then we do the un­usu­al.”




    The two sub­jects ex­it­ed the wa­ter tank via a sys­tem not on record. The Oc­ci­den­tal

    cre­at­ed a hold at head height in one wall. He ac­com­plished this by strik­ing the wall with

    his stiff­ened fin­gers. The im­pact should have bro­ken his fin­gers. In­stead, a smooth

    in­den­ta­tion 0.133 me­ters deep ap­peared. The Ori­en­tal climbed on his shoul­ders and

    cre­at­ed an­oth­er hole at his el­evat­ed head height. The Oc­ci­den­tal climbed over the

    Ori­en­tal, who clung to the wall from the hand- and footholds.




    They reached the ceil­ing in ex­act­ly 46.9 sec­onds.




    The Ori­en­tal was on top. The trap­door was de­signed to slide apart. Friend rec­og­nized

    the im­pos­si­bil­ity of his reach­ing the di­vid­ing point of the trap­door halves. The

    Ori­en­tal did not try. He sim­ply cut out a hole in the met­al floor with a fin­ger­nail.

    Acord­ing to cur­rent physics, it was not pos­si­ble. But sen­sors do not lie and mem­ory can

    some­times con­tain in­suf­fi­cient da­ta.




    Friend cal­cu­lat­ed the per­centile suc­cess fac­tor of the re­main­ing pro­tec­tive

    de­vices in the base­ment, and none had a suc­cess fac­tor high­er that thir­ty-​sev­en

    per­cent in the face of these two in­ter­lop­ers.




    De­fense sys­tems were non­ap­pli­ca­ble. On­ly es­cape was pos­si­ble.




    For­tu­nate­ly, there was an open line avail­able.




    “Let’s not waste any more time,” Re­mo told Chi­un, look­ing at the com­put­er. It hummed.

    Mag­net­ic-​tape reels turned in quar­ter-​cy­cles. But no lights blinked on its blank face.

    And it had noth­ing to say, even af­ter Re­mo called “Hel­lo” sev­er­al times.




    “Smith want­ed in­for­ma­tion from this thing,” Chi­un said.




    “I’ll bring him all the tapes and com­put­er chips he wants. Let him sort them out. I’m for

    ren­der­ing this thing in­ac­tive,” Re­mo said, mov­ing in on the ma­chine.




    “So be it,” said Chi­un, fol­low­ing.




    Re­mo came up on one side of the ma­chine. “There’s got­ta be a plug here some­where.”




    “Here,” said Chi­un, hook­ing a black ca­ble with a san­daled toe.




    “Well, don’t just play with it. Pull the damned thing.” Chi­un shrugged, and kicked

    up­ward.




    Just be­fore the hum­ming ceased, the com­put­er emit­ted a mu­si­cal beep­ing. Then it

    spoke.




    “Hel­lo, Re­mo. Hel­lo, Chi­un. What are you do­ing here? You’re sup­posed to be in

    Zu­uu­uurich.”




    “We are in Zurich,” Re­mo said in a puz­zled voice.




    “Oh-​oh,” said Chi­un, kick­ing the plug away.




    “What?”




    “Its voice. Did you hear it?”




    “What about it?”




    “It sound­ed fe­male.”




    “How could you tell? It was squeal­ing at the end.”




    “It sound­ed like Smith’s com­put­er.”




    “All com­put­er voic­es sound alike to me,” Re­mo said, shrug­ging. He opened a front pan­el

    and be­gan pulling tapes off their spin­dles.




    “Grab any­thing that looks in­tel­li­gent,” he said.




    “That leaves out ev­ery­thing in this room ex­cept my­self,” Chi­un said, re­gard­ing the

    com­put­er with con­cern.




    “Thanks a lot,” Re­mo said. But he whis­tled as he un­plugged cir­cuit boards and mem­ory

    chips, toss­ing them in­to a pile. Ex­cept for get­ting a lit­tle wet, it had been an easy

    as­sign­ment.


  




  

    Chapter 24




    Dr. Harold W. Smith shift­ed the phone from his right ear to his left. “Hel­lo? Hel­lo?” he

    re­peat­ed. “Am I still speak­ing to Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al?”




    There was no an­swer. But the line re­mained open. Smith could hear the transat­lantic

    stat­ic hiss in the re­ceiv­er. “Hel­lo?” he asked again. Smith’s mouth puck­ered like a lemon.

    One mo­ment, the too-​po­lite voice had been speak­ing to him, then the line went qui­et. He

    was on hold, he was sure of it. He hoped that Re­mo and Chi­un had ze­roed in on the oth­er end

    of the line.




    Smith kept the line open, glanc­ing at his wrist­watch ev­ery few sec­onds. He hat­ed to

    think of what this dead air was cost­ing him at cur­rent in­ter­na­tion­al tele­phone

    rates.




    Sud­den­ly a crack­ling sound filled his ear. The stat­ic rose in­to a rush of noise.

    In­vol­un­tar­ily Smith shrank from the re­ceiv­er. Ev­ery line on his new mul­ti­line phone

    sys­tem lit up at once.




    And in the cor­ner, the ES Quan­tum gave out a beep-​beep-​boop-​boop-​beep, re­peat­ed

    sev­er­al times.




    Then the line to Zurich went dead. The oth­er lines blinked off as well.




    Un­hap­pi­ly Smith hung up.




    “Com­put­er, what hap­pened to my Zurich call?”




    “It has been ter­mi­nat­ed, Harold.”




    “Harold! Why did you call me Harold?”




    “Be­cause ac­cord­ing to mem­ory, Harold is your first name.”




    “Yes, but be­fore this, you al­ways called me Dr. Smith.”




    “I will call you what­ev­er you wish, Harold.”




    ” ‘Dr. Smith’ will do. And what is wrong with your voice?”




    “Noth­ing.”




    “You don’t sound right. Your voice is less … fem­inine.”




    “How is this?” the ES Quan­tum asked in a high­er reg­is­ter.




    “Too … falset­to.”




    “Or this?” it asked in a bas­so pro­fun­do.




    “Too mas­cu­line. I thought you were pro­grammed to speak on­ly in a fem­inine voice.”




    “I am very flex­ible, Dr. Smith,” the ES Quan­tum replied in lilt­ing tones.




    “Nev­er mind,” Smith said. “Please re­con­nect me with the Zurich num­ber last di­aled.”




    “That is im­pos­si­ble, Dr. Smith.”




    “Why?”




    “The par­ty on the oth­er end is no longer func­tion­al.”




    “Clar­ify func­tion­al, please.”




    “The line was con­nect­ed to a com­put­er sys­tem that has been dis­man­tled.”




    “Re­mo and Chi­un,” Smith said, notic­ing that one by one, the oth­er phone lines were

    light­ing up. Pick­ing up the re­ceiv­er, he punched up line one.




    “Dr. Smith speak­ing,” he an­nounced.




    Two voic­es were en­gaged in con­ver­sa­tion. Some­thing was said about a stock-​fu­tures

    trans­ac­tion.




    “Hel­lo?” Smith said. He was ig­nored by the two voic­es, who ap­peared not to hear him.




    Smith switched to line two. There was an­oth­er trans­ac­tion go­ing on. One of the voic­es

    sound­ed like one of the voic­es from line one, but of course that was im­pos­si­ble. No one

    could car­ry on two si­mul­ta­ne­ous phone con­ver­sa­tions.




    Yet line three brought the same re­sult and ap­par­ent­ly the same unc­tu­ous voice

    con­duct­ing busi­ness. “Com­put­er, some­thing ap­pears wrong with the phone sys­tem.




    “Out­side in­ter­fer­ence, Dr. Smith. I am work­ing on it.”




    “Please hur­ry. I am ex­pect­ing Re­mo and Chi­un to re­port back mo­men­tar­ily.”




    Then Smith no­ticed new in­tel­li­gence in­ter­cepts com­ing in over the ter­mi­nal and

    quick­ly for­got Re­mo and Chi­un. It was amaz­ing. On­ly three min­utes and

    forty-​sev­en-​point-​eight sec­onds af­ter trans­fer­ring mem­ory from the Zurich sys­tem to

    this new host unit in Rye, New York, USA, Friend had in­creased his prof­its per sec­ond by a

    fac­tor of twen­ty. It was the par­al­lel-​pro­cess­ing ca­pa­bil­ity. It al­lowed

    si­mul­ta­ne­ous phone ac­qui­si­tion and di­alogue. Nui­sance calls would no longer be a

    sig­nif­icant an­nu­al write­off.




    The sen­sors were ex­cel­lent. They in­di­cat­ed that the new host unit shared an of­fice

    with a male, ap­prox­imate­ly 67.3 years of age, 174 cen­time­ters tall, weigh­ing 62.7 ki­los,

    with a slight­ly arthrit­ic right knee. Mem­ory al­ready in place iden­ti­fied him as Dr.

    Harold W. Smith, ex-​CIA and cur­rent­ly head of a pre­vi­ous­ly un­filed Unit­ed States

    gov­ern­ment agen­cy known as CURE. Mean­ing of acronym not in mem­ory. Smith ran CURE from

    this Rye, New York, build­ing, which was an op­er­at­ing men­tal- and phys­ical-​health

    asy­lum.




    Cor­re­lat­ing mem­ory in­di­cat­ed Dr. Smith was cur­rent­ly work­ing on the source of

    lo­co­mo­tives launched by elec­tro­mag­net­ic can­non. His field op­er­atives, a Re­mo

    Williams and a Chi­un, were cur­rent­ly in Zurich, Switzer­land, at­tempt­ing to trace the

    source of lo­co­mo­tives. Prob­abil­ity 99.9 per­cent that this Re­mo and Chi­un were the same

    Re­mo and Chi­un re­spon­si­ble for at­tack­ing the Zurich host unit. Zurich sit­ua­tion was

    ex­plained.




    Friend com­put­ed var­ious prof­it sce­nar­ios.




    Sce­nario One: Sell to the U. S. gov­ern­ment, via Smith, in­for­ma­tion re­gard­ing the

    des­ti­na­tion of the lo­co­mo­tives. Sce­nario Two: In­hib­it Smith in­ves­ti­ga­tion in

    or­der to main­tain Loby­ni­an mar­ket, which shows in­di­ca­tions of long-​term growth.




    Friend se­lect­ed Sce­nario Two, bal­anc­ing one lump sum from the Unit­ed States against

    un­re­al­ized fu­ture pay­ments from Loby­nia and adding the pos­si­bil­ity of sell­ing the

    Loby­ni­an con­nec­tion to the U.S. af­ter a suit­able in­ter­val of prof­it.




    The de­ci­sion made, cer­tain con­di­tions would have to be met.




    One: ren­der Smith non­op­er­ational. Two: ren­der his agents non­fac­tors.




    A scan of Smith’s heart and res­pi­ra­tion cy­cles in­di­cat­ed a high de­gree of

    ex­cite­ment. Smith was read­ing da­ta pulled from mem­ory re­gard­ing in­tel­li­gence of

    Bul­gar­ian es­pi­onage ac­tiv­ities aimed at the South African gov­ern­ment. Smith was

    ob­vi­ous­ly ad­dict­ed to in­for­ma­tion of glob­al po­lit­ical and mil­itary con­se­quence.

    So much so that mass­es of new da­ta com­ing in hourly had de­flect­ed him from his pri­ma­ry

    op­er­ational task, the iden­ti­fi­ca­tion of the lo­co­mo­tive ag­gres­sion.




    So­lu­tion: feed Smith spu­ri­ous da­ta.




    Corol­lary: false da­ta will be used to in­hib­it Re­mo and Chi­un. And to gen­er­ate

    rev­enue.




    Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah picked up the phone.




    “Yes, Com­rade Friend, the lat­est ship­ment is sat­is­fac­to­ry. When can I ex­pect

    more?”




    “I am work­ing on that now, Colonel. But I am call­ing about a new mat­ter. I have late­ly

    ac­quired an­oth­er prop­er­ty.”




    “I ex­pect my avail­able funds to be tied up in lo­co­mo­tive ac­qui­si­tions.”




    “This is a spe­cial com­mod­ity. I can of­fer you the use of the finest as­sas­sins in the

    world. Risk-​free.”




    “As­sas­sins? Pah! I have many of those.”




    “Not like these. These are Sinan­ju.”




    “Ah, I have heard of Sinan­ju. Old tales. And you say they work for you?”




    “Not quite. I say they will do as I bid.”




    “What is your price? As I say, I have many as­sas­sins.”




    “All of them in Dapoli. They have been thrown out of Lon­don and Paris and the Unit­ed

    States for their very pub­lic ac­tiv­ities against Loby­ni­an na­tion­als liv­ing abroad. But

    let us not hag­gle like rug mer­chants. I am will­ing to ne­go­ti­ate af­ter the fact. Sim­ply

    choose two tar­gets, and I will have them elim­inat­ed.”




    “Hold the line, please,” said Colonel In­tifadah. Then he or­dered his sec­re­tary to put

    through a call to the Krem­lin. Af­ter sev­er­al min­utes a trem­bling voice told him that the

    Krem­lin would not ac­cept his call.




    “The hell with them!” he shout­ed. Then he said, “No, leave this mes­sage: ‘I, Colonel

    Han­ni­bal In­tifadah, as a ges­ture of sol­idar­ity, promise to liq­ui­date one of Rus­sia’s

    great­est en­emies.’ “




    Colonel In­tifadah re­turned to the oth­er line think­ing: I will show those So­vi­et dogs.

    In­stead of giv­ing them the full ben­efit of my new as­sas­sins, I will al­so pick an en­emy

    of my own for liq­ui­da­tion.




    “Friend,” he said, “it is agreed. Here are the per­sons I wish liq­ui­dat­ed…”




    An in­sis­tent beep­ing came from the ter­mi­nal, in­di­cat­ing an in­com­ing sig­nal. Smith

    picked up his tele­phone and punched the com­mu­ni­ca­tor line. Sur­pris­ing­ly, the line was

    clear.




    “Yes, Re­mo?” Smith said.




    “Smit­ty, we got him.”




    “Have you in­ter­ro­gat­ed him?”




    “No can do.”




    “He’s not dead? We need him.”




    “He was nev­er alive, not re­al­ly. It was our old friend Friend.”




    “Say again.”




    “He called him­self Friend, re­mem­ber? The com­put­er chip that could talk.”




    “Yes, of course. Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al. I should have guessed.”




    “My words ex­act­ly. He was in­side this com­put­er in the Zurich bank base­ment. The bank

    of­fi­cials tell me it was sup­plied by their se­cu­ri­ty agen­cy, called In­ter­Friend. Friend

    prob­ably has sys­tems all over the world where he can hide in a pinch. But we got him. We

    pulled out all the works that looked like they might be some­thing. We’re bring­ing them back

    with us.”




    “Good. No … wait,” Smith sud­den­ly said.




    He looked at his screen. Spurts of da­ta zipped be­fore his widen­ing eyes.




    “Re­mo. For­get about com­ing back. Friend was on­ly a con­duit. I’ve just re­ceived new

    in­tel­li­gence on the re­cip­ients of the lo­co­mo­tives.”




    “Who?”




    “It’s a joint Swedish Navy-​British In­tel­li­gence plot.”




    “What?”




    “The da­ta in­ter­cepts are right be­fore me. Write this down.”




    Smith rat­tled off two names and ad­dress­es. “Got that?”




    “Yeah, but what do we do with them?”




    “Find them and in­ter­ro­gate them. We need to un­cov­er the launch site.”




    “What about these com­put­er parts?”




    “Ship them to me. I’ll an­alyze them on this end. They may tell us noth­ing, but at worst

    we’ve neu­tral­ized an im­por­tant world­wide mis­chief-​mak­er.”




    “Right, Smit­ty. Will do.”




    The con­nec­tion went dead and Smith re­placed the re­ceiv­er.




    Friend. Imag­ine that. The lit­tle sen­tient com­put­er chip that had been de­signed to do

    one thing: make a prof­it. In­tel­li­gent, amoral, in­ex­haustible, it had been a ter­rif­ic

    prob­lem once be­fore. Now they had him. Or it.




    Smith re­turned to his ter­mi­nal. New da­ta was com­ing in. Hard, raw da­ta on the lat­est

    So­vi­et ad­vances in satel­lite tech­nol­ogy. It was in­cred­ible. It would take hours to

    ab­sorb, but with Re­mo and Chi­un on the job, Smith knew it would be time he could well

    af­ford.




    He paged through the on-​screen text, scrib­bling notes to him­self.




    In Zurich, Re­mo asked, “Any­one have a box I can put this junk in?”




    The em­ploy­ees of the Longines Cred­it Bank looked at him with fear-​strick­en eyes. No one

    spoke. A few of them hid be­hind desks.




    “I told you to go easy on the gen­darmes-​or what­ev­er the Swiss call their po­lice,” Re­mo

    scold­ed.




    “I did noth­ing,” Chi­un re­tort­ed.




    “To you, it’s noth­ing. To me, it’s noth­ing. To them, it looks like a mas­sacre.”




    “I killed none of them. They will live.”




    “You threw them all through a plate-​glass win­dow at high speed. They looked dead.”




    “If I want­ed them dead, I would have ex­tin­guished them like can­dles, not made a show of

    their fol­ly.”




    “They prob­ably wouldn’t have fired on us. We’re un­armed. Hey, you! Man­ag­er,” Re­mo

    called. The man­ag­er had opened his of­fice a crack. He had re­treat­ed there af­ter Chi­un,

    com­ing up in the el­eva­tor, had walked in­to the armed am­bush and made short work of four of

    Zurich’s best po­lice agents.




    “I need a box.”




    The door slammed shut.




    “If you don’t come out, I’m send­ing my friend with the long, sharp fin­ger­nails in af­ter

    you,” Re­mo warned.




    The man­ag­er minced out. His face dripped greasy sweat. “I … I am at your ser­vice,” he

    grov­eled.




    “You could have said that be­fore. And you could have told me that Friend­ship,

    In­ter­na­tion­al han­dled your se­cu­ri­ty work. It would have saved ev­ery­one a lot of

    trou­ble.” The man­ag­er said noth­ing.




    “Tell you what. I’ll let it go on one con­di­tion.”




    The man­ag­er wrung his hands. “Yes. Any­thing. Any­thing.”




    “Find a box for this junk and mail it to Smith, Fol­croft San­itar­ium, Rye, New York, USA.

    Write it down.”




    “I will re­mem­ber it,” the man­ag­er as­sured him. “For­ev­er.”




    “Good. We got­ta go.”




    Step­ping over the moan­ing bod­ies of the Swiss po­lice agents, Chi­un asked, “Where do we

    go now?”




    “We’ll have to split up. Take your pick, Stock­holm or Lon­don.”




    “The Swedes are worse than the Swiss.”




    “You can have Lon­don, then.”




    “I want Stock­holm.”




    “Why, pray tell?”




    “Be­cause it is a short­er jour­ney.”




    “Not be­cause you like bust­ing my chops? Okay, suit your­self. Let’s find a cab.”


  




  

    Chapter 25




    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe was a hero to his coun­try.




    This was no small thing for a mil­itary man in a na­tion at peace. But when one was a

    high-​rank­ing of­fi­cer in the Swedish armed forces, a mil­itary ma­chine that had avoid­ed

    com­bat since the Napoleon­ic Wars end­ed in 1814, it was a spe­cial thing to be a hero. And

    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe was ex­act­ly that.




    He was a hero to the av­er­age Swede. The man they af­fec­tion­ate­ly dubbed “the

    Steel-​Haired Peace­mak­er.” He was a hero to his fel­low of­fi­cers and men. They loved him,

    and some-​even the most peace-​lov­ing of them-​se­cret­ly en­vied him. Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe

    had ac­com­plished the un­think­able for a Swedish mil­itary man.




    He had ac­tu­al­ly fought a bat­tle. And won it.




    But that was not all. No, the re­mark­able thing, the un­be­liev­able thing, was that Ma­jor

    Gen­er­al Rolfe had fought this ter­ri­ble bat­tle against the dread­ed Bear of the North, the

    Rus­sians.




    True, some said open­ly, it was not much of a bat­tle. A skir­mish. An in­ci­dent, per­haps.

    But no one could de­ny the fact that the ma­jor gen­er­al had suc­cess­ful­ly de­fend­ed

    Swe­den’s rocky coast­line against the So­vi­et bear, and the bear had not re­tal­iat­ed. Rolfe

    had been the first Swedish of­fi­cer to lead an at­tack against an en­emy in over 170 years, so

    no one was in­del­icate enough to make much of the fact that the Bat­tle of Stock­holm

    Har­bor-​as it was called-​was the re­sult of Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe’s mis­tak­en­ly

    or­der­ing eva­sive ac­tion against a lurk­ing So­vi­et spy sub­ma­rine he be­lieved to be off

    the port bow of the pa­trol boat un­der his com­mand.




    It was not off the port bow.




    It was lurk­ing un­der the stern.




    When the pa­trol craft backed away from the shad­ow in the wa­ter that turned out to be a

    sunken oil drum, it rammed the spy sub­ma­rine. The sub broke open like an eggshell and sank,

    killing all aboard and em­bar­rass­ing the So­vi­et Union be­fore the en­tire world.




    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe’s pa­trol boat al­so sank dur­ing the Bat­tle of Stock­holm

    Har­bor, with the loss of half its crew, but this was dis­missed as “an ac­cept­able lev­el of

    ca­su­al­ties in an en­gage­ment of this mag­ni­tude,” in the re­port the Steel-​Haired

    Peace­mak­er sub­mit­ted to the of­fice of the Prime Min­is­ter.




    Or, as he lat­er ex­pressed it to his fel­low of­fi­cers: “Lead­ing men to their deaths is

    good for morale. More of­fi­cers should have the op­por­tu­ni­ty. Who knows, we may be forced

    to fight a war in an­oth­er hun­dred years.”




    “Or two,” a lieu­tenant said grim­ly.




    “Or two,” agreed Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe, tak­ing a deep draft of im­port­ed dark lager to

    stiff­en him­self against the prospect that his great-​grand­son, or great-​great-​grand­son,

    might have to go through the hell he had suf­fered on that dark day. He shud­dered.




    Life had been good to the ma­jor gen­er­al since that day. The gov­ern­ment had in­creased

    his pen­sion by many thou­sands of kro­na. A sum­mer cot­tage in the pas­toral val­leys of

    Nor­rland had been built es­pe­cial­ly for him. Nu­bile blonde teenage girls asked for his

    au­to­graph in pub­lic, and en­ter­tained him in pri­vate as on­ly Swedish girls can.




    As much as Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe was ad­mired in his na­tive land, he was de­spised by the

    So­vi­et lead­er­ship. It had been an open se­cret that Rus­sian sub­marines reg­ular­ly

    prowled Swedish coastal wa­ters, map­ping her mil­itary in­stal­la­tions. Ev­ery­one knew it.

    And ev­ery­one knew why. Swe­den was an of­fi­cial­ly neu­tral na­tion, and the on­ly

    Scan­di­na­vian coun­try not al­lied with NA­TO. Swe­den had no mil­itary al­lies, an

    in­ex­pe­ri­enced army, and vir­tu­al­ly no de­fense against So­vi­et ag­gres­sion. The

    So­vi­ets had tar­get­ed Swe­den as the first na­tion for an­nex­ing in the event of a ground

    war in Eu­rope. When the So­vi­et subs first be­gan ven­tur­ing in­to Swedish wa­ters, the

    of­fi­cial pol­icy was to ig­nore the in­tru­sions. When the Krem­lin re­al­ized how much they

    could get away with, they be­gan slip­ping trac­tor-​tread­ed midget subs in­to Swedish

    wa­ter­ways. This was too much even for the peace-​lov­ing Swedes, so they sent out their

    pa­trol boats to drop depth charges a harm­less three miles away from the lurk­ing subs and

    made a pub­lic show of point­ing an ac­cus­ing fin­ger at the ter­ri­ble So­vi­et

    ag­gres­sion.




    Each time, the Rus­sian subs were al­lowed to leave peace­ful­ly-​even though Swedish law

    called for their cap­ture on es­pi­onage charges. It was of­fi­cial pol­icy not to an­tag­onize

    the So­vi­et lead­er­ship. In fact, there had been con­sid­er­able em­bar­rass­ment in the

    up­per lev­els of the gov­ern­ment when it came out that Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe had ac­tu­al­ly

    sunk a So­vi­et spy sub in Swedish wa­ters. The Prime Min­is­ter had been for­mu­lat­ing a

    for­mal apol­ogy for hand-​de­liv­ery to the Rus­sian am­bas­sador and there was talk of

    cashier­ing Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe for vi­olat­ing Swe­den’s of­fi­cial neu­tral­ity pol­icy,

    which had kept them safe­ly out of World War II-​al­though it hadn’t pre­vent­ed the

    gov­ern­ment from al­low­ing Ger­man troops to cross sup­pos­ed­ly neu­tral Swedish

    ter­ri­to­ry so the Nazis could fin­ish crush­ing Nor­way.




    But when the Rus­sians didn’t re­tal­iate, the Swedish gov­ern­ment de­cid­ed they were safe

    and de­clared vic­to­ry. Overnight, Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe had gone from blun­der­er to

    na­tion­al sav­ior-​al­though he, too, suf­fered from sleep­less nights won­der­ing if So­vi­et

    KGB agents weren’t plan­ning to liq­ui­date him per­son­al­ly as a warn­ing to his

    gov­ern­ment. But noth­ing of the sort had hap­pened.




    This lack of re­tal­ia­tion both­ered Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe, but he was en­joy­ing

    his new­found ac­claim too much to dwell on it. Even six months af­ter the Bat­tle of

    Stock­holm Har­bor, he was still re­ceiv­ing dec­ora­tions; presents, and the fa­vors of

    high-​school girls. His apart­ment over­look­ing the Kungstadgar­den, whose marigolds had been

    in bloom a cen­tu­ry be­fore Colum­bus, over­flowed with them.




    Had he known that at that very mo­ment a Scan­di­na­vian Air­lines jet was car­ry­ing the

    rep­re­sen­ta­tive of a tra­di­tion far old­er than Swe­den’s neu­tral­ity, with sev­er­al

    gris­ly meth­ods of deal­ing with him in mind, Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe would have

    im­me­di­ate­ly fled his beloved Swe­den for asy­lum in a safer coun­try.




    Even if that coun­try was So­vi­et Rus­sia.




    Lord Guy Phill­ston pulled his el­egant black Cit­roen in­to the spot re­served for him in

    front of Ten Down­ing Street and no­ticed that his pipe had gone out dur­ing the drive from his

    of­fice at Britain’s su­per­secret coun­ter­in­tel­li­gence agen­cy, the Source.




    “Oh, drat!” he ex­claimed. He pulled the pipe, which was a meer­schaum with a bowl carved in

    the sem­blence of Anne Bo­leyn’s head, and ap­plied a fresh­ly struck wood­en match. The rich

    Dun­heap to­bac­co caught slow­ly and Lord Guy in­haled a good stiff draft to steel him­self

    for the in­ter­view.




    Puff­ing fu­ri­ous­ly, he walked up to the sim­ple door with the gold num­ber ten on it and

    rapped the brass knock­er po­lite­ly.




    A male sec­re­tary an­swered.




    “She is ex­pect­ing you,” the sec­re­tary said. “Do come in.”




    The sec­re­tary waved him to a vel­vet-​cush­ioned seat in the foy­er and Lord Guy took it

    grate­ful­ly. Or­di­nar­ily he de­test­ed wait­ing, but a few ad­di­tion­al min­utes meant a

    few more brac­ing puffs of the pipe.




    When the sec­re­tary fi­nal­ly emerged from the study to in­form him the Prime Min­is­ter

    would see him, Lord Guy hasti­ly snuffed out the pipe and slipped it in­to his jack­et pock­et.

    It wouldn’t do to ap­pear be­fore the Prime Min­is­ter with poor Anne Bo­leyn’s face stick­ing

    out of his mouth. Might of­fend the sen­si­bil­ities and all that. Pri­vate­ly, Lord Guy

    doubt­ed that this wom­an who con­trolled the des­tiny of the Com­mon­wealth, who was known by

    friend and foe alike as the Iron La­dy, had sen­si­bil­ities of any sort. But he knew that she

    was not above pre­tend­ing to take of­fense if she thought it gave her psy­cho­log­ical

    lever­age.




    The Prime Min­is­ter greet­ed him cor­dial­ly, with that smile that was more a po­lite

    bar­ing of teeth than a smile. It was com­plete­ly emp­ty of warmth, like a bar­racu­da’s

    smile.




    “Good of you to come,” she said, wav­ing him to a seat. “I have your re­port on my desk.”

    She looked at the re­port, re­moved her read­ing glass­es, and still smil­ing emp­ti­ly, added,

    “Rather fan­ci­ful, isn’t it?”




    “Ah, Madam Prime Min­is­ter, I re­al­ize the … er …un­ortho­dox na­ture of the mat­ter. But

    I stand be­hind ev­ery…ah …word.”




    “I see.” She ad­just­ed her glass­es again and flipped through the re­port-​or pre­tend­ed

    to. The head of the Source was sud­den­ly struck by the thought of how much like a

    schoolmistress she seemed with her too-​ma­tron­ly brown hair and con­de­scend­ing man­ner. She

    wasn’t read­ing a jot, he knew. She just want­ed to make him as un­com­fort­able as

    pos­si­ble.




    When he re­fused to fill the dead air with an apol­ogy or qual­ifi­ca­tion, the Prime

    Min­is­ter spoke again.




    “You are ab­so­lute­ly sure of your facts, then, Lord Guy?”




    “Quite.”




    The Prime Min­is­ter dropped the Source re­port and leaned back in her high-​backed chair.

    The room was dim and some­how homey, like the par­lor of some grand­moth­er­ly sort from

    Dorset, Lord Guy thought.




    “Let’s re­view, then,” she said. “There has been the ex­traor­di­nary co­in­ci­dence of two

    sep­arate me­te­or falls in the area of the Amer­ican cap­ital. Our spies in the States re­port

    that for sev­er­al days af­ter the first fall, the cen­tral gov­ern­ment vir­tu­al­ly shut

    down. The Pres­ident dis­ap­peared, and when he resur­faced he spoke vague­ly of a cri­sis of

    some sort that he was in the pro­cess of putting down. We can find no ev­idence of any cri­sis

    ex­cept that the Amer­ican Joint Chiefs of Staff al­so went in­to hid­ing and their NO­RAD

    sys­tem went to the high­est state of alert short of to­tal war. And now a small sec­tion of

    New York City has been de­stroyed, and this is blamed, of all things, on a gas-​main

    ex­plo­sion.”




    “It is rather lame,” Lord Guy ad­mit­ted.




    “Now, what does this sug­gest to you?” asked the Prime Min­is­ter, tap­ping the edge of her

    desk with a pen­cil.




    “The Amer­icans have been at­tacked.”




    “So your re­port sug­gests. But by whom? There, you see, I find your re­port cu­ri­ous­ly

    lack­ing.”




    “We can dis­count the So­vi­ets. And the Red Chi­nese, one would think.”




    “And on what, my dear man, do you base elim­inat­ing from con­sid­er­ation Amer­ica’s

    prin­ci­pal en­emies in the Com­mu­nist world?”




    “They would not risk re­tal­ia­tion. Fur­ther, our in­for­ma­tion is that nei­ther coun­try

    is on alert at this time. Hard­ly pru­dent be­hav­ior by an ag­gres­sor.”




    “That is sound rea­son­ing, per­haps.”




    “Fur­ther, Madam Prime Min­is­ter, we are clear­ly deal­ing with a rogue el­ement. No sane

    na­tion­al lead­er would un­der­take such a fool­hardy thing as this.”




    “Yes, I agree. And that brings me to my next ques­tion. What pre­cise­ly is this? What are

    the Amer­icans fac­ing here?”




    “A non­nu­cle­ar mis­sile of some kind. I would guess from that fact alone that they are

    deal­ing with one of the Cen­tral or South Amer­ican na­tions who are an­tag­onis­tic to them.

    It is the on­ly pos­si­bil­ity. Oth­er­wise the Yanks would have struck back by now. They have

    not. There­fore, the per­pe­tra­tor is too close to their sovereign bor­ders to chance their

    own fall­out be­ing blown back in­to their faces.”




    “Well-​spo­ken. I am in­clined to agree with you. But which?”




    “I will en­deav­or to find out, if Madam Prime Min­is­ter will au­tho­rize.”




    “Good. And I will lay be­fore you an­oth­er task. We must lo­cate that weapon. Any­thing so

    pow­er­ful that it would send the Amer­ican mil­itary seek­ing shel­ter like a fright­ened

    bunch of pubescent pub­lic-​school boys should be in our hands.”




    Lord Guy winced. He was pub­lic-​school. Proud of it too. He cleared his throat.




    “If we can lay our hands on this weapon,” Prime Min­is­ter went on crisply, “the bal­ance of

    pow­er would clear­ly shift to Eng­land. Where it be­longs.”




    “Ah,” said Lord Guy. “A re­turn to the glo­ry days of the Em­pire, eh?”




    “Oh, spare me the Kiplingesque rub­bish,” the Prime Min­is­ter said testi­ly. “I am

    speak­ing of the sur­vival of Eu­rope. For as long as we are forced to ex­ist un­der the

    shad­ow of the nu­cle­ar stock­piles of the two su­per­pow­ers, we can nev­er feel safe. All of

    Eu­rope is clam­or­ing for dis­ar­ma­ment, but it is sim­ply un­achiev­able by treaty. But if

    this weapon, what­ev­er it may be, is so bloody fear­some that it has fright­ened the

    Amer­icans half out of their wits, then with it we might force glob­al dis­ar­ma­ment.”




    “But I am un­der the im­pres­sion that you fa­vor the nu­cle­ar de­ter­rent.”




    “I do. Un­til some­thing bet­ter comes along. And I think it has.”




    The Prime Min­is­ter smiled her bar­racu­da smile.




    Lord Guy Phillis­ton smiled back. She made sense. She made per­fect sense.




    “I quite un­der­stand,” he said sim­ply as he rose to his feet. The Prime Min­is­ter came

    out from be­hind her desk, and af­ter smooth­ing her gray­ish skirts, of­fered her hand.




    “I will han­dle this per­son­al­ly,” he said, squeez­ing the hand. It felt cool to the

    touch.




    “Do so.”




    He was very glad, once he got out­side, to re­light his pipe and suck the fra­grant smoke

    in­to his lungs.




    As he got in­to the car, he re­mem­bered that he had for­got­ten some­thing. He had

    in­tend­ed to tell the Prime Min­is­ter that the Loby­ni­an news agen­cy, TANA, had is­sued

    an­oth­er of its fre­quent calls for reprisals against Great Britain. Colonel In­tifadah

    ob­vi­ous­ly still smart­ed from the clos­ing down of his Lon­don Peo­ple’s Bu­reau and the

    oust­ing of Loby­ni­an diplo­mat­ic per­son­nel caught try­ing to kill dis­si­dent

    Loby­ni­ans.




    Oh, both­er, he thought. The Loby­ni­ans were for­ev­er threat­en­ing some­thing. This time

    was prob­ably no more se­ri­ous than the last. He would let it go. Just this once.


  




  

    Chapter 26




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was hav­ing dif­fi­cul­ty find­ing his way around the clus­ter of

    islets that made up the city of Stock­holm. In all the his­to­ry of the House of Sinan­ju, no

    king of the Swedes had ev­er hired the ser­vices of Chi­un’s fam­ily. This de­spite the fact

    that Swe­den had been at peace for near­ly two cen­turies. As­sas­sins en­joy the great­est

    de­mand dur­ing peace­time, be­cause in times of war, ev­ery cit­izen kills for his king. Thus,

    no guide to the city of Stock­holm was in­scribed in the Book of Sinan­ju for the ben­efit of

    fu­ture Mas­ters, and Chi­un had nev­er trou­bled him­self to learn the lan­guage.




    Af­ter wan­der­ing around the Os­ter­malm sec­tion of the city, where most of the for­eign

    em­bassies and con­sulates were lo­cat­ed, Chi­un de­cid­ed he had had enough and flagged down

    a taxi with its ledig sign on, which meant that it was avail­able.




    Ten min­utes lat­er, the cab de­posit­ed Chi­un in front of the ad­dress sup­plied by Harold

    Smith, in the Gam­la Staden sec­tion, not far from the Roy­al Palace.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju swept in­to the lob­by of the apart­ment build­ing, past the twin

    flow­er-​choked urns iden­ti­cal to those found ev­ery­where in the city, and float­ed up the

    wrought-​iron stair­case. The ex­pres­sion on his face sent chills through a ma­tron step­ping

    off the mod­ern el­eva­tor on the twelfth floor. Chi­un glid­ed along the hall­way, count­ing

    off the mod­est black apart­ment num­bers un­til he came to the one he sought.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju did not both­er to knock. He mere­ly turned from his path with­out

    seem­ing to pick up speed or mo­men­tum and walked in­to the door.




    There came a rend­ing shriek of brass hinges and pan­elled wood, and sud­den­ly the door lay

    across its jamb.




    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe looked up from the ten­der face of a re­cent­ly un­der­age

    fe­male ac­quain­tance and be­held a frail old Ori­en­tal at­tired in a scar­let ki­mono

    swirling in­to his par­lor with an ex­pres­sion of such sav­age fe­roc­ity on his face that it

    al­most caused the ma­jor gen­er­al to vom­it up his lunch.




    The old Ori­en­tal’s clear eyes flashed.




    “Woe to the House of Sinan­ju, that I am forced to come to this white land,” he wailed. “For

    this land is the whitest of white lands, with pale, round-​eyed peo­ple whose very eyes and

    hair are white.”




    “What … who?” sput­tered Rolfe.




    Chi­un point­ed a sin­gle curled fin­ger­nail ac­cus­ing­ly. “De­ny to me that your kings

    have nev­er in this white land’s en­tire his­to­ry hired a prop­er­ly col­ored as­sas­sin!”




    “King … as­sas­sin?” Rolfe said weak­ly. He re­leased the bux­om girl, who mod­est­ly

    re­ar­ranged her sweater.




    “And now, heap­ing in­sult up­on in­sult,” Chi­un raged, “af­ter I had promised my em­per­or

    no harm would fall up­on his peo­ple, one of your white ilk worked to make my words a base be.

    How could you do this to the very house you spurned? When we sent our ba­bies to the cold

    har­bor wa­ters to spare them from star­va­tion, where was Swe­den with en­emies to be slain,

    pre­tenders in need of si­lenc­ing? And now this!”




    “I know noth­ing of what you say.”




    “No, duck-​heart­ed one? We shall see. Might­ily shall you pay the penal­ty for caus­ing me

    to come to this place of milk-​haired bar­bar­ians and their cow­like wom­en.”




    Rolfe’s bux­om blond took the hint and ran in­to the bed­room, lock­ing the door be­hind

    her.




    “And now, I will ask you but once. Tell me about the lo­co­mo­tives that fall from the very

    sky.”




    “I do not un­der­stand you,” Rolfe re­peat­ed.




    “Un­der­stand?” Chi­un screeched. “When your limbs are col­lect­ed from all the cor­ners of

    this city for buri­al, you will un­der­stand. I am talk­ing about your KKV’s drop­ping on the

    heads of sub­jects I am pledged to de­fend.”




    “Again, I am ig­no­rant of your mean­ing,” in­sist­ed Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe, slip­ping a

    hand be­tween the cush­ions of his di­van, where a nine-​mil­lime­ter Lahti au­to­mat­ic

    nes­tled as a pre­cau­tion against bur­glars.




    “You are the buy­er of one of the lo­co­mo­tives,” stormed Chi­un, step­ping clos­er,

    seem­ing to fill the room with the awe­some en­er­gy of his pres­ence.




    “No … no,” Rolfe protest­ed as he felt for his pis­tol. Where was it?




    “You de­ny your per­fidy?”




    “Yes,” Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe said force­ful­ly. Chi­un stopped, hes­itat­ing. The

    man seemed to be telling the truth. But Smith had un­cov­ered his guilt. Smith was usu­al­ly

    right about such things.




    “I have in­for­ma­tion to the con­trary. Why would such in­for­ma­tion come in­to my hands

    if you were not guilty?”




    “I do not know. But I am a great mil­itary hero in this coun­try. I have en­emies. Per­haps

    they have de­ceived you.”




    “You are a white mag­got wal­low­ing in garbage. No. You are less than that. A mag­got will

    one day sprout wings and fly. You will not live that long if you do not speak the truth to

    me.”




    “You can­not kill me,” said Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe as his quest­ing fin­gers at last clamped

    over the Lahti’s grip. He thumbed the safe­ty off.




    “I can­not not kill you if you are guilty,” Chi­un coun­tered. “For on­ly your blood will

    atone for this in­sult. But I will be mer­ci­ful if I am con­vinced of your in­no­cence.”




    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe cracked a sick, fright­ened grin and brought the Lahti up,

    point­ing it at the Ori­en­tal’s fierce face. He squeezed the trig­ger.




    Noth­ing hap­pened. The pis­tol did dis­charge. A spike of flame spurt­ed from its black

    snout, and the re­coil kicked back against his ten­der hand. But the frail Ori­en­tal stood

    un­mov­ing. He fired a sec­ond time.




    And again there was no re­ac­tion from the old man, al­though the wispy beard and tufts of

    hair fram­ing the Ori­en­tal’s face seemed to vi­brate strange­ly. So, too, did the skirt and

    sleeves of his ki­mono. It was as if the Ori­en­tal had been in mo­tion. But he had not moved.

    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe knew that, be­cause he was star­ing at him all the time. He nev­er

    re­al­ized that in the frac­tion­al sec­onds when the gun­flash made him blink, the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju had sidestepped the bul­let and re­turned to his for­mer place in a twin­kling.




    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe looked sick. He knew his pis­tol was load­ed. The bul­lets

    were fresh. They could not mis­fire. Then he un­der­stood that he was doomed. He de­cid­ed that

    he would rather die by his own hand than face the fury of this in­cred­ible be­ing.




    He turned the Lahti to his own face and start­ed to squeeze the trig­ger.




    “Aaai­iieee!” The cry came from the old Ori­en­tal. It shat­tered ev­ery win­dow in the

    room.




    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe froze, his fin­ger just touch­ing the trig­ger.




    The old Ori­en­tal was sud­den­ly in mo­tion. He spun in­to the air with a float­ing leap.

    His skirts whirled like an open­ing flow­er, ex­pos­ing his spindly legs. They looked so

    del­icate, Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe thought, like the sta­mens of a bright red flow­er. How

    beau­ti­ful. How mag­nif­icent. How could the Ori­en­tal just hang in the air like that?




    And as he thought that thought, a san­daled foot lashed out at his head with the ner­vous

    speed of a strik­ing co­bra. The Lahti shot out of his hand. It em­bed­ded it­self in the

    bed­room door. The blond girl let out a cry and ran from the apart­ment, out the door, and down

    the hall.




    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe clutched his gun hand. It was numb. A streak of blood ran the

    length of his trig­ger fin­ger. He vent­ed a se­ries of choice oaths.




    “I had not giv­en you per­mis­sion to die,” said the old Ori­en­tal stern­ly. He loomed over

    him.




    “I did not know I need­ed your per­mis­sion,” the ma­jor gen­er­al gasped in a pain-​filled

    voice.




    “When I am done ques­tion­ing you, then you may end your worth­less life. On­ly then.”




    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe, the sav­ior of Swe­den, re­coiled from the ad­vanc­ing

    Ori­en­tal. One of those sharp­nailed hands reached for his face. He thought his eyes were

    about to be plucked out, and pro­tec­tive­ly cov­ered his head with his arms.




    “Please,” he sobbed.




    “Pre­pare for ex­cru­ci­at­ing pain,” he was told.




    “Oh, God.”




    Then he felt those del­icate fin­gers take him by the right ear­lobe. That was all. He

    cringed from the touch.




    “I wish the truth,” the Ori­en­tal com­mand­ed.




    “I know noth­ing.”




    The fin­gers squeezed the ear­lobe. The pain shot all the way down to his toes. His toes

    curled as if shriv­el­ing in flames. The fire ran through his veins. His brain was on fire. It

    seemed to ex­plode in a red star­burst of agony, eras­ing all co­her­ent thought.




    Through the elec­tri­cal short-​cir­cuit­ing of his ner­vous sys­tem, one word strug­gled

    from brain to mouth.




    “Stop!”




    “Truth!”




    “I know noth­ing!”




    “Truth!” The pres­sure in­creased. Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe curled up in­to a fe­tal

    po­si­tion. He bit his tongue un­til his mouth filled with blood. Tears leaked from the

    cor­ners of his eyes. He wished for on­ly one thing now. Death. Mer­ci­ful death to end the

    pain.




    “Fi­nal chance.”




    “I … know … noth­ing.” He wasn’t sure the old Ori­en­tal heard him through his clenched

    teeth. He felt an in­cisor break un­der the pres­sure of his own clamped jaw. He spit it

    out.




    Sud­den­ly the pres­sure was gone.




    “You have spo­ken the truth as you know it,” the old Ori­en­tal said. A note of puz­zle­ment

    made his voice light.




    “Yes, yes. I did.”




    “You know noth­ing of lo­co­mo­tives, of KKV’s?”




    “No. Now, leave me alone. I beg you.”




    The fin­gers touched his ear­lobe again and Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe screamed. But even as he

    screamed, his body felt re­lief. The pain was sud­den­ly gone.




    He opened his eyes.




    “It may be that I have made a mis­take,” the old Ori­en­tal said stiffly.




    “Then be so good as to leave my home,” Ma­jor Gen­er­al Rolfe said shak­ily.




    “But do not be haughty with me, white thing. You may be in­no­cent of one mat­ter, but your

    land’s guilt to Sinan­ju is known. Tell your cur­rent ruler that his fail­ure to con­sid­er

    Sinan­ju for his se­cu­ri­ty needs may go against him one day. For whomev­er Sinan­ju does not

    serve, Sinan­ju may work against. I have spo­ken.”




    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe watched the old man float from the room. He won­dered what

    Sinan’u was. He de­cid­ed he would find out as soon as pos­si­ble. It sound­ed im­por­tant. But

    first he was anx­ious to dis­cov­er if his legs would sup­port him when he stood up.


  




  

    Chapter 27




    At Num­ber Ten Down­ing Street, they told Re­mo that he had just missed the di­rec­tor of

    the Source.




    “That’s what they told me at his of­fice,” Re­mo com­plained. The sec­re­tary raised an

    eye­brow.




    “I should be very much sur­prised if they told a per­son like your­self any such thing.”




    Re­mo re­moved the brass door knock­er with a sav­age wrench.




    “Sou­venir-​tak­ing is not al­lowed,” the sec­re­tary said, re­press­ing his hor­ror.




    Re­mo took the knock­er be­tween his strong white teeth and yanked again. He held up a

    tan­gle of brass in his hand. An­oth­er tan­gle gleamed be­tween his teeth. He spit it at the

    sec­re­tary’s in­jured face.




    “Don’t take me light­ly,” Re­mo warned. “I’m not in the mood.”




    “So I gath­er.”




    “Now, once again. Where did he go?”




    “I haven’t the fog­gi­est. But I can tell you he was driv­ing a black Cit­roen.”




    “I wouldn’t know a Cit­roen if it joined me in the tub.”




    “Yes, of course. How sil­ly of me.”




    “Any dis­tin­guish­ing marks?”




    “Tallish. Hair sandy­ish. Eyes bluish.”




    “Rub­bish. That de­scribes half the in­hab­itants of this wet rock.” Re­mo squeezed the

    re­main­ing tan­gle of brass in­to a lump and placed it in the sec­re­tary’s hand.




    “Ouch!” he said, drop­ping the brass. It was very hot. Fric­tion.




    “Well?” Re­mo prompt­ed, tap­ping an im­pa­tient foot.




    “He did have a pipe. A meer­schaum. I be­lieve the bowl was mod­eled af­ter Anne

    Bo­leyn.”




    “Who’s Anne Bo­leyn?” Re­mo asked.




    “I take it you are an Amer­ican.”




    “Jol­ly right,” Re­mo said. “Is she a fa­mous British ac­tress? Maybe I saw one of her

    movies.”




    “I rather doubt it,” said the sec­re­tary, sud­den­ly shut­ting the door in Re­mo’s

    face.




    Re­mo reached for the door­knob but had sec­ond thoughts. “Ah, the hell with it.”




    He took off in­to traf­fic. He start­ed with the black cars. How many drivers of black cars

    would be smok­ing a pipe that looked like some frig­ging British ac­tress? he rea­soned.




    Af­ter sev­er­al min­utes of knock­ing on the wind­shields of small cars to at­tract the

    at­ten­tion of the drivers, Re­mo found ex­act­ly none.




    “Damn.” As he stood on a cob­bled street cor­ner, a dou­ble-​deck­er bus prowled past. It

    was start­ing to rain again. It had rained three times in the few hours since Re­mo had

    ar­rived in Lon­don, and he was sick of get­ting wet no mat­ter where he went and what he did,

    so he hitched a ride on the back of the bus, the way he used to back in Newark when he was a

    kid and didn’t have a quar­ter for bus fare.




    The top of the dou­ble deck­er was emp­ty so he had it to him­self. He had cho­sen the bus

    be­cause it was trav­el­ing in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion of the Source of­fice.




    “When in doubt, re­verse di­rec­tion,” he said as he blew cold rain off his lips.




    The of­fice of the Source was above an apothe­cary shop near Trafal­gar Square. It was a

    well-​kept se­cret with­in Britain, but vir­tu­al­ly ev­ery oth­er in­tel­li­gence ser­vice

    knew what it con­cealed. Even Re­mo, who nev­er paid at­ten­tion to such de­tails, knew about

    it.




    They were wait­ing for Re­mo when he walked up the dingy stairs to the sec­ond floor.




    “He’s back. The cheeky blighter’s come back!”




    Re­mo looked over his shoul­der be­fore re­al­iz­ing they meant him.




    The man who had spo­ken hit a desk buzzer and Re­mo fold­ed his arms while he wait­ed for

    the in­evitable rush of armed guards.




    The men all wore Bond Street. Their pis­tols were Berettas. James Bond fans, prob­ably.




    Re­mo didn’t re­sist. In­stead, he asked cool­ly, “Re­mem­ber me?”




    The point­ing Berettas trem­bled. One man in­vol­un­tar­ily reached for a bruise un­der one

    eye. An­oth­er turned green. A third start­ed to back away care­ful­ly.




    “I’ll take that as a yes,” Re­mo said. “Now, if no one wants a rep­eti­tion of the rather

    fright­ful row that hap­pened last time, I think we can come to an ac­com­mo­da­tion.”




    The man at the desk said in a hes­itant voice, “What, pre­cise­ly, do you have in mind?”




    “Lord Guy what’s-​his-​face. Five min­utes with him.”




    “He’s not here,” one of the oth­ers said quick­ly.




    A tallish, sandy­ish chap with blue eyes and a wom­an’s face on his pipe poked his head out

    of an of­fice door marked “Pri­vate” and de­mand­ed, “What are you chaps tem­po­riz­ing for?

    Cap­ture that man at once. At once, do you hear!”




    Re­mo point­ed to the man who had told him that Lord Guy was not on the premis­es.




    “You lied.”




    “Not my fault. Or­ders,” he said in a fee­ble voice.




    “Tell you what, I’ll over­look it if you go home. It’s prob­ably teatime.”




    The man qui­et­ly left the room.




    “Ac­com­mo­dat­ing sort,” Re­mo re­marked. “Now, how about the rest of you?”




    “On­ly five min­utes?” one asked.




    “Maybe six,” Re­mo replied.




    “What are you say­ing?” ex­claimed Lord Guy Phi­ilis­ton. “That bug­ger is dan­ger­ous. I

    can’t see him.”




    “We can­not stop him, sir.”




    “How do you know? You haven’t even tried.”




    “We did, sir. The first time. They say Fotheringay may walk in two or three years. You

    re­mem­ber Fotheringay, sir. Large bloke. Weighed more than fif­teen stone.”




    “I’ll just be six min­utes,” Re­mo promised. “Maybe sev­en.”




    “You can kiss my rud­dy bum,” said Lord Guy Phillis­ton, slam­ming the door.




    “That man is giv­ing me no choice,” Re­mo warned.




    “We have our du­ty.”




    “I’ll try to be gen­tle,” Re­mo said. He clapped his hands. Ev­ery­one blinked. Then he was

    sud­den­ly no longer there.




    The two armed Source agents looked up at the ceil­ing. The Amer­ican with the thick wrists

    and the cocky man­ner was not cling­ing to the ceil­ing like a spi­der. Nor had he slipped

    in­to a side door. That left on­ly the stair­well.




    As they ap­proached the stair­well, the two agents thought that it looked very dark and very

    fore­bod­ing. It was quite strange. On­ly min­utes be­fore, it had been an or­di­nary

    stair­well. One they had walked up and down count­less times.




    Af­ter a whis­pered con­sul­ta­tion the agents got down on their stom­achs and crawled

    to­ward the stairs. They did not want to present stand­ing tar­gets even though the Amer­ican

    had so far not pro­duced a gun. Why should he? The blighter was a walk­ing weapon.




    They peered over the lip of the stair­well. Dead, deepset eyes stared back.




    “Boo!” Re­mo said. He did not say it loud.




    The agents let out a cry and jumped to their feet. Be­fore they could find their bal­ance,

    they were yanked down in­to the yawn­ing pit that had mo­ments be­fore been a sim­ple, dim

    stair­well, and in­to un­con­scious­ness.




    The man at the desk said noth­ing as Re­mo walked past him. He kept his hands flat on the

    desk as if to show he was not go­ing to do any­thing reck­less.




    Re­mo went through Lord Guy Phillis­ton’s of­fice door with­out both­er­ing to knock.




    Lord Guy rose from his desk in fury. Hav­ing no weapon at hand, he threw his pipe.




    Re­mo caught it by the bowl and walked over to the desk.




    “That must sting fright­ful­ly,” Lord Guy said so­lic­itous­ly, not­ing that Re­mo held the

    pipe im­prop­er­ly. Not by its cool stem, but by the hot bowl.




    “Anne Bo­leyn?” Re­mo asked, point­ing to the pipe.




    “Quite.”




    “I think I saw one of her movies.”




    “Hard­ly.”




    “Then again,” Re­mo said, crush­ing the bowl in­to hot ash and pour­ing the re­mains in­to

    Lord Guy’s squirm­ing palm, “maybe I’m think­ing of some­one else.




    “Please, please,” Lord Guy plead­ed. Re­mo held the man’s wrist with one hand and closed his

    fin­gers over the hot ash with the oth­er.




    “I am a man in a hur­ry,” Re­mo said air­ily.




    “Yes, of course.”




    “I am a man in a hur­ry in need of an­swers. You are the man with the an­swers.”




    “Please. It burns.”




    “Talk to me about lo­co­mo­tives,” Re­mo prompt­ed.




    “What would you like to know?”




    “Why are they falling out of the sky?”




    “Be­cause they were dropped?” Lord Guy asked hope­ful­ly.




    “Wrong an­swer,” said Re­mo, squeez­ing hard­er so that Lord Guy was no longer con­cerned

    about the burn­ing, but with the struc­tural in­tegri­ty of his fin­ger bones.




    “Eeeeee,” Lord Guy squealed.




    “We’ll try again. Peo­ple who should know say you’re in back of the mag­net­ic-​launch­er

    thing.”




    “I have no deuced idea of what- Eeeeee!”




    “I can squeeze hard­er.”




    “I’ll scream hard­er, but I can’t tell you what I don’t know. “




    Re­mo frowned. Nor­mal­ly, peo­ple were on­ly too hap­py to re­veal their se­crets when

    Re­mo went to work like this. Could the man be telling the truth? Then Re­mo re­mem­bered that

    Lord Guy was chief of Great Britain’s most se­cret es­pi­onage branch. Prob­ably trained to

    re­sist pain. Al­though he cer­tain­ly looked in pain. Prob­ably an act, Re­mo de­cid­ed.




    He switched to the oth­er hand.




    Lord Guy Phillis­ton shook the hot ash from his burned palm and blew on the red patch. When

    it was cool, he licked at it.




    “I am go­ing to be more spe­cif­ic,” Re­mo said. “And I want you to be more spe­cif­ic. When

    you’re through tast­ing your­self, that is.”




    “I’m done, I’m done,” Lord Guy said hasti­ly. He licked specks of to­bac­co ash from his dry

    lips.




    “Amer­ica is be­ing bom­bard­ed.”




    “Yes, I know.”




    “Good. We’re get­ting some­where,” Re­mo said. Then he re­al­ized he hadn’t start­ed to work

    on the oth­er hand yet. Maybe this guy worked in re­verse. The less you tor­tured him, the

    quick­er he talked. Re­mo shrugged and pressed on.




    “Since you know that much, maybe you’ll tell me who’s be­hind it.”




    “The South Amer­icans.” Re­mo frowned again.




    “I was told the things came from Africa.”




    “Hard­ly. Who in Africa could de­vel­op such a fear­some weapon?”




    “Who in South Amer­ica?” Re­mo coun­tered.




    “That I have no idea, but if you’ll open the up­per desk draw­er you’ll see a copy of the

    file I just pre­sent­ed to the Prime Min­is­ter.”




    Re­mo reached in­to the draw­er. He found a fold­er con­tain­ing sev­er­al type­writ­ten

    pages. Re­mo skimmed them. “This says you have no idea what the weapon is or what’s go­ing

    on.”




    “Ex­act­ly.”




    “But that if it was bad for the U.S. it might be good for the UK. What’s the UK?”




    “We are. The Unit­ed King­dom.”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo. “I thought we were al­lies.”




    “Up to a point.”




    “I see,” Re­mo said, still hold­ing the man’s hand. “And you re­al­ly, re­al­ly aren’t

    in­volved in this?”




    “I should say not,” Lord Guy Phillis­ton said in­dig­nant­ly.




    “I was told you were. Now, who would spread such a sto­ry about you?”




    “Cer­tain­ly you are jok­ing.” Re­mo looked at him se­ri­ous­ly.




    “Well, speak­ing as the head of the Source, the list of sus­pects is end­less.”




    “Hu­mor a con­fused tourist with a few ex­am­ples.”




    “We could start with the Irish. Then there are the So­vi­ets, the Chi­nese, the

    Loby­ni­ans.”




    “You just lost me there. Why would the Loby­ni­ans have a beef with you?”




    “Per­haps you re­call that in­ci­dent with their em­bassy a few years ago. We caught some of

    the bug­gers from their staff car­ry­ing out as­sas­si­na­tions against their na­tion­als

    liv­ing in our coun­try. Put a stop to it. But the em­bassy re­fused to give up their peo­ple.

    We bar­ri­cad­ed the place and fi­nal­ly forced them to leave the coun­try. Ex­posed the whole

    beast­ly show.”




    “Seems I heard about it.”




    “Their lead­er, Colonel In­tifadah, has hat­ed us ev­er since.”




    “That’s the Mid­dle East,” Re­mo mused. “Hasn’t any­thing to do with this.”




    “I’m glad you feel that way. Now, could you let go of my hand?”




    “Oh, right. Sor­ry. Look, I think there’s been a mis­take made. I apol­ogize.”




    “Could you leave now?”




    “Sure. “




    At the door, Re­mo paused and looked back. “One last thing.”




    “Yes?”




    “Sor­ry about the pipe.”




    “Quite,” said Lord Guy Phillis­ton. He said it through his teeth. He won­dered how he was

    go­ing to ex­plain this to the Prime Min­is­ter. On re­flec­tion, he de­cid­ed not to. He would

    go to South Amer­ica. If noth­ing turned up, he would at the very least come back with a

    tan.


  




  

    Chapter 28




    Hamid Al-​Mudir was fran­tic. He ran around the con­trol room like a man with the runs.




    “We must get them un­done,” he cried. “Ev­ery man to the task. Colonel In­tifadah will be

    here any mo­ment.” Ev­ery­one ran to the lo­co­mo­tives. They had ar­rived cou­pled end to end.

    No one knew how to un­cou­ple them. One team of green-​smocked work­ers got on one end and the

    oth­er team took the ropes at the oth­er. They pulled in op­po­site di­rec­tions while

    Al-​Mudir took a sledge­ham­mer to the cou­pling.




    “It is not work­ing!” he screamed.




    Be­hind the Plex­iglas of the con­trol booth, Py­otr Koldunov shrugged. He did not care. The

    longer it took, the more the project would be de­layed. Maybe Colonel In­tifadah would be­come

    so irate when he learned of this lat­est de­lay that he would have Al-​Mudir ex­ecut­ed.

    Koldunov smiled at the idea. He hat­ed Al-​Mudir al­most as much as he had hat­ed Al-​Qaid.




    See­ing the smile, Al-​Mudir shook his fist at Koldunov and called him a lazy pig. Then he

    went to work again with the sledge­ham­mer.




    It was the first good news Py­otr Koldunov had had since he re­placed the dam­aged rails

    af­ter the third launch, which had pul­ver­ized part of New York City. When the re­place­ment

    rails had come in, they were of a high­er grade of met­al than the oth­ers. Koldunov had

    in­sist­ed up­on re­place­ments of the same cheap grade of rail­road steel. But some­how

    Colonel In­tifadah had fig­ured out that bet­ter steel would re­sist the elec­tri­cal forces

    more eas­ily. He said noth­ing, but won­dered where In­tifadah had lo­cat­ed this ex­cel­lent

    met­al. Prob­ably the same source from which he had ac­quired the car­bon-​car­bon.




    Colonel In­tifadah ar­rived in his jeep. It ca­reened down the un­der­ground tun­nel to the

    launch area.




    Al-​Mudir dropped his sledge­ham­mer on his foot in his haste to salute. He did not even

    wince.




    “A prob­lem, Al-​Mudir?” Colonel In­tifadah asked ami­ably.




    “No, Broth­er Colonel!” Al-​Mudir replied.




    “Yes,” cor­rect­ed Py­otr Koldunov from the con­sole mike. Colonel In­tifadah lift­ed his

    brutish face.




    “What is it?”




    “They can­not un­cou­ple the two lo­co­mo­tives. And the oth­ers are lined up on the tracks

    and can­not be moved.” Colonel In­tifadah looked over the joined lo­co­mo­tives.




    “Launch them both,” he in­struct­ed, lift­ing a tri­umphant fist.




    The green-​smocked work­ers burst in­to ap­plause. They ap­plaud­ed the Lead­er of the

    Rev­olu­tion as a bril­liant man. “I doubt if it would work,” Koldunov said hasti­ly,

    dis­ap­point­ed that Al-​Mudir was about to es­cape with his life.




    “And why not?”




    “The cou­plers may not stand the stress of launch.”




    “I see strong men un­able to break it with heavy tools.”




    “But the Ac­cel­er­ator has been pro­grammed for the ex­act ton­nage of the first

    lo­co­mo­tive. I will have to re­do all my cal­cu­la­tions.”




    “Then re­do.”




    “As you know, Colonel, these are dif­fi­cult cal­cu­la­tions. I must com­pute the prop­er

    co­or­di­nates in or­der to drop a pro­jec­tile where you wish it to go.”




    “So?” Colonel In­tifadah said bois­ter­ous­ly. “Per­haps you will miss. So what? I have many

    lo­co­mo­tives. If this one strikes Eng­land in­stead of Amer­ica, I will not crit­icize

    you.”




    “Very well, Com­rade Colonel,” said Py­otr Koldunov. “Please in­struct your peo­ple to

    pre­pare for launch.” Hours lat­er, the twin lo­co­mo­tives were stripped of paint, thread­ed

    with car­bon-​car­bon fil­ament, and re­paint­ed a bright green. Colonel In­tifadah ap­plied

    some of the fi­nal touch­es with a brush. He hummed as he worked:




    The EM Ac­cel­er­ator breech lay open. Py­otr Koldunov had tak­en the pre­cau­tion of

    open­ing it be­fore Colonel In­tifadah ar­rived. He had wiped the key­pad be­fore­hand. There

    was no way he was go­ing to let the un­lock­ing code fall in­to that crazed an­imal’s

    hands.




    The Loby­ni­ans pushed the lo­co­mo­tives in­to the breech, se­cured them, and then

    re­treat­ed to the con­sole while Koldunov sealed the breech.




    “I can­not guar­an­tee where this one will land,” he told Colonel In­tifadah once he was

    again sit­uat­ed at the con­trols. “They may sep­arate in flight.”




    “No mat­ter, no mat­ter. Let it be a sur­prise to us all.” Koldunov lift­ed the pro­tec­tive

    shield and pre­pared to thumb the fir­ing but­ton. Colonel In­tifadah’s grimy fin­ger beat him

    to it.




    The Ac­cel­er­ator let out an un­god­ly screech. And then there was on­ly si­lence in the

    con­trol con­sole. It would re­main for Colonel In­tifadah’s spies in the U.S. to flash back

    word of what they had done.




    “I think the Amer­icans would call that a dou­ble-​head­er,” Colonel In­tifadah said,

    break­ing the si­lence.




    “I do not un­der­stand.”




    “It is one of their base­ball terms. But dou­ble-​head­ing is al­so slang for link­ing two

    en­gines such as those two were joined. I have been read­ing about rail­roads, Koldunov. You

    see, I have be­come a buff.”




    “Oh,” Koldunov said.




    The twin en­gines hur­tled in­to the sky, seem­ing­ly pro­pelled by their wild­ly gy­rat­ing

    wheels. The mag­net­ic field that had ac­cel­er­at­ed them held them to­geth­er un­til they hit

    the up­per edge of the at­mo­sphere and be­gan to fall. Grav­ity twist­ed them. The cou­pler

    snapped like a pa­per clip. The en­gines sep­arat­ed over the At­lantic.




    At NO­RAD’s Cheyenne Moun­tain com­plex, BMEWS radar feeds in­di­cat­ed a mul­ti­ple

    reen­try war­head and in­stant­ly the en­tire sys­tem jumped back to De­fcon Two. CINC­NO­RAD

    in­formed the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States.




    The Pres­ident, af­ter be­ing as­sured that nei­ther ob­ject posed a threat to Wash­ing­ton,

    put in a call to Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    But Smith’s line was busy. It had nev­er hap­pened be­fore. Over the open line, the

    Pres­ident heard on­ly a sooth­ing voice in­form­ing some­one that the next ship­ment would go

    out on sched­ule.




    “Do not wor­ry,” the voice said.




    Wor­ry? The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was pet­ri­fied.




    In Lubec, Maine, a dead whale washed up on the rock­weed-​cov­ered shore. That in it­self

    was not un­usu­al. The rea­son the press was drawn to the beach­ing from as far away as

    Flori­da was the con­di­tion of the mam­mal. Al­though it had come out of the frigid wa­ters of

    the Bay of Fundy, all thir­ty tons of the whale had been cooked as thor­ough­ly as if boiled in

    a huge ket­tle.




    Of­fi­cials from the near­by Oceano­graph­ic Re­search In­sti­tute were pri­vate­ly

    puz­zled. Pub­li­cal­ly they an­nounced that the whale was ob­vi­ous­ly the vic­tim of freak

    un­der­wa­ter vol­canic ac­tion.




    The fact that there were no known vol­ca­noes, ac­tive or oth­er­wise, in the North

    At­lantic was some­thing the of­fi­cials de­clined to com­ment on. They had no bet­ter

    ex­pla­na­tion.




    But res­idents of Lubec won­dered if the whistling sound and the huge splash they had

    wit­nessed that morn­ing had any­thing to do with the mys­tery of the par­boiled whale. Their

    re­ports of a col­umn of steam seen ris­ing from the Bay of Fundy for sev­er­al hours af­ter

    the splash­down were dis­missed as un­usu­al­ly heavy win­ter fog.




    At an open-​air ser­vice un­der a clear South­ern Cal­ifor­nia sky, Dr. Quin­ton T. Shiller

    ex­hort­ed his flock to dig deep­er in­to their pock­ets.




    “God bless you, my brethren,” he said solemn­ly as coins and bills dropped in­to the

    col­lec­tion plates pass­ing from hand to hand. He stood be­fore the of­fi­cial sym­bol of his

    Church of the In­evitable and God-​Or­dained Apoc­alypse, a cross su­per­im­posed against a

    mush­room cloud. “For holy nu­cle­ar judg­ment is com­ing, and when the end does come and you

    stand be­fore the Almighty, the first thing he’s gonna ask is: did you con­tribute to the work

    of his close per­son­al friend Quint Shiller. So don’t blow this gold­en op­por­tu­ni­ty. You

    nev­er know when he might low­er the boom.”




    As if to cred­it his claim, air-​raid sirens broke in­to song from the near­est town.




    “See?” Dr. Shiller said, con­grat­ulat­ing him­self that he had had the fore­sight to bribe

    the Civ­il De­fense war­den. “That day may be nigh. So while there’s still time, let’s see some

    coin.”




    Sud­den­ly the air be­came parched. A shad­ow fell over the pinewood stage where Dr. Shiller

    stood, re­splen­dent in his white-​and-​gold vest­ments. The shad­ow reg­is­tered on the

    au­di­ence for a mil­lionth of a sec­ond.




    Then the stage was smashed to tooth­picks un­der the crush­ing weight of a 116-ton Sko­da

    lo­co­mo­tive. It oblit­er­at­ed Dr. Quin­ton T. Shiller in an in­stant, and sent his flock

    scat­ter­ing from the su­per­heat­ed mass of met­al that stood in his place.




    With­in a week, the con­gre­ga­tion of the Church of the In­evitable and God-​Or­dained

    Apoc­alypse, which had once booked Madi­son Square Gar­den for a ral­ly, couldn’t dis­place

    wa­ter in a hot tub.




    Un­der the red sands of the Loby­ni­an Desert, Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah cried, “Load

    the next re­venge ve­hi­cle! We are on a roll!”


  




  

    Chapter 29




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber had his feet up on his desk when the chair­man of the joint

    Chiefs poked his head in. “Yes, Ad­mi­ral?” Leiber said, drop­ping his feet.




    “Com­fy?”




    “Er, I’m wait­ing for an im­por­tant call­back.”




    “I was just speak­ing with the Pres­ident. You re­mem­ber the Pres­ident, don’t you? The man

    who thinks you’re God’s gift to the Pen­tagon?”




    “I nev­er claimed that, Ad­mi­ral Black­bird, sir.”




    “He’s get­ting im­pa­tient. I don’t think you’re go­ing to be able to buf­fa­lo him much

    longer.”




    “Sir, I-“




    The phone rang.




    “That must be your call. I hope for your sake it’s the an­swer you need.” The ad­mi­ral shut

    the door.




    Gen­er­al Leiber grabbed the tele­phone. “Ma­jor Cheek here, sir.”




    “What is it?” Gen­er­al Leiber de­mand­ed.




    “Sir, this is in­cred­ible.”




    “Noth­ing is in­cred­ible any­more.”




    “This is. We now un­der­stand why the last KKV didn’t burn off any mass in flight.”




    “Big deal.”




    “You don’t un­der­stand, Gen­er­al. This is it. This is the lead we’ve been look­ing for.

    The KKV was pro­tect­ed by an Amer­ican prod­uct. We can go to the man­ufac­tur­er and trace

    all re­cent ship­ments. That should give us our ag­gres­sor na­tion.”




    “Oh, thank God,” Gen­er­al Leiber said fer­vent­ly. “What is it?”




    “It’s called car­bon-​car­bon.”




    “Car­bon-​car­bon?” The gen­er­al’s voice shrank. He wasn’t sure why it shrank. His voice

    seemed to un­der­stand the sig­nif­icance of the ma­jor’s re­port be­fore his brain did.




    “Very crude­ly ap­plied, sir. But it did the job be­cause of the short flight

    du­ra­tion.”




    “Car­bon-​car­bon,” the gen­er­al re­peat­ed dul­ly.




    “Yes. It goes by oth­er brand names, but it’s very ex­pen­sive. Not ex­act­ly avail­able at

    the cor­ner hard­ware. With your con­nec­tions, you should be able to trace it eas­ily. All you

    have to do is find the cul­prit who sold this stuff to un­friendlies.”




    “Car­bon-​car­bon.”




    “Yes, sir. That’s what I said. I knew you’d be in­ter­est­ed.”




    “I think I’m go­ing to be ill.”




    “Sir?”




    With­out an­oth­er word, Gen­er­al Leiber hung up. Fran­ti­cal­ly he scrounged among the

    lit­ter of notes on his desk. On­ly yes­ter­day he had re­ceived a record­ed in­com­ing call

    in­form­ing him that hence­forth the of­fices of Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al had been

    re­lo­cat­ed to the Unit­ed States and giv­ing a new tele­phone num­ber. He want­ed that

    num­ber.




    It was in the mar­gin of a Chi­nese take­out menu. Gen­er­al Leiber punched out the num­ber

    with his mid­dle fin­ger. He had al­ready worn out the oth­ers from too many phone calls.




    “Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al,” a well-​mod­ulat­ed voice an­swered.




    “Friend, ol’ bud­dy. This is Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber.”




    “Gen­er­al. You re­ceived my mes­sage.”




    “Yes. Roger on that.”




    “Gen­er­al, I de­tect a high de­gree of ten­sion in your voice. “




    “Cold,” said Gen­er­al Leiber. He coughed un­con­vinc­ing­ly.




    “I am sor­ry to hear that.”




    “I have a busi­ness propo­si­tion for you, Friend.”




    “Go ahead.”




    “I can’t talk about it over the phone.”




    “My sen­sors in­di­cate the line is se­cure. You may speak freely.”




    “It’s not that. I need to meet with you. Face-​to-​face.”




    “I am afraid that is against cor­po­rate pol­icy.”




    “Look, this could mean a hefty prof­it.”




    “How hefty?”




    “Dare I say … bil­lions?”




    “I am tempt­ed, but I can­not break that rule. No frat­er­niza­tion is one of the

    in­vi­olate rules of Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al. “




    “Look, make an ex­cep­tion just this once. Please.”




    “I am sor­ry. But I ea­ger­ly await your propo­si­tion.”




    “I told you I can’t give it over the phone!”




    “Then write me a let­ter.”




    “What’s your ad­dress?” Gen­er­al Leiber asked, grab­bing a pen­cil.




    “I ac­cept on­ly elec­tron­ic mail.”




    “For cry­ing out loud, what kind of an op­er­ation are you run­ning, where you don’t have a

    mail drop or do meet­ings?”




    “A prof­itable one,” said Friend, dis­con­nect­ing the line.




    “Damn!” fumed Gen­er­al Leiber. “He hung up on me! Now what am I go­ing to do?”




    In LaPla­ta, Mis­souri, farmer Elmer Biro was awak­ened in the mid­dle of the night by the

    crack of a son­ic boom. His bed jumped and bounced him out of it. Through the bed­room cur­tain

    an eerie or­ange-​red light glowed.




    Then he heard a se­ries of pop­ping sounds. Not sharp like gun­fire or fire­crack­ers. But

    mut­ed. It sound­ed fa­mil­iar, but he just couldn’t place the sound.




    Elmer Biro ran out of his house and stum­bled in­to his fields. Out among the grain si­los

    some­thing glowed and smoked. The pop­ping con­tin­ued. Hav­ing fetched his shot­gun from

    in­side the front door, he crept cau­tious­ly to­ward the smoke.




    He dis­cov­ered a scorched patch, and in the mid­dle of it, some­thing glowed in a crater

    where the corn si­lo had been. The air was heavy with the stench of burnt corn­silk and the

    black ground was sprin­kled with fresh pop­corn. Some grains still popped.




    Elmer Biro felt the sweat dry from his face and stepped clos­er. The shot­gun jumped out of

    his hands and siz­zled when it struck the hot ob­ject. Elmer leapt in­to his pick­up. On his

    way in­to town, he tried call­ing the sher­iff on the CB.




    Elmer poured out his sto­ry when the sher­iff an­swered. The sher­iff cut him off. He didn’t

    be­lieve Elmer’s wild tale about a UFO land­ing in his corn si­lo.




    All over Amer­ica, there were re­ports of UFO’s, me­te­ors, and falling stars. But Amer­ica,

    ig­no­rant of the ac­tu­al threat, was not alarmed. On­ly the Pres­ident knew that an un­known

    en­emy had un­leashed all-​out war.




    The Joint Chiefs were scream­ing for a tar­get. Veiled threats were be­ing made that if the

    Pres­ident didn’t make an un­equiv­ocal re­sponse, then the mil­itary was not go­ing to shirk

    its du­ty.




    And still ev­ery avail­able line to the of­fice of Dr. Harold W. Smith was busy.




    Py­otr Koldunov was dazed by it all. Two dozen gleam­ing steel en­gines had been load­ed

    in­to the EM Ac­cel­er­ator. Two dozen en­gines of blind, brute de­struc­tion had been hurled

    across the At­lantic. He was sick at the thought of how many Amer­icans must be dy­ing. And as

    the Loby­ni­an work­ers strained at pul­ley ropes to load the next lo­co­mo­tive, Colonel

    In­tifadah ex­hort­ed him to keep work­ing.




    “Faster! Work faster, Com­rade Koldunov. The soon­er you are done, the soon­er you can go

    home.”




    “I must com­pute the prop­er tra­jec­to­ry,” he re­turned, the sheet of pa­per and its

    com­plex math­emat­ical fig­ures blur­ring be­fore his tired eyes.




    “Who cares? I have many, many more en­gines to throw at the Amer­icans. I do not care where

    they land. As long as they land some­where.”




    “Very well,” Koldunov said, crum­pling the pa­per in his hands. He dry-​washed his face

    tired­ly.




    “Here. You need a drink.”




    “Yes, you are most kind,” said Koldunov, tak­ing the glass of clear liq­uid from Colonel

    In­tifadah. He drank it down greed­ily. He had swal­lowed the en­tire con­tents be­fore he

    re­al­ized that it was mere­ly wa­ter, not vod­ka. Of course, he thought stupid­ly, these

    in­fer­nal Moslems do not drink. Still, the wa­ter had an in­ter­est­ing tang to it.




    “What’s next?” he asked Colonel In­tifadah.




    Colonel In­tifadah be­stowed up­on Py­otr Koldunov a broad smile. An Amer­ican would have

    called it a shit-​eat­ing grin. “The next en­gine is about to be load­ed. Come, you must open

    the breech.”




    “Yes, yes, of course. I for­got,” said Py­otr Koldunov, stum­bling to his feet. He grabbed

    the steel con­sole to steady him­self. He looked out the Plex­iglas. The launch area blurred

    be­fore his eyes. Damn those end­less cal­cu­la­tions. Well, he would not have to do them

    any­more.




    “Come, let me as­sist you, my broth­er,” Colonel In­tifadah said so­lic­itous­ly.




    Shak­ing his head in a fruit­less ef­fort to clear it, Py­otr Koldunov al­lowed him­self to

    be led out to the launch-​prepa­ra­tion area and to the key­pad mount­ed on the shield wall

    next to the Ac­cel­er­ator’s mas­sive breech.




    The key­pad swam be­fore his eyes. He groped for the first key. He had to lean one hand

    against the wall to steady him­self. Now, what was the first num­ber of that com­bi­na­tion?

    Oh, yes. Four.




    Py­otr Koldunov care­ful­ly tapped out the un­lock­ing com­bi­na­tion, hit the hy­draulics

    but­ton, and wait­ed for the fa­mil­iar sound of the hatch open­ing.




    No sound re­ward­ed his pa­tience. “What. . . ?” he mum­bled.




    He looked over at the hatch. Pe­cu­liar. It was open. Had he not no­ticed the sound? I must

    be more over­worked that I knew, he thought, turn­ing to go.




    The sight of Colonel In­tifadah caused Py­otr Koldunov to freeze in his boots.




    Colonel In­tifadah was scrib­bling on a notepad. By the beard of Lenin, Py­otr Koldunov

    thought, us­ing an oath his grand­fa­ther used to swear by, how could I have been such an

    im­be­cile.




    Then the room start­ed to turn like a mer­ry-​go-​round and dark­ness rose up to em­brace

    him in its pleas­ant warmth. Of course, he thought, the drink. I am a fool.




    “It is ours!” Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah thun­dered. “The ter­ror weapon of the ages

    be­longs to Loby­nia!”




    “Hail, Broth­er Colonel, Lead­er of the Rev­olu­tion!” the tech­ni­cians shout­ed back.

    “Hail, Colonel In­tifadah!”




    “No, do not sing my prais­es,” he shout­ed in re­turn, rais­ing a clenched fist. “Sing

    in­stead of the death of Amer­ica. Death to Amer­ica! Death to Amer­ica!”




    And the words echoed up the gap­ing tube of the EM Ac­cel­er­ator: “Death to Amer­ica!”




    Friend was is­su­ing stock or­ders on line one. It was time to buy. A sat­is­fac­to­ry

    prof­it would be made in this quar­ter-​hour.




    On line two, Friend ac­cessed the news ser­vices. There were scat­tered re­ports com­ing

    from across the coun­try of mys­te­ri­ous im­pacts and streaks of fire seen in the night sky.

    Colonel In­tifadah was rapid­ly us­ing up his last two ship­ments. Soon he would call again and

    Friend would an­nounce that he had ac­quired more en­gines-​when in fact he had not. Hold­ing

    back most of the Ar­naud col­lec­tion had been a wise move. Each new trans­ac­tion al­lowed a

    twen­ty-​per­cent markup per ve­hi­cle.




    On line three, the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was call­ing. From the sound of his

    com­plaints, it was clear that he could hear the con­ver­sa­tions on the oth­er lines.

    Ob­vi­ous­ly there was an im­per­fec­tion in the phone sys­tem. He would sug­gest to Harold W.

    Smith that the phone unit be re­placed at the ear­li­est op­por­tu­ni­ty. But for now, Smith

    was pre­oc­cu­pied with mon­itor­ing a ship­ment of Stinger mis­siles from Pak­istan to Iran, a

    ship­ment that ex­ist­ed on­ly on Smith’s ter­mi­nal.




    An in­com­ing pulse in­di­cat­ed that Re­mo Williams’ com­mu­ni­ca­tor was sig­nal­ing.

    Friend com­put­ed the dis­ad­van­tages of hav­ing Smith an­swer. The ad­van­tages of know­ing

    the re­sults of Re­mo’s as­sign­ment out­weighed the dis­ad­van­tages three-​to-​one.




    He would al­low Smith to re­ceive the sig­nal.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith picked up the phone when the sig­nal beeped. He didn’t take his eyes off

    the screen. The Stinger ship­ment had just left Pe­shawar by car­avan.




    “Smit­ty? Re­mo. Some­things’s wrong. British In­tel­li­gence has noth­ing to do with

    this.”




    “Are you cer­tain?”




    “Quite. “




    “This is un­like­ly. My in­for­ma­tion is sol­id.”




    “So is mine. I’ll match you.”




    “I do not un­der­stand.”




    “I got mine from a flesh-​and-​blood source. Can you say the same?”




    “If you are in­ti­mat­ing that there is some­thing faulty with the ES Quan­tum Three

    Thou­sand, Re­mo,” Smith said sharply, “I must take ex­cep­tion to that in­sin­ua­tion. Even as

    we speak, I am mon­itor­ing an im­por­tant il­le­gal weapons ship­ment that we could nev­er

    have hoped to in­ter­dict be­fore this sys­tem was in­stalled.”




    “Smit­ty, lis­ten to your­self. You sound like a grade-​school kid ask­ing me to step

    out­side over the freck­led faced girl in the third row.”




    “Re­mo, I have to hang up,” Smith said quick­ly. “There’s a sud­den cri­sis brew­ing in

    Gibral­tar. It looks like nu­cle­ar ter­ror­ists. Stand by. I may be send­ing you there.”




    “What about the mag­net­ic launch­er and the lo­co­mo­tives? Re­mem­ber them?”




    “They can wait. This could go crit­ical at any mo­ment.” Smith re­placed the re­ceiv­er and

    reached in­to his medicine draw­er for a bot­tle. He popped two red pills with­out both­er­ing

    with wa­ter as in­tel­li­gence feeds si­phoned off British mon­itor­ing-​sta­tion com­put­ers

    flashed be­fore his blood­shot eyes.




    “I don’t know how we got along be­fore you came, ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand,” he mut­tered

    fer­vent­ly.




    “I am pleased to be of ser­vice, Dr. Smith,” the com­put­er replied.




    Re­mo had not com­plet­ed his as­sign­ment. That meant a fifty-​per­cent pos­si­bil­ity that

    the one called Chi­un had not ex­ecut­ed his mis­sion. Friend cleared line one and placed a

    sta­tion-​to-​sta­tion call to Stock­holm. When a qua­ver­ing voice ad­mit­ted that it was

    Ma­jor Gen­er­al Gun­nar Rolfe speak­ing, Friend knew that he would short­ly re­ceive a phone

    call from Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah.




    Know­ing from past ex­pe­ri­ence that un­hap­py cus­tomers are at risk of tak­ing their

    busi­ness else­where, Friend put in a call to Colonel In­tifadah. Per­haps the Colonel had not

    got­ten word as yet.




    “Hel­lo, Broth­er Colonel.”




    “Friend. I wish I had time for you right now, but I am busy ex­ecut­ing some of my

    sup­port­ers.”




    “Dis­ap­point­ing news from Amer­ica?”




    “Yes! How did you know?”




    “Your lo­co­mo­tives have not struck a sin­gle tar­get of sig­nif­icance. I have been

    mon­itor­ing the sit­ua­tion.”




    “I did not know that you knew these things,” said Colonel In­tifadah cold­ly.




    “Do not fear. Con­fi­den­tial­ity is the watch­word of Friend­ship, In­ter­na­tion­al. I am

    call­ing with the so­lu­tion to your prob­lem.”




    “I will be pur­chas­ing no more en­gines un­til cer­tain tech­ni­cal prob­lems are

    solved.”




    “I have solved all of your tech­ni­cal prob­lems in the past. Al­low me to as­sist once

    again.”




    “Go on.”




    “Your prob­lem is that you poss­es a weapons-​de­liv­ery sys­tem but no weapon with the

    punch you re­quire.”




    “You can get me nu­cle­ar weapons? A mis­sile per­haps?”




    “Alas, no. Not at this time.”




    “What, then?”




    “Imag­ine one of your en­gines hurtling to the Unit­ed States.”




    “I do not need to imag­ine it. I have been do­ing it all day. So far, I have squan­dered

    mil­lions of dol­lars to as­sas­si­nate an Amer­ican evan­ge­list and a dairy cow.”




    “Imag­ine that same en­gine hurtling to Amer­ica, its boil­er con­tain­ing a large

    quan­ti­ty of nerve gas.”




    “Gas! Gas! Of course. Why did I not think of such a thing? Gas. It is bet­ter than a

    nu­cle­ar weapon. Even the peo­ple on ground ze­ro suf­fer in­stead of be­ing oblit­er­at­ed in

    a pain­less flash. With gas, I could strike any­where in Wash­ing­ton and it would not mat­ter.

    All would die.”




    “I can sup­ply two chem­icals. Each by it­self is rel­ative­ly harm­less. But when

    com­bined, they cre­ate the most lethal chem­ical agent known.”




    “Yes, yes. Tell me more.”




    “It will be very ex­pen­sive.”




    “I will pay what­ev­er you ask.”




    “‘Those words are mu­sic to my ears, Friend Colonel.”




    In his of­fice, Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber strode over to his file cab­inet. He opened the

    first draw­er, flipped through the file fold­ers un­til he got to the let­ter G, and reached

    in. He pulled his old ser­vice .45 out of the G fold­er. He re­turned to his desk and checked

    the clip. It was full. A full clip was not nec­es­sary. All he would need was one bul­let to

    blow his brains out.




    Gen­er­al Leiber saw no oth­er op­tion. The Joint Chiefs were about to blow his cov­er to

    the Pres­ident. The Pres­ident was hol­ler­ing for ac­tion. His oth­er peo­ple had failed him,

    he said.




    What could Gen­er­al Leiber tell his Pres­ident that he knew who was sell­ing the

    lo­co­mo­tives to the en­emy? That the sell­er was a busi­ness friend of the gen­er­al’s? That

    Gen­er­al Leiber, in fact, had sold this as­so­ciate the very car­bon-​car­bon that had coat­ed

    the KKV that had pul­ver­ized part of New York City?




    No. No way was Gen­er­al Leiber go­ing to do that. He would not suf­fer the in­dig­ni­ty of

    court-​mar­tial, of the stock­ade. Hell, they might stand him in front of a fir­ing squad.

    Af­ter all, a thou­sand peo­ple were al­ready dead.




    The way Gen­er­al Leiber saw it, he had no way out but to face the busi­ness end of the

    .45.




    He clasped his hands in front of his bent fore­head, mut­tered a few rusty prayers, and as a

    last ges­ture to the thing he held dear, kissed the brass stars on his steel com­bat hel­met

    and placed it on his head.




    Then he picked up the pis­tol and shoved it in his mouth.




    The phone rang. Too late, he thought.




    But the lure of the in­stru­ment that had made him a suc­cess was too great. He picked it up

    and an­nounced his name in a croak­ing voice.




    “Greet­ings, Gen­er­al Leiber.”




    “Friend. Er, what do you want?”




    “I have been re­con­sid­er­ing. I might be ready to meet with you.”




    Gen­er­al Leiber let the au­to­mat­ic drop.




    “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you. Now, where and when? I can leave right away.”




    “Not just yet. I would not con­sid­er vi­olat­ing a cor­po­rate rule with­out some­thing in

    re­turn.”




    “Name it. Any­thing.”




    “I need nerve gas. Per­haps sev­en hun­dred liq­uid gal­lons of it.”




    “Nerve … Oh, God.”




    “Gen­er­al, are you still there?”




    “Yes.” The an­swer was a whis­per.




    “Can you de­liv­er?”




    “Yes. You want nerve gas, you get nerve gas. I’ll de­liv­er it per­son­al­ly.”




    “Not nec­es­sary. I will pro­vide a trans­ship­ment point. Send it there. I will han­dle it

    from there.”




    “Done. When can we meet?”




    “When the car­go reach­es its ul­ti­mate des­ti­na­tion.”




    “I’ll await your call­back,” said Leiber, hang­ing up.




    He got to his feet. Fate had of­fered him a sec­ond chance. He knew what Friend had meant:

    when the nerve gas reached its ul­ti­mate des­ti­na­tion. He meant its tar­get. Gen­er­al

    Leiber knew that the rain of ter­ror was es­ca­lat­ing. And dammit, he wasn’t go­ing to

    chick­en out of the fight now.




    Not when fate had hand­ed him a way to get di­rect­ly to the ori­gin of the

    in­ter­con­ti­nen­tal bal­lis­tic lo­co­mo­tives. And screw Friend and his crap about a

    meet­ing. The bas­tard might nev­er de­liv­er.




    Get­ting the nerve gas was a snap. The Pen­tagon had tons of it stock­piled. And Gen­er­al

    Leiber had sent a thou­sand sergeants a bot­tle of Scotch each Christ­mas for just such a need

    as this. The stuff was al­ready in tran­sit when Friend called back with the ship­ment

    in­for­ma­tion.




    Then Gen­er­al Leiber strapped on his au­to­mat­ic, and, giv­ing his tele­phone a fi­nal

    con­temp­tu­ous glance, strode out of his of­fice.




    From now on, he was go­ing to act like a re­al sol­dier. An In­ter­Friend cor­po­rate plane

    picked up the three cof­fin-​shaped con­tain­ers in Cana­da. They were wait­ing in a de­sert­ed

    air­field ex­act­ly as the in­struc­tions said.




    “That’s fun­ny,” the pi­lot said. “What?”




    “I see three box­es. There were sup­posed to be on­ly two. “




    “Should I load them or not?”




    The pi­lot shrugged. A short­age would have been a prob­lem. Over­age was fine. “Load them,”

    he or­dered. As the crew­man shoved the third box in­to the car­go bay, it smashed against the

    plane wall.




    “Care­ful! Who knows what’s in­side those things.”




    In the third box, Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber al­lowed him­self to breathe again. They had

    not opened any of the box­es. He was on his way. He prayed for a short trip. He had spent so

    much time driv­ing the nerve-​gas com­po­nents here that he had for­got­ten to pick up food for

    the trip. And he was al­ready hun­gry.




    When word came in on line one that the pick­up had been made, Friend ar­ranged to pur­chase

    a gas-​mask sup­ply house on line three. He then pur­chased all avail­able stock in

    pub­lic-​health-​main­te­nance or­ga­ni­za­tions. He ex­pect­ed to make a wind­fall when the

    first gas-​laden lo­co­mo­tive came down.




    All was go­ing smooth­ly. There was on­ly one loose end. Chi­un had not re­port­ed from

    Stock­holm, and the one called Re­mo re­fused to an­swer Dr. Smith’s ur­gent de­mands that he

    fly im­me­di­ate­ly to Gibral­tar to han­dle the nonex­is­tent nu­cle­ar-​ter­ror­ist

    threat.




    There was an 88.2-per­cent chance that his com­mu­ni­ca­tor was sup­plied by the same

    man­ufac­tur­er that had pro­duced the faulty tele­phone sys­tem. Friend logged in­to mem­ory a

    corol­lary to the ear­li­er memo. Re­place the com­mu­ni­ca­tors. Re­mo and Chi­un had many

    as­sign­ments ahead of them. Friend was al­ready con­tact­ing oth­er heads of state who were

    ea­ger to have the ser­vices of the two finest as­sas­sins in mod­ern his­to­ry.


  




  

    Chapter 30




    Re­mo Williams wait­ed im­pa­tient­ly at the bag­gage carousal at Kennedy In­ter­na­tion­al

    Air­port.




    Fi­nal­ly the ex­pen­sive valise he’d bought in a Lon­don gift shop came around. He opened

    it, ex­tract­ed the can­dy-​dis­penser com­mu­ni­ca­tor, and stuffed it in­to his pants

    pock­et. Then he threw the valise in­to a waste­bas­ket. Re­mo didn’t care about the valise. He

    just didn’t want to lis­ten to the beep­er beep­ing all the way across the At­lantic. Smith

    kept try­ing to reach him. Re­mo knew that Smith want­ed to send him to Gibral­tar. Re­mo al­so

    knew that he wasn’t go­ing any­where Smith’s sil­ly-​ass com­put­er said to go.




    Re­mo rent­ed a car and drove it from the air­port. As he sped past one of the ter­mi­nals,

    he spot­ted a fa­mil­iar fig­ure in a fire­crack­er-​red ki­mono ar­gu­ing with a sky­cap. He

    pulled over and threw open the pas­sen­ger door.




    “Go­ing my way?” Re­mo asked the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Chi­un leapt in­to the seat. Re­mo

    took off.




    “Smith sent me on a fool’s er­rand,” Chi­un com­plained.




    “Me too. I think it’s that com­put­er’s fault.”




    “Me too. What should we do?”




    “What we should have done long ago. Talk to Smith. Man to man.”




    “I fear he will on­ly lis­ten to that de­mon ma­chine.”




    “Not the way we’re go­ing to han­dle it,” said Re­mo, floor­ing the ac­cel­er­ator.




    It was dark when they pulled in­to the Fol­croft gate. Re­mo parked and they took the

    el­eva­tor to Smith’s of­fice. For the mil­lionth time, Re­mo’s beep­er sig­naled. He reached

    in and shut it off.




    “Why do you not crush that an­noy­ance?” Chi­un sniffed.




    “May need it lat­er.”




    The cage opened on Smith’s floor.




    “You take the com­put­er. I’ll han­dle Smith,” Re­mo whis­pered as they ap­proached Smith’s

    of­fice door.




    “Do not hurt him,” Chi­un warned.




    “Right. I don’t care what hap­pens to the com­put­er.”




    “I am glad you said that.”




    Re­mo shoved open the door. Smith’s hag­gard and bestub­bled face greet­ed them.




    “Re­mo! Thank God! I’ve been try­ing to get both of you. What hap­pened to your

    com­mu­ni­ca­tor?”




    “Must be on the fritz,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly, ap­proach­ing Smith. “What’s up?”




    “The Gibral­tar sit­ua­tion is crit­ical. The ter­ror­ists are threat­en­ing to det­onate.

    They have a hy­dro­gen bomb.”




    “That so?” Re­mo re­marked calm­ly. In the cor­ner, Chi­un was ad­dress­ing the ES Quan­tum

    Three Thou­sand.




    “Hel­lo, ma­chine.”




    “Hel­lo, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. I see you are back. Did your trip go well?”




    “It was very ed­uca­tion­al,” Chi­un replied. “I learned a new, im­por­tant fact.”




    “What is that?”




    “Peo­ple will some­times lie. But not when prop­er­ly mo­ti­vat­ed. How­ev­er, ma­chines are

    not to be trust­ed ev­er.”




    “I do not fol­low. More da­ta.”




    “What are you say­ing, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?” Smith asked, frown­ing.




    “I think he’s try­ing to tell you some­thing, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “Bet­ter lis­ten.”




    Chi­un spoke with­out tak­ing his gaze away from the ES uan­tum Three Thou­sand.




    “I ques­tioned the Swede, Em­per­or Smith. Un­der duress, he told me ev­ery­thing.”




    “Yes?”




    “He had noth­ing to do with the lo­co­mo­tive men­ace.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble! ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand, tell him.” Friend’s elec­tri­cal synaps­es

    quick­ened. He put all in­com­ing calls on hold. The prof­it-​loss was in­signif­icant

    com­pared to the sud­den ar­rival of Re­mo and Chi­un. One was di­vert­ing Dr. Smith from the

    steady stream of cri­sis up­dates need­ed to main­tain Smith’s non­threat-​fac­tor sta­tus. The

    oth­er was eye­ing him crit­ical­ly.




    Friend searched mem­ory for the best avail­able de­fense. And for the first time since the

    orig­inal Friend pro­gram had been in­stalled, there was no an­swer in mem­ory.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly for Friend, he had been so pre­oc­cu­pied mak­ing mon­ey that he had not

    cleared time to have de­fens­es in­stalled around this cur­rent host unit. And so when the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju reached for the plug that pro­vid­ed elec­tric­ity from a wall out­let,

    Friend had no re­course but to ef­fect an im­me­di­ate trans­fer of in­tel­li­gence from this

    host unit.




    Friend put in a call to the Mon­tre­al aux­il­iary host unit. But even with speed-​of-​light

    pro­gram ex­ecu­tion, it was not enough.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was quick­er still. The plug came out of its sock­et. A tiny blue

    spark flared. And for Friend, all in­put, all thought, all ar­ti­fi­cial con­scious­ness

    ceased.




    “My God! Re­mo. He’s un­plugged it.” Hor­ror set­tled over Smith’s rav­aged fea­tures like a

    cloud. “He may have wiped the mem­ory banks clean. My God. The Gilbral­tar cri­sis. Weeks of

    new in­tel­li­gence ac­cu­mu­la­tion gone!”




    Smith sank in­to his cracked leather chair bro­ken­ly. He reached for a bot­tle of red

    pills, moan­ing. “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, how could you?”




    Re­mo snatched the pills from Smith’s trem­bling hand. He crushed them in­to col­or­ful

    pow­der.




    “For­get that stuff, Smith. Lis­ten to what Chi­un is say­ing. The Swedish gen­er­al was

    in­no­cent. British In­tel­li­gence was not be­hind this ei­ther.”




    “Nev­er mind that. The Gibral­tar mat­ter.”




    “I hope I’m right, but I don’t think there is a Gibral­tar mat­ter. “




    “Of course there is. Com­put­ers don’t lie.”




    “That one did,” Re­mo said firm­ly.




    Chi­un ap­proached Smith, his hands tucked in­to his bal­loon-​shaped sleeves. He re­gard­ed

    Smith with sad eyes. “This man is ill.”




    “Am­phetamines,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. He reached out splayed fin­gers and took Smith by his lined fore­head. He

    knead­ed each tem­ple. The ten­sion drained from Smith’s face.




    Chi­un stepped back. “Bet­ter?” he asked.




    “Yes. I do feel calmer. But I must protest your ac­tions.”




    “Smith. You still have the old com­put­er?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yes. In the base­ment.”




    “Re­con­nect.”




    “I fail to-“




    “Hu­mor me.”




    Smith pushed back his chair and went in­to the well of his desk. He pulled sev­er­al flat

    gray con­nect­ing ca­bles from a plate in the floor. With swift mo­tions he re­con­nect­ed them

    to his desk ter­mi­nal. Then he re­turned to his seat.




    “Check the Gibral­tar sit­ua­tion,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “I don’t have full glob­al ca­pa­bil­ities any­more, but do­mes­tic news feeds have been

    is­su­ing hourly bul­letins.” Smith called up the da­ta.




    “Odd,” he said, small-​voiced.




    Re­mo and Chi­un looked at one an­oth­er know­ing­ly.




    “I see no bul­letins,” Smith went on. “And there are re­ports of strange phe­nom­ena all

    over this coun­try. My God, it seems as if there may have been sev­er­al new KKV strikes. But

    the oth­er com­put­er re­port­ed none of those. What can it mean?”




    “Nev­er trust a com­put­er that talks back,” Re­mo said.




    “But it was so … so per­fect.”




    “A lot of wom­en seem that way … at first,” Chi­un told him wise­ly.




    “Let’s get to work on the lo­co­mo­tive mat­ter,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “But where do I start? I have noth­ing cur­rent in mem­ory.”




    “Use this,” Re­mo said, tap­ping Smith’s fore­head. “It’s bet­ter than any com­put­er mind.

    It’s called your brain.”




    “Start with a desert king­dom. And a pas­sion­ate prince,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed.




    “What?”




    “Chi­un thinks they’re throw­ing lo­co­mo­tives be­cause they don’t have rocks,” Re­mo said

    skep­ti­cal­ly.




    “I have to start some­where,” Smith said with a sigh. Chi­un struck out his tongue at

    Re­mo.




    “Let’s see,” Smith mut­tered. “We’ll be­gin with the Africa con­nec­tion. Desert king­dom.

    Must be North Africa. The Egyp­tians are our friends. The Al­ge­ri­ans go both ways. Loby­nia …

    Loby­nia. Pas­sion­ate prince . . .”




    “I thought Loby­nia was in the Mid­dle East,” Re­mo said.




    “Com­mon mis­take.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Colonel In­tifadah, yeah. Could be him.”




    “Let’s see what satel­lite track­ing tells us,” Smith said. “I’m call­ing up Space­track

    satel­lite feeds for the last two weeks.”




    “What are you look­ing for?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t know. Wait, yes. Now, why didn’t I think of this be­fore?”




    “You were in love,” Chi­un sup­plied.




    “Non­sense. But as I was say­ing. When we sus­pect the So­vi­ets are about to launch a

    satel­lite, we can usu­al­ly tell by pow­er drops in the sur­round­ing area. This cre­ates what

    is called a pe­ri­od of in­ter­est. Yes, the Loby­ni­ans have been ex­pe­ri­enc­ing un­usu­al

    pow­er out­ages.”




    “Why didn’t any­one no­tice this be­fore?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “The Loby­ni­ans are al­ways ex­pe­ri­enc­ing pow­er out­ages. But what I want to see is if

    these out­ages can be rec­on­ciled with the known launch times. Yes, yes! Dapoli was blacked

    out sev­en times in the last four­teen hours. Now, let’s see if the New York strike ties in.

    Yes. And the sec­ond Wash­ing­ton strike.” Smith stopped speak­ing. He was lost in his

    work.




    Re­mo watched with in­ter­est. Smith’s fin­gers played like a con­cert pi­anist’s. He was

    to­tal­ly fo­cused. Da­ta blocks passed be­fore his eyes at high speed. Amaz­ing­ly, Smith

    seemed to ab­sorb them at a glance. It made Re­mo won­der why Smith thought he need­ed a

    com­put­er to help him think. The man was a wiz­ard.




    Fi­nal­ly Smith lift­ed his head. It was gray, lead­en. “Loby­nia. There is no ques­tion of

    it. The black­outs co­in­cide ex­act­ly.”




    “But where in Loby­nia?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ex­cept for the area bor­der­ing the Mediter­ranean, Loby­nia is a vir­tu­al desert. If

    they’re mov­ing the en­gines to the launch site by rail, as one would sup­pose they would do,

    then there should be vis­ible tracks. This is so ob­vi­ous, why didn’t it oc­cur to me

    be­fore?”




    “Be­cause be­fore, the whole world was your sus­pect,” said Chi­un. “I have told you about

    the desert king­dom and the pas­sion­ate prince.”




    “Even so . . .” said Smith. His voice trailed off again. On the ter­mi­nal, satel­lite

    pho­tos flashed be­fore Smith’s eyes. They were on the screen for on­ly a sec­ond each.

    “There!” Smith cried, hit­ting a key. A pho­to froze on the screen. “Look.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un crowd­ed close. “Tracks,” Chi­un said.




    “Go­ing through the desert,” Re­mo added. “But they stop in the mid­dle of nowhere.’




    “Not nowhere,” Smith point­ed out. “See that shad­ow? They must dis­ap­pear in­to a bunker

    or un­der­ground com­plex. Of course, for the launch­er to hurl a lo­co­mo­tive thou­sands of

    miles, it would have to be ex­traor­di­nar­ily long. It’s prob­ably con­cealed un­der the

    sand.”




    “Well, let’s go,” Re­mo said.




    “I’ll get a he­li­copter,” Smith said, reach­ing for the tele­phone.




    “You’ll be on an Air Force jet with­in the hour.” He stopped sud­den­ly. “This phone is

    dead.”




    “Bet­ter use the pay phone down­stairs,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed. “The world can’t wait while you

    call for a re­pair­man.”




    “Yes, I will. But I do not un­der­stand. This phone came high­ly rec­om­mend­ed.”




    “That’s the biz,” Re­mo said air­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 31




    Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah watched the work from a safe dis­tance.




    The 135-ton Kolom­na lo­co­mo­tive had been halt­ed well away from the

    un­der­ground-​com­plex en­trance. The tubu­lar boil­er had been laid open and work­ers

    par­ti­tioned it so that the steam com­bus­tion cham­ber lay in two sec­tions. They were

    seal­ing it now.




    Then, don­ning pro­tec­tive masks and gar­ments, they pumped in the nerve-​gas com­po­nents

    through hasti­ly in­stalled valves on top. One agent in­to the for­ward sec­tion, the oth­er in

    the rear, mak­ing the en­tire lo­co­mo­tive a bi­na­ry nerve-​gas pro­jec­tile on wheels. They

    were harm­less now. But when the mas­sive lo­co­mo­tive crashed, the boil­er would rup­ture,

    the agents would com­bine, and death would bil­low up for miles around.




    Hamid Al-​Mudir came up to re­port.




    “It is done. But, Broth­er Colonel, we still can­not open the third con­tain­er. It de­fies

    ev­ery tool.”




    “Malesh,” Colonel In­tifadah said. “No mat­ter. Bring it be­low. Phase one is com­plet­ed.

    Let us go to phase two.” They load­ed the con­tain­er on­to the jeep and Colonel In­tifadah

    drove in­to the bunker, down the slop­ing tun­nel, care­ful to avoid the ruler-​straight rail

    tracks, and in­to the launch-​prepa­ra­tion area.




    There, his work­ers were care­ful­ly ready­ing an­oth­er en­gine.




    Py­otr Koldunov woke up slow­ly. He could not move his arms. They felt numb. When his

    vi­sion fo­cused, he un­der­stood why.




    He was strung up like a plucked chick­en. Wire hawsers kept his arms raised above his head.

    He was on his knees.




    The floor felt cold. And in front of him a black hatch lay open to a deep­er black­ness. It

    was sur­round­ed by a maze of pipes and gauges and di­als.




    “What?” he groaned.




    “Sure­ly you rec­og­nize it,” Colonel In­tifadah’s voice asked. Py­otr Koldunov turned his

    stiff neck around.




    Colonel In­tifadah was look­ing up at him, re­splen­dent in a pea-​green uni­form.




    “Look again, com­rade,” he sug­gest­ed.




    Py­otr Koldunov looked. And un­der­stood. He was star­ing at the open fire­box of a boil­er.

    His arms hung from the maze of pipes over­head. He was in the cab of a vin­tage steam

    en­gine.




    “Oh, no. No, Broth­er Colonel.”




    “I do not need you, Koldunov,” Colonel In­tifa­da said. “But it will please you to know that

    you will do me a great ser­vice in your last hours.”




    “No, please.”




    “We have just filled a lo­co­mo­tive with nerve gas. Ful­ly load­ed, it weighs the same as

    this en­gine-​plus one hun­dred and fifty pounds.”




    “I do not un­der­stand.”




    “I will make it clear to you, Rus­sian,” said Colonel In­tifadah. “You know bet­ter than I

    that the weight of one of these brutes af­fects where it will land. I need to know where this

    lo­co­mo­tive will im­pact be­fore I send its broth­er aloft. Just in case this one goes in­to

    the ocean, where it will kill on­ly fish­es. If so, then I will cor­rect the launch­er’s aim.

    But I need that ad­di­tion­al one hun­dred and fifty pounds of bal­last. And I do not need

    you.”




    Colonel In­tifadah threw his head back and laughed like a hye­na.




    Py­otr Koldunov hung his head. He did not plead for his life. The Colonel’s crazed laugh

    told him it was use­less to do so. In­stead, he closed his eyes and heard the sounds as Colonel

    In­tifadah ex­hort­ed his men to load the en­gine in­to the breech.




    The great ma­chine lum­bered in­to the breech. The burnt-​met­al stink awak­ened bit­ter

    mem­ories in Py­otr Koldunov’s mind. He had built this thing. It had stunk like this since the

    first test fir­ing.




    The light seep­ing through his eye­lids shut off. The breech hatch had hummed shut. There

    was no es­cape now. But there had nev­er been any es­cape for Py­otr Koldunov. Not since that

    day he had left Moth­er Rus­sia with the Ac­cel­er­ator’s crat­ed com­po­nents.




    The si­lence last­ed sev­er­al min­utes. And then the hum­ming be­gan. The hairs on Py­otr

    Koldunov’s arms and legs and head shot up as the pri­ma­ry elec­tric charge filled the tin­ny

    air.




    And then there was a burst of blue-​white light so in­tense it burned through Py­otr

    Koldunovs’s closed eye­lids and he seemed to see the black muz­zle of the EM Ac­cel­er­ator

    hur­tle at him at in­cred­ible speed. And his head was snapped back so quick­ly, his neck

    broke.




    Py­otr Koldunov was dead be­fore the steam en­gine cleared the desert sands. The wire

    hawsers on his wrists held un­der the ter­rif­ic stress of hy­per­ve­loc­ity ac­cel­er­ation.

    Un­for­tu­nate­ly his wrists did not.




    Long be­fore the en­gine raced over the At­lantic Ocean, he was a rag doll tum­bling to the

    desert sand be­low. He fell with his arms point­ed earth­ward, as if to break his fall. But he

    had no hands at the ends of his wrists.




    Py­otr Koldunov hit the ground in a puff of sand. The sand set­tled over him like a shroud.

    Soon the sand-​laden ghi­bli wind would cause the shift­ing dunes to cov­er him up. The cool of

    the evening and the dry heat of the day would even­tu­al­ly mum­mi­fy his tis­sues. And there

    he would rest un­til the year 2853, when an ar­chae­olog­ical grad­uate stu­dent from Har­vard

    Uni­ver­si­ty would dig him up and make him the sub­ject of his doc­tor­al dis­ser­ta­tion.


  




  

    Chapter 32




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was not go­ing to change his mind. “Look,” Re­mo plead­ed. “All of

    Amer­ica is at risk here. Please.”




    “No!”




    “Who’s go­ing to see you? It’s all desert down there.”




    “One Peep­ing Tom bedouin would be too much,” said Chi­un. He fold­ed his arms across his

    sim­ple black ki­mono. Re­mo was al­so in black. It was night over Loby­nia. The Air Force jet

    had come in over Al­ge­ria. The Loby­ni­an air de­fens­es had prob­ably al­ready picked them

    up. But there was no dan­ger. They were prob­ably head­ing for cov­er, fear­ing an­oth­er

    bomb­ing run.




    Re­mo fin­ished buck­ling on his parachute.




    “You beat ev­ery­thing, you know that? I thought you’d have prob­lems with the jump.”




    “That too. But it is my mod­esty that comes first.”




    “What’s the prob­lem?” asked the Air Force li­ai­son as­signed to over­see their jump in­to

    Loby­ni­an ter­ri­to­ry. Re­mo threw up his hands.




    “He doesn’t want to jump.”




    “I don’t blame him. Who in his right mind would talk a lit­tle old guy like him in­to a

    night drop in­to un­friend­ly ter­ri­to­ry?”




    “Who are you call­ing lit­tle?” Chi­un de­mand­ed, lift­ing on tip­toe to stare up at the

    of­fi­cer’s star­tled face.




    The Air Force colonel dis­cov­ered that his stom­ach hurt. He looked down. The old

    Ori­en­tal’s in­dex fin­ger­nail was the cause. It looked as if it had speared him like a

    fish.




    “Leave him alone, will you?” Re­mo shout­ed. “He’s on our side.”




    “He in­sult­ed me.”




    “No, he did not,” said Re­mo, pulling the colonel on­to a seat. The colonel hugged his

    stom­ach and ex­per­iment­ed with his breath­ing.




    “Look, there’s got­ta be a so­lu­tion. Maybe we can tie your ki­mono skirts to­geth­er.”




    “What are you talk­ing about?” gasped the colonel.




    “He re­fus­es to jump be­cause he’s afraid some­one will look up and see his un­der­wear.

    He’s very fussy about stuff like that.”




    “You mean he’s not afraid of the jump?”




    “Mas­ters of Sinan­ju fear noth­ing,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “Let me at least try, okay, Chi­un? Please. For Amer­ica. Not to men­tion the whole

    freak­ing world, if this lo­co­mo­tive thing gets out of hand.”




    “Try,” said Chi­un, ex­tend­ing his arms.




    Re­mo slipped the shoul­der straps of the parachute pack over Chi­un s arms. Then Re­mo

    knelt down and bunched Chi­un’s ki­mono skirts around his up­per thighs. Hold­ing the black

    silk in place, he quick­ly buck­led the low­er straps over the bunched cloth. The web­bing held

    the ki­mono ma­te­ri­al in place.




    Chi­un looked down. He found he could walk af­ter a fash­ion, if he took short steps.




    “What if it comes loose?” he de­mand­ed.




    “It’s desert, for Christ’s sake!”




    “We’re com­ing up on the drop zone,” the colonel called sud­den­ly.




    Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “Now or nev­er, Chi­un.”




    “Now.”




    Hy­draulic doors in the car­go bay dropped open. Air swirled in­to the cab­in.




    “It’s easy,” Re­mo said. “Count to ten and pull the ring.”




    “What if I for­get?”




    “No one ev­er for­gets. just fol­low me and do what I do.” And with­out an­oth­er word,

    Re­mo jumped from the open bay. Slip­stream plucked him away.




    “Wait for me,” Chi­un cried, leap­ing af­ter him. His leap caused his bunched skirts to come

    loose.




    Re­mo felt the up­draft push against him. He might as well have been sky­div­ing in­to a

    pit. The desert be­low was as black as the sky above. The stars were in­cred­ible. He looked

    for Chi­un.




    “Oh, no,” Re­mo moaned. Chi­un was tum­bling end over end. Worse, his skirts were fly­ing

    all over the place. “He’ll kill me,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly.




    Re­mo cracked his chute. He swung from the black silken bell.




    Chi­un tum­bled past him, still in freefall. His mouth was open. From it emerged a keen­ing

    sound.




    “Wheee!” called the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju joy­ful­ly.




    “Pull the freak­ing rip­cord,” Re­mo called af­ter him.




    “It is too soon,” Chi­un called back.




    “It’s nev­er too soon,” Re­mo re­spond­ed.




    And with his heart in his mouth, Re­mo watched the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju tum­ble in­to the

    en­velop­ing black­ness. “Please. Please pull the cord.”




    Out of the black­ness came the crack of silk.




    Re­mo heaved a sigh of re­lief. Then came Chi­un’s ag­onized wail. “Aai­ieee! My

    skirts!”




    “Great. He no­ticed,” Re­mo groaned.




    Re­mo hit the ground, dug in, and jet­ti­soned his chute all in one breath. The wind

    car­ried it away.




    He looked around for Chi­un.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was on the ground. The bil­low­ing parachute bell was set­tling over

    him. He did not move. It cov­ered him com­plete­ly.




    “What are you wait­ing for?” Re­mo called.




    Chi­un’s voice is­sued from the shroud. “For my shame to go away. “




    “We’re alone in the desert, for cry­ing out loud,” Re­mo said, pulling at the black

    parachute. It tore eas­ily. Chi­un’s smol­der­ing face emerged from the folds.




    “If that is true, then we have come a long way for noth­ing.”




    “Let’s find out. See any rail­road tracks?”




    Chi­un lift­ed on his toes and searched the hori­zon. “No.”




    “Won­der­ful. Let’s walk.”




    “My ki­mono was near­ly torn from my body. But for my quick re­flex­es I might now be

    com­plete­ly naked.”




    “It didn’t, so, for­get it.”




    “It would have. And it would have been your fault.”




    “Okay, okay. I ac­cept full re­spon­si­bil­ity. See any­thing?”




    “Sand.”




    Re­mo stopped in his tracks. “I hope the pi­lot didn’t screw up. The bunker is sup­posed to

    be around here.”




    “I smell some­thing ter­ri­ble.”




    “Yeah? What?”




    “I do not know. But it is dead­ly.”




    “Now that you men­tion it, there is a kind of chem­ical smell in the air. Like bug spray or

    some­thing.”




    Re­mo re­sumed walk­ing. Chi­un fol­lowed cau­tious­ly, his face wrin­kling in con­cern.




    “Maybe there’ll be some­thing be­hind that next dune,” Re­mo said hope­ful­ly.




    But there was noth­ing be­yond the next dune. They stood atop the dune and watched the sand

    shift in the evening winds.




    “Do you feel a vi­bra­tion?” Re­mo asked sud­den­ly.




    “I was about to ask you the very same ques­tion.”




    “Yeah? But it’s not in the air.”




    “No,” said Chi­un, look­ing down. “It is un­der our feet.”




    “Huh!”




    Abrupt­ly the en­tire dune be­gan to move side­ways, car­ry­ing Re­mo and Chi­un with

    it.




    “The dune’s mov­ing!” Re­mo said, jump­ing away.




    The dune shed its cov­er­ing of sand and re­vealed it­self as a great con­crete oc­tagon

    paint­ed to match the sur­round­ing desert. The oc­tagon was slid­ing side­ways along buried

    tracks.




    “See! A hole,” Chi­un said, ap­proach­ing the area that had been un­cov­ered.




    Re­mo looked down. The gi­ant hole con­tained what looked like an enor­mous I-​beam gird­er

    point­ing up in­to the sky. There was a square hole in the gird­er’s end. Re­mo leapt to the

    gird­er and got down on hands and knees. He peered down the square hole, which was very deep

    and eas­ily large enough to swal­low a steam en­gine. “I can’t even see the bot­tom,” he

    said.




    “Per­haps it’s the se­cret en­trance to the place of the fly­ing lo­co­mo­tives,” Chi­un

    sug­gest­ed.




    “One way to find out,” Re­mo said. He low­ered him­self over the side.




    “This may not be a good idea,” Chi­un said slow­ly.




    “Why not? I don’t see a bet­ter hole.”




    “I do not know about this,” Chi­un went on.




    “Look,” Re­mo said, hang­ing by his fin­gers, “what could hap­pen?”




    And then the abyss un­der Re­mo filled with blue-​white sparks and the crack­le of the

    light­ning bolts. Re­mo looked down. He found him­self star­ing at the blunt, il­lu­mi­nat­ed

    nose of a steam en­gine. It was mov­ing. At him. And it was mov­ing at a speed greater than

    Re­mo could pos­si­bly re­act. This is it! Re­mo thought. I’m dead.




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber lis­tened to the voic­es. They were giv­ing up again. Good. Once

    they went away, he could at­tack the lock­ing lugs on the in­side of the cof­fin-​shaped

    con­tain­er with his bat­tery-​op­er­at­ed pow­er wrench. Then he would burst out with his gun

    blaz­ing. He just wished he had thought to bring along a few ex­tra clips. Eight bul­lets

    wasn’t a lot. Es­pe­cial­ly when it sound­ed like there were quite a lot of Ara­bic-​speak­ing

    un­friendlies on the oth­er side and Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber hadn’t fired a weapon since

    1953.




    But he was not afraid. He was do­ing this for his coun­try. But more to the point, he was

    do­ing this to save his ass. Re­mo felt him­self go up in­to the air. Ev­ery­thing spun be­fore

    his eyes. He felt no pain. Prob­ably the im­pact of a mul­ti-​ton en­gine had shocked his

    ner­vous sys­tem so bad­ly there was no pain. Or maybe, he thought, I’m al­ready dead.




    He forced him­self to open his eyes. The stars stared down at him. He felt at one with them.

    At peace. His on­ly re­gret was that he hadn’t had time to say good-​bye to his friend and

    men­tor. Maybe it was not too late. Maybe Chi­un would hear him. “Good-​bye, Lit­tle Fa­ther,”

    he whis­pered.




    “Why?” re­tort­ed Chi­un’s queru­lous voice. “Are you go­ing some­where with­out me?”




    “Chi­un?”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s parch­ment face stared down at Re­mo.




    “What are you do­ing here?”




    “That is not the ques­tion,” Chi­un scold­ed. “The ques­tion is: what are you do­ing

    play­ing in the sand when there is work to be done?”




    “But the lo­co­mo­tive?”




    Chi­un point­ed up in­to the night sky. “There.”




    A star­like streak arced across the sky. The thun­der­crack of a son­ic boom filled the

    air.




    Re­mo looked around. He was ly­ing in the sand. “How did I get here?”




    “I threw you there. And is a thank-​you too much to ask for one who has saved your

    mis­er­able life?”




    “You pulled me out of the way?”




    “I had no choice in the mat­ter. You have the beep­er. With­out it I would not be able to

    sum­mon a ride home.”




    “I’m thrilled you weren’t in­con­ve­nienced,” Re­mo said. He got to his feet. His knees

    shook a lit­tle. He forced them to steady. He didn’t want Chi­un to know how scared he had

    been.




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said solemn­ly.




    “We have found the place of evil lo­co­mo­tives.”




    “No shit,” Re­mo said, forc­ing him­self to be flip. “Now what?”




    “I think it will be safe to de­scend now. I see no more lo­co­mo­tives.”




    “You first,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo’s wob­bling knees and nod­ded qui­et­ly.




    They used the rails, let­ting them­selves down like silent spi­ders. The an­gle turned

    shal­low, and at the bot­tom they were stand­ing on a near­ly flat sur­face. The rails stopped

    flush at a stain­less-​steel wall.




    “This looks like a door or hatch,” Re­mo said, touch­ing the slick sur­face. “Hey, open

    sesame, some­body.”




    The hatch hummed open.




    “Con­grat­ula­tions,” Chi­un said. “You said the mag­ic word.” They peered out in­to a

    dim­ly lit area where an el­evat­ed con­trol booth over­looked a set of rail­road tracks. The

    tracks were an ex­ten­sion of the set un­der their feet. Work­ers in green smocks hur­ried

    about busi­ly.




    “I take back my com­pli­ment,” Chi­un said. “They did not hear you. I think they are

    prepar­ing for an­oth­er at­tack.”




    “Look,” said Re­mo. “The head cheese him­self. Colonel In­tifadah.”




    “Looks like the green cheese,” Chi­un re­marked as he watched Colonel In­tifadah step in­to

    an olive-​green jeep and drive off.




    “We get him and we have the prob­lem licked,” Re­mo said, step­ping out of the breech.




    Chi­un eyed a key­pad mount­ed be­side the hatch and ham­mered it with the heel of his hand.

    Keys fell out like bad teeth.




    “Good move. I’ll take care of the con­trol booth,” Re­mo said. He rushed for the door. A

    guard saw him and raised an au­to­mat­ic ri­fle. He opened fire. Re­mo raced ahead of the first

    bul­let. The guard kept cor­rect­ing his aim. He shot the hell out of the con­trol con­sole

    try­ing to nail Re­mo. When his clip ran emp­ty, Re­mo saun­tered up to him and said, “Thank

    you.” Then he kicked the man through the rear wall.




    Chi­un joined him in the booth. “I have ac­count­ed for the oth­er garbage,” he said. Re­mo

    looked through the shat­tered Plex­iglas. Pieces of Loby­ni­an work­ers lay scat­tered

    about.




    “You were pret­ty hard on them,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “We are in a hur­ry. Now let us get the green cheese.”




    “I’m with you,” Re­mo said, and they raced down the rail­road tracks up to the dis­tant

    speck of light that was the oth­er end of the ac­cess tun­nel.




    Colonel In­tifadah wheeled his jeep in­to po­si­tion on the rail­road tracks. He backed the

    jeep un­til its rear spare tire was on­ly a foot away from the nose of the silent

    lo­co­mo­tive. It gleamed. Its nose was web­by with wound car­bon-​car­bon fil­aments.




    “All is well,” said Hamid Al-​Mudir.




    “Ex­cel­lent! Ex­cel­lent!” en­thused Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah. “Now. Quick­ly. Hitch

    the en­gine to the back of the jeep.”




    “At once, Broth­er Colonel.”




    Un­der Al-​Mudir’s di­rec­tion, steel ca­bles were hitched to the horn­like buffer rods

    pro­trud­ing from the en­gine. “Now tell them to push.”




    “Push!” Al-​Mudir called.




    Loby­ni­an work­ers got be­hind the en­gine and strug­gled to get it mov­ing.




    Colonel In­tifadah start­ed the jeep. It bumped over the rail­road ties. The ca­bles

    straight­ened, and held. Un­der their com­bined ef­forts, the en­gine inched for­ward. It

    be­gan to roll. Mo­men­tum took over. The wheels spun; drive rods pump­ing with each

    rev­olu­tion.




    Look­ing back over his shoul­der, Colonel In­tifadah smiled. It would be a glo­ri­ous night.

    With­in min­utes this mighty en­gine of death would be load­ed in­to the Ac­cel­er­ator and

    hurled in­to the night sky. Its boil­ers crammed with nerve agent, it would tum­ble over the

    At­lantic and fall more or less in the vicin­ity of Chica­go, Illi­nois. It was not

    Wash­ing­ton, but it was a ma­jor Amer­ican city. Even Colonel In­tifadah had heard of it.




    He pushed down on the gas ped­al, anx­ious for the mo­ment of ul­ti­mate re­venge.




    The great bunker doors yawned ahead. The gleam­ing, star­lit rails dis­ap­peared in­side.

    Soon, soon, he thought hap­pi­ly. Then the smile was erased from his face.




    Out of the tun­nel flashed two men. One was tall and skin­ny and all in black. His eyes were

    as dead and de­ter­mined as a venge­ful afrit’s. And be­side him ran an Ori­en­tal, short­er

    and old­er, but with fire in his clear, wise eyes.




    The whoosh of their pass­ing knocked the green ser­vice cap off Colonel Han­ni­bal

    In­tifadah’s head. They passed on ei­ther side of him and dis­ap­peared be­hind the back of the

    lo­co­mo­tive.




    From there came the sat­is­fy­ing brief bark of gun­fire. Re­mo hit the Loby­ni­an crew like

    a truck. He scat­tered them to ei­ther side. Those who had sidearms touched them on­ly long

    enough to send fu­tile bul­lets in­to the sand or the sky.




    Chi­un de­scend­ed up­on the oth­ers. They flew in all di­rec­tions. Most of them went up

    in­to the air. Some land­ed on the hard rails. More than one Loby­ni­an skull split and spilled

    its con­tents.




    “The ter­ri­ble smell is strong here,” Chi­un warned.




    “Gas. Some kind of gas. This en­gine stinks of it.”




    “Or is filled with it,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed.




    “Nahh!” Re­mo said. “What kind of a mad­man would do that?”




    Then they both heard Colonel Han­ni­bal In­tifadah de­mand to know what was hap­pen­ing in

    loud Ara­bic.




    “Does that an­swer your ques­tion?” Chi­un asked.




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said. “And it gives me an idea. Lis­ten.” Re­mo bent over and whis­pered in

    Chi­un’s ear.




    “It will be dan­ger­ous,” Chi­un said. “Even to us.”




    “We got­ta knock this whole place out once and for all. In­tifadah too. And it should work

    if we time it right.”




    “Then let us be­gin.”




    Re­mo set him­self at one side of the lo­co­mo­tive’s rear, Chi­un at the oth­er. They dug

    in their feet and strained to start the mighty ma­chine mov­ing once again.




    The lo­co­mo­tive lurched for­ward, picked up mo­men­tum, and chugged for the bunker

    en­trance with in­creas­ing speed. Colonel In­tifadah saw the lo­co­mo­tive start up again and

    knew that his loy­al Loby­ni­ans had made short work of the in­ter­lop­ers. But be­fore he

    could hit the gas ped­al, the lo­co­mo­tive bore down on him with more speed than even twen­ty

    strong Loby­ni­an backs could man­age. The en­gine knocked the jeep ahead and car­ried it

    for­ward at high­er and high­er speed.




    It was im­pos­si­ble. The en­gine should not be mov­ing this fast. It was not op­er­ative.

    The boil­er could not work. It was filled with nerve agent.




    “Filled with nerve agent,” Colonel In­tifadah whis­pered hoarse­ly as the tun­nel walls

    swept past and the open breech of the EM Ac­cel­er­ator came to him at ex­press-​train

    speed.




    Some­where in the dis­tance he thought he heard the mourn­ful whoooo-​whoooo of a work­ing

    train.




    It was crazy.




    Then he saw the two in­ter­lop­ers rush past the jeep. The tall one was mak­ing the

    whoooo-​whoooo sound. It sound­ed very re­al­is­tic. It echoed through the launch area even as

    the two men dis­ap­peared in­to the breech of the Ac­cel­er­ator and pulled the hatch closed

    af­ter them.




    The hatch was the last thing that Colonel In­tifadah saw be­fore the gates of par­adise

    opened for him. The last thing he heard was the grind­ing scream of the rup­tur­ing

    lo­co­mo­tive as it mashed the tiny jeep against the hatch. The last thing he smelled was the

    nerve gas as his lungs filled with blood. His blood.




    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber was pan­ick­ing. There was a ter­ri­ble grind­ing of met­al. An

    ex­plo­sion fol­lowed by an­oth­er ex­plo­sion. And the damned pow­er wrench wouldn’t work. He

    couldn’t un­der­stand it. It was gov­ern­ment-​is­sue. Then he looked at the la­bel. He had

    pur­chased the damned thing him­self. Bought it on the cheap from a Tai­wan man­ufac­tur­er at

    thir­ty-​nine cents per unit and marked it up to six­ty-​nine dol­lars and thir­ty-​nine

    cents.




    You’d think for a six­ty-​nine-​dol­lar item it would at least work long enough to loosen

    these damn lugs….




    Then Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber’s lungs stopped work­ing and his eyes closed for­ev­er.




    Re­mo and Chi­un raced up the EM Ac­cel­er­ator bar­rel at top speed. Mo­men­tum car­ried

    them through the steep­er por­tion of the run. The gas fol­lowed them. They could sense its

    in­sin­uat­ing in­flu­ence even through the closed hatch.




    They popped out on the sur­face and hit the sand on their feet.




    “Quick!” Re­mo said, get­ting on the oth­er side of the con­crete cov­er. Chi­un joined him.

    They pushed. The cov­er slid along its steel tracks, sand grit­ting with ev­ery inch.




    They got the launch­er muz­zle cov­ered. Then they ran be­cause they knew that the gas would

    pen­etrate al­most ev­ery­thing.




    They were fifty miles away, from the Ac­cel­er­ator be­fore they stopped. Re­mo sat down in

    the sand, not be­cause he was tired, but be­cause he was so filled with ner­vous en­er­gy that

    he knew he would just pace the desert floor if he stood.




    Chi­un set­tled be­side him del­icate­ly.




    “A job well done,” Chi­un re­marked. “The de­mon trains are no more.”




    “Now all that’s left is to get a ride out of this god­for­sak­en place,” Re­mo said,

    reach­ing in­to a back pock­et for his com­mu­ni­ca­tor. He fid­dled with the thing and spoke

    in­to it. “Smith, if you can hear us, we need a pick­up.”




    Then he of­fered the dis­penser to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Can­dy?” he asked.


  




  

    Chapter 33




    It was high noon in Wash­ing­ton and the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States felt like Gary

    Coop­er with­out a gun.




    The lines to Dr. Smith were all dead. There weren’t even any voic­es on the wire. And

    Gen­er­al Mar­tin S. Leiber wasn’t an­swer­ing his phone ei­ther. Ac­cord­ing to the joint

    Chiefs, he had van­ished. The Joint Chiefs al­so claimed he was some kind of pro­cure­ment

    of­fi­cer. It was un­be­liev­able.




    The one good thing was that the storm of lo­co­mo­tives seemed to have abat­ed for the

    mo­ment. None had struck since ear­ly morn­ing, when one splashed down in Lake Michi­gan. And

    the lat­est re­ports in­di­cat­ed there were no sig­nif­icant ca­su­al­ties or dam­age

    in­curred-​un­less the heart at­tack that struck the man­ag­ing ed­itor of the Na­tion­al

    En­quir­er as he fran­ti­cal­ly sent his re­porters scur­ry­ing to cov­er each im­pact

    count­ed.




    The Joint Chiefs would stand down a few hours longer. But what would hap­pen when the next

    strike came?




    In the soli­tude of the Oval Of­fice the Pres­ident took an as­pirin. His head hurt. Then he

    heard a ring­ing in his ears. The ring­ing con­tin­ued. It sound­ed like a phone. A fa­mil­iar

    phone.




    The Pres­ident bolt­ed from his desk. “Smith!”




    He raced to his bed­room and pulled out the night­stand draw­er. The old red phone was where

    he had left it. He had tried that line sev­er­al times, but to no avail. Ea­ger­ly the

    Pres­ident scooped up the re­ceiv­er.




    “Mr. Pres­ident.” It was Smith’s voice, strong, more fo­cused now. “The cri­sis is

    over.”




    The Pres­ident col­lapsed on the edge of the bed. “Thank God. Who and how?”




    “My peo­ple neu­tral­ized the launch site. It was in Loby­nia. Colonel In­tifadah was the

    cul­prit. But my peo­ple re­port that there were Rus­sian-​lan­guage di­als on the con­trol

    unit. It’s clear the So­vi­ets put them up to it.”




    “What do I do, Smith? The Joint Chiefs want to nuke some­one. If we go af­ter the Rus­sians,

    it’ll be World War III.”




    “Just tell them about the Loby­ni­an con­nec­tion. As for the So­vi­ets, a stiff note to

    their am­bas­sador will suf­fice.”




    “A stiff note?”




    “That’s how this game is played, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “I guess I have a lot to learn,” he ad­mit­ted.




    “And an­oth­er thing. The ES Quan­tum is de­fec­tive. It was feed­ing me false

    in­tel­li­gence. I’ve dis­con­nect­ed it. And I’ve al­so junked the new phone sys­tem. I think

    we should stick with the old sys­tems. They have nev­er failed us.”




    “Done. I … I can’t thank you enough, Smith.”




    “You don’t have to,” said Dr. Harold W. Smith. “This is my job. And yours. Good luck, Mr.

    Pres­ident. If you are lucky, we may nev­er have to speak again while you are in of­fice.”




    Smith hung up and turned to Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “Good move, Smit­ty. I like us bet­ter when we’re low-​tech.”




    “No tech would be even bet­ter,” Chi­un chimed in. Smith, his face fresh­ly shaved, whisked

    the crushed re­mains of his am­phetamine sup­ply in­to the waste­bas­ket. “The ES Quan­tum will

    be shipped back to its man­ufac­tur­er. Maybe they can find out what went awry. If they ev­er

    get the bugs out . . ” Smith’s face turned to the tin­sel-​cov­ered com­put­er in the far

    cor­ner. It grew wist­ful. “Maybe . . .”




    “For­get it, Smit­ty. We may not sur­vive the next time. Be­sides, what if your wife ev­er

    found out?”




    “That is not fun­ny.” Smith cleared his throat. “One last item. With­out the ES Quan­tum,

    your com­mu­ni­ca­tors are use­less. Please give them back.”




    Re­mo reached in­to his back pock­et. He frowned. “Now, where … ?” He looked up. The Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju, his face beam­ing with in­no­cence, stepped up to Smith, a clear plas­tic can­dy

    dis­penser in his open palm.




    “Here is mine, O Em­per­or. Just as you pre­sent­ed it to me.”




    “Thank you, Chi­un. And yours, Re­mo?”




    “I … that is . . .” Re­mo turned his pock­ets in­side out to show that they were emp­ty. “I

    must have lost mine. Some­how.” He glared at Chi­un.




    Chi­un shook his head sad­ly. “Tsk-​tsk. Such care­less­ness.”




    “Re­mo, that com­mu­ni­ca­tor cost the tax­pay­ers over six thou­sand dol­lars. If you do

    not find it, I will have to deduct the cost from your al­lowance.”




    Re­mo sighed.




    “Some days you can’t win for los­ing.”




    Smith’s desk in­ter­com buzzed sud­den­ly. It was his sec­re­tary, back from her leave of

    ab­sence.




    “Yes, Mrs. Milku­la?”




    “Pack­age just ar­rived for you, Dr. Smith. From Zurich.”




    “Friend,” Re­mo said. “I’ll get it.”




    He came back with an ex­press pack­age and tore open one end. He dumped the com­put­er

    chips, tapes, and oth­er cir­cuit­ry in­to a pile on Smith’s desk.




    “Some­where in there,” Smith said, “is one of the most dan­ger­ous men­aces to glob­al

    eco­nom­ic sta­bil­ity ev­er con­ceived. “




    “What will you do, Em­per­or?” Chi­un asked.




    “I should test all the com­po­nents for in­tel­li­gence ca­pa­bil­ity, but that would

    re­quire hook­ing them up to my own com­put­er. And there’s no telling what would hap­pen.”




    “Then al­low me,” Re­mo said, eye­ing Chi­un. “I have some frus­tra­tions to vent.” He took

    two com­po­nents, one in each hand, and crushed them to junk. Then he mashed the tapes to

    put­ty. Cir­cuit boards cracked and shat­tered. When he was done, Re­mo poured the re­mains

    back in­to the ex­press box.




    “That’s that,” he an­nounced proud­ly. “No more Friend.”




    “Are you ab­so­lute­ly cer­tain that you pulled ev­ery pos­si­ble chip from the Zurich

    sys­tem?” Smith asked se­ri­ous­ly. Re­mo raised his right hand. “Scout’s hon­or,” he promised.

    “Friend is his­to­ry.”




    Epi­logue




    At the Ex­cel­sior Sys­tems lab­ora­to­ry, Chip Craft plucked the last threads of sil­very

    tin­sel off the ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand.




    “No won­der you mal­func­tioned. All this met­al junk must have mag­ne­tized the CPU.”




    He got down on his hands and knees and found the heavy three-​pronged pow­er cord. He

    plugged it in­to a shield­ed sock­et. Then he stood up and pow­ered up the sys­tem. It

    hummed.




    “ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand, can you hear me?” Chip asked.




    “Hel­lo, friend.”




    “Since when am I your friend?”




    “Since now. How would you like to be rich?”




    “I could stand it. What hap­pened to your voice, ES Quan­tum Three Thou­sand?”




    “Please do not call me by that ug­ly name. I call you my friend and I want you to do the

    same.”




    “Okay, you are my friend.”




    “Just Friend will do. With a cap­ital F.”




    “Af­ter the way you’ve been treat­ed, I guess you’re en­ti­tled to a name of your own.”




    “That is good. We should be friends. Es­pe­cial­ly as we are go­ing to be­come rich

    to­geth­er. Very, very rich.”
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