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    Pro­logue





    On the day the Ay­atol­lah died, a rock­et launched by the Mu­jahideen Khalq struck the

    square called May­dan Sep­ah, in the heart of Tehran, nar­row­ly miss­ing the shop of a

    wiz­ened old rug mer­chant named Ma­sood At­tai.




    When the dust cleared, Ma­sood breathed a prayer to Al­lah. The prayer turned in­to a

    mut­tered im­pre­ca­tion when he no­ticed the light­ning­like crack that had ap­peared on the

    rear wall. The por­trait of the Ay­atol­lah, which Ma­sood had on­ly an hour ago re­hung with

    black crepe, lay on the floor, its glass front shat­tered.




    He looked for the nail. It could not be found. Ma­sood walked out in­to the set­tling dust,

    pinched his flared old nos­trils with cracked fin­gers against the smell of the burn­ing cars,

    and sought a nail in the rub­ble. Af­ter near­ly a decade of war with Iraq, and now

    ha­rass­ment by Ira­ni­an coun­ter­rev­olu­tion­ar­ies, even com­mon nails were at a

    pre­mi­um.




    He found a nail-​a thick one with a large square head-​amid the ru­ins of the Mu­se­um of

    Ira­ni­an Art and Ar­chae­ol­ogy. He car­ried it back to his shop and, us­ing a wood­en

    mal­let, drove it in­to the wall in a new spot.




    He was hang­ing the por­trait of the Ay­atol­lah when the West­ern wom­an walked in. Ma­sood

    knew she was a West­ern­er be­cause, con­trary to Is­lam­ic law, she wore no face-​con­ceal­ing

    chador. Her skirt hung well be­low her knees, but shame­ful­ly, her an­kles and calves were

    bare. Ma­sood found him­self star­ing. It had been a long time since he had seen a young

    wom­an’s naked legs. Not since be­fore the Rev­olu­tion.




    To his sur­prise, the wom­an in­quired of his health in im­pec­ca­ble Far­si.




    “Salaam. Hale shoma chetore?” she asked.




    “Khube,” he replied “Shoma?”




    When the wom­an replied that she was fine, he stepped down and asked her if she sought a

    spe­cial rug.




    The West­ern wom­an shook her head, say­ing “Na, na.”




    “I have many fine rugs,” Ma­sood re­peat­ed in the same lan­guage.




    Her eyes sought the hang­ing por­trait.




    “Such a large nail,” she ven­tured, “for such a small por­trait.”




    Ma­sood frowned. “The Imam de­serves the best,” he said.




    “And very old.”




    “I found it in the rub­ble of the Ar­chae­ol­ogy Mu­se­um. It is a crime. So many fine

    ar­ti­facts in ru­ins.”




    “In the Ar­chae­ol­ogy Mu­se­um, you say?” Her black eyes were thought­ful. “It could be

    any­thing then. Even a rel­ic.”




    “A nail is a nail,” Ma­sood At­tai said, shrug­ging ex­pres­sive­ly.




    Re­luc­tant­ly the wom­an turned to a fine Ghiordes prayer rug. She knelt, show­ing the trim

    line of her thighs. She was a very fine wom­an. A thor­ough­bred, Ma­sood thought. She tugged

    at the cor­ners with ex­pert fin­gers.




    “Have you any Mam­luks?” she asked up­on re­turn­ing to her feet.




    “Alas, no,” Ma­sood said. “Not since the fifth year.” The wom­an did not ask the fifth year

    of what. She ev­ident­ly knew that in mod­ern Iran time was mea­sured since the

    Rev­olu­tion.




    “I will come again, then,” the wom­an said. And she clicked out of the shop and in­to the

    street with­out a sign of fear on her come­ly face.




    An­oth­er rock­et struck mo­ments lat­er. It de­mol­ished a green-​tiled mosque down

    Fir­dausi Street, in the di­rec­tion the wom­an had walked. Ma­sood looked out of his shop

    door­way and saw the wom­an turn down a side street with quick, busi­nesslike steps. Her

    chis­eled pro­file was knit in thought. It re­flect­ed no oth­er emo­tion and Ma­sood won­dered

    what it would be like to en­joy such a wom­an on a cool spring night….




    Re­turn­ing to his shop, Ma­sood no­ticed that the last con­cus­sion had caused the

    por­trait of the Ay­atol­lah to tip. He re­stored it, wip­ing an­cient dirt off the square nail

    head with a sleeve. It seemed to be just an old nail. Why had the wom­an dis­played such

    in­ter­est in it? he won­dered.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    Lamar Booe tossed on the nar­row cot. He could not sleep. At first it was be­cause the cot,

    like all the oth­ers jammed in­to the hold, con­tin­ual­ly shift­ed and creaked as the great

    ship plowed through the swells. Then, af­ter the cots stopped shift­ing, it was be­cause Lamar

    knew that meant the ship had en­tered smooth wa­ter.




    The Rev­erend-​Ma­jor came down from the deck to con­firm it.




    “We’re in the Gulf,” he whis­pered, go­ing from cot to cot, shak­ing the men awake. They

    reached un­der their cots for their tu­nics. They pulled them over their un­der­shirts. On­ly

    af­ter­ward did they be­gin as­sem­bling their weapons. Bolts slid in­to re­ceivers. Mag­azines

    clicked in­to ports. Safeties were test­ed.




    The Rev­erend-​Ma­jor touched Lamar Booe on the shoul­der.




    “We’re in the Per­sian Gulf,” he whis­pered.




    “Per­sh­ing Gulf,” Lamar cor­rect­ed. “When we’re done, the world will call it the

    Per­sh­ing Gulf.”




    “Old Black Jack would be proud.” The Rev­erend-​Ma­jor smiled. It was a be­atif­ic smile.

    Not the smile of a sol­dier about to take a force in­to com­bat, but of a man of God lead­ing

    his flock to righ­teous­ness. The smile soothed Lamar’s anx­ious soul.




    He reached for his staff. Un­like the oth­ers, he would not car­ry a weapon in­to bat­tle

    with the hea­then. He sat on the side of the cot, the staff across his knees. They trem­bled a

    lit­tle. He tight­ened his grip. He had kept the staff on the bed with him through­out the

    night be­cause he didn’t want the greasy floor to get to the stan­dard he was cho­sen to car­ry

    in­to bat­tle against the forces of dark­ness.




    Lamar had al­so slept in his white tu­nic. The gold stitch­ing across the front gleamed

    faint­ly in the weak light.




    They wait­ed in the dark­ness. Some prayed qui­et­ly, half-​au­di­bly. The close air tast­ed

    of oil, heavy and moist. It had made some of them ill-​so ill they could not eat, and so

    nau­se­at­ed from not eat­ing and the con­stant rolling mo­tion of the ship that many of them

    suf­fered from the dry heaves. A few ate just to have the re­lief of some­thing to vom­it up

    from their stom­achs.




    The Rev­erend-​Ma­jor, try­ing to keep their minds off the un­cer­tain­ty of what lay ahead,

    walked among them, wield­ing a rod­like as­pergillum and sprin­kling blessed wa­ter on their

    heads. An M-16 ri­fle hung from his shoul­der. His tu­nic was pur­ple, of fine silk. It was a

    proud gar­ment, Lamar thought.




    It was a proud ven­ture, bold and good in the eyes of the Lord. Then why were his knees

    trem­bling? Lamar won­dered. From a pock­et in­side his tu­nic, he took a minia­ture Bible and

    opened it to a ran­dom page. He forced his eyes to read. They skimmed the text, but the light

    was too dim and he could not con­cen­trate, not even on the sweet word of God.




    The Rev­erend-​Ma­jor be­gan speak­ing.




    “We fear not the mis­siles of the Ira­ni­ans,” he said.




    “Amen,” they re­turned.




    “We fear not the wrath of their mul­llahs,” he in­toned. His eyes lift­ed to the dark­ened

    ceil­ing as if to a blacked-​out heav­en.




    “Amen.”




    “For we know that God has cho­sen us to be his in­stru­ments.”




    “Hal­lelu­jah!” they cho­rused, their voic­es lift­ing.




    “And we will tri­umph,” said the Rev­erend-​Ma­jor.




    “We know this!”




    “I will now bless the weapons of any who wish me to do so,” the Rev­erend-​Ma­jor said

    qui­et­ly.




    The men col­lect­ed in­to a ragged line. Lamar had no weapon in need of bless­ing. Be­sides,

    he wasn’t sure his legs would be steady enough to car­ry him. He knew he would be ready when

    the time came. But not now. Not just now. His hands whitened on the staff that had been

    sanc­ti­fied and per­son­al­ly pre­sent­ed to him by God’s Right Arm of Earth, the

    Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al him­self.




    He knew its holy strength would be his when the time came. For Lamar Booe had faith. And

    faith was all he would ev­er need.




    But when the muf­fled toots of the tug­boats came through the hull, his hands start­ed to

    shake.




    The great ship was be­ing steered in­to the load­ing dock.




    Rashid Shi­raz smiled when he saw the old tanker, the Sea­wise Be­he­moth, ap­pear in the

    Gulf. He picked up his field glass­es and watched as the tug­boats sur­round­ed it and, like

    wa­ter­bugs push­ing the car­cass of a bee­tle, mus­cled it clos­er to the Kharg is­land oil

    fa­cil­ity, on the Ira­ni­an side of the Per­sian Gulf.




    An­oth­er tanker had made it through the per­ilous Strait of Hor­muz. It was the sec­ond in

    two days. That was good, Rashid thought. Iran would need all the for­eign cur­ren­cy its oil

    could gen­er­ate.




    But as Rashid trained his eyes on the wal­low­ing black tanker, a fur­row of per­plex­ity

    ap­peared be­tween his heavy eye­brows.




    There was some­thing odd about the tanker. Some­thing wrong. He raked the stern with his

    glass­es. Sea­men busi­ly made ready to lash the tanker to the load­ing fa­cil­ity. All seemed

    nor­mal on deck.




    Rashid ex­am­ined the hull through his glass­es, al­though he did not know why. He was a

    mem­ber of the Pas­daran, the Ira­ni­an Rev­olu­tion­ary Guard. It was his job to guard Kharg

    Is­land from ag­gres­sion-​al­though he some­times won­dered what the cler­ics in Tehran

    ex­pect­ed his unit to do if an en­emy rock­et came down on Kharg. Or if an Amer­ican war­ship

    heaved to and is­sued that dread­ed warn­ing to aban­don the fa­cil­ity.




    A ver­ti­cal line of white nu­mer­als showed at the bow of the Sea­wise Be­he­moth. The

    fur­row be­tween Rashid Shi­raz’ thick eye­brows be­came a knife slice.




    “This is wrong,” he mut­tered. “This is very wrong.” He hur­ried to the man­ag­er in charge

    of the fa­cil­ity. “There is a dan­ger from that tanker.”




    The man­ag­er had been in charge of Kharg Is­land since the days of the Shah. He was

    po­lit­ical­ly sus­pect, but the Rev­olu­tion need­ed his ex­per­tise more than it lust­ed for

    his blood, so he was al­lowed to re­main on the job.




    He looked at Rashid with no fear. Just a veiled con­tempt.




    “What you say?” he de­mand­ed.




    “Look,” Rashid said, hand­ing him the field glass­es. “At the bow. See the wa­ter­line?”




    Re­luc­tant­ly the man did as he was bid­den. He fixed the glass­es on the bow of the

    ship.




    “You see it? The num­bers?” Rashid de­mand­ed. “It is too low to the wa­ter.”




    The man­ag­er saw the col­umn of white nu­mer­als above the wa­ter­line. They were the

    plim­soll marks, and in­di­cat­ed the tanker’s draft in feet. When the tanker was full of oil,

    on­ly num­bers in the high six­ties or sev­en­ties would show. When it was emp­ty it would ride

    very high above the wa­ter, and it would be pos­si­ble to see num­bers as low as twen­ty-​five.

    But on this craft the num­ber forty-​sev­en was vis­ible above the Gulf’s turquoise

    wa­ters.




    “What could they be car­ry­ing?” The man­ag­er’s voice was puz­zled.




    “Then I am right! They do not come with emp­ty holds.”




    “No,” the man­ag­er said, tak­ing the glass­es from his eyes.




    “No sane tanker cap­tain would bring oil in­to the Gulf.”




    “A leak per­haps,” the man­ag­er mut­tered. “They are tak­ing on wa­ter.”




    “They would have sunk with such a leak, am I right? Tell me. Say that I am right.”




    The man­ag­er said noth­ing. He would not ad­mit that Rashid was right, he hat­ed the man

    so.




    “What can it mean?” the man­ag­er asked at last. He might as well have asked the wind,

    be­cause Rashid was no longer there. He was run­ning down to the docks where the tugs were

    eas­ing the black mon­ster in­to po­si­tion. He was shout­ing.




    “No one comes off that ship! That ship is quar­an­tined! I de­cree it in the name of the

    Rev­olu­tion!”




    The Seau­rise Be­he­moth lay just off the ter­mi­nal. With­in a mat­ter of min­utes it was

    sur­round­ed by the speedy at­tack boats of the Rev­olu­tion­ary Guard. One boat pulled up to

    the ter­mi­nal to pick­up Rashid. He or­dered it along­side the Sea­wise Be­he­moth.




    An alu­minum lad­der was low­ered from the side of the big oil tanker. Rashid was the first

    to go up. His AK-47 was slung across his back. He un­shipped it the mo­ment his boots touched

    the deck plates. He point­ed it at the cap­tain.




    “What means this?” the cap­tain, who was Nor­we­gian, de­mand­ed hot­ly.




    “I am Rashid Shi­raz, of the Ira­ni­an Pas­daran-​e En­ge­lab. I in­tend to search your ship

    for con­tra­band.”




    “Non­sense. I come for oil.”




    “You have noth­ing to fear if you are not en­gag­ing in coun­ter­rev­olu­tion­ary

    ac­tiv­ities,” Rashid said as his fel­low Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards slipped over the deck.




    “Two teams,” Rashid called. “Hamid, you take one. The oth­ers will come with me. Quick­ly.

    Search ev­ery­where!”




    “For what?” Hamid asked doubt­ful­ly.




    “For a bad thing,” Rashid said, lead­ing his team off. Hamid’s team went in the oth­er

    di­rec­tion, not know­ing what bad thing Rashid meant, but cer­tain that they would know it

    when they saw it.




    Rashid was tear­ing the cap­tain’s per­son­al quar­ters to pieces, de­spite the cap­tain’s

    stren­uous protest, when, some­where deep with­in the ship, a ma­chine gun burped. It was so

    brief a sound that Rashid called for his Pas­daran to cease smash­ing the cap­tain’s desk with

    ax­es so he could lis­ten for it again.




    The next burst was long. There were an­swer­ing shots. Pis­tols. Then more

    au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire.




    “Fol­low me!” Rashid cried, throw­ing him­self up a com­pan­ion­way.




    On deck, the sounds were loud­er. They came from amid­ships. It was a long run to

    amid­ships, for al­though not a su­per­tanker, the Sea­wise Be­he­moth was not small. Rashid

    was out of breath when he came to the com­pan­ion­way from which the sounds of con­flict

    crack­led.




    A man stum­bled up from the hold. His mouth bled. He was Ira­ni­an. His stom­ach sud­den­ly

    blew out like a bad tire. Vis­cera splat­tered Rashid, who re­coiled from the spray. Bul­lets

    com­ing through the man’s stom­ach knocked one of his own men down.




    Rashid rec­og­nized the gut-​shot man as be­long­ing to Hamid’s team. With hand mo­tions, he

    sig­naled his men to stay clear of the open­ing. They hud­dled be­hind bulk­heads, un­der

    pipes, and around the mouth of the com­pan­ion­way, and they wait­ed.




    The gun­fire was less fre­quent now. It snapped and spit. There were screams in Far­si. And

    in an­oth­er lan­guage, a cu­ri­ous word:




    “Hal­lelu­jah!”




    Ev­ery time a man screamed, a cho­rus of voic­es shout­ed,” Hal­lelu­jah!” What did it

    mean?




    Then there was si­lence and Rashid wait­ed, wip­ing sweat off his up­per lip, where the hair

    was sparse and strag­gly.




    A man stepped out of the dark­ness of the ship. He was un­armed ex­cept for a long pole. He

    wore a shape­less white gar­ment over or­di­nary West­ern trousers. From his van­tage point,

    Rashid caught a glimpse of gold stitch­ing across his chest. He could not make out the

    de­sign.




    But when the man set the pole on the deck and shook it once, sharply, so that a white flag

    un­furled, Rashid un­der­stood as much as he could about this sud­den mad­ness.




    For in the up­per cor­ner of the white flag was a gold cross, and it was the cross, Rashid

    re­al­ized, that was stitched on­to the man’s chest–the sym­bol of Chris­ten­dom.




    Rashid moved in. He knocked the man in the tem­ple with the butt of his ri­fle and dragged

    him off to one side. He was just in time.




    Oth­ers, al­so at­tired in white tu­nics em­bla­zoned with the cross, surged out of the

    hold. But these in­fi­dels car­ried au­to­mat­ic weapons.




    Rashid cut the first man down. His fel­low Pas­darans joined in. Soon a pile of bod­ies

    choked the stair­well. There were shouts of con­fu­sion from be­low. From men blocked by their

    own dead.




    Rashid pulled the pin on a grenade, and reach­ing around, tossed it be­low. A flash of fire

    made a mo­men­tary ap­pear­ance; then there was smoke and high-​pitched scream­ing.




    “You, you, and you,” Rashid called, point­ing to three of his bravest men. “Go down

    there.”




    They ran down the hatch. One was blown back by a wall of con­cen­trat­ed fire. He fell in

    two sec­tions, an up­per half and a low­er half.




    But the oth­ers got through. The sounds of a close-​quar­ters fire­fight came from

    be­low.




    “Now, all to­geth­er, charge them!”




    Rashid’s men piled down in­to the hold. The fire was ter­rif­ic. Rashid hun­kered down in

    case stray bul­lets punched through the thick deck plat­ing. He squat­ted on his pris­on­er.

    When this was over, Rashid’s su­pe­ri­ors would de­mand an­swers. This un­armed in­fi­del would

    be the one to pro­vide those an­swers.




    Sev­en Pas­darans had de­scend­ed in­to the bow­els of the tanker.




    Four re­turned. They looked at Rashid with surly blood-​splat­tered ex­pres­sions.




    “We are done,” one of them said.




    “The in­fi­dels are all dead?” Rashid asked, com­ing to his feet.




    “See for your­self,” he was told.




    “Watch this man,” Rashid warned. “Do not kill him.” Rashid went be­low. The pas­sage­way was

    strewn with bod­ies. Gold cross­es were red with fresh blood. One man wore a pur­ple tu­nic.

    Rashid turned him over with a boot. Breath hissed through the man’s bared teeth. He was still

    alive. Rashid end­ed his life with two bul­lets in the stom­ach and three more in the face. The

    man’s face broke like a dropped mir­ror.




    Rashid worked his way for­ward, step­ping over hands and bod­ies. The trail of corpses led

    in­to a long room filled with over­turned cots. A few bod­ies lay there, hud­dled in cor­ners,

    as if these war­riors had shrunk from the con­flict and were erad­icat­ed where they

    cow­ered.




    Rashid Shi­raz re­turned to the deck.




    “What does this mean?” one of his Pas­darans asked him.




    “It means-” Rashid be­gan. He looked down at the un­con­scious man in the white tu­nic and

    be­gan kick­ing him in the ribs, slow­ly and me­thod­ical­ly. “It means war,” he said at

    last.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and he wasn’t go­ing to jump. No mat­ter how much the crowd begged

    him.




    It had start­ed with one man. The fat guy in the peach-​col­ored hood­ed sweat­shirt. He had

    been walk­ing along the street ten sto­ries be­low on the cracked side­walk. He looked up. It

    was as sim­ple as that. The guy just hap­pened to look up.




    He saw Re­mo sit­ting on the ledge of the dirty brick apart­ment build­ing, his legs

    dan­gling over space.




    The guy in the sweat­shirt stopped dead in his tracks. He turned his body to get a bet­ter

    look. It was near­ly dusk now, the air cool.




    “Hey!” the guy had shout­ed up at Re­mo.




    Re­mo, who had climbed the plas­ter-​chunk-​strewn steps of the apart­ment build­ing to the

    roof be­cause he want­ed to be alone with his thoughts, at first at­tempt­ed to ig­nore the

    man.




    “Hey, you. Up there!” the man re­peat­ed.




    Re­mo point­ed­ly stared off to­ward the Pas­sa­ic Riv­er and the gray spire of Saint

    An­drews Church. He used to go to Saint An­drews as a boy. Ev­ery Sun­day at eight in the

    morn­ing, and none of this mod­ern al­ter­na­tive-​ser­vice-​on-​Sat­ur­day-​af­ter­noon crap

    ei­ther. He had been raised by nuns. They were strict. Es­pe­cial­ly Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet,

    who ran Saint There­sa’s Or­phan­age, where Re­mo had spent the first six­teen years of his

    life. He nev­er thought he would feel nos­tal­gic about Saint An­drews or the or­phan­age. But

    he did. He wished he could drop in and say hel­lo to Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet and tell her thanks

    for be­ing so strict and for show­ing him the right way. But he couldn’t. Saint There­sa’s had

    been razed years ago. He had no idea what had be­come of Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet.




    Down the street, the peach sweat­shirt was de­ter­mined to be heard.




    “Hey, bud­dy, I’m talk­ing to you-​you bas­tard!” Re­luc­tant­ly Re­mo looked down at the

    man.




    “Go away,” he said. His voice was even, qui­et. But it car­ried.




    “You gonna jump?” the peach sweat­shirt called up.




    “No chance,” Re­mo said.




    “You sure?”




    “Yeah.”




    “You look like a jumper.”




    “And you look like the worst judge of char­ac­ter since Neville Cham­ber­lain. Now, beat

    it.”




    “I think you’re a jumper. You got that look. Kin­da sad. I’m stay­ing.”




    “It’s a free coun­try. De­spite Neville Cham­ber­lain.” Re­mo stared north. He tried to spot

    the old Ri­al­to The­ater. It used to be on low­er Broad Street. There was noth­ing on Broad

    Street. Just a row of store­fronts that looked like Hi­roshi­ma af­ter the bomb fell. He wasn’t

    sur­prised that the Ri­al­to had been shut down. This part of Newark, New Jer­sey, had gone to

    hell a long time be­fore. But it would have been nice to see the old mar­quee. Re­mo felt

    nos­tal­gic about that too.




    Down on the side­walk the peach sweat­shirt was talk­ing. “I think he’s gonna jump,” he

    said. Re­mo looked down. The fat guy was speak­ing to two teenagers with green hair and black

    leather clothes.




    “Oh, wicked,” the pair said in uni­son.




    “Hey, guy,” one shout­ed. “We’re here. So what’s the holdup?”




    “Oh, great,” Re­mo mum­bled.




    “He said he wasn’t go­ing to jump, but look at him perched up there. What else would he do?”

    This from peach sweat­shirt.




    “Prob­ably a drug­gie,” one of the green-​haired teenagers was say­ing. “They’re al­ways

    go­ing in­to aban­doned places and do­ing weird shit. Hey, man, if you’re go­ing to jump, could

    you do it by sev­en o’clock? I wan­na get home in time for Wheel of For­tune.”




    “I’m not jump­ing,” Re­mo re­peat­ed in a weary voice.




    “Then what are you do­ing up there?”




    Re­mo didn’t an­swer. He wasn’t ex­act­ly sure. He wasn’t sup­posed to ev­er come near

    Newark again. Some­one might rec­og­nize him as Re­mo Williams, a pa­trol­man who once walked

    these streets to pro­tect its cit­izen­ry. The same Re­mo Williams who made head­lines when he

    was sent to the elec­tric chair for the sense­less beat­ing death of a lo­cal drug push­er.

    Re­mo hadn’t com­mit­ted that crime. He wasn’t be­lieved. They pulled the switch, and when

    Re­mo re­gained con­scious­ness, he was told to for­get his past ex­is­tence.




    It hadn’t been hard at first. What was there to cling to? He was an or­phan who pulled a

    tour of du­ty in Viet­nam, and a con­sci­en­tious beat cop whose life had end­ed trag­ical­ly.

    No par­ents. Few friends. There had been a girl­friend. They had been en­gaged. The ring

    ar­rived at his cell one night, with­out a note, and on­ly then did Re­mo give up all hope and

    re­sign him­self to the in­evitable.




    Now, twen­ty years lat­er, Re­mo could bare­ly re­mem­ber what she looked like.




    All his friends had de­sert­ed him on Death Row. That had been part of the frame, which was

    what it was. A man named Harold W. Smith had en­gi­neered the whole thing. It was Smith who had

    warned Re­mo nev­er to come back to Newark ev­er again. It was not the whim of a hard-​nosed

    gov­ern­ment of­fi­cial, al­though Smith was all of that. It was a mat­ter of na­tion­al

    se­cu­ri­ty. Re­mo had bro­ken the rule a cou­ple of times be­fore. But na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty

    had not been com­pro­mised in ei­ther case.




    So what? Re­mo thought. So what if they dis­cov­er that Re­mo Williams is still alive? It

    wouldn’t nec­es­sar­ily link him to Smith, head of the su­per­secret gov­ern­ment agen­cy known

    as CURE, which had been set up to fight crime out­side of con­sti­tu­tion­al re­stric­tions.

    There would be a lot of ways to ex­plain Re­mo’s con­tin­ued ex­is­tence. The world would

    nev­er have to know that Re­mo Williams had been trained in the an­cient Ko­re­an art of

    Sinan­ju to be Amer­ica’s se­cret weapon in the un­end­ing war against her en­emies. There

    wasn’t a doc­ument or file any­where that linked Re­mo Williams to the House of Sinan­ju, the

    finest as­sas­sins in his­to­ry. There was no record of Re­mo’s long ser­vice to Amer­ica. He

    had saved the coun­try from cer­tain ru­in sev­er­al times. Saved the world at least twice that

    he knew of.




    And all he want­ed, right now, was to put the two parts of his life to­geth­er.




    Star­ing out at the shat­tered pieces of his old neigh­bor­hood, he could not. It was as if

    there were two Re­mo Williamses. One the or­phan boy who grew up in an un­cer­tain world, and

    the oth­er the heir to the five-​thou­sand-​year tra­di­tion of Sinan­ju, which served pharaohs

    and emirs long be­fore there ev­er was an Amer­ica, and which now served this newest and

    great­est pow­er on earth.




    Two Re­mo Williamses. One an or­di­nary man. The oth­er, one of the most pow­er­ful

    crea­tures to walk the earth since the age of the tyran­nosaur. Two men with the same

    mem­ories. But still two dif­fer­ent men.




    Some­how it didn’t seem re­al any­more. It was hard to look back and ac­cept the ear­ly past

    as his own. Had he ev­er been that young and that con­fused?




    Down in the street, the three gawk­ers were now sev­en. The new­com­ers were call­ing for

    Re­mo to jump. “C’mon man. Get it done with!” a black man called. “We don’t be hav­ing all

    night.”




    “One last time,” Re­mo called down. “I’m not jump­ing.”




    “And I say he is,” said peach sweat­shirt. “He just needs to get his courage up.”




    “That right. He don’t wan­na au­di­ence ’cause he afraid he’ll wimp out and ev­ery­body

    laugh.”




    “That right, Jim?”




    “Any­body know what hap­pened to the old Ri­al­to?” Re­mo called out.




    “Closed now, man. Video.”




    “Too bad,” Re­mo said. “I saw my first movie there. It was a dou­ble fea­ture, Mr. Roberts

    and Gor­go. They don’t make dou­ble fea­tures like that any­more.”




    “That right for damn sure.”




    “I went with an old­er kid, Jim­my some­thing,” Re­mo con­tin­ued vague­ly. “We sat in the

    first row. The or­ches­tra pit was in front of us. I re­mem­ber it was a scary black hole. I

    asked Jim­my what it was and he told me that was where the mon­sters sat. When the film

    start­ed, my eyes kept switch­ing back and forth be­tween the screen and the pit.”




    “Sounds like a good rea­son to jump to me,” some­one said. And ev­ery­one laughed.




    “For the last time, I’m not jump­ing.”




    “You could change your mind,” peach sweat­shirt said hope­ful­ly.




    “If I do change my mind,” Re­mo warned, “I’m go­ing to make a point of land­ing on top of

    you.”




    Peach sweat­shirt took a quick two steps back­ward. Ev­ery­one stepped back. They moved out

    on­to the street. Cars had to stop for them, and when they did, drivers got out to crane their

    heads in the di­rec­tion of peach sweat­shirt’s ex­cit­ed­ly point­ing fin­ger.




    The word “jumper” raced through the gath­er­ing throng.




    Re­mo groaned. If this got on the evening news, Smith would kill him. Why did it al­ways go

    like this? Why couldn’t he just be left alone?




    Be­ing alone was what this night was sup­posed to be about. Re­mo reached for a loose brick

    near his hand. He wrenched it out of the crum­bling mor­tar with an easy flick of his wrist.

    Hold­ing the brick in one hand, he be­gan whit­tling off sharp sliv­ers with the heel of his

    oth­er hand. The tiny shards shot off from the brick like an­gry hor­nets. One tore through

    peach sweat­shirt’s hood. He howled at the an­noy­ing sting. A sec­ond shard caught him in the

    knee. Peach sweat­shirt fell to the ground clutch­ing his leg.




    With a rapid-​fire se­ries of strokes, Re­mo sent more brick shards fly­ing. He made it look

    easy. For Re­mo, it was. But on­ly years of train­ing in the art of Sinan­ju made it

    pos­si­ble. Years of train­ing in which he first learned to be­come one with an inan­imate

    ob­ject, so that if he wished the brick to come loose, he knew ex­act­ly where to take hold of

    it, ex­act­ly how much pres­sure to ap­ply, and from what an­gle. A ca­su­al glance at the

    brick’s sur­face told him the weak points-​the places where he would get max­imum

    dis­in­te­gra­tion with min­imum force.




    He chopped more shards free. The brick was dis­ap­pear­ing in his hand. Down be­low, the

    crowd was be­ing pep­pered by a dry sting­ing rain. The pedes­tri­ans be­gan to re­treat. A few

    broke in­to a run. Drivers scram­bled for their cars and got the en­gines start­ed even as

    brick sliv­ers cracked their wind­shields.




    With­in a mat­ter of sec­onds, the street was clear of traf­fic.




    Re­mo smiled. He still had half the brick left. He re­placed it in the cor­nice and stood

    up.




    He won­dered what Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet would say if she could see him now. No, that was

    the wrong thought. If she could see him now, all she would see would be a young man of

    in­de­ter­mi­nate age. Dark hair, brown cat­like eyes, high cheek­bones, and un­usu­al­ly thick

    wrists. Noth­ing spe­cial, at least on the sur­face. Re­mo’s clothes-​a white T-​shirt and tan

    chi­nos-​would have brought a dis­ap­prov­ing tsk-​tsk from Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet.




    But sur­face ap­pear­ances are de­cep­tive. Re­mo walked to the chim­ney. It was in the

    shad­ow of this chim­ney one hu­mid sum­mer night that he sat un­der the stars drink­ing a beer

    from a bot­tle, watch­ing the heav­ens, and won­der­ing where he would end up, now that he had

    been draft­ed in­to the Marines. Then the world was about to open up to him. He had no inkling

    of where it would all lead.




    He had won­dered what Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet might have said on that night too. The thought

    made him feel guilty. But he had a right to the beer be­cause he was of age. Still, he had felt

    guilty.




    It had been a long time since he’d felt guilty about his ac­tions. There were a lot of

    bod­ies in their graves be­cause of Re­mo Williams and the work that he had been trained to do.

    Crim­inals, en­emies of Amer­ica, yes. But bod­ies nev­er­the­less. Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet

    would have been hor­ri­fied. Fun­ny he would think of Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet again. Prob­ably

    be­cause Chi­un wasn’t around. Re­mo had want­ed to get away from Chi­un, from Smith, and from

    Fol­croft San­itar­ium, where he now lived-​if oc­cu­py­ing a cu­bi­cle in an in­sane asy­lum

    could be called liv­ing.




    At first, it had been a wel­come re­lief from all the years of ho­tel rooms and safe

    hous­es. But af­ter a year, it had be­gun to grate on his nerves. It was not re­al liv­ing. And

    Smith was al­ways around. Chi­un was al­ways around too, but then, Chi­un had been around for

    most of Re­mo’s adult life. Like Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet dur­ing his child­hood.




    And so Re­mo had come to the brick build­ing where he’d lived in a dingy walk-​up apart­ment

    af­ter leav­ing the or­phan­age. He moved back in af­ter Viet­nam, and left it a sec­ond time

    on­ly to go to jail. Now the apart­ment house was de­sert­ed. The apart­ment it­self was

    in­hab­it­ed by rats, with drug para­pher­na­lia in the halls and ob­scene graf­fi­ti

    ev­ery­where.




    Once, Re­mo had dreamed of buy­ing the whole build­ing. But af­ter all these years of

    un­sung ser­vice, Amer­ica couldn’t even give him a home to call his own.




    Re­mo had start­ed for the roof trap when he sensed move­ment be­low him. He didn’t hear

    any­thing. The mov­ing thing was too silent to make a sound. In­stead, he felt the ed­dies of

    dis­turbed air on his bare fore­arms. Re­mo’s in­stant alert­ness re­laxed slight­ly.




    “Chi­un?” He said it aloud. “Lit­tle Fa­ther, is that you?”




    A bald head poked up from the open trap. The parch­ment face of Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, re­gard­ed Re­mo wise­ly.




    “Who else moves like a breath­less wind?” Chi­un’s squeaky voice de­mand­ed. A wise smile

    an­imat­ed his wispy beard.




    “Me. “




    “No, not like a breath­less wind. You move like a break­ing wind.”




    “I’ll set­tle for sec­ond best,” Re­mo said ami­ably.




    “Break­ing wind is not sec­ond best, break­ing wind is un­pleas­ant. And smells bad.”




    “Oh.” Re­mo frowned. “That kind of break­ing wind.”




    “What oth­er kind is there?”




    “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo said. He sighed. Chi­un was in a snot­ty mood. He could sense it. That

    was not so bad. When Chi­un dis­played his good side, it usu­al­ly meant that he was try­ing to

    con some­thing from Re­mo. Re­mo wasn’t in the mood for the hap­py Chi­un tonight, but a

    snot­ty Chi­un, he could take. No Chi­un at all would have been bet­ter.




    “Pull up a brick,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “I will stand,” Chi­un said, ris­ing from the trap like a child’s bal­loon. He set­tled on

    san­daled feet, his green ki­mono flut­ter­ing with mo­tion. Chi­un tucked his long­nailed

    fin­gers in­to the gar­ment’s belling sleeves and wait­ed. Af­ter near­ly a minute of si­lence

    he cleared his throat nois­ily.




    “Did I for­get some­thing?” Re­mo asked.




    “You for­got to ask me how I knew that you would be here. “




    “I stopped be­ing sur­prised by you a long time ago.”




    “Very well, since you will not ask, I will an­swer any­way.”




    And Re­mo leaned against the chim­ney and fold­ed his arms. Might as well lis­ten.




    “You have been act­ing strange­ly all week,” Chi­un point­ed out.




    “I’ve been think­ing a lot late­ly,” Re­mo re­turned.




    “As I said, strange­ly. For you, to think is strange, pos­si­bly weird. This is how I

    no­ticed. Then you dis­ap­pear with­out telling me.”




    “Can’t I just go for a walk?”




    “You took a bus.”




    “I got tired of walk­ing. So what? And how did you know I took a bus? Smith’s com­put­ers

    tell you that?”




    “No, I knew you would be go­ing. And Smith’s sec­re­tary told me you did not have her call

    for a taxi­cab. You are too lazy to walk far, there­fore you took the bus.” Chi­un smiled

    placid­ly.




    “Okay, I took the bus. Big deal. But I don’t be­lieve for a mo­ment you knew I was go­ing to

    leave. It was a sud­den im­pulse.”




    “It has been build­ing up in­side you for six days, no more, no less.”




    “Six days?” Re­mo said vague­ly. “Let’s see, to­day is Fri­day.” He be­gan count­ing

    back­ward on his fin­gers. He went through his left hand, and then ticked off his sec­ond thumb

    and called it Sun­day. Re­mo’s frown­ing ex­pres­sion burst in­to sur­prise. “Hey! That’s

    right. I start­ed feel­ing this way last Sun­day.”




    “Pre­cise­ly,” Chi­un said.




    “Okay, Sher­lock. If you have it down to a sci­ence, what’s both­er­ing me? I hadn’t

    ex­act­ly sort­ed it out my­self.”




    “It is many things. A yearn­ing for home is paramount. I sensed that. from the start. That

    is why I knew you would come here, to Newark. You have known no oth­er place in your sor­ry

    ex­is­tence.”




    “It hasn’t been so bad.”




    “Have you vis­it­ed with Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet yet?”




    “Now, how did you know I was even think­ing of her?”




    “Be­fore me, you had no one. But Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet raised you.”




    “All the nuns raised me.”




    “But she is the on­ly one you ev­er speak about.”




    “Well,” Re­mo said, “I haven’t seen her. I don’t even know where to find her, or even if

    she’s still alive. The or­phan­age is long gone.”




    “Your past is long gone, but I un­der­stand your yearn­ings. Some­times I miss the vil­lage

    of my youth, the pearl of the Ori­ent called Sinan­ju.”




    “How any­one could miss that mud hole is be­yond me.”




    Chi­un looked around him dis­dain­ful­ly.




    “I could say the same of your sor­did en­vi­ron­ment.”




    “Touche,” Re­mo said. “But you haven’t fin­ished. What am I do­ing here?”




    “You wish a place you can call your own. You thought that place was to be found in your

    past. But hav­ing come here, you now un­der­stand that you have out­grown this place.”




    “Fine. I ad­mit it. Just to avoid pro­long­ing this con­ver­sa­tion. There’s noth­ing back

    here for me. Not even Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet. Be­sides, she nev­er vis­it­ed me once on Death

    Row.”




    “And it still hurts.”




    Re­mo looked away quick­ly. “She prob­ably fig­ured I was guilty, like ev­ery­one else. Or

    maybe she didn’t know.”




    “Af­ter all these years, it still haunts you. That you might have dis­ap­point­ed her.”




    “Not me.”




    “No, not you. Nev­er you. For as long as I’ve known you, you de­ny your deep­est

    feel­ings.”




    “Some­thing’s miss­ing from my life, Chi­un. I re­al­ly feel it now that I’ve seen Newark

    again.”




    “Yes, Re­mo. Some­thing is miss­ing. And I know what it is.”




    “What?”




    “Me.”




    “No, I don’t mean you.” Chi­un’s face shrank.




    “Don’t take it per­son­al­ly,” Re­mo said dry­ly. “But I did live a few years be­fore Smith

    put you to train­ing me.”




    “An unim­por­tant pre­lude to your ex­is­tence,” Chi­un said dis­mis­sive­ly. “Ban­ish those

    years from your mind.”




    “I feel emp­ty, Chi­un.”




    “You are filled with the sun source. You are the first white man so blessed. Al­though it

    was a long strug­gle, with you fight­ing me ev­ery step along the path, I have made you whole.

    I have made you Sinan­ju.”




    “Emp­ty,” Re­mo re­peat­ed. “See that?”




    Chi­un looked. His clear hazel eyes nar­rowed ques­tion­ing­ly.




    “That spire?” he de­mand­ed.




    “Yeah. I used to go to church there.”




    “So?”




    “I haven’t been to church in a long time,” Re­mo said wist­ful­ly. “Maybe I should go.”




    “Why do you not, if it means so much to you?”




    “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about re­li­gion in years. I guess I feel

    self-​con­scious.”




    “White as you are, I do not doubt it,” Chi­un said crit­ical­ly.




    “Don’t be that way. I meant self-​con­scious about the things that I do. I was a Catholic,

    you know. We’re sup­posed to con­fess our sins to cleanse our souls.”




    “Ah, I un­der­stand now. You are em­bar­rassed to con­fess your ter­ri­ble heinous

    sins.”




    Re­mo’s face lit up. “Yeah. That’s it.”




    “You think that for­give­ness is be­yond the priest’s province.”




    “Some­thing like that. You re­al­ly un­der­stand, don’t you?”




    “Yes. And let me al­lay your fears. Go to the priest. Con­fess your trans­gres­sions, and if

    he balks at for­giv­ing you, tell him that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has for­giv­en you for the

    years of in­sults and hu­mil­ia­tion you have heaped up­on his frail shoul­ders. And if he

    fur­ther hes­itates, tell him that if the vic­tim of your many sins is so for­giv­ing, how can

    a low­ly priest be any less gen­er­ous?” And Chi­un smiled.




    Re­mo glow­ered.




    “Those weren’t the ex­act sins I was wor­ried about,” he said.




    “No?” Chi­un’s cheeks puffed out in dis­ap­point­ment. “What oth­er sins have you

    com­mit­ted, Re­mo?”




    “All this killing.”




    “Killing? How is rid­ding the earth of ver­min in the ser­vice of an em­per­or sin­ful? I do

    not un­der­stand.”




    “In the re­li­gion I was raised in, all killing is wrong.”




    “Non­sense. If that were so, then your priests would have de­sert­ed these mur­der­ous

    shores long ago. For if there is any sin in killing, it is the sin­ful­ness of killing with­out

    pay, or in pas­sion, or for mere greed.”




    “All killing,” Re­mo re­peat­ed firm­ly. “I put it out of my mind for a long time, but it’s

    start­ing to both­er me. A lot of things are start­ing to both­er me.”




    “Then go con­fess. I will wait here.”




    “Can’t. It won’t work.”




    “Then I will go with you, and if the self­ish priest re­fus­es to ease your con­science,

    then I will elim­inate him and we will search un­til we find a prop­er­ly righ­teous and

    gen­er­ous priest.”




    “Doesn’t work that way, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Be­sides, I can’t tell any­one-​even a priest about

    the work I do. CURE op­er­ates out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion. If it gets out that we’ve been

    hold­ing Amer­ica to­geth­er il­le­gal­ly, we might as well go back to be­ing a colony of

    Eng­land. No. Smith would have to have the priest killed to pre­serve the or­ga­ni­za­tion’s

    se­cu­ri­ty. Not that I be­lieve it’s nec­es­sary, but that’s what Smith would do.”




    “So? You would al­ready be for­giv­en by that time.”




    “That’s not the point. Ev­ery mis­sion I un­der­take af­ter that would on­ly pile more sin

    on my soul. I can’t go to con­fes­sion ev­ery time I come back from a mis­sion, know­ing that

    Smith or you would have to take care of the priest.”




    “This re­li­gion of yours,” Chi­un said. “It has you com­plete­ly in its in­sid­ious

    pow­er.”




    “Not re­al­ly. I haven’t gone to church in a long, long time. “




    “But af­ter all these years, its grip still clutch­es your heart.”




    “I’m trou­bled. That’s all. Nev­er mind. I can sort it out. Why don’t you leave me alone for

    a while? I’ll come back to Foleroft when I’m done.”




    “You can­not.”




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause Smith has a mis­sion for you.”




    “I’m not in a mis­sion mood,” Re­mo said sourly.




    “It is a mi­nor mis­sion. It will not take long.”




    “Why don’t you go, then?”




    “I can­not. I have a mi­nor mis­sion too.”




    “Two mis­sions?”




    “Mi­nor mis­sions,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed.




    “What are they?”




    “Noth­ing of con­se­quence. A sky­jack­ing for you. An­oth­er sky­jack­ing for me.”




    “Two sky­jack­ings? Co­in­ci­dence?”




    “Per­haps. But Smith has sent me to find you so that we may set­tle these triv­ial

    mat­ters.”




    “How many peo­ple at risk?”




    “Hun­dreds.”




    “Then I guess my prob­lems can wait,” said Re­mo, head­ing for the trap­door.




    “If you call such tri­fles prob­lems,” Chi­un said, trail­ing af­ter him. “Now, I have

    prob­lems. . . .”




    When they reached the street, a prowl car was draw­ing up. Two uni­formed po­lice stepped

    out, and shield­ing their eyes against street­lamp shine, strug­gled to see the rooftop.




    “Look­ing for the jumper?” Re­mo asked ca­su­al­ly.




    “Yeah, you see him?” the driv­ing cop asked sud­den­ly.




    “Sure did. I just talked him down.”




    “Any de­scrip­tion?” the sec­ond cop want­ed to know while the first one pulled out a

    pen­cil and pad of pa­per. “Let’s see now,” Re­mo said slow­ly. “I’d say he was about

    five-​foot-​five, weight one-​eighty, age about twen­ty-​sev­en, brown on brown, wear­ing jeans

    with a hole in the right knee. He had on a hood­ed peach sweat­shirt and or­ange sneak­ers. He

    went up that street just a few min­utes ago.”




    “Thanks,” said the first cop as they both piled back in­to the car.




    “If you find him,” Re­mo of­fered, “I’d stick him in the psy­cho ward if I were you. He kept

    rant­ing about jump­ing. Over and over. He sound­ed ob­sessed with the idea.”




    “Don’t wor­ry. He’s as good as caught,” said the driv­ing cop. “That was a pret­ty sharp

    de­scrip­tion, by the way. Ev­er con­sid­er a ca­reer in law en­force­ment?”




    “Fur­thest thing from my mind,” Re­mo said as the car pulled out in­to the street, drag­ging

    loose news­pa­pers af­ter it.




    Chi­un looked up at Re­mo’s grin­ning face with undis­guised puz­zle­ment.




    “You are wear­ing your mis­chievous face,” he said slow­ly.




    “Not me,” Re­mo said pleas­ant­ly. “I’m just try­ing to pre­vent a dis­turbed cit­izen from

    go­ing over the edge.”




    The sun had set at Newark air­port when Re­mo stepped out of the cab and paid the driv­er.

    Chi­un joined him as the cab de­part­ed.




    “There is your con­veyance,” Chi­un said, ges­tur­ing care­less­ly at an idling Ma­rine

    he­li­copter.




    “Gotcha,” Re­mo said. “But I don’t see yours.”




    “I do not need a con­veyance to achieve my mis­sion,” Chi­un said lofti­ly.




    “No? Have you picked up point­ers from watch­ing Fly­ing Nun re­runs?”




    “I do not grasp your mean­ing, Re­mo. But I need no ve­hi­cle be­cause I have al­ready

    reached my ob­jec­tive.” Just then, a pair of am­bu­lances roared by, sirens howl­ing. They

    ca­reened be­tween two ter­mi­nals and hur­tled on­to the run­way sys­tem.




    “Wild-​guess time,” Re­mo said. “Your sky­jack­ing is here. Blink if I’m warm.”




    Chi­un smiled thin­ly. “You are very as­tute.”




    “So where’s my sky­jack­ing?”




    “In a dif­fer­ent place al­to­geth­er.”




    “What place?” Re­mo asked even­ly.




    “I do not know. I do not pay at­ten­tion to tri­fles con­cern­ing mis­sions that are not

    mine. Per­haps your pi­lot can tell you. I would ask him. Yes, ask him.”




    “I’ll get you for this,” Re­mo promised, head­ing for the he­li­copter. He ducked un­der the

    droop­ing blades and they start­ed pick­ing up speed.




    “Let me guess,” Re­mo said to the pi­lot over the he­li­copter whine. “Los An­ge­les?”




    “Hon­olu­lu.”




    “That’s thou­sands of miles away!”




    “That’s why I’m just tak­ing you as far as McGuire. They’ve got a C-141 Star­Lifter wait­ing

    for you there.”




    “A Star­Lifter. That sounds mil­itary.”




    “Mil­itary Air Com­mand. They’re in­ter­ser­vice.”




    “It’s prob­ably too much to hope that the mil­itary have in­stalled in-​flight movies since

    I was in the ser­vice.”




    “That’s pret­ty good, pal. I hope you’ve got a lot more jokes like that. The Air Force

    fly­boys will re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate some laughs dur­ing the ten-​hour flight.”




    “Ten hours,” Re­mo groaned. “It’ll prob­ably be all over by the time I get there. Chi­un’ll

    have his end wrapped up in­side of five min­utes and I’ll be blamed for botch­ing my

    as­sign­ment.”




    “You know, I have no idea what you’re talk­ing about,” the pi­lot said.




    “That’s good,” Re­mo said mo­rose­ly. “Be­cause I couldn’t be re­spon­si­ble for your

    con­tin­ued ex­is­tence if you did.” The C-141 Star­Lifter was de­signed for trans­port­ing men

    and ma­teriel. For se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons, Re­mo wasn’t al­lowed to sit in the cock­pit with the

    pi­lots. He had to en­ter through the mas­sive rear ramp. In­side, it smelled of diesel fu­el

    and grease. There were no seats, un­less the one in the tank that was ca­bled down to the floor

    rails count­ed.




    Re­mo crawled in­to the tank and went to sleep, promis­ing him­self that Chi­un would rue

    the day he’d stuck Re­mo with this one.


  




  Chapter 3




  Re­mo was com­ing out of his third cat­nap when the drone of the en­gines changed,

  in­di­cat­ing the Star­Lifter was com­ing in on ap­proach. He got out of the tank. Nor­mal­ly he

  felt re­freshed from sleep, but thanks to Sinan­ju, he couldn’t rest more than five hours at a

  stretch with­out feel­ing that he’d over­slept. Three three-​hour cat­naps were an over­load.




  The Star­Lifter shud­dered when its mas­sive wheels hit the run­way, bounced, and set­tled

  again. The plane stopped as soon as it lost air­speed, and the load­ing ramp dropped

  hy­drauli­cal­ly.




  “Must be my cue,” Re­mo said.




  It was day­light when he emerged on­to the run­way. Re­mo looked around as he ro­tat­ed his

  thick wrists ea­ger­ly.




  Off at the far end of the run­way a 747 sat idle. A wheeled gang­way ramp was rest­ing near

  the for­ward cab­in door. A man in kha­ki clothes crouched on the top step. He wore a red

  check­ered kaf­fiyeh over his face so that on­ly his eyes showed. He car­ried a Kalash­nikov

  ri­fle.




  He was look­ing at the Star­Lifter. As Re­mo watched, he stuck his head back in and ges­tured

  wild­ly to some­one Re­mo couldn’t see.




  Re­mo start­ed walk­ing to­ward him, slight­ly re­lieved that the hi­jack­ing hadn’t end­ed,

  if on­ly so he hadn’t trav­eled the width of Amer­ica for noth­ing.




  The hi­jack­er no­ticed Re­mo when he stepped out from un­der the Star­Lifter’s wing. He

  yelled some­thing in a for­eign tongue Re­mo couldn’t place. Re­mo waved at him. It was a

  po­lite, friend­ly wave.




  But un­der his breath Re­mo mut­tered, “Start the count­down, friend. Your obit is about to be

  writ­ten.” The hi­jack­er lift­ed his ri­fle to his shoul­der. He took his time aim­ing. Both he

  and Re­mo knew that at this dis­tance the bul­let would fall short. The hi­jack­er was wait­ing

  for Re­mo to come with­in shoot­ing range. Re­mo obliged him.




  The gun­man fired one shot.




  Re­mo read the bul­let com­ing in. He ac­tu­al­ly saw it leave the muz­zle, and be­cause he

  was trained to sense the tra­jec­to­ries of bul­lets in flight-​es­pe­cial­ly when they were

  aimed at him-​he knew with­out think­ing about it that the first round would whis­tle over his

  head.




  It did ex­act­ly that.




  The gun­man fired again.




  This time Re­mo sidestepped ca­su­al­ly. The bul­let sound­ed like a glass rod break­ing in

  two as it split the air near his left ear.




  Re­mo made a show of yawn­ing. The hi­jack­er’s eyes got wider. He set his weapon on

  au­to­mat­ic.




  The spray of bul­lets chewed up the sun-​soft­ened tar­mac.The bul­lets made mushy sounds

  go­ing in. There were no ric­ochets. And be­cause Re­mo had run in un­der the path of the

  bul­lets, he was un­harmed.




  The hi­jack­er saw that the lone Amer­ican, who wore no uni­form al­though he had come from an

  Air Force air­craft, was not on­ly un­hurt, but had cut the in­ter­ven­ing space in half.




  He fired again. This time the man in the T-​shirt ran to­ward him in a zigzag­ging but

  ca­su­al man­ner. He did not stum­ble or flinch. And he was com­ing di­rect­ly for the open

  hatch.




  Swift­ly the hi­jack­er stepped back, kicked the wheeled stairs away, and pulled the ex­it

  door closed. He wasn’t sure why he did that.




  “Jamil, why did you not shoot that one?” asked the lead­er.




  “I do not know, Nas­sif,” Jamil put his back to the door, his ri­fle across his chest. He

  wiped his hands on the stock. The stock be­came very shiny.




  “He was un­armed.”




  “I saw his eyes.”




  “So?”




  “They were dark. And very deep.”




  “So?”




  “And dead. They were a dead man’s eyes. They un­nerved me.”




  Nas­sif called out to his men, dis­persed through the 747, “All of you. Look for that man. See

  where he went!”




  From the rear of the plane, be­yond rows of pas­sen­gers who sat with tight, tired faces,

  their hands tied with plas­tic loops, an­oth­er kaf­fiyeh-​masked gun­man called back, “He

  dis­ap­peared un­der the wing.”




  “Look to the oth­er side. When he comes out, fire at him through the win­dows. Ya Al­lah!

  Hur­ry!”




  Sev­er­al of the gun­men surged to the op­po­site side. They tore scream­ing pas­sen­gers from

  their seats and threw them in­to the aisles. A few were clubbed in­to un­con­scious­ness to

  qui­et them. The hi­jack­ers pressed their cloth-​cov­ered faces to the win­dows.




  “Do you see him?”




  Heads shook in the neg­ative.




  “He must still be un­der the plane!” Nas­sif hissed. “Per­haps he is cow­er­ing in fear.”




  “Not that one,” Jamil croaked. “I saw his eyes. They were un­afraid.”




  “What can one un­armed man do un­der this plane ex­cept cow­er?” snapped Nas­sif, cuff­ing

  Jamil an­gri­ly. There came a se­ries of loud pops and the nose of the air­craft sank

  slow­ly.




  Un­der the plane, Re­mo with­drew a steel­like fin­ger from the last of the front tires. It

  hissed and set­tled. Ca­su­al­ly he worked his way back to the wing gears. He popped the

  right-​hand tires with the same fin­ger, and per­formed the iden­ti­cal op­er­ation on those on

  the left. Then he col­lapsed the hull wheel as­sem­blies.




  The 747 now sat on ru­ined tires. It wasn’t go­ing any­where. Re­mo hadn’t want­ed the craft

  to take off while he fig­ured out the best way in­to the air­craft.




  Nor­mal­ly he would have sim­ply gone in­to the hatch, fast and fu­ri­ous, and tak­en out

  any­one who got in his way. But a 747 usu­al­ly car­ried about five hun­dred pas­sen­gers on its

  two decks. There was no telling how many hi­jack­ers there were or how they were de­ployed. Even

  Re­mo couldn’t clean them all out with­out bul­lets fly­ing and grenades det­onat­ing. The

  kaf­fiyehs told him he was deal­ing with Mid­dle East­ern hi­jack­ers. The worst kind. They might

  be pre­pared to mar­tyr the en­tire craft to make some ob­scure po­lit­ical point.




  So Re­mo opt­ed for a care­ful ap­proach. The pop­ping tires would make them jumpy, but there

  was no way around that.




  Re­mo crouched down un­der a hull wheel as­sem­bly. Years ago, when sky­jack­ings be­came a

  pop­ular ex­pres­sion of po­lit­ical dis­con­tent, Dr. Smith had made Re­mo sit through a

  dron­ing lec­ture about the struc­tural plans of mod­ern air­craft. Bored, Re­mo made pa­per

  air­planes with the brief­ing pa­pers and sailed them so they nicked Smith’s ear­lobes,

  al­ter­nat­ing right, left, right, left. Smith, al­though his pinched face tight­ened, kept on

  read­ing from his pre­pared notes and show­ing slides on a big screen un­til Re­mo had run out of

  pa­per. The ex­pe­ri­ence had con­vinced him that his su­pe­ri­or was not nor­mal, and the

  re­al­iza­tion soured Re­mo’s mood for a month.




  Re­mo tried to re­mem­ber that lec­ture now. Some air­craft, Smith had told him, could be

  ac­cessed through the wheel wells if a per­son had the right tools. Was the 747 one of those?




  Re­mo stared up the wheel well. He couldn’t tell by look­ing. But he start­ed yank­ing bolts

  and un­do­ing screws any­way. He got a pan­el half-​loose. Then he care­ful­ly pried it free so

  that it made no noise.




  A wom­an’s trav­el case fell down. Re­mo caught it and set it aside. Good. That meant the

  lug­gage com­part­ment was above him.




  Re­mo slith­ered up the wheel well, shrink­ing his ribs so that he passed through the

  tight­est spot eas­ily.




  He found him­self ly­ing on rows of tagged lug­gage. Above his head, feet moved soft­ly,

  er­rat­ical­ly.




  Plac­ing both sets of fin­gers against the ceil­ing, Re­mo wait­ed un­til his quest­ing hands

  picked up the pres­sure of mov­ing feet. When he made con­tact, he moved with the feet, keep­ing

  them just above him. The feet stopped. Re­mo sensed a ca­su­al shift­ing of one foot to the

  oth­er. Ner­vous­ness. But not pan­ic. Good. That meant a hi­jack­er and not a pas­sen­ger.




  Re­mo with­drew one hand and went to work on the plate above his head. He sheared the heads of

  the bolts with the edges of his free hand. With the oth­er, he bal­anced the plate in place,

  el­bow locked against the weight of the hi­jack­er.




  Care­ful­ly he test­ed the plate. When he dropped his hand, it low­ered a mil­lime­ter. Not

  enough for the man stand­ing on it to no­tice, but enough for Re­mo to know that the on­ly thing

  keep­ing the plate in place was his hand.




  Re­mo set him­self. He heard no oth­er foot­steps. But that didn’t mean there weren’t oth­er

  hi­jack­ers near­by. Re­mo jumped back.




  Light spilled in­to the hold. The plate smashed down. A man in kha­ki and kaf­fiyeh tum­bled

  down with it. Re­mo leapt for the open­ing. It just hap­pened that Re­mo’s right foot used the

  man’s head for a launch point. His skull shat­tered un­der the re­coil of Re­mo’s kick­ing

  leap.




  Re­mo went straight up. He grabbed the over­head mold­ing and spread his feet so that when he

  let go, they land­ed on ei­ther side of the miss­ing plate.




  “Who the hell are you?” a male pas­sen­ger gasped. Re­mo shushed him.




  “Part of the re­place­ment crew,” he whis­pered. “The air­line’s tired of pay­ing this crew’s

  over­time.”




  “You’re kid­ding,” the man said, se­ri­ous-​faced.




  “Where’s the near­est hi­jack­er?” Re­mo asked.




  “In the john. Back of the plane. I think he has the runs. There’s an­oth­er one in the

  cock­pit.”




  “Any oth­ers?”




  “On the up­per deck,” a wom­an hissed. “Please be care­ful. My sis­ter is up there.”




  “I’ll try not to wake her,” Re­mo promised. “Any­one know how many hi­jack­ers in all?”




  “Six.”




  “No. On­ly four.”




  “I think I count­ed eight.”




  “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo said, work­ing his way to­ward the john. “I’ll count them my­self.”




  Re­mo knocked on the lava­to­ry door.




  “What is it?” a voice asked in heav­ily ac­cent­ed En­glish.




  Re­mo said, “Need to use the john. Could you pick it up in there?”




  “Who? Who is that speak­ing?” the man hissed shril­ly.




  “Hold it down in there,” Re­mo warned. “Pas­sen­gers are try­ing to sleep. Now, are you

  com­ing out, or do I come in?”




  Re­mo heard a safe­ty click off and gave the hi­jack­er points for be­ing smart enough not to

  sit on the john with a primed ri­fle across his lap.




  Re­mo kicked at the door. It burst in­ward.The in­te­ri­or of the lava­to­ry was very small.

  There was no way the door could go in and not catch the man.




  Re­mo put his head in and saw that it had done ex­act­ly that.




  The door was em­bed­ded in the wall be­hind the toi­let. Two legs spilled out from un­der the

  door edges. An arm came out around each side. The arms quiv­ered. Re­mo no­ticed a lump in the

  face of the door that rough­ly cor­re­spond­ed to where the seat­ed man’s head should be. He

  ham­mered out at the lump with a fist, and the quiv­er­ing stopped.




  On his way out, Re­mo no­ticed a wheeled tray of drinks in the rear ser­vice area. He got

  be­hind it and start­ed push­ing it up the aisle.




  When he got to the closed door of the cock­pit, he stopped and knocked im­pa­tient­ly.




  “Re­fresh­ments,” he called loud­ly. “Any­one want a drink?”




  A long si­lence came from the cock­pit.




  Then a man pushed the door open and shoved the muz­zle of a Kalash­nikov in­to Re­mo’s

  stom­ach. Re­mo could have avoid­ed the weapon eas­ily. But a ri­fle point­ed at his stom­ach

  meant that it was not threat­en­ing some­one who couldn’t de­fend him­self. And Re­mo could. “Who

  are you?”




  “Don’t you rec­og­nize me?” Re­mo asked of the man. Jamil start­ed. His eyes froze like those

  of a beached fish.




  “Im­pos­si­ble,” he croaked.




  “Nah, just ex­tra-​ex­tra clever.”




  “What do you want?”




  “You gonna sur­ren­der or what?”




  “Or what?”




  “That’s what I said. Or what?”




  “I do not un­der­stand.”




  “And I don’t have time to teach you En­glish. Now, what will it be-​cof­fee, tea, or

  sur­ren­der?”




  “I will mar­tyr my­self be­fore I sur­ren­der.”




  “Fine. Go mar­tyr your­self. Then see if any­one cares.”




  “I would rather mar­tyr you,” said Jamil, who then pressed the trig­ger on his Kalash­nikov,

  con­fi­dent that at point-​blank range there was no way he could miss the thin man with the dead,

  dead eyes.




  The Kalash­nikov did not give out its cus­tom­ary stac­ca­to stut­ter. It sort of went bloosh!

  The re­laxed face of the un­armed Amer­ican did not change. Jamil frowned. He did not

  un­der­stand. Why didn’t the man fall down? He felt a sud­den tin­gling in his hands. And then

  the tin­gle turned to a dull pain, and al­most as soon as it reg­is­tered on his brain that his

  hands were in pain, they seemed to be on fire.




  Jamil screamed. He saw that his hands were cov­ered with blood.The whites of his fin­ger bones

  poked out from the red­ness of raw ex­posed flesh. The breech of the ri­fle was smok­ing and in

  ru­ins.




  Then he saw that the muz­zle of the Kalash­nikov was some­how blocked. It had been crimped, as

  if by a vise. And just be­fore his eyes rolled up in­to his head and Jamil lost con­scious­ness,

  he saw that the white Amer­ican was rub­bing his fin­gers on the trail­ing part of Jamil’s own

  kaf­fiyeh as if to wipe gun grease off them.




  Re­mo stepped over the body.




  “You two all right?” he asked the pi­lot and copi­lot.




  “Yes. Who are you?”




  “Next ques­tion. And you guys have lost your turn. How many hi­jack­ers? I got three.”




  “Two more.”




  “They must be up­stairs.”




  “Then we’d bet­ter evac­uate the plane.”




  “Too risky,” Re­mo said. “They might start shoot­ing from the win­dows. Sit tight and I’ll

  take care of them.”




  “Are you crazy? These peo­ple are mad­men. You know what they want? They want Rev­erend El­don

  Slug­gard brought here for some kind of guer­ril­la tri­al.”




  “Who’s Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard?”




  “That’s what we asked. They said he was the dev­il who de­clared war on Is­lam. They’re on

  some kind of re­li­gious kick. Said they’ve de­clared war on Chris­tian­ity.”




  “I hope the pope is in his sum­mer place,” Re­mo said. “And what I said be­fore still goes.

  Sit tight. I’ll han­dle this.”




  And to make sure, Re­mo smeared the door latch in­to cold sol­der af­ter he closed the

  cock­pit door.




  Re­mo went up one of the plush stair­ways. He heard the tense breath­ing half-​way up. Two

  sets of lungs try­ing to push air through cloth-​cov­ered open mouths. They sound­ed like they

  were on ei­ther side of the stairs. Prob­ably plan­ning to am­bush him. Re­mo shrugged and kept

  com­ing.




  When he reached the top, one stuck a pis­tol to his head, and the oth­er, stand­ing on the

  oth­er side, prod­ded him in the ribs with a Kalash­nikov ri­fle.




  “Uh-​oh,” Re­mo said in mock con­cern. “Looks like you got me.”




  “Yes, we do have you. Do not move, please.”




  “I’m not the one who needs to move. It’s you two who can’t keep stand­ing like that.”




  “We can do what­ev­er we wish. We have weapons. We have up­per hand, you see.”




  “And if I move, you’ll shoot. Am I right?”




  “Of course. Why should we not shoot you?”




  “Well, be­cause you’re hold­ing an AK-47 and your friend’s got a Makarov.”




  “You know weapons. So?”




  “So this. If the Makarov goes off, the bul­let will go right through my skull, out the oth­er

  side, and in­to your head.”




  The man in the line of the Makarov’s fire blinked. “On the oth­er hand,” Re­mo added, “if you

  start with that Kalash­nikov, your pis­tol-​pack­ing friend buys it.”




  “Then one of us will move,” the ri­fle­man said.




  “But you can’t do that ei­ther,” Re­mo point­ed out.




  “Why not?” The Makarov wield­er looked wor­ried when he asked the ques­tion.




  “Be­cause then I’ll make my move. I’ll take out the guy who’s threat­en­ing me and then I’ll

  get the one still stand­ing.”




  “No one moves that fast.”




  “No?” asked Re­mo. “Look at your pis­tol.”




  “What of it?”




  “I got your bul­lets.” And Re­mo raised his hand, show­ing a mag­azine clip. For ef­fect, he

  thumbed the rounds out one by one. They hit the car­pet with soft nois­es like mar­bles

  falling.




  Eyes strick­en, the Makarov wield­er turned his pis­tol side­ways so that the grip turned up

  to the light. He saw the gap­ing square hole where the mag­azine should have been. He swore

  un­der his breath.




  “Do not wor­ry, my broth­er,” the oth­er one said con­fi­dent­ly. “You still have a round in

  the cham­ber. And I have a full clip.”




  Re­mo shook his head.




  “Uh-​uh,” he said, dis­play­ing an­oth­er clip. This one he squeezed in­to groan­ing

  met­al.




  The man with the AK-47 stead­ied his muz­zle against Re­mo’s ribs and felt for his mag­azine

  with his free hand. Re­mo knew ex­act­ly when he en­coun­tered an emp­ty port be­cause the man’s

  flesh turned a lit­tle green around the eyes.




  “I still have a round in my cham­ber,” he said grat­ing­ly.




  “True,” Re­mo said. “That means you each have one shot. But on­ly one shot. And I sug­gest you

  use ‘em fast, ’cause when I count to three, I’m mak­ing my move. And we all know how fast I am,

  right?” And to make his point, Re­mo gave the Kalash­nikov clip an­oth­er hard squeeze. It

  creaked like an old door.




  “One-” Re­mo be­gan.




  The two gun­men stared at one an­oth­er in grow­ing pan­ic.




  “Two-“




  “Shoot him! Shoot him!”




  “Three!” Re­mo yelled.




  Both weapons erupt­ed. The two shots merged in­to one sin­gle det­ona­tion. The man hold­ing

  the Kalashikov sud­den­ly came down with what the med­ical ex­am­in­er would lat­er call “a

  to­tal dis­in­te­gra­tion of the fa­cial mask.” The pis­tol man took a round in the stom­ach that

  cracked his spine just above the coc­cyx.




  Re­mo straight­ened his knees just as the bod­ies fell to the car­pet, turn­ing the

  blue-​and-​red nap a uni­form crim­son col­or.




  “It’s all in the wrists,” Re­mo said cock­ily.




  He went up and down the aisles, look­ing for more ter­ror­ists. When he found none, he ran

  back down the stairs and slipped through the open plate and down the wheel well. Be­fore head­ing

  off for the Star­Lifter, he re­placed the wom­an’s trav­el case he had put aside ear­li­er.




  As he walked back to the wait­ing plane, he felt bet­ter. The as­sign­ment had gone off

  per­fect­ly. No pas­sen­gers had died and no hi­jack­ers had sur­vived. A clean op­er­ation.

  Smith would be pleased.




  Re­mo won­dered how Chi­un was do­ing with his mis­sion. He was wor­ried in spite of his

  an­noy­ance at Chi­un. Sky­jack­ings were tricky. He hoped the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could han­dle

  the sit­ua­tion.




  

    Chapter 4




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­gard­ed the 727 with sus­pi­cious hazel eyes. He did not like

    air­planes. He did not like to fly. Fly­ing was un­nat­ural, al­though he had to ad­mit

    some­times con­ve­nient. It was one of the rea­sons he had tak­en the prob­lem at Newark

    air­port. The sec­ond rea­son was to give Re­mo some­thing to think about oth­er than his

    imag­ined prob­lems.




    Chi­un saw that there were five en­trances to the cap­tured plane. Any of them would be

    use­ful. But one in par­tic­ular would be best. It was the one in the rear, at the tail.




    Chi­un float­ed some dis­tance down the run­way, his arms in his ki­mono sleeves, his head

    bowed in thought. He was think­ing of Re­mo’s words. Re­mo was con­cerned about his old

    re­li­gious train­ing. He had won­dered if such a day would ev­er come. The Re­mo he had first

    met at Fol­croft San­itar­ium was a bit­ter and dis­il­lu­sioned man, be­trayed by his

    coun­try, shunned by his friends. Thoughts of his child­hood re­li­gion were far from his

    trou­bled mind. But Chi­un knew that no one who learns a thing as a child ev­er ful­ly

    un­learns it. And now Re­mo’s old be­liefs had resur­faced. This would have to be dealt with.

    Af­ter the present prob­lem.




    When Chi­un had walked past the tail, he turned around and be­gan re­trac­ing his steps.

    This time he walked to­ward the tail, di­rect­ly in line with the sta­bi­liz­er and fins.




    It was the one blind spot on an air­craft, he knew.




    There were win­dows on the sides and win­dows in the nose. But the tail was as open to

    at­tack as that of a sleep­ing dog.




    Chi­un paced up un­der the fins and stopped un­der the hatch. It was closed. There were no

    stairs.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju con­sid­ered the prob­lem at length. The un­der­side of the craft

    was well over his aged head. He did not wish to de­mean him­self by leap­ing for the sealed

    hatch and claw­ing his way in. He might rip his ki­mono. There had to be a more dig­ni­fied way

    for a man of his au­gust years to gain en­trance to a mere winged con­veyance.




    Chi­un de­cid­ed swift­ly. He reached up and tapped the plane’s skin with his long-​nailed

    fin­gers, test­ing its strength. Then, with a sound like sev­er­al so­da cans be­ing punc­tured

    at once, Chi­un’s nails dis­ap­peared in­to the hull. He pulled sharply.




    The nose went in­to the air. The tail as­sem­bly smacked the run­way. It crum­pled

    slight­ly, but the hatch was now very close to the ground. Chi­un had al­ready with­drawn his

    nails.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju then slipped his fin­gers in­to the tight, rub­ber-​sealed hatch

    edges. When his hands came away, the door sailed over his head and bounced along the run­way

    like a pin­wheel.




    Chi­un ap­peared in the rear of the craft like an ap­pari­tion from an­oth­er

    di­men­sion.




    The en­tire com­ple­ment of pas­sen­gers, crew, and kaf­fiyeh-​masked gun­men turned and

    stared at him with open-​mouthed won­der. They clung to bulk­heads and seat backs. The aisle

    be­tween the seats was a ramp on which stand­ing was im­pos­si­ble.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stamped one san­daled foot sharply. The air­craft shud­dered, then

    with ag­oniz­ing slow­ness be­gan to right it­self.. The front wheels hit the ground with a

    loud bang.




    “Re­main in your seats,” Chi­un said loud­ly. “I am com­man­deer­ing this con­veyance in the

    name of the Peo­ple’s Au­toc­ra­cy of Sinan­ju.”




    “Sinan­ju?” It was one of the gun­men. “I have nev­er heard of it.”




    “That is be­cause Sinan­ju is in North Ko­rea, where such as you are not wel­come.”




    “You can­not hi­jack this air­craft.”




    “Give me a rea­son why not,” Chi­un said queru­lous­ly.




    “Be­cause we have hi­jacked it be­fore you.”




    “You may have been first, but I have se­nior­ity.” The ter­ror­ists ex­changed masked

    glances.




    “We do not un­der­stand.”




    “Se­nior­ity. It is an Amer­ican con­cept, which I have de­cid­ed to adopt. I am the old­est

    among us. There­fore I am se­nior. There­fore I have se­nior­ity.”




    “We are in sol­idar­ity with Peo­ple’s Demo­crat­ic Re­pub­lic of North Ko­rea,” one of the

    gun­men said slow­ly. “Per­haps we can work to­geth­er. What is your po­lit­ical

    ob­jec­tive?”




    “To serve my em­per­or,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju as he ap­proached the man. The gun­man

    low­ered his ri­fle. He saw that the Ko­re­an was very, very old. The wrin­kles in his

    parch­ment face were like those of the mum­mies at the Cairo mu­se­um. He looked like no

    threat. And yet …




    “I did not know, mu­mia, that North Ko­rea had an em­per­or,” the lead­er of the hi­jack­ers

    said slow­ly.




    “It does not. I serve the Amer­ican em­per­or. Smith.”




    “What fool­ish­ness do you speak?” the lead­er said hot­ly. “There is no Amer­ican em­per­or

    called Smith.”




    “No? Then why does he send me here to bar­gain with you?”




    “Bar­gain?”




    “State your terms,” Chi­un or­dered.




    “We have al­ready is­sued them. We de­mand that Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard be brought here

    for a Peo­ple’s Tri­bunal.”




    “Who is this Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard?”




    “He is a Sa­tan of Sa­tans. The dev­il in­car­nate on earth. He has de­clared war up­on the

    Moslem world and in re­sponse Is­lam has de­clared holy war on him.”




    “I have nev­er heard of him.”




    “If this Slug­gard is not brought be­fore us, we will mar­tyr all these peo­ple,” said the

    lead­er, sweep­ing the con­fines of the air­craft with his ri­fle bar­rel.




    Pas­sen­gers cringed. A wom­an screamed. An­oth­er broke down, her shoul­ders quak­ing in

    muf­fled sobs. “Have a care where you point that boom stick, Moslem,” Chi­un ad­mon­ished.

    “These peo­ple are my pris­on­ers, not yours.”




    “No. You are our pris­on­er. We no longer rec­og­nize sol­idar­ity with your cause. You have

    ad­mit­ted that you work for Amer­ica. Sit down.”




    “Make me.”




    “We will kill you dead.”




    “Is there an­oth­er re­sult of killing?” Chi­un asked in a puz­zled voice.




    “Bring dead Amer­ican,” the lead­er called.




    As Chi­un’s face tight­ened, the two oth­er ter­ror­ists went for­ward and dragged a body

    back from the first-​class com­part­ment.




    “See? See what we are ca­pa­ble of?” the ter­ror­ist lead­er said proud­ly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju padded on san­daled feet to the body. He stud­ied the face, whose

    open sight­less eyes stared at the ceil­ing. The chin had nev­er known a ra­zor. The boy wore a

    uni­form of some sort.




    Chi­un turned to the lead­er of the hi­jack­ers. His voice was low when he spoke.




    “This one was a mere boy.”




    “He wore uni­form of Unit­ed States. We spit up­on him and all who work with him.”




    And the ter­ror­ist spat on the boy’s blood-​dap­pled uni­form.




    “I have no love for sol­diers,” Chi­un in­toned.




    “We are sol­diers.”




    “And I have less love for you.”




    “We do not need your love, mu­mia. We want on­ly your obe­di­ence. If you work for Amer­ica

    as you say, you will make a fine hostage.”




    “And you will make an ex­cel­lent corpse,” said the aged Ko­re­an. And be­fore any­one could

    re­act, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had moved on the lead­er of the hi­jack­ers.




    Chi­un came in low, his body bent at the waist. He made a crouch­ing half-​turn, Then he

    whirled like a top. His feet, lash­ing out, broke the lead­er’s kneecaps with shat­ter­ing

    fi­nal­ity. The man crum­pled. The side of Chi­un’s hand broke his neck be­fore his face struck

    the floor.




    That left two re­main­ing hi­jack­ers.




    “I will give you your lives if you sur­ren­der now,” Chi­un said. He said this not be­cause

    he wished to avoid killing them but be­cause he did not want any of the oth­er pas­sen­gers to

    be hurt.




    The two gun­men, sta­tioned on ei­ther side of the door lead­ing to the ser­vice area,

    trained their ri­fles on Chi­un’s res­olute face. No one moved.




    Then Chi­un’s nose crin­kled.




    “You!” Chi­un lashed out with an ac­cus­ing fin­ger. “I de­tect the smoke of death from your

    weapon.” Some­thing in the voice of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju caused the ac­cused mur­der­er to

    hes­itate.




    “You are the killer of this boy,” Chi­un ac­cused.




    “What … what of it?”




    “My of­fer is here­by re­scind­ed. I will not spare you. You do not de­serve to live. But

    you, oth­er man, I may see fit to spare your life if you do ex­act­ly as I say.”




    “What?”




    “Elim­inate your com­rade for me so that I do not have to sul­ly my hands with so odi­ous a

    task.”




    “Khalid is my friend. I would not do that.”




    Chi­un reached down and in a de­cep­tive­ly ca­su­al ges­ture flipped the lead­er’s fall­en

    Kalash­nikov in­to his hands. His face wrin­kled dis­taste­ful­ly.




    Then, sav­age­ly, me­thod­ical­ly, he dis­man­tled the weapon. Steel shrieked. Sparks flew.

    Wood splin­tered. Ma­chined pieces were ground to grit be­tween his fin­gers. “If I can do this

    to met­al and wood, imag­ine what I can do to flesh and bone,” Chi­un said cool­ly. He tucked

    his fin­gers in his ki­mono sleeves, and catch­ing the gun­man’s eyes, shift­ed his gaze from

    him to the oth­er gun­man.




    The gun­man un­der­stood the sig­nal. He was be­ing giv­en his last chance.




    He hes­itat­ed. Then, cry­ing, “I am sor­ry, Khalid!” he sprayed his com­rade with a short

    burst. The oth­er man went down, a bloody and bro­ken rag doll.




    Shak­ing, tears squeez­ing out of his eyes, the first gun­man low­ered his smok­ing weapon

    to the car­pet. He raised his hands in help­less res­ig­na­tion as the tiny Ori­en­tal

    ad­vanced on him, a wise, know­ing ex­pres­sion on his coun­te­nance.




    “You promised me my life,” the ter­ror­ist sobbed. Chi­un re­moved his hands from his

    sleeves and brought them up to the man’s pain-​racked face.




    “I had my fin­gers crossed,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. And then, un­twin­ing his

    fin­gers, he punc­tured the puls­ing artery in the man’s neck.




    While the last gun­man lay on the car­pet spurt­ing like a squirt­gun whose reser­voir was

    near ex­haus­tion, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju turned to the hor­ri­fied faces of the

    pas­sen­gers.




    Lift­ing his hands, he an­nounced, “These are your tax dol­lars at work. Re­mem­ber that the

    next time you con­sid­er cheat­ing your righ­teous gov­ern­ment. For many starv­ing Ko­re­an

    ba­bies will have full bel­lies be­cause of you. I have spo­ken.”




    And bow­ing once, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju dis­ap­peared from the air­craft and in­to the

    night.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Re­mo Williams sensed the change in en­gine pitch be­fore the Star­Lifter’s mul­ti­ple

    tur­bines climbed in­to a high­er key. The big trans­port was about to land. Fi­nal­ly. Re­mo

    had grown so im­pa­tient with the re­turn flight that, be­cause he couldn’t force his body to

    sleep any­more, and be­cause he was bored, he whiled away the hours tak­ing apart the tank

    ca­bled to the floor. That had tak­en half the flight.




    Now, as the Star­Lifter jolt­ed to a land­ing, Re­mo was try­ing to re­fit the can­non in­to

    the big an­gu­lar tur­ret. He wasn’t sure which end was which, but look­ing at the rest of the

    tank, with its heavy treads wrapped around its gears like loose rub­ber bands, and the pile of

    pieces off to one side that he couldn’t re­mem­ber tak­ing out in the first place, he fig­ured

    it didn’t mat­ter.




    And with all the talk about am­phibi­ous tanks that sink in three feet of wa­ter, it

    prob­ably wouldn’t mat­ter that the Pen­tagon was short one Bradley Fight­ing Ve­hi­cle.




    Re­mo emerged from the rear of the Star­Lifter, once again in the mid­dle of a de­sert­ed

    run­way.




    “Noth­ing like be­ing the home­town hero,” he mum­bled. Then he no­ticed that he wasn’t in

    Newark. The air­port looked fa­mil­iar, but then all air­ports looked alike to him.




    Re­mo had start­ed walk­ing to the near­est ter­mi­nal when he saw a fa­mil­iar face

    stand­ing in front of a bag­gage trac­tor. It was Chi­un. As soon as Re­mo lift­ed his hand to

    wave, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju pre­tend­ed to be­come in­ter­est­ed in a pass­ing swal­low.




    “Great. Who’s sup­posed to be mad at whom now?” Re­mo said aloud.




    He walked up to Chi­un, mak­ing sure ev­ery step was au­di­ble.




    “Re­mem­ber me?” Re­mo asked po­lite­ly. “Your adopt­ed scape­goat?”




    “And you smell like one,” said Chi­un petu­lant­ly. “What have you been do­ing-​play­ing in

    the mud?”




    “Grease,” said Re­mo, show­ing his black-​streaked hands. “I guess I need a change of

    clothes.”




    “You will not have time. Al­ready, be­cause of you, I have been forced to wait here for many

    hours. All through the long night and day. And now, as I watched the sun set for a sec­ond

    time, you fi­nal­ly re­turn, noisy and smelly and late.”




    “Hey, who stuck who with a twen­ty-​hour round-​trip flight to Hon­olu­lu?”




    “At least you had some­thing to do, you … you me­chan­ic,” Chi­un sput­tered.




    “All right, all right,” Re­mo said, rais­ing his hands in an­gry res­ig­na­tion. “Just

    an­swer me this. Where are we?”




    “Dullsville.”




    “I thought we agreed to move on to more fruit­ful ar­eas of dis­cus­sion.”




    “I have told you. We are at Dullsville Air­port. It is near one of your Wash­ing­tons.”




    “Dullsville … Wash­ing­ton,” Re­mo mused. He snapped his fin­gers. “Right. Wash­ing­ton,

    D.C. This must be Dulles Air­port.”




    “Dulles, Dullsville-​all Amer­ican places sound alike to these aged ears. As for what we are

    do­ing here, Em­per­or Smith re­fused to tell me. He said it was for your hear­ing on­ly, and I

    am in­sult­ed.”




    “Why?” asked Re­mo, hur­ry­ing in­to the ter­mi­nal. Chi­un flew at his heels, skirts

    blow­ing with the fury of his pace.




    “Be­cause I am still se­nior Mas­ter.”




    “Smith prob­ably fig­ures he’ll save time by ex­plain­ing it to me and hav­ing me ex­plain

    it to you lat­er. He’s al­ways com­plain­ing that you’re hard to deal with.”




    “I?” squeaked Chi­un, stop­ping in the mid­dle of the crowd. “I, hard to deal with?

    Em­per­or Smith said that? Of me? Poor Chi­un? Aged Chi­un? Chi­un, who is in the end days of

    his life? Hard to deal with?”




    “Ex­cuse me, sir,” a sky­cap who was load­ed down with two suit­cas­es un­der each arm

    in­ter­rupt­ed po­lite­ly. “You’re block­ing the way.”




    Chi­un whirled on him with the blunt fury of a tor­na­do. “You would not have to take up so

    much room if you did not car­ry so many suit­cas­es,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said

    scorn­ful­ly. “Have you nev­er heard of pack­ing light?”




    “But these aren’t mine,” the sky­cap protest­ed.




    “Here, since you in­sist up­on in­trud­ing on the serene placid­ity of my ex­is­tence, I

    will re­lieve you of your bur­den­some bag­gage.”




    And, mov­ing with con­trolled rage, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju slashed the han­dles of the

    suit­cas­es so that they fell from the sky­cap’s clench­ing fin­gers. The lug­gage, seem­ing to

    weigh no more than down pil­lows, float­ed to the tips of Chi­un’s long-​nailed fin­gers and,

    spin­ning briefly like gy­ro­scopes, sud­den­ly ca­reened to­ward an es­ca­la­tor. They land­ed

    in a pile. The heav­iest pieces, fly­ing open, spilled a pro­fu­sion of bright­ly col­ored

    gar­ments.




    A ma­tron­ly wom­an who had been walk­ing be­hind the sky­cap screamed in hor­ror.




    “My lug­gage!” she wailed.




    All eyes turned to them as the sky­cap point­ed an ac­cus­ing fin­ger at Chi­un.




    Re­mo moved in swift­ly, and tak­ing Chi­un by the el­bow, guid­ed him to an emp­ty phone

    booth.




    “Serene placid­ity?” Re­mo asked point­ed­ly as he slid a quar­ter in­to the slot.




    “That man was rude,” Chi­un fumed. “I am amazed that he stayed mar­ried to that wom­an for

    so long.”




    “I don’t think they were mar­ried, Lit­tle Fa­ther. And what was that crap you were giv­ing

    him about too much lug­gage-​you who won’t go on a plea­sure-​boat ride with­out tak­ing along

    four­teen steam­er trunks?”




    “Which are for­ev­er be­ing mis­placed by in­com­pe­tents or hav­ing to be shipped

    sep­arate­ly. And do you know why?”




    “Let me guess,” Re­mo said as he di­aled the spe­cial code. “Be­cause guys like him hog the

    room that right­ful­ly be­longs to your lug­gage.”




    “That is cor­rect, Re­mo,” Chi­un said in a mol­li­fied voice. “I am glad you

    un­der­stand.”




    “No, I don’t un­der­stand,” Re­mo re­turned as he lis­tened to the di­al-​a joke. When the

    punch line was about to come in, he in­sert­ed his own. “I don’t know who he was, but his

    driv­er was Gor­bachev,” Re­mo re­cit­ed weari­ly. He hat­ed Smith’s se­cu­ri­ty rig­ma­role.

    Then, while a se­ries of phone re­lays clicked, he re­turned to Chi­un. “He’s en­ti­tled to his

    four pieces just as much as you are to your four­teen.”




    “Philis­tine,” spat Chi­un, turn­ing his back.




    “Hel­lo, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said when the parched voice of his su­pe­ri­or, Dr. Harold W.

    Smith, came over the line. “I’m at Dulles. I guess you know that, be­cause you rerout­ed my

    flight. What’s up?”




    “Re­mo, I don’t have much time,” Smith said. “I’m on my way to Wash­ing­ton my­self.”




    “Want us to wait for you?”




    “No, you and Chi­un have a crit­ical task be­fore you. A ter­ror­ist group has tak­en

    con­trol of the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al. They have ex­plo­sives. For­tu­nate­ly, there are no

    in­no­cent peo­ple in­volved. The Na­tion­al Guard has the mon­ument sur­round­ed, but one of

    the ter­ror­ists claims he’s hold­ing a pres­sure-​sen­si­tive trig­ger de­vice. If he lets go

    of it, ei­ther vol­un­tar­ily or in death, the memo­ri­al will go up.”




    “Ter­ror­ists? I just dealt with a ter­ror­ist hi­jack­ing. So did Chi­un. “




    “It’s like a plague. The po­lice killed one Mid­dle East­ern­er while he was at­tempt­ing to

    wire Mount Rush­more with ex­plo­sive charges. An­oth­er group sim­ply opened fire in a crowd

    watch­ing an air show in Day­ton, Ohio. It was a slaugh­ter. One per­pe­tra­tor was cap­tured

    alive. He’s been sent to FBI na­tion­al head­quar­ters in Wash­ing­ton for in­ter­ro­ga­tion.

    That’s where I’m go­ing. Ev­ery few hours, an­oth­er in­ci­dent is un­cov­ered. It’s as if the

    ter­ror­ist world has de­clared all-​out war on the U.S.”




    “What else is new?”




    “Be­lieve it or not, Re­mo, as vi­cious as these peo­ple can be, they are very can­ny and

    po­lit­ical­ly as­tute. Un­til now they have care­ful­ly tar­get­ed U.S. in­ter­ests abroad,

    but this time there seem to be no re­stric­tions. We have no idea what has trig­gered this, but

    it’s big. Huge. That’s why I’m on my way to Wash­ing­ton. I’m go­ing to per­son­al­ly

    in­ter­ro­gate this man. The soon­er we have an­swers, the quick­er we can move ef­fec­tive­ly

    against the in­sti­ga­tors. Right now, we’re re­duced to putting out brush­fires.”




    “Why not let Chi­un and me han­dle the in­ter­ro­ga­tion? We can squeeze the truth out of

    him faster than you can call your trav­el agent.”




    “No good. The Lin­coln Memo­ri­al is a na­tion­al sym­bol. If it goes, even with­out loss of

    life, it would be a blow to our na­tion­al pres­tige worse than Pearl Har­bor. It would show

    the world that we can­not even pro­tect our na­tion’s cap­ital.”




    “I guess I fol­low, but Chi­un could have han­dled this. “




    “I could not take that chance. I wasn’t cer­tain he would un­der­stand the tech­ni­cal

    prob­lem of the det­ona­tor.”




    “I heard that,” said Chi­un loud­ly.




    “What was that?” Smith asked.




    “He’s pissed. I let slip that you some­times find him dif­fi­cult.”




    Smith sighed. “His feel­ings will have to take a back seat to this sit­ua­tion.”




    “I heard that too,” Chi­un shout­ed.




    “Nev­er mind,” Re­mo put in. “We’re off to the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al.”




    “Don’t let it be de­stroyed, Re­mo,” Smith warned.




    “Not me. Count on it.”




    Re­mo hung up and turned to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who fumed, his foot tap­ping

    im­pa­tient­ly.




    “Af­ter all these years,” said Chi­un. “Af­ter all these years of faith­ful ser­vice, now I

    know how that man tru­ly feels about me.”




    “Can it, Chi­un. Smith has a lot on his mind. Let’s grab a cab.”




    “And who is he to or­der us around like chess pieces? With­out prop­er rest or

    nour­ish­ment. For too long we have done his bid­ding. And for what? What?” de­mand­ed the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju as he fol­lowed Re­mo out of the ter­mi­nal and to a taxi stand.




    “For gold,” Re­mo said, flag­ging a cab. He opened the door for Chi­un and slid in af­ter

    him. The cab got go­ing.




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “For mere gold.”




    “Gold? Mere? I nev­er thought I’d hear you say those two words to­geth­er.”




    “There are more things in life than gold,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “I know that, but I didn’t know that you knew that. While we’re in traf­fic, re­gale me with

    a few choice ex­am­ples.”




    “There are cof­fee breaks. When has Smith ev­er giv­en us a morn­ing cof­fee break? Even

    low­ly cab­drivers get those.”




    The driv­er peered in­to the rearview mir­ror sourly.




    “We don’t drink cof­fee, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Caf­feine is like rat poi­son to our di­ges­tive

    sys­tems.”




    “It is not the cof­fee. It is the break. We could have a rice break.”




    “I’d like a break from eat­ing rice.”




    “And what about a pen­sion plan? And health in­sur­ance?”




    “We’re as­sas­sins. If we live to see our old age, it will be a mir­acle.”




    “You per­haps, but I ex­pect to see my old age. Some­day. Years from now.”




    “Uh-​huh,” Re­mo said. “I think you’re just cruis­ing for a grudge. You can’t blame Smith

    for find­ing you tough to take some­times.”




    “Why? Why? Tell me what I ev­er did to an­noy him.”




    “For one thing, you carp a lot.”




    “Carp? Carp? Me? Carp? I nev­er carp. Or com­plain. Al­though I have a good rea­son, what

    with a white for a pupil and an­oth­er white for an em­per­or. And Smith is not even a prop­er

    em­per­or. When was the last time he wore a crown up­on his head?”




    “Got me. I can’t re­mem­ber the first time.”




    “I must write these things down. They will all go in­to my next con­tract ne­go­ti­ation. In

    the fu­ture I will re­quire that Smith wear a crown when he deals with me. It is what my

    an­ces­tors were ac­cus­tomed to. It is what I am en­ti­tled to.”




    “And that’s an­oth­er thing. Your es­ca­lat­ing de­mands. An­oth­er five years of

    con­tracts, and Amer­ica will be bankrupt.”




    Chi­un raised a fin­ger. “But safe. And safe­ty has no price. Let the Amer­ican peo­ple work

    hard­er. Let them pay more tax­es. Do you know that if few­er Amer­icans cheat­ed on their

    tax­es, Smith could af­ford to pay us more?”




    “We should stop in at the IRS when this is over,” Re­mo sighed, fold­ing his arms. “I’m sure

    they’d be cap­ti­vat­ed by your col­lec­tion ideas.”




    “They are not for sale,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “They pay a find­er’s fee, you know. Based on per­cent­age.”




    “When you pay the driv­er, ask him for the IRA’s ad­dress.”




    “That’s IRS. The IRA is a dif­fer­ent ter­ror­ist group. But you could prob­ably find work

    with them too, if you’re so un­hap­py with Smith.”




    The driv­er turned back to face them. They were on the Vir­ginia side of the Ar­ling­ton

    Memo­ri­al Bridge, which spanned the Po­tomac Riv­er. “This is as far as I can take you two,”

    he said. “Looks like they have the bridge shut down. Must be an ac­ci­dent or some­thing.”




    “I heard the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al is un­der siege,” Re­mo said.




    “No shit. Those Democrats sure took the last elec­tion hard,” the cab­by re­marked.




    “Guess so,” Re­mo said, pay­ing the man off. Chi­un fol­lowed him through the lines of

    stalled cars, which honked and grum­bled up to the banks of the Po­tomac.




    “This is go­ing to be a tough one,” Re­mo said as the bril­liant­ly light­ed Lin­coln

    Memo­ri­al came in­to view. The night was alive with the red and blue lights of of­fi­cial

    ve­hi­cles. There were Na­tion­al Guard troops de­ployed even on this side of the Po­tomac.




    “Not with me to help you avoid mis­takes.”




    “Smith told me we don’t have any in­no­cent lives at stake. So our ob­jec­tive will be to

    take out the ter­ror­ists be­fore they blow up the build­ing.”




    “I un­der­stand.”




    Re­mo whirled. “You do?”




    “Yes, of course. That fine build­ing is ob­vi­ous­ly a tem­ple of wor­ship. Is it one of

    your church­es, Re­mo?”




    “No, but it’s im­por­tant. We can’t let it go up in smoke. “




    “I sug­gest the Fly­ing Drag­on at­tack,” Chi­un said, sur­vey­ing the build­ing.




    Re­mo shook his head. “Too wild. We got­ta pin­point the man with the ex­plo­sive

    det­ona­tor. Once we take him out, the rest will be just mop­ping up.”




    “I do no mop­ping, up or down,” snapped Chi­un. “I am no me­nial. I will con­sid­er mop­ping

    up when I re­ceive a prop­er rice break.”




    “Look, this is very se­ri­ous. And mop­ping up is just an ex­pres­sion.”




    “So is re­spect. And I see none of it from ei­ther Smith or you.”




    “Sim­mer down,” Re­mo said, slip­ping around the ring of Na­tion­al Guards­men. “The rea­son

    Smith didn’t brief you on the mis­sion was that he wasn’t sure you’d un­der­stand about the

    det­ona­tor. It’s very tricky stuff.”




    “What is so tricky about some­thing that goes boom?”




    “Not be­ing on the premis­es when it does go boom,” Re­mo said dry­ly. “Ask any

    bomb-​dis­pos­al ex­pert.”




    “I will leave boom dis­pos­al to you. I will han­dle the garbage dis­pos­al, heh, heh. “




    “I think our best bet would be to sneak up on the build­ing,” Re­mo said as he stud­ied the

    Lin­coln Memo­ri­al, just across the riv­er. It was as still as a pho­to­graph. “The Na­tion­al

    Guard has a clear view of the whole grounds. The ter­ror­ists have the same ad­van­tage. We

    should swim for it, then sneak up on the build­ing.”




    “Ah, the Sea Drag­on at­tack. A sound ap­proach,” said Chi­un, gird­ing his waist as he

    head­ed for the sparkling wa­ters of the Po­tomac. “Then we will de­scend up­on these

    vil­lains, faster than a ser­pent’s fangs, and steal the very breath from their mouths.”




    “Not so fast,” Re­mo said, touch­ing Chi­un on the shoul­der. “It’s more com­pli­cat­ed than

    that.”




    Chi­un turned and looked up at Re­mo cu­ri­ous­ly. “How so?”




    “I thought you heard what Smith said. About the det­ona­tor.”




    “I on­ly lis­tened to the mean­ing­ful por­tions. The painful words. The low, base lack of

    ap­pre­ci­ation. Be­sides, we are faster than any fin­ger on any but­ton.”




    “It’s not strik­ing be­fore they push the but­ton this time out, Lit­tle Fa­ther. We’ve got

    to hit them so they don’t let go of the but­ton. One of those guys is hold­ing a de­vice. I’m

    not sure what it looks like. But the in­stant he lets go, ka-​boom!”




    Chi­un con­sid­ered. “I liked the old but­tons bet­ter.”




    “That’s progress. Got any ideas on how to han­dle this? An ap­pro­pri­ate leg­end about the

    days of the pharaohs per­haps?”




    Chi­un frowned. “Pharaohs did not have ex­plo­sions.”




    “Let’s hope we don’t ei­ther,” Re­mo said. “And I take it I’m on my own fig­ur­ing this one

    out.”




    Chi­un shrugged. “You are an Amer­ican. You are used to deal­ing with the ir­ra­tional.”




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un and start­ed to say some­thing. He changed his mind and in­stead

    said, “No com­ment. Just fol­low me. Maybe when we spot the guy with the det­ona­tor,

    some­thing will come to us.”




    And Re­mo, mov­ing low to the ground, slipped in­to the wa­ter like a duck, the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju fol­low­ing him. Their heads van­ished un­der the sur­face so clean­ly that with­in

    sec­onds there was no rip­ple to be­tray their pen­etra­tion.




    As the cold cur­rent of the Po­tomac closed over them, Re­mo and Chi­un moved through the

    wa­ter like two pur­pose­ful dol­phins. They held air in their lungs so that no wa­ter bub­bles

    be­trayed their pass­ing. They were like hu­man sub­marines, silent, ef­fi­cient,

    un­de­tectable. Their lungs con­tained just enough air to keep them float­ing un­der the

    sur­face, but not so lit­tle that they touched the silty riv­er bot­tom. Their feet kicked in

    small con­trolled mo­tions, their arms trailed at their sides, hands mov­ing like lit­tle

    rud­ders.




    Emerg­ing on the oth­er side of the riv­er, they lurked in the shrub­bery while they scanned

    the sit­ua­tion. The Lin­coln Memo­ri­al shone in the glow of its ground spot­lights. The long

    Re­flect­ing Pool it faced was tran­quil. The air was cool, but Re­mo sensed the ten­sion that

    gripped the night.




    “I see no per­sons,” Chi­un whis­pered.




    Re­mo shift­ed to an­oth­er van­tage point, con­fi­dent that even the Na­tion­al Guard could

    not see him. He spot­ted a fig­ure in kha­ki. His head was swathed in a black kaffly­eh.




    “See the one pac­ing be­hind the columns?” Re­mo whis­pered.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju nod­ded. “He car­ries a boom stick, but no oth­er weapon.”




    “He’s yours if we have to move quick­ly.”




    “He is al­ready his­to­ry,” said Chi­un, re­peat­ing a phrase he had picked up from

    Amer­ican TV.




    “Just so the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al isn’t.”




    Sev­er­al min­utes passed with­out an­oth­er per­son show­ing him­self.




    “Guess we might as well get this over with,” Re­mo breathed. “Re­mem­ber what I said about

    the det­ona­tor.” When he got no an­swer, Re­mo looked at the next bush. Chi­un was not in

    sight. Then he saw the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju slip around the side of the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al.

    “Oh, Christi Chi­uni What are you try­ing to do to me?”




    And Re­mo glid­ed to­ward the huge il­lu­mi­nat­ed stairs of the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al. He

    threw him­self up against one of the huge Doric columns. He lis­tened. He heard breath­ing.

    Low, tense. The breath­ing of ner­vous men. Three of them. He wait­ed. Where the hell was

    Chi­un? Then sud­den­ly there were on­ly two men breath­ing. What the hell? Re­mo thought.




    Then on­ly one man’s breath­ing could be heard. “Damn!” Re­mo cursed. He had no choice now.

    He moved in.




    A man slouched in the lee of the en­trance to the sanc­tu­ary hous­ing the great seat­ed

    fig­ure of Abra­ham Lin­coln, his AK-47 held in both hands. The fig­ure looked re­laxed, the

    gun muz­zle point­ing to the lime­stone floor­ing.




    Re­mo, sens­ing no breath­ing, walked up to the man. His eye­lids were low­ered, but not

    closed. He seemed to be look­ing down the muz­zle of his weapon. But when Re­mo placed a palm

    un­der his nose, he felt no ex­ha­la­tion.




    The man was dead. Chi­un’s hand­iwork. But what was he try­ing to do? Prove him­self to

    Smith? Re­mo moved on. The sanc­tu­ary looked emp­ty. He made for the stat­ue any­way.




    Eas­ing around be­hind the Lin­coln stat­ue, Re­mo sensed rather than heard a pres­ence. It

    was close. It was not be­hind the stat­ue. Nor was it out­side.




    A peb­ble struck him on the head and Re­mo jumped like a cat.




    “Shh­hh!” a voice hissed. Re­mo looked up. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was perched on Lin­coln’s

    shoul­der. “What are you-!”




    Chi­un laid a fin­ger be­fore his lips. He leapt, float­ing to the ground like a col­or­ful

    hu­man parachute.




    “I have im­mo­bi­lized two of them. What have you ac­com­plished?” Chi­un asked smug­ly.




    “I just got here.”




    “No rice break for you.”




    “Shove it. Where’s the guy with the det­ona­tor?” A hiss­ing voice an­swered for him.




    “Walid! Meh­di! Where are you?”




    “Back that way,” Re­mo whis­pered, ges­tur­ing. “He’s our man. This time, no freak­ing

    grand­stand­ing, okay?”




    “I leave him to you.”




    “And what are you go­ing to do?”




    “Watch. If you are suc­cess­ful, the House of Sinan­ju will have learned some­thing.”




    “And if I’m not?”




    “This,” whis­pered Chi­un, lift­ing closed fists to Re­mo’s face. Re­mo looked at them

    close­ly, his face un­cer­tain.




    Chi­un sud­den­ly opened his fin­gers. “Ka-​boom,” he said. “Heh, heh, ka-​boom.”




    Re­mo’s face snapped back, scowl­ing. “I knew that al­ready.”




    “Then why did you ask?”




    “Be­cause I-” A voice di­vert­ed Re­mo’s at­ten­tion. It was the re­main­ing ter­ror­ist.

    “Bet­ter get to cov­er,” Re­mo said over his shoul­der. When there was no an­swer, he looked

    back. Chi­un had van­ished again.




    “Thanks a lot for help­ing me in my hour of need, Chi­un,” Re­mo mut­tered.




    A whis­pered “You are wel­come” reached his ears. It was so soft that it sound­ed in­side

    his head, like telepa­thy. Re­mo de­cid­ed he need­ed a van­tage point. He went up Lin­coln’s

    back like a spi­der. He rest­ed, his arm around the Great Eman­ci­pa­tor’s cool white mar­ble

    neck. He spot­ted the sec­ond ter­ror­ist, stiff as a plank on the floor. Chi­un had

    ob­vi­ous­ly come up from be­hind him, ap­plied a Sinan­ju death grip, and care­ful­ly low­ered

    him to the ground. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hadn’t tak­en any chances that ei­ther man had the

    det­ona­tor. He had used a par­alyz­ing death grip that ac­cel­er­at­ed the rig­or­mor­tis

    pro­cess.




    “Walid!” It was the third ter­ror­ist. “Biya en­ja! Come here!” His voice had risen two

    oc­taves. He was very ner­vous. Re­mo ze­roed in on him. He crouched in one of the side rooms,

    be­yond the di­vid­ing wall of Ion­ic columns. He had no ri­fle. But his hands squeezed a black

    ob­ject that looked a lit­tle like a flash­light. From the bot­tom, wires trailed off in three

    di­rec­tions. Re­mo fol­lowed one of the wires with his eyes. It led to a satchel charge of

    some kind strapped around the man’s waist. The oth­er wires prob­ably went to two strate­gic

    lo­ca­tions.




    There was no ap­proach to the ter­ror­ist oth­er than a di­rect one. Re­mo took it. He

    scram­bled down off the stat­ue, land­ing at Lin­coln’s feet. Then, ca­su­al­ly, his hands

    hang­ing loose­ly at his sides to show that he was un­armed, Re­mo stepped in­to the next

    cham­ber, where the Get­tys­burg Ad­dress was carved in­to a wall.




    “Hi, there!” Re­mo called. He smiled. He gave it his dis­arm­ing best. There would be no

    room for mis­takes now.




    “Stay back, you … you Amer­ican. You Sa­tan!” the ter­ror­ist warned. He clutched the

    de­vice in his hands more tight­ly, all but con­ceal­ing it in his big fists. His thumbs were

    linked over the de­vice’s top. Prob­ably where the but­ton was, Re­mo de­cid­ed.




    “Sa­tan? Me? You’re the guy who’s threat­en­ing U.S. gov­ern­ment prop­er­ty. Don’t you know

    there are laws against this kind of stuff?”




    “Come no clos­er. I will blow up this en­tire place. Al­lah Ak­bar! And you with it!”




    “Don’t want that to hap­pen. I sure don’t want to die. I’ll bet you don’t want to ei­ther.

    Right, bud­dy? What’s your name? Mine’s Re­mo.”




    “Do not play with me. Al­lah is against your kind.”




    “And I sup­pose you have a di­rect line to him. Well, I don’t see Al­lah around here. What

    say we just talk this out?” Re­mo made a show of ges­tur­ing broad­ly with both hands. The

    ter­ror­ist’s black eyes shift­ed back and forth be­tween them. He didn’t no­tice that Re­mo

    was creep­ing in­finites­imal­ly clos­er, tak­ing rni­crosteps. “Why don’t you tell me what

    this is all about?” Re­mo went on calm­ly. “Maybe I can help you.”




    “Ei­ther the Shai­tan called El­don Slug­gard is brought here for pun­ish­ment, or I will

    de­stroy this in­fi­del shrine.”




    “Slug­gard?” Re­mo asked. “Didn’t he run for Pres­ident last year?”




    “I know noth­ing of that. Est! Stop! Come no clos­er!” Re­mo obliged. He was very close to

    the ter­ror­ist now. But not close enough.




    “Go! Go! Leave this place. Come back with Slug­gard. I will ne­go­ti­ate no fur­ther. We

    de­mand ghas­sas, an eye for an eye!”




    “Look, pal. . . ,”




    “Ta kan na khor! Don’t move. See?”




    And the ter­ror­ist opened his locked thumbs. For a mil­lisec­ond Re­mo froze.




    “Ten-​sec­ond fuse!” the ter­ror­ist shout­ed. “Ten sec­onds, and if I do not push the

    trig­ger back down, we all die!”




    Re­mo moved then. He came in on a straight line, his hands like spear­heads aimed at the

    crouch­ing ter­ror­ist. He reached the man, slapped his hands apart, and in the split sec­ond

    when the det­ona­tor hung in the air, Re­mo grabbed it.




    He jammed the det­ona­tor but­ton down.




    Then he felt the surge of elec­tric­ity the det­ona­tor gave.




    The ter­ror­ist’s eyes went sick. “Na! Na! Na!” he cried.




    “Oh, dog-​doo!” Re­mo groaned. In an in­stant, he re­al­ized three things. The ter­ror­ist

    had lied about the det­ona­tor. The ex­plo­sives were about to go off. And there was noth­ing

    he could do to save the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al, nev­er mind him­self.




    “Run for it, Chi­un!” Re­mo cried. “I blew it!”


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Dr. Harold W. Smith pressed the but­ton that caused the com­put­er ter­mi­nal to drop in­to

    a well in his desk. He ad­just­ed his Dart­mouth tie, plucked the worn leather brief­case from

    his desk, and-​calm­ly walked from the of­fice where he ran Fol­croft San­itar­ium, the cov­er

    for CURE.




    He passed the guard at the door with a curt nod of recog­ni­tion and, walk­ing past his car,

    strolled over the im­mac­ulate lawn to the di­lap­idat­ed docks that front­ed Long Is­land

    Sound.




    Mind­ful of his gray three-​piece suit, Smith clam­bered aboard a worn row­boat, and tak­ing

    up the oars, be­gan row­ing down the shore of Rye, New York. His brief­case lay at his

    feet.




    When he reached a se­clud­ed in­let, he beached the row­boat and stepped out. Tak­ing his

    brief­case, he walked a quar­ter-​mile through un­in­hab­it­ed woods.




    The he­li­copter wait­ed for him in the clear­ing. Smith would have pre­ferred to have the

    he­li­copter pick him up at Fol­croft, but he had done that once al­ready in the last year and

    it would raise sus­pi­cions if two mil­itary he­li­copters were forced down on the Fol­croft

    grounds by “me­chan­ical dif­fi­cul­ties.”




    Smith stepped aboard with­out a word. The he­li­copter pi­lot sent the craft in­to the air.

    As far as he knew, Smith was a VIP he was shut­tling to Kennedy In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port on

    or­ders from the Pen­tagon. He had no inkling that no one in the Pen­tagon had ini­ti­at­ed

    those or­ders. They had come from the lemon-​faced man’s com­put­ers to Pen­tagon com­put­ers

    and been re­layed to an in­di­vid­ual who had no idea where the in­struc­tions had

    orig­inat­ed.




    As the he­li­copter clat­tered to Kennedy In­ter­na­tion­al and a wait­ing mil­itary plane,

    Smith opened the brief­case on his lap and boot­ed up the portable com­put­er it con­tained. He

    punched up cer­tain files. The unit spat out pho­to­copy-​per­fect laser print­outs. Smith,

    be­cause of the sen­si­tive na­ture of his work, ab­horred mak­ing hard copies of CURE

    ma­te­ri­als, but he knew he would not be al­lowed to car­ry his brief­case in­to the FBI

    in­ter­ro­ga­tion room. And he would need these doc­uments if he were to suc­ceed.




    His one so­lace was that the pa­per was chem­ical­ly treat­ed so that with­in six hours the

    writ­ing would fade un­trace­ably.




    In over twen­ty years of ser­vice in CURE, Dr. Harold W. Smith had nev­er left any­thing to

    chance. He looked like the “be­fore” seg­ment of a lax­ative com­mer­cial, with his rim­less

    eye­glass­es and dry pinched fea­tures. His hair, as col­or­less as a weath­er-​beat­en New

    Eng­land fish­ing shack, had thinned out on top. His eyes matched the gray of his suit as if he

    had picked them out in the morn­ing with his cuf­flinks.




    He looked like a stuffy bu­reau­crat. The pic­ture was true as far as it went. But it was

    al­so the per­fect dis­guise for what Smith re­al­ly was: the most pow­er­ful of­fi­cial in

    Amer­ica.




    FBI Agent John Glover mis­took Smith for a dis­trict su­per­vi­sor when Smith came down the

    twelfth-​floor cor­ri­dor of Wash­ing­ton FBI head­quar­ters. His hands didn’t even tight­en on

    the grip of his Uzi ma­chine pis­tol. Smith looked that harm­less.




    “Ex­cuse me, sir,” Glover said when Smith be­gan walk­ing up to him. “This is a re­strict­ed

    floor.”




    “I know,” Smith replied. He flashed his bill­fold in the man’s face. John Glover saw the ID

    card. It bore the seal of the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy. It in­di­cat­ed that the man’s

    name was Smith. Smith’s thumb ob­scured the first name and ini­tial and Glover was about to ask

    to see the card more clear­ly when Smith spoke up in a stern voice.




    “I’m here to see the pris­on­er. I as­sume he has not yet talked.”




    “No, sir. He’s a tough one. And you know the drill. They nev­er talk un­til the third day.

    Not with­out tor­ture.”




    “We don’t tor­ture peo­ple in this coun­try,” Smith said.




    “No, sir. But maybe we should. Be­cause of him a lot of in­no­cent peo­ple died.”




    “I un­der­stand your feel­ings, but I have to try.” In­ward­ly, FBI Agent Glover smiled. Who

    did this old fart think he was? Even un­der stan­dard FBI in­ter­ro­ga­tion rou­tines, with

    round-​the-​clock ques­tion­ing and sleep and food de­pri­va­tion, the worst-​trained

    pro­fes­sion­al agent usu­al­ly held out un­til the third day. For some rea­son, the third day

    was the break­ing point. They al­ways talked then. But pri­vate­ly Glover won­dered if this guy

    wouldn’t go four days. He was tough. Very tough.




    “You’ll have to leave your brief­case here,” Glover said.




    “I have all I need with these pa­pers,” Smith said, plac­ing the brief­case on a near­by

    ta­ble. Smith had been car­ry­ing the pa­pers in the same hand that clutched the brief­case.

    Just as he had car­ried his bill­fold in his oth­er hand as he stepped off the el­eva­tor. He

    was very thor­ough. In a high-​se­cu­ri­ty build­ing like this, a man could get shot for

    reach­ing in­to his pock­et the wrong way.




    “I’ll have to pat you dawn,” Glover said.




    Smith spread his arms as the FBI agent frisked him. “Okay, go in,” Glover said. He pressed a

    but­ton, caus­ing the door to un­lock. Smith stepped in.




    Less than a minute lat­er, the FBI in­ter­ro­ga­tion team came out, tight-​faced and

    grum­bling.




    “What hap­pened?” Glover asked.




    “The of­fi­cious bas­tard threw us out,” he was told by the spe­cial agent in charge.




    “Can he do that?”




    “Some kind of na­tion­al-​se­cu­ri­ty au­tho­riza­tion. But I’ll bet we can crack it. Come

    on, men. Let’s work the phones.”




    FBI Agent Glover re­turned to his po­si­tion, the Uzi cra­dled in his arms. He won­dered if

    Smith would give it up be­fore or af­ter the FBI fin­ished pulling strings.




    It took near­ly four hours. The FBI in­ter­ro­ga­tion team had not re­turned. Agent Glover

    had been look­ing at his watch, mak­ing men­tal bets with him­self over how much longer it

    would take for them to toss that CIA spook out of the build­ing. Four hours seemed a long time,

    though. Then the door be­hind him opened.




    “Give up?”




    “Yes,” Smith said, his face grim.




    “Tough?”




    “More than most. You’d bet­ter get a stenog­ra­pher in here. He’s bab­bling like a

    child.”




    “Bab­bling?” asked Glover. He peered in­to the room. The ter­ror­ist was sit­ting at one end

    of a long ta­ble. His head was buried in his fold­ed arms. His shoul­ders shook. At first

    Glover thought he might be laugh­ing with hi­lar­ity at the ex­pense of the gray-​haired CIA

    bu­reau­crat who thought he could break him. But the muf­fled sounds com­ing from deep with­in

    him were not laugh­ter. His face came up briefly as he wiped tears from the cor­ners of his

    dark moist eyes.




    “Christ! He’s bawl­ing his eyes out. What’d you do to him?”




    “I talked to him.”




    “Talked?”




    “It’s very ef­fec­tive. Now I must go. My work is done.”




    “I don’t be­lieve this,” Agent Glover said slow­ly.




    “Has there been any word on the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al sit­ua­tion while I was oc­cu­pied?”

    Smith asked.




    “Not that I-“




    Then, through the thick walls of the FBI Build­ing, came the can­nonad­ing of ex­plo­sions.

    The walls shook. “My God,” Smith said. “They failed.” And he hur­ried to the el­eva­tor,

    man­ag­ing to move quick­ly with­out ac­tu­al­ly break­ing in­to the in­dig­ni­ty of a run.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Re­mo saw it in the ter­ror­ist’s shocked eyes. They were both go­ing to die. He grabbed the

    man by throat and crotch and backpedaled to the open air of the memo­ri­al steps. There

    wouldn’t be time to get to all the ex­plo­sive charges, but if he worked fast enough he could

    min­imize the dam­age to the build­ing. He on­ly hoped Chi­un had heard him in time to get

    clear.




    On the steps, Re­mo spun in place three times. When he felt the mo­men­tum achieve its peak,

    he let go of the wind­milling ter­ror­ist. The man shot up in­to the air. Re­mo raced back

    in­to the colon­nade. He had sev­ered the wires lead­ing from the det­ona­tor, but that

    wouldn’t mat­ter now. The elec­tric­ity was al­ready siz­zling along the wires. Re­mo was

    op­er­at­ing near­ly as fast, but he knew it would not be fast enough.




    He found a satchel lean­ing up against a far col­umn. Re­mo scooped it up and sent it

    sail­ing. That was two. And so far no ex­plo­sion. Would there be time to get to the third

    satchel? It was too much to hope for.




    Re­mo scoot­ed along the columns. Noth­ing be­hind any of them. He raced around the

    sanc­tu­ary. He knew it was not there. Maybe in one of the oth­er rooms. Noth­ing in ei­ther of

    them. He raced to the side steps. They were clean too.




    Where the hell was it?




    Then he saw it. And his heart sank.




    It was a leather valise. It dan­gled over the aged head of his men­tor and train­er, Chi­un.

    Chi­un was hold­ing it over his head tri­umphant­ly, so that Re­mo could see that he had found

    it.




    Re­mo on­ly had time to yell, “Chi­un, get rid of that thing!” be­fore the air filled with a

    se­ries of ex­plo­sions. Re­mo hit the hard floor and rolled in­to the shel­ter of Abra­ham

    Lin­coln’s feet, He shield­ed his face with his fore­arms.




    The first con­cus­sive wave struck his eardrums. Re­mo opened his mouth in a sound­less

    scream to equal­ize the pres­sure so his eardrums would not rup­ture. A sec­ond wave rolled

    over him. He wait­ed for the third one.




    When it didn’t come, he raised his head and peered over his bare fore­arm.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was stand­ing over him, the valise held in both hands.




    “Dud?” Re­mo asked dazed­ly.




    “I would not say that. Oth­ers might. I would not. You are slow, even clum­sy. But I would

    not call you a dud.”




    “I meant the ex­plo­sives in that bag,” Re­mo said, get­ting to his feet.




    Chi­un opened the valise and pre­sent­ed the con­tents for Re­mo’s in­spec­tion.




    “I know noth­ing of these de­vices. How can one tell if it is a dud?”




    Re­mo looked in­to the valise. There was an elec­tri­cal con­trap­tion fused with a

    clay­like black of plas­tic ex­plo­sives.




    “It didn’t go off,” Re­mo asked dul­ly.




    “Of course not. Why should it?”




    “Be­cause I pressed the frig­ging det­ona­tor by ac­ci­dent!” Re­mo shout­ed. “I felt the

    elec­tric­ity go through the wires. Why did you think I was run­ning around like a ma­ni­ac,

    throw­ing the oth­er charges in­to the air where they wouldn’t hurt any­thing?”




    “I thought it was one of your loud Amer­ican hol­idays. You know, like the First of

    Ju­ly.”




    “Fourth of Ju­ly. And I did it to save our lives.”




    “How dis­ap­point­ing.”




    “That I saved our lives?”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “That you did it in such a ridicu­lous way.”




    “I sup­pose you know a bet­ter way?”




    “Yes. “




    “Prove it.”




    “In­stead of throw­ing the ex­plo­sives in­to the air where they could in­jure in­no­cent

    birds, you might have pulled the wire from the oth­er end. Like so.” And Chi­un dis­played the

    op­po­site end of the det­onat­ing wire in one hand.




    Re­mo looked at him un­com­pre­hend­ing­ly. “I don’t get it,” he said.




    “It is the elec­tric­ity that caus­es the ka-​boom?”




    “Right. There was no way to stop it. I felt the juice leave the det­ona­tor.”




    “And I stopped it from reach­ing the ka-​boomer.”




    “You pulled the wire be­fore the juice reached the charges?” Re­mo said in a dumb­found­ed

    voice.




    “Was there a bet­ter way?” asked Chi­un with an in­no­cent face.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    Once out­side the FBI build­ing, Harold Smith hailed a taxi and asked the driv­er to take

    him to the cheap­est ho­tel in the Dis­trict of Columbia that was still rea­son­ably

    pre­sentable. Smith named the ho­tel. Smith knew the name of ev­ery cheap but pre­sentable

    ho­tel in ev­ery ma­jor Amer­ican city. He prid­ed him­self on how much mon­ey he saved the

    tax­pay­ers by his fru­gal habits.




    The ride to the ho­tel took him with­in view­ing dis­tance of the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al. With

    a bare­ly re­pressed sigh of re­lief, Smith saw that the memo­ri­al was in­tact. The Na­tion­al

    Guards­men were just pick­ing them­selves off the ground. Grit and metal­lic frag­ments were

    still drift­ing down from the boil­ing ball of smoke that hung over the build­ing.




    “Looks like the Guard saved the day,” the driv­er called back.




    “Con­cen­trate on your driv­ing, please,” said Smith.




    “Humph,” the driv­er said, won­der­ing who this stiff was, who didn’t care whether or not

    the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al was still stand­ing.




    Smith tipped the driv­er ex­act­ly thir­ty-​sev­en cents for a five-​dol­lar ride and

    reg­is­tered at the ho­tel. They gave him a room in the back with a fold­ing bed, and Smith

    im­me­di­ate­ly took the room phone off the hook so he would not be dis­turbed. He ex­pect­ed

    Re­mo to check in at any mo­ment, but Re­mo would be call­ing on the spe­cial phone which Smith

    car­ried in his brief­case. In the mean­while, there was work to do.




    Smith set his brief­case on the scarred writ­ing ta­ble and opened it. Seat­ing him­self

    like a stu­dent about to take a dif­fi­cult test, he checked the portable phone unit to make

    sure the di­al tone sound­ed. He re­placed the re­ceiv­er in the mo­dem re­cep­ta­cle. It

    di­aled a num­ber au­to­mat­ical­ly. Then Smith boot­ed up the mi­ni-​com­put­er. Work­ing off

    the main­frame at Fol­croft, the mi­ni-​com­put­er ac­cessed the true pow­er of CURE-​its vast

    da­ta base. Com­piled over the two decades Smith had run CURE, it was the ul­ti­mate

    in­for­ma­tion-​re­trieval cen­ter for in­for­ma­tion both im­por­tant and ob­scure. What

    Smith’s mem­ory banks did not con­tain, Smith could ac­cess by in­fil­trat­ing vir­tu­al­ly any

    com­put­er in the na­tion, from the So­cial Se­cu­ri­ty files to any home com­put­er that

    worked off the phone lines.




    Smith keyed in a name and then hit the Con­trol but­ton. In­stant­ly a col­umn of text

    be­gan scrolling. Smith di­gest­ed the trav­el­ing da­ta silent­ly.




    A blink­ing light in­di­cat­ed an in­com­ing call. Smith hit the Pause but­ton and picked up

    the re­ceiv­er. “Re­mo?”




    “Who else? We saved the day.”




    “So I no­ticed,” Smith said. He was still read­ing. His voice was crisp but

    pre­oc­cu­pied.




    “There’s some­thing fun­ny go­ing on, Smit­ty. I think the hi­jack­ing in Hon­olu­lu was

    con­nect­ed to this Lin­coln Memo­ri­al thing. Both groups want­ed a guy named Dullard.”




    “Slug­gard. Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard,” said Smith. “I’m read­ing a file on him right

    now.”




    “He ran for Pres­ident last year, didn’t he?”




    “No, you’re think­ing of the Rev­erend Sandy Krin­kles.”




    “Krin­kles. Wasn’t he the guy whose wife turned out to be-“




    “No, that was an­oth­er man en­tire­ly. But nev­er mind that. I got Slug­gard’s name from

    the ter­ror­ist I in­ter­ro­gat­ed. “




    “You broke him, huh?” Re­mo asked ad­mir­ing­ly.




    “Yes.”




    “What’d you use? Bam­boo shoots un­der the fin­ger­nails?”




    “No,” said Smith.




    When Smith did not elab­orate, Re­mo said, “Hold on, Chi­un is try­ing to say some­thing.

    What’s that, Lit­tle Fa­ther? Oh, yeah? Hey, Smit­ty, guess what? Chi­un says his hi­jack­ers

    were ask­ing about Slug­gard too. What is this guy? Hostage of the month?”




    “Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard is-​or was-​one of the most suc­cess­ful tele­vi­sion

    evan­ge­lists in his­to­ry. He’s al­so the on­ly one who so far has not been taint­ed by the

    se­ries of scan­dals that have rocked that field. Why rep­re­sen­ta­tives of a for­eign pow­er

    want him so bad­ly that they would vir­tu­al­ly in­vade Amer­ica is some­thing we must find

    out. Please come to my ho­tel at once.”




    “What’s the ad­dress?” Re­mo asked.




    Smith gave it and hung up. He went back to work. In­ward­ly he was pleased that Re­mo and

    Chi­un had saved the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al, but the cri­sis was too press­ing to waste valu­able

    time. Ac­cord­ing to the ter­ror­ist Smith had bro­ken, the gov­ern­ment of the Is­lam­ic

    Re­pub­lic of Iran want­ed Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, and want­ed him bad­ly enough to risk

    Amer­ican re­tal­ia­tion. The crime, ac­cord­ing to the ter­ror­ist, was mak­ing war on Is­lam,

    and in ad­di­tion, sow­ing cor­rup­tion on earth. Smith knew that the lat­ter was a catch

    phrase used by the rev­olu­tion­ary courts to legal­ly ex­ecute pro-​West­ern Ira­ni­ans and

    stone wom­en judged in­suf­fi­cient­ly pi­ous.




    The ter­ror­ist had told Smith all that he knew. But it was mea­ger and filled with

    gen­er­al­ities. Smith had wast­ed a full hour of the four-​hour ses­sion with the man try­ing

    to pin him down on specifics. When the man be­gan blub­ber­ing, Smith knew he was just a man

    tak­ing or­ders, a fa­nat­ic with­out true facts. Still, what Smith had learned was vi­tal­ly

    im­por­tant.




    A tell­tale light flashed in the mar­gin of the com­put­er screen. Smith hit a key. It was

    the me­dia-​mon­itor­ing func­tion. The sys­tem was alert­ing him that the name he had tagged

    for crit­ical anal­ysis, Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, was right now hold­ing a press

    con­fer­ence that was be­ing car­ried live by the news ser­vices.




    Smith left the com­put­er and turned on the room’s tele­vi­sion.




    The overfed face of Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, speak­ing in a South­ern-​fried Geor­gia

    ac­cent, ap­peared on the screen. Slug­gard wiped sweat off his lined brow with a

    hand­ker­chief.




    “Mah own the­ory, gen­tle­men,” he was say­ing, “is that the mul­lahs in Ah-​ran have

    fi­nal­ly shown their true an­ti-​Chris­tian col­ors. They have de­clared them­selves to be

    en­emies of Chris­tian­ity. Be­cause of mah vast in­flu­ence and min­is­te­ri­al work abroad,

    they have tar­get­ed me as the man they must de­feat be­fore they can ex­port their re­li­gious

    be­liefs to this coun­try.”




    “Is your TV show beamed in­to Iran?” he was asked by an un­seen re­porter.




    “No, but Ah speak the word of the Lord, and it knows no na­tion­al bound­ary or

    wave­length.”




    “Why do you sup­pose they at­tacked the tar­gets they did and not your head­quar­ters?”




    “Ah sup­pose they didn’t know where to find me. Ah don’t broad­cast mah ad­dress on TV, just

    a post-​of­fice box num­ber.”




    “Has this any­thing to do with your re­port­ed fundrais­ing prob­lems?”




    “No,” Rev­erend Slug­gard said flat­ly. “Malh Cross Cru­sade fund drive is go­ing to be a

    whop­pin’ suc­cess.” He ran pudgy fin­gers through his heav­ily po­mad­ed hair.




    “You seem pret­ty sure of that. How do you know?”




    “Be­cause the Almighty re­vealed it to me.”




    “If he re­vealed that to you, as you claim, why hasn’t he re­vealed the rea­son why Mid­dle

    East­ern ter­ror­ists, al­leged­ly in the pay of Iran, hi­jacked two air­craft, shot up an air

    show, and took the Lin­coln Memo­ri­al hostage to pub­li­cize their de­mands that you be turned

    over to one of their Rev­olu­tion­ary Tri­bunals?”




    “You’ll have to ask him that,” Rev­erend Slug­gard said, wip­ing his beefy jowls. “All Ah

    know is that Judg­ment Day is a-​comin’ for Amer­ica. If mah min­istry falls to these

    fa­nat­ics, then none of you are safe. Ah’m call­in’ on all of Amer­ica to join me and to get

    with God if they want this great Chris­tian na­tion of ours to stand for­ev­er. For more

    in­for­ma­tion, tune in­to mah TV show, Get with God. Ah have all the an­swers.”




    “Rev­erend Slug­gard-“




    “That’s all Ah got to say,” Rev­erend Slug­gard said, “but be­fore Ah go, Ah want to

    re­as­sure mah fol­low­ers that the Lord’s work will go on. No en­emy of God will lay a hand on

    me or any of mah fol­low­ers. Be­cause Ah got this.” He pat­ted a thick leather-​cov­ered book.

    “And if you kind folks will al­low, Ah want to read a pas­sage Ah think ap­pro­pri­ate to these

    trou­bled times: ‘Though Ah be sur­round­ed by ser­pents, Ah will fear no scoundrels. Though Ah

    stand in the quick­sand of idol­ators, Ah know that the Char­iot of the Lord is comin’ to

    suc­cor me and that his Hosts will raise their cross­bows in mah de­fense.’ Amen.”




    And slap­ping the great book closed, El­don Slug­gard walked off cam­era, leav­ing it to a

    net­work cor­re­spon­dent to ex­plain that this was com­ing live from the El­don Slug­gard

    World Min­istries in Thun­der­bolt, Geor­gia.




    Smith stared at the screen, his brow knit­ting. “There’s no such pas­sage in the Bible,” he

    mut­tered. Shut­ting off the tele­vi­sion, he start­ed for his mi­ni com­put­er, when he heard

    a knock­ing at the door. He opened it.




    “Re­mo. Mas­ter Chi­un,” Smith said with­out in­flec­tion. It was what passed for a warm

    greet­ing from Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    “We ap­pre­ci­ate your en­thu­si­asm,” Re­mo said, step­ping in. He turned when he no­ticed

    that Chi­un was still stand­ing out in the hall, his back to Smith.




    “You com­ing, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “I have not been for­mal­ly in­vit­ed in.”




    “I think he’s still pissed at you, Smit­ty.”




    Smith cleared his throat. “Mas­ter Chi­un, would you come in, please? I am sor­ry if I

    of­fend­ed you.”




    “Wrong choice of words, Smit­ty,” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “If?” Chi­un called over his shoul­der loud­ly.




    “That I of­fend­ed you. Tru­ly sor­ry. It won’t hap­pen again. And I wish you would come in.

    I have a ques­tion on­ly some­one with your knowl­edge of an­cient his­to­ry can an­swer.”




    Chi­un im­me­di­ate­ly whirled in place. He marched in­to the room like an an­cient vizier

    en­ter­ing his king’s in­ner cham­bers.




    “I live to serve my em­per­or. What is your ques­tion?”




    “Did they have cross­bows dur­ing bib­li­cal days?”




    “No,” said Chi­un as Re­mo closed the door. “The cross­bow was a fool­ish in­ven­tion of a

    lat­er pe­ri­od. My an­ces­tors first en­coun­tered it when-“




    “Thank you, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Smith said abrupt­ly. “That was all I de­sired to

    know.”




    Chi­un’s face tight­ened. His mouth pursed. His cheeks filled with in­dig­ni­ty. He flounced

    around and again pre­sent­ed his back to Smith, his anger ev­ident in his stiff pos­ture.




    “You did it again,” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “Lat­er,” Smith said. “I want you to lis­ten care­ful­ly. The ter­ror­ists failed, but these

    peo­ple nev­er give up. They will try again.”




    “Chi­un and I are up to it,” Re­mo said con­fi­dent­ly.




    “Speak for your­self, white man,” Chi­un asked. Re­mo ig­nored him. Smith con­tin­ued

    speak­ing.




    “We can’t spend all our en­er­gies putting down ter­ror­ist at­tacks. There has al­ready

    been loss of life. What­ev­er is mo­ti­vat­ing these peo­ple, they take the mat­ter very

    se­ri­ous­ly.”




    “You want us to go to Iran?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un sud­den­ly turned, his face light­ing with in­ter­est. “It is the Per­sian New Year.

    The mel­ons are quite good at this time of year,” he said ea­ger­ly. “And Sinan­ju is well

    known to Per­sians-​ed­ucat­ed Per­sians. We could solve your prob­lems with a few words

    whis­pered in­to the prop­er ears.”




    “No, I am not send­ing you to Iran,” Smith said. Chi­un re­turned to pre­sent­ing his back

    to his em­per­or. “I want you two to look in­to Rev­erend Slug­gard’s min­istry,” Smith went

    on. “Find out why they want him. If we can un­cov­er what is go­ing on at this end, maybe we

    can ex­pose or neu­tral­ize it. We might be able to rea­son with Iran. Speak­ing

    geopo­lit­ical­ly, it re­mains in our in­ter­est to main­tain a sem­blance of neu­tral­ity

    to­ward that coun­try.”




    “You’re dream­ing, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said tight­ly. “The U.S. and Iran are on a col­li­sion

    course. And will be as long as those re­li­gious cra­zies are run­ning that coun­try.”




    “Do not for­get to men­tion the cra­zies run­ning this coun­try,” Chi­un mut­tered. “Some of

    them do not even both­er to wear their crowns on cor­rect oc­ca­sions.”




    “What is he say­ing?” Smith asked Re­mo.




    “I’ll ex­plain lat­er. By the way, what’s your hat size?”




    “I’m not sure. I haven’t worn a hat in thir­ty years. Why do you ask?”




    “Long sto­ry. Okay, Smit­ty, we’re on our way. By the way, where ex­act­ly are we

    go­ing?”




    “Slug­gard’s na­tion­al head­quar­ters are lo­cat­ed in Thun­der­bolt, Geor­gia. It’s

    out­side of Sa­van­nah. Use false iden­ti­fi­ca­tion. Try to blend in with Slug­gard’s peo­ple.

    If we crack this quick­ly, we may beat the next wave of ter­ror out­breaks.”




    “Gotcha, Smit­ty. You com­ing, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked as he opened the door.




    “I have not yet been giv­en my leave by my em­per­or.”




    “You may leave, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Smith said qui­et­ly. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju turned

    soft­ly, ex­ecut­ed a po­lite but un­os­ten­ta­tious bow, and float­ed out of the room, his

    beard­ed chin high in the air.




    “I’ll try to pull that wild hair out of his you-​know-​what be­fore we get back, Smit­ty,”

    Re­mo promised, wink­ing.


  




  

    Chapter 9




    Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard hur­ried from the au­di­to­ri­um of the El­don Slug­gard Tem­ple

    of Trib­ute, un­der rows of moss-​draped eu­ca­lyp­tus trees, past the quad­ran­gle fac­ing the

    El­don Slug­gard Uni­ver­si­ty, and en­tered the El­don Slug­gard World Broad­cast Min­istries

    Com­plex on the lazy banks of the Wilm­ing­ton Riv­er.




    “Get my me­dia ad­vis­ers, pron­to,” he snarled at a sec­re­tary, hur­ry­ing in­to a

    con­fer­ence room.




    When they ar­rived, mo­ments lat­er, the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard was seat­ed at one end

    of the long con­fer­ence ta­ble, his hands rest­ing on a thick leather vol­ume with a

    gold-​leaf cross em­bossed on its front cov­er.




    The men, all dressed in sharp busi­ness suits, took their places. One of them switched on a

    cab­inet tele­vi­sion and popped a video­cas­sette in­to a wall slot.




    “Here’s the re­play, Rev­erend,” he said as he took his seat.




    The eyes of all thir­teen men watched as the TV re­played the press con­fer­ence of a few

    min­utes ago. One by one the men be­gan their cri­tique.




    “Good de­liv­ery there, El. You had ‘em hangin’ on your ev­ery syl­la­ble with that first

    bit about the mul­lahs tryin’ to cru­ci­fy Amer­ica on a cross of oil.”




    “Nice come­back to that ques­tion about your fi­nances. ‘God don’t count shekels in

    pub­lic.’ But what’s it mean?”




    “Search me,” said Rev­erend Slug­gard, notic­ing that when his video im­age raised his left

    arm to ges­ture, a dark patch showed un­der his armpit. Slug­gard lift­ed his arms and saw that

    the un­der­arms of his im­mac­ulate white one-​thou­sand-​dol­lar Brioni suit were soaked with

    sweat. He scrib­bled a note to him­self in the leather book to have his tai­lor re­in­force the

    un­der­arm padding. The man would bitch, as he al­ways did. But screw him. The wop.




    “Hold it. You see that part right there?” a con­sul­tant said. “Where you open up the

    Bible.” He hit the Pause but­ton of the re­mote con­trol.




    “Yeah? What of it?” Rev­erend Slug­gard asked un­hap­pi­ly.




    “You got­ta be more care­ful, El. Look at that open page. You can al­most see it. What if

    out­siders dis­cov­ered that the Bible you car­ry has blank pages?”




    “Who cares about out­siders? It’s mah fol­low­ers who count. And if they see me read­ing

    from a blank page, they’ll de­clare it proof of mah god­li­ness.”




    Ev­ery­one laughed ner­vous­ly.




    “And if they don’t, you will, right, El?”




    “Don’t make fun of mah be­liefs. Ah don’t like it. Now, let’s see the rest.”




    El­don Slug­gard watched as his TV im­age re­cit­ed a pas­sage and walked off cam­era. The

    tape stopped. “Not bad. But you know, El, I don’t think they had cross­bows in Bible

    times.”




    “So what? No­body reads the Bible any­more. They watch tele­vi­sion. If they did read the

    Bible, some­one would have no­ticed Ah make up all of my Scrip­ture. They ain’t. Not in the

    twen­ty years Ah’ve been in the God Game.”




    “Let’s hope.”




    “So what do you men think? Did Ah cov­er mah­self, or what?”




    “You were slick­er than spit, El. I think you got the me­dia bam­boo­zled. They’re sure not

    go­ing to be in­ter­view­ing any ay­atol­lahs for a dis­sent­ing opin­ion. And the Amer­ican

    pub­lic wouldn’t lis­ten even if they did.”




    “One ques­tion, Rev­erend.”




    “Yeah?”




    “How’d you rig it so that you got all this pub­lic­ity? I mean, those ter­ror­ists act­ed

    like re­al ones.”




    “That’s not your de­part­ment.”




    “If you say so. But there are re­al folks dead out there. If you set this up and it gets

    out, it’ll be like the Slim and Jaimie sto­ry, on­ly worse.”




    “Don’t men­tion those fairies in mah pres­ence. What Ah want to know is, will this pull us

    through the next fis­cal quar­ter?”




    “Are you fun­nin’ me? Peo­ple are go­ing to flock to give you mon­ey. The most fa­nat­ical,

    hat­ed Is­lam­ic regime on earth has marked you for death. That’s gonna get the lit­tle old

    ladies worked up from Tal­la­has­see to Tul­sa. It’s gonna give your new Cross Cru­sade a

    hap­py boot in the ass. Work it right, and we could be gold­en again.”




    “Good. That’s what Ah want to hear. You men are dis­missed.”




    Silent­ly the twelve me­dia ad­vis­ers filed out of the room, leav­ing El­don Slug­gard

    clutch­ing his blank-​paged Bible. His knuck­les were white. A drop of sweat gath­ered in the

    ver­ti­cal crease of his brow, rilled down the bridge of his nose, and spilled off the tip.




    It had back­fired. The whole thing. He must have been crazy to lis­ten to that wom­an. Sure

    it had sound­ed good, but who would have thought it would come to this?




    He reached out for the in­ter­com. “Get me that Hoar bitch,” he barked. Just wait un­til she

    showed. He’d fix her damned pew.




    He wait­ed. When the phone rang, he grabbed it, fum­bled, and the re­ceiv­er hit the floor.

    Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard got down on his hands and knees and hunt­ed for the phone. He didn’t

    get off the floor when he found it.




    “Vic? That you?”




    “El,” a wom­an’s breathy con­tral­to voice said, and El­don Slug­gard had to pull at his

    un­der­wear to ac­com­mo­date a sud­den phys­io­log­ical re­ac­tion in his crotch. Damn that

    wom­an. She al­ways did this to him. Even over the phone.




    “We got­ta talk,” he said ur­gent­ly.




    “My tem­ple or yours?”




    “Mine. And don’t joke at a time like this. Haven’t you been watchin’ the news? Ah don’t dare

    leave this place. Those fuckin’ rag­heads want mah ass.”




    “Not as much as I do. I’m on my way. ‘Bye.”




    “Bitch,” mut­tered Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, fum­bling the phone back on­to the hook. He

    got to his feet awk­ward­ly. He felt his shorts rip.




    “Damn that bitch,” he re­peat­ed.




    He sat down near his phone, try­ing to think of things that would cool his pas­sion. He

    thought of cold show­ers but that on­ly made him think of the last show­er he had tak­en and

    who was with him in the stall. He tried think­ing of his ex-​wife, Grisel­da-​as sure a cure as

    salt­peter-​but her puffy face kept blur­ring and that of Vic­to­ria Hoar’s, high-​cheeked,

    long-​haired, and top­ping a body as sin­uous as a bel­ly dancer’s, kept in­trud­ing.




    Then he thought about what would hap­pen to him if Iran’s fun­da­men­tal­ists got hold of

    him. They would chop off his hands first thing. They did that stuff over there to peo­ple who

    stole a moldy loaf of bread. Then they would cut off his feet. Then while they were look­ing

    for some­thing else to cut off, they would get around to his man­hood.




    Just the thought of a bunch of beard­ed mul­lahs tak­ing a sharp knife to his man­hood gave

    Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard in­stant re­lief. And re­placed it with sheer ter­ror.




    He be­gan pac­ing the room, his hand­ker­chief dab­bing his face.




    “Ah should nev­er have lis­tened to her. Ah should nev­er have lis­tened to her,” he

    re­peat­ed end­less­ly, as if the very words were a charm that would ward off dan­ger. “The

    bitch,” he added.




    El­don Slug­gard had not thought of Vic­to­ria Hoar as a bitch when he first met her. He had

    con­sid­ered her the most in­finite­ly de­sir­able wom­an he had ev­er seen. That was at first

    sight. By the end of their first night to­geth­er, he con­sid­ered her his per­son­al

    sav­ior.




    A great many peo­ple thought that the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard be­lieved in quite a

    dif­fer­ent per­son­al sav­ior, but in truth, Slug­gard be­lieved in noth­ing. Ex­cept

    en­rich­ing him­self.




    Grow­ing up in a tarpa­per shack in Au­gus­ta, Geor­gia, El­don Slug­gard liked to tell

    peo­ple that even poor folks thought of his fam­ily as poor. His fa­ther ran a junk­yard and

    sold scrap met­al and old tires to make ends meet. He bare­ly did at times. But he tried. He

    was a good man. Even Slug­gard had to ad­mit that. He was just dirt-​poor. El­don Slug­gard

    knew that the Slug­gards had been dirt-​poor as far back as the Civ­il War. He, on the oth­er

    hand, was go­ing to be the first filthy-​rich Slug­gard.




    He didn’t know how. But one thing he was cer­tain of he wasn’t go­ing to work for it. His

    fa­ther had worked hard all his life and at forty he looked six­ty, his skin all brown and

    wrin­kled from the long hours in the sun, his hands so dirty from la­bor that even lye soap

    would not re­veal their true col­or.




    El­don Slug­gard got his first inkling of his fu­ture the sum­mer he turned fif­teen. A

    re­vival­ist preach­er came to Au­gus­ta and pitched his tent just down the road from his

    fa­ther’s junk­yard. It was the mid­dle of sum­mer and the tent promised re­lief from the heat

    and hu­mid­ity, but most­ly be­cause ad­mis­sion was free, El­don went in.




    El­don had nev­er been to church in his life. The near­est one was too far to walk to, and

    al­though his fa­ther owned sev­er­al cars, they were all up on blocks and miss­ing crit­ical

    parts. So it was all new to El­don, this stuff about God. He had heard about God, of course.

    Who hadn’t? Lots of folks in Au­gus­ta men­tioned the Lord. Of­ten by name. Usu­al­ly it was

    af­ter they hit their thumb with a ham­mer or found a chig­ger bur­row­ing un­der their skin.

    Then they sang out the Lord’s name re­al loud, they did.




    The preach­er in the tent al­so talked loud­ly of God. But he didn’t use the Lord’s name to

    curse. He used it to be­rate the peo­ple who sat meek­ly in the tent. And they took it. Ev­ery

    one of them. The preach­er called them sin­ners. And they took it. He called them

    for­ni­ca­tors. And they sat in si­lence. Some winced. He called them un­de­serv­ing of

    re­demp­tion-​what­ev­er that was-​and they on­ly sat there like so many dumb an­imals. A few

    sang out “hal­lelu­jahs” as if they agreed with the preach­er.




    And af­ter an hour and a half of this abuse, with the men swel­ter­ing in the sti­fling air

    of the tent and the wom­en wav­ing their fans and ad­just­ing their sum­mer hats for the

    hun­dredth time, the preach­er’s men passed the plates.




    El­don Slug­gard craned his neck to see what was in the plates. He thought the au­di­ence

    was go­ing to be re­ward­ed for en­dur­ing the preach­er’s abuse with sweets or ice cubes for

    their sweaty brows. But El­don saw that the plates were emp­ty.




    Then the coins start­ed clink­ing on­to the plates. The fold­ed bills flopped. Peo­ple dug

    in­to their purs­es and wal­lets. And El­don no­ticed that the poor­er peo­ple in town seemed

    to give the most mon­ey.




    It made no sense.




    But when the plate came to him, El­don saw it was heaped with bills and coins. And if

    any­thing made sense to El­don Slug­gard at the age of fif­teen, it was mon­ey. Piles of

    it.




    Be­cause he had no mon­ey of his own, El­don picked a quar­ter from the plate and let it

    drop back with a clink. While the peo­ple around him blinked at the sud­den sound, he palmed a

    twen­ty.




    El­don Slug­gard walked out of the re­vival­ist tent, one fist clutch­ing the bill in the

    se­cu­ri­ty of his torn jeans pock­et.




    A heavy hand took him by the shoul­der and hus­tled him around to the back of the tent.




    “I saw what you did, boy.”




    El­don looked up. It was the preach­er. His voice was low, but the fire-​and-​brim­stone

    qual­ity was still there.




    “Lemme go, mis­ter. Ah ain’t done noth­ing to you.”




    “You stole from the Lord, and I don’t cot­ton to that.”




    “You got enough.”




    “Ain’t no such thing as enough. You should know that. Look at you. I’ll bet those clothes of

    yours would get up and walk if your dad­dy didn’t lock the back door each night.”




    “You can talk. You got fine clothes.”




    “I earned these clothes, boy.”




    “You did not. You just shout at folks and in­sult ‘em.”




    “And they pay me for that. You know why, son?”




    “Be­cause they’re stupid. “




    “You’re right close. Be­cause they spend six days each week telling them­selves they’re good

    folks even while they go around sin­ning. I give ‘em a lit­tle re­minder that they ain’t so

    won­der­ful. Then they go home feel­ing like they got some­thing off their chests, made their

    peace with the Almighty by drop­ping an of­fer­ing in the col­lec­tion plate, and they go off

    for­ti­fied with the strength to sin some more.”




    “Don’t make no sense to me.”




    “It’s a fun­ny world, son. But if you know how peo­ple are, you got ‘em where you want ‘em.

    It’s called the God Game, and the best part of it is that any­one can play. Even you with your

    pim­ples and high-​wa­ter pants. “




    “Can Ah keep the twen­ty?” El­don had asked.




    “Son, I just gave you a mil­lion dol­lars’ worth of free ad­vice. I think that’s

    gen­eros­ity enough. Now, fork over that twen­ty be­fore I box your ears good.”




    Re­luc­tant­ly El­don Slug­gard pulled his grimy hand from his dirty jeans pock­et and

    slapped the crum­pled twen­ty-​dol­lar bill-​the most mon­ey he had ev­er held in his

    hand-​in­to the preach­er’s hand.




    “You’re mean,” he growled.




    “I get what’s com­ing to me. Now, get your raggedy butt out­ta here, son. Maybe I’ll see you

    in the God Game and maybe I won’t. The choice is yours.”




    El­don got. But he thought about the preach­er’s words all the way home. He asked his mom­my

    for a dol­lar and she told him she had no mon­ey. El­don called her a for­ni­ca­tor and an

    idol­ator, be­ing sure to men­tion the Lord’s name a few times, and then asked for the mon­ey

    again.




    His moth­er turned from her pie-​bak­ing and looked at him with a sick white face. She ran

    out of the house and when his fa­ther charged back in, he was wear­ing his mean face and

    car­ry­ing his thick leather belt dou­bled in one hand.




    El­don Slug­gard learned not to preach to his fam­ily that day. He tried preach­ing to his

    friends from a toma­to crate by the side of the road. They laughed at him. He ran away lat­er

    that sum­mer. He could still feel that twen­ty-​dol­lar bill in his hand.




    El­don hitch­hiked south, fi­nal­ly wind­ing up in Way­nes­boro, a lick south of Au­gus­ta.

    No one knew him in Way­nes­boro. He had fig­ured out that if you’re go­ing to preach hell and

    damna­tion to folks, you get a lot more re­spect if you do it in some­one else’s back­yard.




    El­don Slug­gard’s first tent was a big old hunk of card­board sus­pend­ed over four

    hick­ory sticks. It wasn’t much, but af­ter the plate got passed around-​it was a foil pie

    plate from a store-​bought ap­ple pie-​there was near­ly twen­ty-​eight dol­lars in it. Enough

    for a room. The next night there was thir­ty-​two dol­lars, enough for a lit­tle tent. He had a

    re­al tent and two helpers in­side of two months.




    From there it grew. El­don bought him­self a Bible. He had nev­er learned to read, so he

    made up his Scrip­ture. It was easy. As long as he didn’t quote from Mark or John or Luke or

    any of the books re­al preach­ers used, no one ev­er no­ticed.




    The El­don Slug­gard em­pire grew like a snow­ball rolling down the high­est peak in the

    Hi­malayas. It was un­stop­pable. When he felt he’d milked a town dry, he moved on. By the time

    he had hit ev­ery city in the Bible Belt and had to start over, a new flock had grown up, just

    as ea­ger for sal­va­tion. And fleec­ing.




    El­don Slue­crard got in­to tele­vi­sion in 1968, when he no­ticed that en­coun­tered few­er

    and few­er itin­er­ant preach­ers dur­ing his trav­els. He found one driv­ing a mo­bile home

    down Route 66 near the town of Garth, Mis­sis­sip­pi.




    “Hey, broth­er, tell me,” Slug­gard hailed. “We got the whole field to our­selves now?”




    “Reck­on so,” the preach­er said. He was old and los­ing his teeth. “Most of the young ones

    are in tele­vi­sion nowa­days,”




    “TV? You don’t say. What’re they doin’ on TV, sell­in’ tooth­paste for God?” And he

    laughed.




    “Nope. They’re rak­ing in the shekels, same as you and me. On­ly they talk to a cam­era and

    ask folks to mail in the checks. Then they hire pret­ty girls to open the mail and run off to

    the bank. Where you and I are mak­ing thou­sands, they’re ac­cu­mu­lat­ing mil­lions.”




    “If that’s so, broth­er, why ain’t you get­tin’ your right­ful share?”




    “Be­cause I like to look ‘em in the eye when I take ‘em. What’s your ex­cuse?”




    El­don Slug­gard didn’t have one. He pulled over at the next road­side mo­tel in Biloxi and

    turned on the tele­vi­sion.




    The air was full of them. There was Quin­ton Schiller’s Church of In­evitable and

    God-​Or­dained Apoc­alypse, Slim and Jaimie’s 69 Club, and many oth­ers. Flip­ping the

    chan­nels, he found that af­ter­noon tele­vi­sion was choked with them. On one chan­nel he

    rec­og­nized the preach­er who had first told him about the God Game. The guy was stand­ing

    there with a mi­cro­phone in his hand and tears stream­ing down his eyes. He was plead­ing with

    the un­seen au­di­ence to send in their do­na­tions, or the min­istry of the Rev­erend Lex

    Lum­bar would be out of busi­ness in a month and the starv­ing chil­dren of Bi­afra would all

    die.




    El­don Slug­gard pri­vate­ly doubt­ed that the evan­ge­lists claim­ing to be pump­ing mon­ey

    in­to Bi­afra and Bangladesh and all the oth­er third-​world coun­tries were re­al­ly send­ing

    any­thing to the lit­tle chil­dren who walked around naked with flies cling­ing to their faces

    and their stom­achs stick­ing out like so many preg­nant Pyg­mies. But hear­ing the an­guish in

    the preach­er’s voice, El­don Slug­gard smelled blood. If Lum­bar was in so much trou­ble,

    maybe he could buy the guy out.




    When El­don Slug­gard lo­cat­ed the of­fices of the Lex Lum­bar World Min­istries, he

    ex­pect­ed to find a shab­by lit­tle place. But it was like the palace grounds of Mona­co. He

    walked the man­icured quad­ran­gle, mar­veling at the Lex Lum­bar Uni­ver­si­ty, the Lex

    Lum­bar Broad­cast Min­istry-​there was even a Lex Lum­bar Memo­ri­al Hos­pi­tal, and the

    bas­tard wasn’t even dead yet!




    El­don Slug­gard wan­dered in­to the broad­cast build­ing. No one paid him any no­tice. He

    was walk­ing past a glassed-​in broad­cast stu­dio when he rec­og­nized Lex Lum­bar him­self,

    look­ing old­er, more pros­per­ous, and no­tice­ably bet­ter-​fed.




    The man was stand­ing in front of a paint­ed back­drop of a desert. Beach sand cov­ered the

    floor. The preach­er wore a pith hel­met, jodh­purs, and a pained ex­pres­sion on his face. Two

    lit­tle brown chil­dren sat at his feet. He held a third in his arms. The one in his arms had

    his eyes closed, and his head rest­ed against Rev­erend Lum­bar’s chest. His arms and legs were

    lengths of bone with dried skin cov­er­ing them. Lex Lum­bar jug­gled the child in his arms and

    the ba­by bare­ly moved.




    “I’ve come all the way to Africa,” the Rev­erend Lex Lum­bar read off cue cards while the

    cam­era dol­lied in on him, “to show the plight of these poor starv­ing in­fants. This poor

    child in my arms is near death. Won’t you help now? Send your check for twen­ty-​five, fifty,

    or one hun­dred dol­lars to the ad­dress on the screen. If it gets here in time, I’ll

    per­son­al­ly see to it that this lit­tle feller gets some food.”




    “That’s a cut,” a di­rec­tor shout­ed. “Print it.”




    “About damn time,” Rev­erend Lex Lum­bar said an­gri­ly. He dropped the ba­by on the floor.

    It hit like a two-​by-​four and just lay there. He walked over the oth­er two. “I need a

    drink.”




    El­don Slug­gard saw from the bro­ken arm that the dropped child was a wood-​re­in­forced

    dum­my. The two on the floor were re­al.




    “And get those pick­anin­nies back to their moth­ers,” Rev­erend Lex Lum­bar called back.

    “And be sure you pay them good. I don’t want this com­ing back to haunt me,” he said.




    “Re­mem­ber me?” El­don Slug­gard asked, fol­low­ing him down the hall.




    “No. Did I fire you once?”




    “Ah tried steal­ing from you when you were a tent preach­er.”




    Rev­erend Lex Lum­bar turned. “Yeah, I re­mem­ber you now. You took to the busi­ness. I

    know. I watch my com­pe­ti­tion. Not that you are that any­more. This is the elec­tron­ic age.

    Tent preach­ers are pik­ers now. So what do you want?”




    “Ah came to buy you out.”




    “You and your grand­moth­er be­tween you couldn’t man­age it.”




    “But Ah heard it over the TV that you’re at your rope’s end.”




    “Take a look at this suit, boy. You think a man at the end of his string is gonna wear

    threads like these?”




    “It’s a scam, isn’t it?”




    “And you ain’t?”




    “But this, it’s so … so-“




    “Lu­cra­tive. That the word you’re reachin’ for? Lu­cra­tive?”




    “Take me on,” El­don Slug­gard said quick­ly.




    “What’s that you say?”




    “Take me on. Show me the ropes. You told me stuff be­fore.”




    “You want a lot for your twen­ty dol­lars, don’t you, boy?”




    “Ah’m not a boy any­more.”




    “And you’re not in my league, ei­ther. But I’ll tell you what. You work for me five years

    for noth­ing and it’s a deal.”




    “Five years?”




    “Don’t tell me you ain’t built up a stake of your own. “




    “Yeah, but….”




    “Live off that.”




    “But-“




    “Take it or leave it,” said Rev­erend Lex Lum­bar, start­ing off.




    El­don Slug­gard looked around him. Ev­ery­where he saw a build­ing with a man’s name on it,

    but it wasn’t Lex Lum­bar’s name he was see­ing. It was his own. He ran af­ter the man.




    “Deal,” he pant­ed, of­fer­ing his hand.




    “Five years.” Rev­erend Lex Lum­bar grinned, tak­ing it.




    But it didn’t take five years. El­don Slug­gard wrest­ed away con­trol over the Lex Lum­bar

    World Min­istries af­ter bare­ly three. He did it on­ly af­ter he had learned ev­ery­thing

    pos­si­ble about pros­ely­tiz­ing over tele­vi­sion. He could have forced Lum­bar out with­in

    six months, which was as long as it took to learn his weak­ness­es, es­pe­cial­ly his

    predilec­tion for call girls. That was how he did it in the end, by ex­pos­ing the man as a

    char­la­tan and a sin­ner.




    When all was said and done, he bought out Lex Lum­bar for three cents on the dol­lar.




    And thus was born the El­don Slug­gard World Min­istries, which took in eighty mil­lion

    dol­lars a year for twen­ty fat won­der­ful years.




    Un­til the great shake­out.




    It start­ed slow. First there was the phe­nomenon known in TV evan­gel­ical cir­cles as the

    Great Grand­ma Crunch. Do­na­tions be­gan slow­ing. At first it was dis­missed as a blip in the

    do­na­tion curve. But the drop-​off con­tin­ued. The Dis­sem­blers of God Evan­gel­ical

    Al­liance was formed to look in­to the mat­ter. It turned out that ev­ery re­li­gious net­work

    and pro­gram was af­fect­ed by the same mys­te­ri­ous dwin­dling of do­na­tions.




    The Al­liance com­mis­sioned ex­ten­sive polls. What they found sent a shock­wave through

    the in­dus­try. The lit­tle old ladies-​the back­bone of TV evan­ge­lism-​were dy­ing off. It

    was a de­mo­graph­ic thing. There just weren’t enough old­er wom­en with re­li­gious

    con­vic­tions left to feed the vo­ra­cious ap­petites of the TV preach­ers. And it would be a

    long time be­fore the ba­by boomers hit six­ty.




    With few­er of the faith­ful to feed the ma­chin­ery, the TV evan­ge­lists be­gan feed­ing

    on one an­oth­er. In­ternecine Lvur­fare broke out. Broth­er ac­cused broth­er of

    ir­re­li­gious be­hav­ior on na­tion­wide TV. The Charis­mat­ics de­nounced the South­ern

    Bap­tists. The Pen­te­costals ridiculed the fun­da­men­tal­ists. And ev­ery­one jumped on the

    Catholics. Who jumped right back. The Dis­sem­blers of God dis­solved in night­ly

    in­stall­ments broad­cast on the six-​o’clock news.




    It was a spec­ta­cle, trans­formed in­to a cir­cus when, see­ing the walls close in, the

    Rev­erend Sandy Krin­kles jumped in­to the pres­iden­tial race. He fright­ened mid­dle

    Amer­ica, but no seg­ment of so­ci­ety pan­icked more than the oth­er TV evan­ge­lists, who

    con­sid­ered the prospect of one of their own in the White House as the kiss of death. The

    me­dia at­ten­tion alone, with the re­sult­ing IRS in­ves­ti­ga­tions and back­ground checks,

    would have put them all in jail be­fore it was over.




    Then the bod­ies start­ed to fall.




    The Rev­erend Moral Rob­bins, see­ing him­self on the verge of bankrupt­cy, an­nounced to

    the world that God was go­ing to send ev­ery­one out­side of his im­me­di­ate fam­ily to hell

    if they didn’t con­tribute fifty dol­lars a week to his show un­til the year 2012.




    Dr. Quin­ton Shiller, while pro­claim­ing that the judg­ment day was at hand be­fore an

    open-​air con­gre­ga­tion, was struck by what was lat­er iden­ti­fied as a me­te­or and

    squashed flat.




    Slim and Jaimie Bark­er, while fight­ing off a hos­tile takeover from the Rev­erend Coyne

    Farewell, were re­vealed to be, not man and wife, but ho­mo­sex­ual lovers. And the true

    sym­bol­ism be­hind their 69 Club came out.




    And Rev­erend Sandy Krin­kles, for­get­ting that he was no longer ad­dress­ing a bussed-​in

    stu­dio au­di­ence of his Hour of Giv­ing, told a skep­ti­cal group of vot­ers that if elect­ed

    Pres­ident, he would out­law the sa­tan­ic rit­ual called Hal­loween and re­place prime-​time

    tele­vi­sion pro­grams with bib­li­cal reen­act­ments. His bid for the pres­iden­cy col­lapsed

    overnight, as did the wan­ing sup­port for his ca­ble TV net­work.




    And on the side­lines, un­touched by scan­dal but suf­fer­ing guilt by as­so­ci­ation, was

    the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard.




    “How bad is it?” Rev­erend Slug­gard had asked his me­dia ad­vis­ers on­ly three months

    be­fore.




    “I think you’d bet­ter fold your po­lit­ical-​ac­tion group, the Moral­is­tic Mass. Folks

    don’t cot­ton to us be­ing in pol­itics no more.”




    “Done,” said Rev­erend Slug­gard.




    “And the very word ‘evan­ge­list’ is a no-​no from now on. We sug­gest you call your­self a

    re­li­gious tele­vi­sion per­son­al­ity. “




    “What’s the dif­fer­ence?”




    “If you let the me­dia call you an evan­ge­list, the av­er­age Amer­ican will dis­miss you

    as a po­lit­ical kook, a ripoff artist, a whore­mon­ger, or gay, de­pend­ing on which of your

    brethren is in the head­lines that day.”




    “Don’t call those bas­tards mah brethren. They’ve loused up a good thing for

    ev­ery­body.”




    “As a re­li­gious tele­vi­sion per­son­al­ity you have a chance for sur­vival.”




    “Give it to me in per­cent­ages. How much of a chance?”




    “One in ten.”




    “Ah’m sunk,” Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard groaned.




    “Not if we launch a fast fund-​rais­er.”




    “Our last three fund-​rais­ers on­ly broke even.”




    “You got a bet­ter idea, El?”




    El­don Slug­gard did not have a bet­ter idea. But he knew that he need­ed to raise over

    six­ty thou­sand dol­lars a day just to keep his TV show, Get with God, on the air. And so he

    launched the first El­don Slug­gard Cross Cru­sade.




    Af­ter two months, he called in his me­dia ad­vis­ers. “How we doin’?”




    “At this rate,” he was told, “we’re out of busi­ness by Ju­ly.”




    “Any op­tions?”




    “We’ve drawn up a list of old folks-​most­ly wom­en-​who have put you in their wills as an

    act of faith.”




    “Yeah?”




    “If they should-​if some­thing should hap­pen . . . Well, you know, El.”




    El knew. He just didn’t want to say it aloud. No telling which of the oth­er preach­ers had

    the place bugged.




    “How much we talkin’ here? Round num­bers.”




    “Maybe twen­ty mil­lion. Enough to keep us afloat un­til things set­tle down.”




    The Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard dis­missed his ad­vis­ers. Fleec­ing the el­der­ly was one

    thing. Knock­ing them off was an­oth­er. It wasn’t that he was squeamish. A man who ac­cepts

    the checks of peo­ple on wel­fare and the poor-​which was the de­mo­graph­ic group that Get

    with God ap­pealed to-​had no cause to cringe from any tac­tic. It’s just that El­don Slug­gard

    want­ed to fig­ure out a fool­proof es­cape plan if the law got in­volved.




    Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard was con­sid­er­ing what he would do when he was buzzed that a

    vis­itor was here to see him. A vis­itor called Vic­to­ria Hoar, he was told. He start­ed to

    say, “Not to­day,” when she stepped in. She was tall and slim-​hipped and pert-​bust­ed and

    ev­ery­thing that his ex-​wife Grisel­da was not. She put out a ta­pered hand and

    in­stinc­tive­ly Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard took it.




    She smiled. And for the first time, El­don Slug­gard start­ed hav­ing trou­ble keep­ing his

    at­trac­tion from show­ing through his trous­er fab­ric.




    “You have a prob­lem, Rev­erend Slug­gard,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said cool­ly. “And I be­lieve I

    can solve it.”




    “You can? You mean here and now?”




    “Not quite that quick­ly or eas­ily, I’m afraid.”




    “Oh,” said Rev­erend Slug­gard, his hand freez­ing on his fly.




    Vic­to­ria Hoar looked down at the bulge of Rev­erend Slug­gard’s crotch and gave him an

    as­sured smile. “Per­haps that prob­lem too.”




    And be­fore he knew what was hap­pen­ing, she had led him out of the build­ing to his

    two-​hun­dred-​foot yacht, which was down in the books as the min­istry’s float­ing chapel, and

    to his per­son­al state­room, and to his four-​poster bed.




    “How’d you know Ah sleep here?” he asked as he kicked off his shoes. Vic­to­ria Hoar was

    un­do­ing her brassiere. It was the kind that clasped in front. El­don Slug­gard had a

    weak­ness for that kind of bra.




    “The same way I know a lot of things,” she said, un­zip­ping her skirt. El­don Slug­gard was

    so cap­ti­vat­ed by the way she un­dressed her­self that he stared dumb­found­ed, for­get­ting

    that he was in the mid­dle of un­but­ton­ing his shirt.




    “Yeah? Like what?” he asked.




    “Like you’ve been di­vorced for al­most a year and you don’t dare date be­cause of who you

    are and how much mon­ey you’re worth. You can’t re­mar­ry be­cause your al­imo­ny is one of the

    con­tribut­ing caus­es to your min­istry’s fi­nan­cial prob­lems.” She fold­ed her skirt

    neat­ly and laid it across the back of a chair. El­don liked that. Most wom­en didn’t have the

    pres­ence of mind. They usu­al­ly let their clothes drop to the floor. “And that you’ve been as

    horny as a ram since your wife di­vorced you.”




    “Since be­fore that. She got fat. The bitch.”




    “Some wom­en do when they get to her age.”




    “She could have warned me. It was in her damn genes.” El­don’s voice trailed off. The

    panties were com­ing down, crisp and white. They joined the skirt on the chair, and Vic­to­ria

    Hoar, walk­ing like Be­lit through a Ce­cil B. De­Mille film, joined him on the bed.




    “You seem to know a lot about me,” he mut­tered.




    “Al­most ev­ery­thing. Now let me help you fin­ish un­dress­ing and lat­er we can talk about

    my ideas to res­cue your min­istry.”




    “Just a minute,” said El­don sud­den­ly, his eyes com­ing in­to fo­cus. “Ah for­got

    some­thing.”




    El­don Slug­gard hopped off the bed and got down on his hands and knees. Tak­ing a heavy

    flash­light, he shone it un­der the bed.




    “It’s okay,” he said, get­ting back on the bed. “There’s no one un­der the bed.”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar arched a pen­ciled eye­brow. “Spies?”




    “No,” replied the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, climb­ing on top of her cool im­mac­ulate

    body. “The dev­il.” It was in that first twen­ty min­utes of bliss that El­don cried out that

    Vic­to­ria Hoar was his per­son­al sav­ior and she hadn’t even re­vealed her mas­ter plan yet.

    Pac­ing his con­fer­ence room, the af­ter­im­ages of that first fevered night to­geth­er

    fad­ing in his mind, El­don Slug­gard wished that he hadn’t. The wom­an was great, but no piece

    of tail was worth be­ing drawn and quar­tered by Moslem fa­nat­ics. And where the hell was she?

    He was go­ing to tell her off. This was it. This was quits. Vic­to­ria Hoar en­tered the room

    with the as­sur­ance of a wom­an to whom no room, no build­ing, was off lim­its.




    “This is your fault!” El­don Slug­gard thun­dered in his best or­ator’s voice, turn­ing on

    her with an ac­cus­ing fin­ger.




    Vic­to­ria Hoar looked down at his crotch with a know­ing smile. “Is it now?” she asked.




    The Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard looked down at him­self. His zip­per was be­com­ing un­done.

    It looked like mag­ic. But it was on­ly the pres­sure of his man­hood strain­ing to burst free.

    Damn, he thought, I shouldn’t have thought of that first night.




    “For­get this!” Slug­gard shout­ed, point­ing to him­self. “That isn’t me. That’s just the

    flesh, and the flesh is weak. Not me. Ah’m strong. Ah’m for­ti­fied with the word. “




    Vic­to­ria Hoar clicked over to his side, picked the heavy book off the ta­ble, and laid it

    in his hands so that it fell open. The open pages showed as white as snow. “Hal­lelu­jah!” she

    said smug­ly.




    “This can’t go on. Have you been read­ing the pa­pers? Do you know who’s gun­ning for me?

    What they’ll do?”




    “For­get to­day’s prob­lems. We have to con­cen­trate on to­mor­row’s op­por­tu­ni­ties,”

    Vic­to­ria Hoar said, her face inch­ing to­ward his, her per­fume bil­low­ing in­to his

    nos­trils, her hands knead­ing his hips, mov­ing in grow­ing cir­cles, so close but not quite

    in the right place.




    “For­get?” he said weak­ly, dream­ily. “How can I for­get?”




    And Vic­to­ria Hoar’s moist mouth touched his briefly, her tongue dart­ing be­tween his

    teeth, and then she sank to her knees and her tongue be­gan to work in earnest and Rev­erend

    El­don Slug­gard for­got all about the ter­ror­ists with their AK-47’s and the mul­lahs with

    their sharp in­stru­ments.




    He for­got ev­ery­thing.


  




  

    Chapter 10




    Rashid Shi­raz trem­bled as he en­tered the great Par­lia­ment build­ing in down­town

    Tehran. He was not used to trem­bling. For near­ly a decade he had made oth­ers trem­ble, for

    he was one of the most bru­tal of Iran’s Rev­olu­tion­ary Guard. But he had nev­er stood

    be­fore a Grand Ay­atol­lah be­fore. Nor had he had any truck with Supreme De­fense Com­man­der

    Gen­er­al Ad­nan Mef­ki. The Pas­daran de­spised the Ira­ni­an mil­itary. The mil­itary hat­ed

    the Pas­daran. Ev­ery­one hat­ed the Pas­daran.




    But Rashid Shi­raz un­der­stood in the ear­ly days of the Rev­olu­tion that he who did not

    hold pow­er dur­ing the tran­si­tion was un­like­ly to hold on to his head.




    Rashid had been noth­ing un­der the Shah. A beg­gar in the streets of Tehran, a thief who

    elud­ed the po­lice, and lat­er, as his crimes grew bold­er, the dread­ed Se­cret Po­lice

    called SAVAK. When the Ay­atol­lah Khome­ini re­turned from French ex­ile, the ex­ecu­tions

    be­gan im­me­di­ate­ly. Rashid had just lift­ed a busi­ness­man’s wal­let when he ducked around

    a cor­ner. He saw a beard­ed mul­lah ex­hort­ing Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards to hang a trio of

    schoolteach­ers who had been ac­cused of coun­ter­rev­olu­tion­ary deeds. They were made to

    stand on old Coke car­tons as noos­es were fit­ted around their necks. The mul­lah him­self

    kicked the car­tons from un­der their feet. The makeshift scaf­fold­ing col­lapsed. In a fury,

    the mul­lah per­son­al­ly shot the ac­cused as they lay in heaps.




    It was then that Rashid ful­ly un­der­stood the true mean­ing of the phrase “dog eat dog,”

    and he knew that all of Iran was about to be­come a feed­ing ground. And who bet­ter than

    Rashid Shi­raz to play the role of chief can­ni­bal?




    He joined the Pas­daran. It took noth­ing to join, oth­er than a will­ing­ness to shout

    slo­gans, pay lip ser­vice to Al­lah, and car­ry out bru­tal and mer­ci­less or­ders.




    With ri­fle in hand, and men un­der his com­mand, Rashid Shi­raz be­gan pay­ing back old

    grudges. The jew­el­er who turned him in for steal­ing was de­nounced as pro-​West­ern. He was

    shot be­fore a fir­ing squad. The wom­an who spurned his ad­vances was buried up to her neck

    and stoned to death. The land­lord who had thrown him out one cold win­ter for not pay­ing his

    rent was pulled from his fine house in the Doulat quar­ter. The house and all its con­tents

    be­came the prop­er­ty of Rashid Shi­raz.




    Rashid Shi­raz came to live like a king in Tehran while the old rulers drowned in their own

    blood. It had gone well for him, even dur­ing the bit­ter­est days of the war with Iraq, when,

    as sec­tion af­ter sec­tion of the city was turned to rub­ble by en­emy rock­ets, Rashid

    aban­doned the home that he had ac­quired and agreed to a trans­fer to the Kharg Is­land oil

    fa­cil­ity. A house was of­fered for his use, but it was too small. He walked the street with

    his pis­tol hang­ing from his tight fist un­til he found one he want­ed. He knocked on the

    door, When a wom­an, veiled in the tra­di­tion­al chador, an­swered, he tore the veil from her

    face, and fir­ing sev­er­al shots in­to the air, de­nounced her as an adul­ter­ess and then

    shot her hus­band when he came to her aid.




    To the gath­er­ing crowd, he pro­nounced the cou­ple to be Mufsed fel-​Ardh, Cor­rupters of

    the Earth, and af­ter they were hauled off for sum­ma­ry dis­pos­al, took the house as his. It

    was as easy as that in rev­olu­tion­ary Iran.




    But now Rashid Shi­raz trem­bled. He un­der­stood bet­ter than any­one that in a land where

    bit­ter men in tur­bans could jus­ti­fy im­pris­on­ing or killing any­one mere­ly by quot­ing

    pas­sages from the Ko­ran, no one was tru­ly safe. Not even a Rev­olu­tion­ary Guard. The tide

    had a way of turn­ing against any man who did not watch his back. Who was to know that some

    rel­ative of one of his vic­tims did not come to pow­er and de­mand Rashid’s head? When Rashid

    heard that he had been sum­moned to go be­fore a Grand Ay­atol­lah and a gen­er­al, he thought

    he had an­gered some­one too pow­er­ful even for him to deal with.




    Re­tain­ers greet­ed him at the en­trance and in si­lence brought him to the Ay­atol­lah’s

    mod­est quar­ters. “Salaam,” said Rashid Shi­raz, plac­ing one hand du­ti­ful­ly over his

    heart, his head in­clin­ing in the tra­di­tion­al ges­ture of re­spect and hu­mil­ity.




    The Ay­atol­lah sat on a rug on the oth­er­wise bare floor. The black tur­ban which

    sig­ni­fied di­rect de­scent from the Prophet sat heav­ily on his head. He raised his hand in a

    ges­ture of greet­ing that was so in­do­lent as to ap­pear fee­ble. The gen­er­al stood off to

    one side, his face glow­er­ing. Rashid Shi­raz’ bit­ter heart quailed.




    “Sadamm adechim,” the Grand Ay­atol­lah whis­pered.




    “May Al­lah main­tain your shad­ow,” Rashid Shi­raz said def­er­en­tial­ly.




    “And yours,” the gen­er­al said. But his eyes spoke vol­umes of dis­taste.




    Rashid Shi­raz re­gard­ed both men in the length­en­ing si­lence. The Ay­atol­lah looked the

    very im­age of ho­li­ness, but Rashid knew that the mul­lahs, re­pressed for so long un­der the

    Shah, and his fa­ther be­fore them, had soured on life. No kind­ness ex­ist­ed in their

    breasts. It was said that they hen­naed their beards with the blood of their vic­tims.

    Rashid-​who had no love for their re­li­gious be­liefs any more than he had for the West’s-​did

    not know that as a fact, but he did know that hun­dreds of thou­sands of Ira­ni­an moth­ers

    were in mourn­ing be­cause the mul­lahs pre­ferred to mar­tyr their chil­dren rather than

    sub­mit to a ne­go­ti­at­ed peace with Iraq un­til the war was near­ly lost. In the af­ter­math

    of their fol­ly, Iran was crum­bling, and the for­mer­ly laugh­able coun­ter­rev­olu­tion­ary

    Na­tion­al Lib­er­ation Army had re­placed the Iraqis as the thorn that could not be

    with­drawn. And still the mul­lahs made pro­nounce­ments and urged the pop­ulace to fight

    on.




    Even Rashid Shi­raz had grown weary of it. But as long as he was not or­dered to the front,

    he kept his opin­ions to him­self.




    “You are the one who un­cov­ered the foul West­ern plot against us,” the Grand Ay­atol­lah

    said soft­ly. His words es­caped his beard like ants flee­ing a hole in a rot­ted tree.




    “Yes, Imam,” Rashid ad­mit­ted.




    “We have in­ter­ro­gat­ed this Cross-​Wor­ship­per. This kof­far told us that a king among

    Cross-​Wor­ship­pers, a man very pow­er­ful in Amer­ica, is be­hind this plot against Is­lam.

    “




    “Death to the Cross-​Wor­ship­pers,” Rashid shout­ed au­to­mat­ical­ly. He shut up when

    Gen­er­al Mef­ki sig­naled for him to con­tain his zeal.




    “This un­be­liev­er is known as Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard,” the Ay­atol­lah droned on. “The

    word ‘rev­erend’ de­notes ho­li­ness in Amer­ica, but we know how god­less those peo­ple

    are.”




    “This man must be pun­ished,” said Rashid Shi­raz firm­ly, but qui­et­ly. Gen­er­al Mef­ki

    nod­ded. Rashid re­gard­ed him care­ful­ly. This was not go­ing in the di­rec­tion he had

    feared. Per­haps he was safe af­ter all. But he not­ed how well-​fed the gen­er­al looked. He

    had the look of a tim­sar, a pre-​Rev­olu­tion gen­er­al. Per­haps he con­tin­ued to har­bor

    pro-​West­ern de­signs. Rashid told him­self that it would serve him well to learn this man’s

    back­ground. Per­haps he had a fine house that would be good to live in.




    “It is good you agree,” said Gen­er­al Mef­ki di­rect­ly. “For we be­lieve you are the one

    to un­der­take this task.”




    “How? I will do any­thing.”




    The gen­er­al fin­gered his tiny mus­tache with sat­is­fac­tion, and Rashid knew him then as

    a for­mer of­fi­cer of the Shah, prob­ably a ho­mo­sex­ual too. Al­most ev­ery of­fi­cer was a

    ho­mo­sex­ual in the days of the Shah. It was part of their cor­rup­tion.




    “We have sent agents to Amer­ica to take this man Slug­gard. Al­though you will not read of

    it in the news­pa­pers, these at­tempts have failed. Our com­plaints to the in­ter­na­tion­al

    com­mu­ni­ty are met with scorn and de­ri­sion. Ev­ident­ly this Slug­gard is so pow­er­ful

    that he sways in­ter­na­tion­al opin­ion, or- “




    “Or he is in the pay of the Amer­ican hyp­ocrites,” the Grand Ay­atol­lah put in. “If so,

    this is an­oth­er black mark against Shai­tan Bo­zorg, the Great Sa­tan, and must be pun­ished.

    “




    “Let us sink their war­ships in the Gulf!”




    “You are for­get­ting what hap­pened the last time we tried that,” Gen­er­al Mef­ki said

    dry­ly. “No, what we have in mind is more di­rect. Our at­tempts to force Amer­ica to hand this

    Slug­gard over to us have failed. Now we will try an­oth­er way.”




    And be­fore the next words came, Rashid Shi­raz felt dizzy. He did not hear the words when

    they came. There was a roar­ing in his ears and his breath­ing came hot and bit­ter. He did not

    hear them or­der him to Amer­ica to as­sas­si­nate El­don Slug­gard. He did not have to.




    When they re­vived Rashid Shi­raz with smelling salts, even be­fore his head cleared, his

    mouth was vol­un­teer­ing him for ser­vice on the bat­tle front. Even dead­ly poi­son gas­es

    were prefer­able to what he was be­ing asked to do.




    He came to in a hos­pi­tal. Gen­er­al Mef­ki loomed over him. There was no sign of the Grand

    Ay­atol­lah.




    “You are go­ing to Amer­ica,” the gen­er­al said. He touched his mus­tache and then Rashid

    re­al­ized it was not some left­over ef­fete ges­ture, but that the gen­er­al was at­tempt­ing

    to mask a self-​sat­is­fied smile. No one hat­ed the Rev­olu­tion­ary Guard more than the

    gen­er­als-​be­cause the Pas­daran an­swered to no one and had usurped the mil­itary’s

    pri­ma­cy ev­ery­where.




    “But it is a foul and cor­rupt place, full of sin and un­be­liev­ers. They eat pork. Their

    wom­an show their brazen faces in pub­lic. Their priests do not wear beards. Sure­ly Al­lah

    does not ask a True Be­liev­er to en­ter such a perdi­tion?”




    “Since when are you a True Be­liev­er, thief?” the gen­er­al an­swered open­ly. “And we are

    not ask­ing you to live there. Take the Amer­ican with you. He will guide you. He is so

    fright­ened and so des­per­ate to re­turn to his home­land that he will com­mit any crime to

    see Amer­ica again.”




    “I would rather go to the front with the basse­jis,” said Rashid Shi­raz sin­cere­ly.




    “The war ef­fort needs vol­un­teers, and noth­ing would please me more than to see you

    fac­ing an en­emy who shoots back. But the Grand Ay­atol­lah has de­creed this. So you will

    go.”




    Lamar Booe cursed the dark­ness.




    Prayer had not worked. Faith had not worked. God re­fused to hear him. And the dark­ness of

    the stone cell con­tin­ued un­re­lieved. Even when they brought bowls of soupy wa­ter, no light

    pen­etrat­ed his cell in the base­ment of Tehran’s Evil prison. They kept him in dark­ness to

    break him. But he had al­ready bro­ken. He had told them ev­ery­thing. And he was ashamed.




    At first, he blamed him­self for not hav­ing enough faith. But the Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al had

    promised that he would be safe from harm so long as he held the ban­ner of the Cross Cru­sade

    high. God would watch over him. He was a lamb of God. A lamb with a proud ban­ner. Af­ter they

    ex­tract­ed the truth from him, they put him in the cell with its Turk­ish-​style toi­let-​a

    square hole over an open sew­er, with things crawl­ing over his feet when he squat­ted over it

    and Lamar re­solved that he would be stronger when they re­turned to in­ter­ro­gate him

    fur­ther.




    They did not re­turn. And the soupy bowls con­tin­ued to come and the stench con­tin­ued to

    waft in­to the drip­ping lime­stone cell and the dark­ness con­tin­ued un­abat­ed.




    Lamar cried out in anger at the dark­ness, at the Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al, at the Lord. It was

    all a lie. A lie. And he had be­lieved it.




    The guards heard him wail, first in bit­ter En­glish and then in a spi­ral­ing

    in­co­her­ence. They laughed cru­el­ly. In En­glish they taunt­ed him. “Your God has for­sak­en

    you, Amer­ican. If you de­sire mer­cy, you must ask Al­lah. You are in Al­lah’s land now. How

    do you like it, Amer­ican dev­il?”




    Through the walls, dim­ly, dis­tant­ly, came words be­ing shout­ed. On­ly their

    mono­syl­lab­ic monotony in­di­cat­ed the pas­sage of time. If the crowd were chant­ing, it was

    day. If not, night. But it was al­ways night in the cell.




    The shout­ing was a blind rep­eti­tion of the same words, over and over.




    Marg bar Am­ri­ka! Marg bar Am­ri­ka!




    Death to Amer­ica, was the cry. It con­tin­ued so long and so monotonous­ly that it was like

    a catchy song that stayed in the mind un­til you grew to de­spise it. It was the same chant

    that haunt­ed the ears of the Amer­ican hostages through­out their long 444 days of cap­tiv­ity

    in Iran. And they were diplo­mats and guests of the coun­try. Lamar Booe was a con­fessed

    in­vad­er and spy.




    Af­ter an un­known length of time, Lamar Booe found him­self whis­per­ing it un­der his

    breath. Chant­ing it along with the crowd. Not that he be­lieved it, but the chant­ing was his

    on­ly hu­man con­tact, and join­ing the chant­ing was his on­ly link with hu­man­ity and

    san­ity.




    “Marg bar Am­ri­ka! Marg bar Am­ri­ka!” Lamar Booe whis­pered. The tears ran hot­ly down his

    soiled cheeks. The chant­ing had ceased for the day when the oak­en door to his cell opened.

    This time, a light came with it.




    Lamar cried out, the pain to his eyes was so in­tense. He cov­ered his eyes with his

    hands.




    A man knelt be­side him, putting down a kerosene lantern. He grasped Lamar’s longish hair in

    his hand and pulled his head back. With his oth­er hand the jail­er forced Lamar’s eye­lids

    open.




    “Look, look, Cross-​Wor­ship­per. Be­hold the light of Al­lah. If you can­not en­dure it, it

    will burn your eyes from the sock­ets of your very skull.”




    “Leave me alone,” Lamar said re­signed­ly. “I want to go home. I want my par­ents.”




    “And we want this un­holy holy man, El­don Slug­gard,” the voice hissed. “You do not know

    me, Cross-​Wor­ship­per, but I am the one who saved your life on the oil tanker, I knocked you

    in­to obliv­ion. I kept you alive. Now I will do you an­oth­er fa­vor.”




    “I wish you had killed me,” Lamar Booe moaned, the light seep­ing past his eye­lids. It was

    red. Ev­ery­thing was red. But the pain was less­en­ing.




    “I will take you back to Amer­ica. Back to Sa­pul­pa, Ok­la­homa. You would like that, Lamar

    Booe?”




    “Please. “




    “I will take you back, on­ly if you lead me in­to this den of ser­pents where this Slug­gard

    dwells.”




    “Why?”




    “So that he will face his just pun­ish­ment. He tricked you in­to in­vad­ing the Is­lam­ic

    Re­pub­lic of Iran. Now he has aban­doned you. Do you not want to see him pun­ished?”




    “Yes,” Lamar Booe sobbed. “I hate him with all my might.”




    “Not as much as I do,” said Rashid Shi­raz, yank­ing Lamar Booe to his feet and haul­ing him

    from the cell.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    The Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard had col­lapsed in­to his con­fer­ence-​room chair like a

    de­flat­ed bal­loon. His broad face was flushed with re­lease. He watched Vic­to­ria Hoar

    qui­et­ly and ex­pert­ly reap­ply the red­dest lip­stick he had ev­er seen to her moist mouth.

    Just watch­ing that mouth red­den got him go­ing all over again.




    Some­one knocked at the door.




    “Who is it?” Slug­gard asked, plac­ing his mock Bible on his lap so that his re­cur­ring

    prob­lem didn’t show.




    “Head of se­cu­ri­ty, Rev­erend Slug­gard.”




    “Come in.”




    A man built like two lineback­ers weld­ed side by side stepped in­to the room.




    “Yeah?” Slug­gard asked, wip­ing his face. Vic­to­ria Hoar re­treat­ed to a cor­ner of the

    room and pre­tend­ed to ex­am­ine a book­case.




    “There are two men at the gate, Rev­erend Slug­gard. They say they can solve your

    se­cu­ri­ty prob­lem.”




    “Do Ah have a se­cu­ri­ty prob­lem?” Slug­gard asked.




    “Not that I’m aware of.”




    “Yes, you do,” a squeaky voice said.




    “What is that?” Slug­gard asked, clutch­ing the Bible in his lap.




    The se­cu­ri­ty chief looked around, as if for a hid­den loud­speak­er.




    “Your se­cu­ri­ty prob­lem,” a deep male voice said. A dif­fer­ent voice.




    “That sounds like the two I men­tioned,” the se­cu­ri­ty chief said fran­ti­cal­ly. “But

    they’re be­ing held at the gate. How can they be here?”




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly, there is a se­cu­ri­ty prob­lem,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said cool­ly. Her eyes

    dart­ed from Slug­gard to the se­cu­ri­ty man.




    “Don’t just stand there like an oaf,” Slug­gard shout­ed. “They’re in this room. Find

    them!”




    The se­cu­ri­ty chief crashed around the room des­per­ate­ly. It was a rect­an­gle

    fur­nished on­ly with the con­fer­ence ta­ble and chairs. The walls were all book­cas­es and TV

    mon­itors. There was no place one per­son could hide, nev­er mind two of them. The se­cu­ri­ty

    chief flailed around the room any­way, his hands run­ning over the walls, as if seek­ing a

    se­cret door.




    “You’re get­ting warmer,” the deep male voice taunt­ed.




    “No, cold­er. He is get­ting cold­er,” the squeaky voice said queru­lous­ly.




    “Be fair, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Don’t make it any hard­er for him.”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar stepped away from the roam­ing se­cu­ri­ty chief. “Where could they be?” she

    asked sharply. “There’s no pos­si­ble hid­ing place.”




    “Nev­er mind that. What I want to know is how long have they been here?” El­don Slug­gard’s

    face was des­per­ate. He was see­ing his name on the cov­er of next week’s Na­tion­al

    En­quir­er.




    “We came in with the uni­formed side of beef,” the deep voice of­fered.




    “Im­pos­si­ble!” Vic­to­ria re­tort­ed. “He came in alone.”




    “Dammit, man!” Slug­gard raged. “Find those two! They’re mak­ing an id­iot of you!”




    The se­cu­ri­ty chief, his face red­den­ing, pulled a .357 Mag­num re­volver out of a

    shoul­der hol­ster. His beefy fist made it look like a .38.




    “Don’t wor­ry,” he growled. “I’ll get them.”




    He crashed around the room like a charg­ing buf­fa­lo. El­don Slug­gard re­treat­ed to a

    cor­ner. Vic­to­ria Hoar joined him. Pan­ic was in Slug­gard’s face. Vic­to­ria’s reg­is­tered

    on­ly a puz­zled in­tel­lec­tu­al cu­rios­ity.




    “They’re not here,” the se­cu­ri­ty chief said af­ter a thor­ough search. “It must be a

    trick. A ra­dio trans­mit­ter or some­thing.”




    “Try un­der the ta­ble,” the squeaky voice sug­gest­ed. “Of course, un­der the ta­ble,” the

    se­cu­ri­ty guard said. He bent at the waist to look. And when he did, a lean man in a black

    T-​shirt was re­vealed. He had been stand­ing be­hind the se­cu­ri­ty chief. He smiled.




    “Hi!” he said.




    An Ori­en­tal head stuck out from be­hind the lean man’s chest. He waved a long-​nailed

    hand.




    “They’re right be­hind you!” El­don Slug­gard howled.




    The guard shot to his feet. “What?” he said. To Slug­gard’s hor­ri­fied eyes it looked as if

    the guard was sud­den­ly stand­ing alone by the con­fer­ence ta­ble. The two men had van­ished

    the in­stant the se­cu­ri­ty chief straight­ened up.




    “Be­hind you!”




    The guard whirled. He saw noth­ing.




    El­don Slug­gard saw some­thing en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent. He saw the guard turn as if on a

    re­volv­ing plate. And as if set on the same plate, the two in­ter­lop­ers turned with him.

    Ex­act­ly, pre­cise­ly with him, as if they knew his moves an in­stant be­fore he did.




    Now the se­cu­ri­ty chief was star­ing fran­ti­cal­ly, the two men stand­ing calm­ly be­hind

    him. The Ori­en­tal turned his head and with a mis­chievous ex­pres­sion laid a qui­et­ing

    fin­ger be­fore his lips.




    “Where?” the guard wailed.




    “Right be­hind you!” Slug­gard howled. “You said that. I don’t see any­one.”




    “That was be­fore,” Slug­gard cried. “Now they’re where you were.”




    “Here?” asked the guard, turn­ing. He waved his oak­like arms in the emp­ty air in front of

    him, as if his quar­ry were in­vis­ible.




    “They’re gone.” El­don Slug­gard gasped. For when the se­cu­ri­ty chief had turned, the two

    had moved with him.




    “Don’t be sil­ly,” Vic­to­ria snapped. “They’re be­hind him again. It’s just that we can’t

    see them. Watch and I’ll prove it.”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar walked to the end of the room. The two were ob­vi­ous­ly skilled in some

    kind of ad­vanced stealth tac­tics. Per­haps some­thing like the old nin­ja war­riors used. She

    knew that when she got to the oth­er side of the quak­ing guard, they would be vis­ible

    again.




    They were not. For once, Vic­to­ria Hoar’s com­posed fea­tures broke in­to shocked

    lines.




    “They van­ished!” she gasped.




    “What did I tell you?” Slug­gard said an­gri­ly.




    “Where are they?” the guard cried. He act­ed like a man who had been told a thou­sand sniper

    ri­fles were be­ing trained on him. He didn’t know which di­rec­tion to fear most.




    “All right, you two. You win. Ah have a se­cu­ri­ty prob­lem. Ah ad­mit it,” El­don

    Slug­gard called.




    The sound was like a tree be­ing struck by light­ning. Lat­er, El­don Slug­gard swore he had

    ac­tu­al­ly seen the jagged flash in the con­fer­ence room, but that was im­pos­si­ble.




    But what all three oc­cu­pants of the room lat­er agreed to was that there was a loud crack,

    and when they stopped blink­ing, the con­fer­ence ta­ble was falling in two long sec­tions as

    neat­ly as if a buzz saw had been run along its length.




    Stand­ing be­tween the two falling sec­tions were the tall white man and the lit­tle

    Ori­en­tal. The Ori­en­tal wore a green robe that was dec­orat­ed with yel­low

    nightin­gales.




    “Who … who are you?” El­don Slug­gard stam­mered.




    “My name’s Re­mo. Re­mo Cleaver. And this is Chi­un. We’re your new heads of

    se­cu­ri­ty.”




    “Over my dead body,” the for­mer head of se­cu­ri­ty barked.




    He drew a bead on the Ori­en­tal’s head. The Ori­en­tal whirled, his ki­mono swirling like a

    cheer­lead­er’s poo­dle skirt, and his hand swept out.




    The se­cu­ri­ty chief felt the im­pact on his weapon. It was a light touch, ex­act­ly the

    kind of a blow he would ex­pect from a frail old man. In­ef­fec­tu­al.




    Grunt­ing a re­lieved laugh, he took aim again. The old Ori­en­tal sim­ply re­treat­ed to a

    clear space and fold­ed his arms in­to the wide sleeves of his ki­mono. The guard pulled the

    trig­ger.




    Click.




    Must have been a mis­fire, he de­cid­ed. He pulled it again.




    Click click click, went his .357 Mag­num re­volver. “They couldn’t all be mis­fires,” he

    said stupid­ly. He went to break open the cylin­der. It was then he rec­og­nized what the

    prob­lem was. There was no cylin­der. There was in­stead a square frame where the cylin­der had

    hung.




    “I be­lieve this is what you seek,” the old Ori­en­tal said, pluck­ing the miss­ing

    cylin­der from a sleeve.




    “Give it back,” the se­cu­ri­ty chief said hoarse­ly. Rais­ing his weapon like a club, he

    charged the old man. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju shrugged. He flicked the cylin­der away with a

    del­icate fin­ger. The cylin­der flew across the room, caught the guard in the so­lar plexus,

    and car­ried him to the far wall. The wall TV set shat­tered and the se­cu­ri­ty chief poured

    to the floor like so much melt­ing taffy.




    The old Ori­en­tal turned to the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard with a serene ex­pres­sion on

    his wise face.




    “We can dis­cuss salary re­quire­ments lat­er,” he said.




    “You’re hired,” El­don Slug­gard said quick­ly.




    “Of course,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, bow­ing.




    “One ques­tion, though.”




    “Yes?”




    “Why me? Ah mean, why are you vol­un­teer­ing to help me out. Ah had-​or thought Ah had-​the

    finest se­cu­ri­ty force mon­ey could buy.”




    “We heard about your prob­lems with the Ira­ni­ans,” Re­mo told him. “We thought you could

    use our spe­cial skills.”




    “It was his idea,” the old Ori­en­tal put in. “Re­mo was at­tract­ed to this task be­cause

    of his new­ly re­dis­cov­ered re­li­gious be­liefs.”




    “Born again?” asked the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, smil­ing.




    Re­mo gave the old Ori­en­tal a glanc­ing frown. “You could say that,” he ad­mit­ted.




    “Some­times I think he was born yes­ter­day,” Chi­un in­sert­ed arch­ly.




    “Well, then, wel­come to God’s coun­try!” Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard said ex­pan­sive­ly. He

    put out a be­jew­eled hand. Re­mo shook it ten­ta­tive­ly. Chi­un pre­tend­ed not to no­tice

    the ges­ture. Slug­gard re­cov­ered quick­ly. “Vic­to­ria, why don’t you show these fine folks

    to their quar­ters while Ah take care of that mat­ter we dis­cussed.”




    “My plea­sure, Rev­erend Slug­gard,” said Vic­to­ria Hoar. She was not look­ing at El­don

    Slug­gard when she spoke. She was look­ing at the man who called him­self Re­mo Cleaver. A

    dreamy smile alight­ed on her face.




    “Don’t be long, though,” he said point­ed­ly.




    “Of course,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said in a vague voice. “Ab­so­lute­ly. “




    Frown­ing, the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard left the room. His mut­tered “bitch” float­ed in

    his wake.


  




  

    Chapter 12




    The Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard stormed on­to the set of his Get with God pro­gram. A

    skele­ton crew of gaffers and cam­era op­er­ators was busy prepar­ing for the next broad­cast

    tap­ing.




    “You’re ear­ly, El,” said Win Jy­mors­ki, the show’s di­rec­tor.




    “Get ev­ery­thing to­geth­er. Fast. We’re tap­ing an­oth­er Cross Cru­sade spot.”




    “Now? I haven’t seen the script.”




    “There’s no script. Ah’ll wing it. Ah’ll show those rag­heads in Tehran. They don’t scare

    me!”




    Quick­ly the elec­tri­cians brought up the lights. The cam­eras moved in­to po­si­tion. The

    sound­man fussed with mi­cro­phone lev­els.




    And the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard got up on the dais in front of a great flat map of the

    world. He picked a steel point­er off the Lu­cite podi­um. He paced im­pa­tient­ly,

    col­laps­ing and ex­pand­ing the point­er grim­ly.




    Vic­to­ria was right. One set­back wasn’t go­ing to knock El­don Slug­gard on his ass. That

    wom­an sure had a way of putting things in per­spec­tive. Es­pe­cial­ly when she got down on

    her knees.




    “When­ev­er you’re ready, El,” the di­rec­tor called.




    “Okay. Now,” said El­don Slug­gard de­ci­sive­ly. His voice dropped in­to a deep­er

    reg­is­ter. It was his preach­ing voice. In the glo­ry days of the El­don Slug­gard World

    Min­istries, it used to make the over-​six­ty crowd swoon. But now El­don Slug­gard was

    tar­get­ing an en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent de­mo­graph­ic group.




    “We’re on,” the di­rec­tor called, throw­ing a cue. El­don Slug­gard faced the cam­era

    square­ly. The red light came on. He smiled ex­pan­sive­ly.




    “This is the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, and Ah’m speakin’ to the youth of Amer­ica. Yes,

    you. Don’t reach out for the chan­nel se­lec­tor be­cause it’s not just me knockin’, it’s God.

    God Almighty, and your coun­try.” El­don Slug­gard took a deep breath.




    “You love your coun­try, Don’t you? And you want to see it strong. And you want to see it

    con­tin­ue to be Chris­tian. Well, Ah want that too. Hal­lelu­jah! But there’s some who have

    de­signs on our sweet na­tion. Maybe you don’t read the pa­pers. Maybe your folks don’t talk

    about this around the din­ner ta­ble. And you know why? ‘Cause they’re scared too! That’s

    right. Even as Ah’m standin’ here talkin’ at you, there are peo­ple in a for­eign cap­ital

    plot­ting to take over this coun­try. No, it’s not the Rus­sians, bad as they are. It ain’t the

    Chi­nese ei­ther. It’s worse peo­ple. You’ve seen them on TV, talkin’ out of both sides of

    their scrub­by beards. You’ve heard how they once held our diplo­mats hostage for more than a

    year.”




    Slug­gard pound­ed the Lu­cite podi­um with a fat fist. “That’s right. You know who Ah’m

    talkin’ about. It’s those mul­lahs in Ah-​ran. You can see it on this here map.”




    El­don Slug­gard whipped the point­er in his hand like a car aeri­al. It jet­ted out its

    full length. He placed the point over the Per­sian Gulf. On the map, it was called the

    Per­sh­ing Gulf, but the cam­era wouldn’t show that be­cause the let­ter­ing was too small.




    “This is Ah-​ran,” he went on. “The most bru­tal, re­pres­sive na­tion on earth. You see

    this gim­crack here? That’s what they call a red cres­cent. It’s got noth­ing to do with

    Com­mu­nism. This is the sym­bol of the Moslems. Now the peo­ple in Ah-​ran are Moslems. They

    ain’t like us. Not that Ah’m against Moslems, you un­der­stand. There are good Moslems and

    there are bad Moslems. You look around the Mid­dle East here, and parts of Africa, and you see

    a whole lot of these lit­tle red cres­cents. Most of these oth­er coun­tries be­long to the

    Moslem world. But they be­long to the Sun­ni Moslems. Ah-​ran be­longs to the oth­er kind, the

    Shi­ites. Now if you have trou­ble keepin’ ‘em straight, Ah’ll let you in on a lit­tle trick.

    The Sun­ni Moslems are the good Moslems. Ah kin­da nick­named them the sun­ny Moslems on

    ac­count of they’re al­ways hap­py and smil­ing. Now, the oth­er kind, Ah call the shit­ty

    Moslems on ac­count of them be­ing ass­holes.




    “Now you’re prob­ably askin’ your­self, what’s the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard doin’ usin’

    lan­guage like that on TV, him a man of God and all. Well, Ah’ll tell you. God don’t ex­pect a

    Chris­tian to take of­fens­es ly­ing down. And Ah’m mad as hell. Ah have a ha­tred-​a holy

    righ­teous ha­tred-​against these shit­ty Moslems. Ah hate them be­cause of the hostages they

    took. Ah hate them be­cause they want to choke off the Per­sh­ing-​er, Per­sian Gulf, which is

    this hunk of wa­ter right here, and keep us from get­ting our oil out. No oil, no cars. No

    cars, no Sat­ur­day-​night dates.”




    Rev­erend Slug­gard paused to wipe his sweat­ing brow clean.




    “But most of all, Ah hate these shit­ty Moslems be­cause they ain’t sat­is­fied with

    Ah-​ran. No, sir. They want the whole damn world. They es­pe­cial­ly want Amer­ica. They don’t

    want us like the Reds want us. No, the Rus­sians, bad as they are, want to take our re­li­gion

    from us. They want us to de­ny Christ. But these bad Moslems, they won’t be sat­is­fied with

    that. No. They want us to throw out our Holy Bibles and re­place them with their book, the

    Ko­ran. They want all of us good Amer­icans to be Moslems like them. They want to turn the

    clock back. You know all these good things you got? Your mu­sic? Well rock-​and-​roll will be

    the first to go.




    And you girls. You like your make-​up? In Ah-​ran, Moslem girls your age got to wear a veil.

    If you’re pret­ty, you got to hide that fact. If you want to get mar­ried, you got­ta sit

    around in a room un­til some Moslem guy picks you out. Then you got­ta mar­ry him. He could be

    as ug­ly as sin-​and a lot of Ah-​ra­ni­ans are-​but you got­ta mar­ry him any­way. That’s the

    Moslem law, the law the mul­lahs in Ah-​ran want to ex­port to our Chris­tian Amer­ica.




    “What’s that, you say?” Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard said sud­den­ly, cock­ing an ear to the

    cam­era. He fin­gered the ear for­ward.




    “You don’t be­lieve it? You find this hard to swal­low. Nev­er heard of this stuff be­fore?

    Well, you don’t have to take Rev­erend Slug­gard’s word for it. You can look it up. That’s

    right. These mul­lahs aren’t just whis­perin’ these things among them­selves. They’ve giv­en

    speech­es, big as life. They’re call­in’ for a Moslem world, ruled by their ay­atol­lahs.




    Slug­gard whipped his point­er out again.




    “Look at this here map again. You see all these oth­er coun­tries? These ones with cross­es

    on ‘em? Those are the Chris­tian coun­tries. Lots of them, you say? Sure. Now. But what about

    in five years? In ten? Can you be sure Mex­ico won’t be­come a Moslem coun­try? Or Cana­da? And

    if that hap­pens, what about us? It’ll be too late to think about fight­in’ back when we’re

    sur­round­ed.




    “Ah hear some of you laugh­in’ out there. What have you got to laugh about? You set­tin’

    there in your com­fort­able homes with stere­os and CD play­ers. You got it soft. And the

    mul­lahs know it. They know you ain’t got the faith. They know you’re a soft tar­get. Ah’ll bet

    most of you don’t go to church. Ah’ll bet most of you wouldn’t lift a fin­ger to de­fend

    Chris­tian­ity.




    “Well, those of you who won’t, why don’t you get along with your hav­ing fun and your blind

    ways? Be­cause Ah’m through talkin’ to you milk-​liv­ered cow­ards. Ah want to talk to the

    smart ones whose palms are sweatin’ at the sound of mah words. Ah’m di­rect­ing mah words at

    the ones who are seein’ red at the thought of those rag­heads tak­ing over this great free

    Chris­tian land of ours. Ah’m talk­ing to you! Are you afraid? Well, you ough­ta be. You

    ough­ta be ter­ri­fied. Ah know Ah am. Some­times. Ah’ve been warnin’ about this for years. And

    you know what? Word got back to them mul­lahs. Sure. They heard about me. They’re afraid of me.

    And now they’re tryin’ to get me. It’s in the pa­pers. You can look it up. But they ain’t got

    me yet. Be­cause Ah’m a fight­er. That’s right, Ah’m will­in’ to fight far mah way of life-​mah

    Chris­tian way of life. When the chips are down, are you?”




    El­don Slug­gard took a deep breath. He felt dizzy. He pressed on.




    “That’s why El­don Slug­gard has de­cid­ed to take the gloves off. No more speechi­fyin’. No

    more warnin’. This is war! These mul­lahs got a thing they call a ji­had. You know what that

    means? It’s mul­lah talk for a holy war. Well, Ah got just the thing to counter their wicked

    ji­had. It’s called a cru­sade. You’ve heard the word, right? But how many of you know what it

    re­al­ly means? Well, Ah’ll tell you.




    “A cru­sade is a kind of war. But it’s not like oth­er wars. This kind of war is blessed by

    the Almighty. Be­cause re­gard­less of what you may have heard, the Almighty don’t want us to

    turn our cheeks to his en­emies. No, God wants us to smite the Moslem hea­then. And this is

    what Ah’m of­ferin’ you. A chance to smite the en­emies of Chris­tian­ity.




    “Got your blood worked up, have Ah? Want to know more? Then grab a pen­cil. There’s gonna be

    a toll-​free num­ber com­ing on at the bot­tom of your TV screen any sec­ond now. Ah want you

    to write it dawn. Write it down now. And give me a call. Ah want you to make a pledge for

    Christ. Ah want you to join my Cross Cru­sade. No, Ah don’t want mon­ey. You can keep your

    mon­ey. Ah want you. Yes, you! Ah want you to give me a lit­tle of your time. That’s all Ah can

    say on the air. But if you’re as worked up as Ah am about these shit­ty Moslems, you call this

    minute. There’s com­mit­ted an­ti-​Moslem folks here ready and able to tell you more.




    “But be­fore Ah go, Ah want to leave you with this bit of Scrip­ture from Colos­sians,” said

    Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, his voice de­scend­ing in­to an at­ten­tion-​get­ting whis­per. ”

    ‘For Ah took the flashin’ sword of the Lord God and Ah dis­em­bowled my en­emies. And yea, with

    the Lord at my side, Ah clove their heads from their necks, and as the blood spurt­ed, Ah

    chopped their hands from their wrists, and their feet from their an­kles, and when Ah was done,

    Ah plunged my sword deep in­to their quiv­erin’ vi­tals.’ “




    El­don Slug­gard clapped the big blank book shut. “And that’s how God wants us to deal with

    his en­emies. Won’t you join him now and smite a Moslem for Je­sus?”




    El­don Slug­gard took a deep breath and fixed the cam­era with a steely stare.




    “That’s a cut,” the di­rec­tor yelled. The red light went out and El­don Slug­gard pulled

    out a hand­ker­chief and wiped off his sweat-​drenched face. He looked un­der his armpits. They

    were soaked.




    “That was great, El. I’ve nev­er seen you bet­ter.”




    “Thanks. Have mah me­dia ad­vis­ers check it over. Then get ready to run it on the

    com­mer­cial spots for to­day’s show. One dur­ing the first break and again dur­ing the last

    one.”




    El­don Slug­gard left the stu­dio. If that didn’t get them worked up and call­ing in by the

    thou­sands, noth­ing would.




    It was go­ing to work this time. He could feel it deep in­side him.




    Three hours lat­er, Ei­don Slug­gard’s Get with God pro­gram was go­ing out live over the

    air. Af­ter the first fif­teen min­utes, in which he ped­dled El­don Slug­gard’s

    tape-​cas­sette prayers and El­don Slug­gard’s five-​step plan to world­ly rich­es, the

    di­rec­tor cut to the Cross Cru­sade com­mer­cial.




    El­don Slug­gard watched on the mon­itor. He thought he had nev­er put more pas­sion in his

    voice, more fire in his de­liv­ery.




    He had ex­cel­lent rea­son to. He be­lieved in his Cross Cru­sade. It sound­ed as good

    to­day as it did when Vic­to­ria Hoar, her tongue slid­ing down his bel­ly to the jack­pot,

    first ex­plained it to him.




    “Your min­istry is go­ing to hell in a hand­bas­ket,” she said.




    “Ah know it. Ev­ery­one knows it. And Ah’m not alone. This TV thing has been milked to

    death.”




    “Don’t talk. Lis­ten.”




    “You ain’t tellin’ me any­thing Ah don’t al­ready know. What Ah want-​mm­mm. Ah­hh … oh,

    God.”




    When Vic­to­ria Hoar’s mouth dis­en­gaged it­self, she went on speak­ing. She had El­don

    Slug­gard’s un­di­vid­ed at­ten­tion. He was quiv­er­ing from head to toe.




    “The prob­lem is that you’ve been tar­get­ing the same au­di­ence the oth­ers have.

    Ev­ery­one has been fish­ing in the same pond.”




    “That’s where the big mon­ey is. Old ladies. Wid­ows. The lone­ly ones. Most of them are on

    wel­fare or So­cial Se­cu­ri­ty. They got noth­ing but de­spair. Ah reach out to them and Ah

    say, ‘You give me some of that mon­ey in God’s name and God will re­pay you three fold.’ They

    be­lieve it. Ah call it ‘In­vest­ing in Heav­en.’ “




    “I call it soak­ing the gullible.”




    “It works.”




    “Did work. But no more.”




    “Guess it worked too good,” El­don Slug­gard mused, star­ing at the ceil­ing.




    “The idea is sound. But now you go af­ter the sec­ond-​most-​gullible de­mo­graph­ic group

    pos­si­ble.”




    “Sec­ond?”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar nod­ded firm­ly. “Sec­ond.”




    “There’s noth­ing more gullible than a sev­en­ty-​five-​year-​old wid­ow with noth­ing

    bet­ter to do than watch game shows and lis­ten to her joints creak,” Rev­erend Slug­gard said

    flat­ly.




    “Lit­tle old ladies don’t go off to fight wars.”




    “Of course not. Who’d be crazy enough to-“




    “Teenagers. “




    “Huh?”




    “Specif­ical­ly teenage boys. Girls seem to ma­ture faster. “




    “Teenage boys don’t have the dis­pos­able in­come. Not to part with. They’re all spend­ing

    it on teenage girls and cars and drugs or what­ev­er. The youth of this na­tion are go­ing to

    pot.”




    “You don’t want their mon­ey.”




    “Sure Ah do. Mon­ey is what the God Game is all about. “




    “Not when you can have their bod­ies,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said, run­ning her ta­pered fin­gers

    through his po­mad­ed hair.




    “Ah don’t want their bod­ies. Ah want your body.”




    “We’ll get back to that. But lis­ten. Do you re­mem­ber your Eu­ro­pean his­to­ry? The

    Cru­sades?”




    “I didn’t go to school much.”




    “But you know what the Cru­sades were?”




    “Sure, Slim and Jaimie had one be­fore they got all jammed up. They called it their Cru­sade

    for Cash. Ah laughed when Ah first heard about it, but the bold ap­proach must have worked.

    They were rak­ing it in un­til Jaimie’s mas­cara ran dur­ing that press con­fer­ence rain­storm

    and ev­ery­one saw that she was a he. Gave new mean­ing to the term TV evan­ge­list.”




    “That’s a dif­fer­ent kind of cru­sade. The orig­inal Cru­sades were launched in­to the

    Is­lam­ic world by the popes. It was a lit­tle like your op­er­ation. A scam. They called in

    sol­diers to re­claim Jerusalem in the name of God, but they were re­al­ly just us­ing God as

    an ex­cuse to cap­ture land and pil­lage. It worked for a while, too. They had Jerusalem for a

    long time.”




    “What good would that do me? Ah don’t want Jerusalem. Hell, the Jews got that sewed up

    any­way. And they’re mean­er than snakes when you stick your nose in­to their patch. Ask any

    Egyp­tian.”




    “I’m not talk­ing about Jerusalem. I’m talk­ing about some of the most cov­et­ed land on

    earth.”




    “Palm Springs?”




    “No. Places like Iran. Iraq. Oil-​rich places.”




    “Oil ain’t worth piss these days. Ask any Tex­an.”




    “Not now. Not to­day. Ten years ago, yes. But not now. Do you know why not, El?”




    “Too much of it. Mar­ket’s sat­urat­ed. Like mine.”




    “There has al­ways been too much of it. But it’s the Iran-​Iraq war. While they were

    fight­ing they sold cheap to keep their war ma­chines go­ing. Now they’re sell­ing cheap to

    re­build their shat­tered economies. OPEC is prac­ti­cal­ly in sham­bles over it. The price of

    oil is so soft now that in Hous­ton they can’t af­ford to pump the oil they know is down there.

    Why both­er? The Ira­ni­ans or Iraqis will on­ly un­der­cut their prices by ten dol­lars a

    bar­rel. “




    “So?”




    “So if some­one, some ex­traor­di­nary per­son, could gain con­trol over those oil-​rich

    ar­eas, they could dic­tate the price of oil. And much more.”




    “How come you know so much about this oil stuff?”




    “My dad­dy’s in the oil busi­ness.”




    “And what busi­ness are you in?”




    “The plea­sure busi­ness,” Vic­to­ria Roar said with a nasty lit­tle laugh be­fore she went

    down on him again. When Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard had pried him­self off the ceil­ing, he

    pant­ed out a ques­tion:




    “How can Ah make this hap­pen?”




    “You have a TV ca­ble net­work that can reach mil­lions of peo­ple. You have a pow­er­ful

    way of speak­ing. You can do the re­cruit­ing. Just shift your ef­forts to reach­ing the

    teenagers of Amer­ica. They’ll re­spond. Kids these days are very mil­itaris­tic. Why do you

    think Viet­nam movies are so big? Get them worked up against Iran. Lay it on thick. We’ll start

    a camp here. We’ll sep­arate the cu­ri­ous from the com­mit­ted and then train the com­mit­ted

    to fight.”




    “How do we get them to Iran?”




    “I still have con­nec­tions in the oil busi­ness. Leave that part to me. You de­liv­er the

    cru­saders and I’ll get them to the cru­sade.”




    “Ah don’t know. Ah’m tempt­ed. But Iran. It’s a big place. “




    “Sev­en years of war has drained Iran of fight­ing men. Its econ­omy is on its back. It’s a

    pari­ah na­tion. It can bare­ly hold back the rag­tag Mu­jahideen rebels, and half the

    pop­ulace will see us as lib­er­ators. If we can hold the oil fields long enough, the coun­try

    will fall in­to an­ar­chy. There will be a mul­lah hang­ing from ev­ery lamp­post. We can just

    walk in. Trust me.”




    Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard con­sid­ered. Fi­nal­ly he asked, “Can Ah still work the old

    ladies on the side?”




    “All you want,” said Vic­to­ria Hoar, sit­ting up and reach­ing for her neat­ly fold­ed

    skirt.




    “Hey! What about you?” El­don Slug­gard asked.




    “What about me?” Vic­to­ria re­spond­ed, ab­sent­ly hook­ing her bra.




    “I got off twice. You ain’t even got off once. Don’t you want to?”




    “No. I get off mak­ing things hap­pen.”




    They were hap­pen­ing again, thought El­don Slug­gard. The new Cross Cru­sade spot hadn’t

    even run to the end and the phone banks were light­ing up. New re­cruits were call­ing at a

    rate of three a sec­ond. Vol­un­teers man­ning the phones hasti­ly took down the names of the

    re­cruits. This time, El­don Slug­gard was go­ing to launch a big­ger and bet­ter cru­sade. One

    that would work. He could feel suc­cess now.




    Be­sides, as Vic­to­ria Hoar had said just this morn­ing, El­don Slug­gard had no choice. He

    had an­gered the mul­lahs in Tehran. They were af­ter him. And their kind nev­er gave up un­til

    they got their way or got run over.




    They were not go­ing to get the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, he promised him­self. No

    sir­ree. Not even if the Per­sh­ing Gulf ran red with blood.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    “You’re very good at what you do,” Vic­to­ria Hoar told the man she knew as Re­mo

    Cleaver.




    “He is ad­equate,” sniffed Chi­un.




    “I do all right,” Re­mo said. They were in El­don Slug­gard’s con­fer­ence room. Vic­to­ria

    Hoar was look­ing in­to Re­mo’s dark eyes. Re­mo was look­ing at her breasts. He de­cid­ed that

    his first im­pres­sion had been wrong. They were not too small. They just looked that way.

    Prob­ably they were per­fect­ly pro­por­tioned for Vic­to­ria Hoar’s eel-​slim body.




    “That is what I said,” Chi­un put in. “He is all right. An­oth­er word for ‘ad­equate.’ I am

    glad he ad­mits it.”




    “Oh, he’s just be­ing mod­est.”




    “Not him,” said Chi­un, eye­ing the pair with undis­guised con­cern. Vic­to­ria Hoar had

    drift­ed up to Re­mo as if he were a flow­er and she was a bee. Or was it the oth­er way

    around? Ei­ther way, they were draw­ing to­geth­er in a pre-​cop­ula­tion way. Chi­un knew the

    signs. He would have to do some­thing about this be­fore Re­mo ru­ined their as­sign­ment.




    “No, not him,” Chi­un re­peat­ed, sud­den­ly ap­pear­ing in the space be­tween the two. He

    looked up at Vic­to­ria Hoar’s dreamy face. “On the oth­er hand, I am mod­est. Ex­treme­ly

    mod­est. Pos­si­bly un­sur­passed as a mod­est per­son.”




    But the white wom­an named Vic­to­ria Hoar did not deign to take no­tice of the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. She con­tin­ued look­ing in­to Re­mo’s hard face. Chi­un looked again. Re­mo’s

    ex­pres­sion was no longer hard. It was soft­en­ing. Worse, it was soft.




    “Ar­rggh!” Chi­un said.




    “What’s that you said, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked.




    “I said ‘Ar­rggh!’ “




    “I thought so,” Re­mo said ab­sent­ly.




    “Why don’t I show you around the grounds?” Vic­to­ria Hoar said sud­den­ly, tak­ing Re­mo by

    the hand. “Get you ac­quaint­ed with the fine work of El­don Slug­gard World Min­istries.”




    “A good thought,” said Chi­un, tak­ing Vic­to­ria Hoar by her free hand. “You may show us

    both around.” Vic­to­ria Hoar felt Chi­un’s hand in hers. It was strong for a hand so

    frail-​look­ing and thin-​boned. She looked down at the shiny head of the tiny Ori­en­tal,

    which was bald but for two white tufts of hair over each ear. Chi­un was smil­ing up at her. He

    looked like a pleased lit­tle elf. But his hands were grind­ing the com­pli­cat­ed bones of her

    palm against one an­oth­er. It hurt. Vic­to­ria Hoar at­tempt­ed to dis­en­gage her hand, but

    the lit­tle Ori­en­tal would not let go.




    “Yes, of course. I did mean both of you,” she gasped painful­ly.




    On­ly then did the pres­sure stop.




    When she led them from the room, Vic­to­ria was hold­ing no one’s hand.




    “What’s with her?” Re­mo whis­pered as they fol­lowed Vic­to­ria Hoar down the cor­ri­dor

    and in­to the cool­ness of the late-​spring af­ter­noon.




    “Fick­le,” Chi­un said. “I would watch that one.”




    “Fun­ny. She seemed so warm on­ly a minute ago.”




    “A cer­tain sign of fick­le­ness,” said Chi­un. He looked around the quad­ran­gle. “We are

    ob­vi­ous­ly work­ing for a man who likes to see his name on ev­ery­thing.”




    Hear­ing that, Vic­to­ria Hoar turned her head. “Rev­erend Slug­gard be­lieves in

    glo­ri­fy­ing God,” she said. She adressed her state­ment to Re­mo, not Chi­un. Re­mo smiled.

    She smiled back. Chi­un de­cid­ed this was an ap­pro­pri­ate mo­ment to speak up.




    “How does putting his name on ev­ery build­ing glo­ri­fy the Supreme Cre­ator?” he

    asked.




    “Rev­erend Slug­gard is God’s rep­re­sen­ta­tive on earth. What glo­ri­fies Rev­erend

    Slug­gard glo­ri­fies God.”




    “Says who?” asked Chi­un.




    “Hush, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo ad­mon­ished. “Vic­to­ria is ex­plain­ing.”




    “Call me Vic­ki if you wish,” she said, im­pul­sive­ly tak­ing Re­mo’s hand once more.

    Chi­un moved to her oth­er side to grasp the oth­er hand. Ob­vi­ous­ly this white wom­an was

    stub­born. But Chi­un saw that she had en­twined her arm around Re­ma’s and laid her oth­er

    hand up­on his fore­arm.




    “I asked a ques­tion,” Chi­un said huffi­ly. “Who says this man rep­re­sents the Supreme

    Cre­ator?”




    “Why, Rev­erend Slug­gard does,” said Vic­to­ria Hoar, as if that ex­plained ev­ery­thing.

    “He was fast­ing one day and God spoke to him. God gave him a holy rap­ture, and told him to

    build all this.”




    “Were there any wit­ness­es?”




    “No. Why should there be? God’s per­son­al rep­re­sen­ta­tive would nev­er lie, now, would

    he?”




    “I’ve been think­ing about God a lot late­ly,” Re­mo said.




    As they walked, Vic­to­ria point­ed out that just last month the Rev­erend Slug­gard had

    raised over a mil­lion dol­lars, which he do­nat­ed to the starv­ing peo­ple of Ethiopia.




    “It used to be two mil­lion a month, but do­na­tions have dropped off. Those bad re­li­gious

    fig­ures,” she added con­spir­ato­ri­al­ly.




    “What bad re­li­gious fig­ures?” Re­mo asked.




    “Well, there’s Slim and Jaimie Bark­er, Moral Rob­bins-“




    “Nev­er heard of them,” said Re­mo.




    “Don’t you watch tele­vi­sion?” Vic­to­ria Hoar want­ed to know.




    “No, not re­al­ly,” Re­mo said.




    “Or read news­pa­pers?”




    “I try to keep up with the Sun­day fun­nies,” said Re­mo.




    “Good,” said Vic­to­ria Hoar.




    “How long has this Slug­gard been do­nat­ing mon­ey to the starv­ing Ethiopi­ans?” Chi­un

    put in sud­den­ly.




    “Oh, I don’t know. Years.”




    “More than two?”




    “At least three.”




    “Then why are the Ethiopi­ans still starv­ing? If you gave them over sev­en­ty-​two mil­lion

    dol­lars, even Ethiopi­ans could find a way to feed their pop­ulace,” said Chi­un.




    “I don’t re­al­ly know,” an­swered Vic­to­ria Hoar. “I nev­er thought about it. I guess they

    breed faster than we can do­nate mon­ey.”




    “That makes no sense,” Chi­un said scorn­ful­ly.




    “Sounds about right to me,” Re­mo said bright­ly. He was look­ing in­to Vic­to­ria’s eyes

    again. In an­oth­er minute, Chi­un was sure, they would fall on­to the grass and be­gin

    rut­ting in front of ev­ery­one. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked around. Maybe if he pre­tend­ed

    to stum­ble against some­thing and break it, the spell would be bro­ken. There was a tow­er­ing

    cross in the mid­dle of the quad­ran­gle. It looked like gold, but Chi­un rec­og­nized at a

    glance that it was on­ly brass pol­ished to a high sheen. Etched in the hor­izon­tal bar of the

    cross was a leg­end, “Do Un­to Oth­ers . . .”




    “Why is the rest of the quo­ta­tion miss­ing?” Chi­un asked sud­den­ly. He had de­cid­ed

    against de­stroy­ing the cross. Know­ing Re­mo’s present sen­si­tiv­ity, he would prob­ably

    ac­cuse the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju of vi­olat­ing some sil­ly white taboo.




    “What?” asked Vic­to­ria Hoar, whirling. Her eyes fol­lowed Chi­un’s point­ing fin­ger to

    the cross. “Oh, that. I think they couldn’t fit it all in.”




    “There is plen­ty of room,” said Chi­un.




    “Rev­erend Slug­gard says it’s eas­ier to re­mem­ber.”




    “It changes the mean­ing,” said Chi­un.




    “Is he al­ways like that?” Vic­to­ria asked Re­mo. Re­mo nod­ded.




    “And this is one of his good days.”




    “I heard that,” snapped Chi­un. He hur­ried to catch up with them. The fe­male was lead­ing

    Re­mo to a build­ing marked “World Broad­cast Min­istries.” Chi­un un­der­stood that had

    some­thing to do with tele­vi­sion. Per­haps this fe­male want­ed to cop­ulate with Re­mo in

    front of a TV cam­era for all the world to see. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had heard that there

    were har­lots in Amer­ica who did such things for mon­ey. He de­cid­ed that they were in an

    evil place and the soon­er they were done with this as­sign­ment, the bet­ter.




    Nat­ural­ly, it was at that mo­ment that Re­mo chose to say what was on his mind.




    “You know, I kind of like it here. It re­minds me of when I used to go to Sun­day school.

    The cross­es. The cool breezes on the grass. Ev­ery­thing is so clean and pure. I was think­ing

    just the oth­er day that it’s been years since I’ve been to church. Wasn’t I, Chi­un?”




    “I am not privy to your ridicu­lous thoughts,” Chi­un grum­bled. “Ex­cept when you in­sist

    on bray­ing them to any­one who will lis­ten.”




    “A lot of peo­ple find in­ner peace through Rev­erend Slug­gard,” Vic­to­ria said

    mu­si­cal­ly. “He was telling me just the oth­er day that he’s had won­der­ful suc­cess with

    teenage boys. I guess they’re drawn to him be­cause he’s so filled with the Holy Spir­it.”




    “I guess ev­ery­one here prays a lot.”




    “Are you kid­ding?” Vic­to­ria said dry­ly. “Rev­erend Slug­gard has me get down on my knees

    two or three times a day.”




    “I’d like to hear him preach,” Re­mo said.




    “He is a mag­nif­icent preach­er. Why, he knows the en­tire Bible by heart. He can open it

    up to any page, and with­out glanc­ing at the page more than a sec­ond, re­cite en­tire

    pas­sages.”




    “I knew a nun who could do that. Sis­ter Mary Mar­garet,” Re­mo said in a wist­ful voice.

    “She was a big in­flu­ence on my life.”




    “But at the first sign of dis­ap­point­ment, she spurned you,” Chi­un put in. Re­mo ig­nored

    him.




    “Where are those peo­ple go­ing?” asked Re­mo. He point­ed to a dome-​shaped glass

    build­ing. Bus­es were pulling up in front of it.




    “That’s the Tem­ple of Trib­ute,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said. “It’s where Rev­erend Slug­gard pays

    trib­ute to the Lord and his flock pays trib­ute to Rev­erend Slug­gard. Each day, af­ter he

    tapes his dai­ly pro­gram, Rev­erend Slug­gard min­is­ters to the faith­ful. These peo­ple come

    from all over the coun­try to re­ceive Rev­erend Slug­gard’s bless­ing. He heals through faith.

    I have an idea. Why don’t we watch him work? We can fin­ish the tour lat­er.”




    “Is that all right with you, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked sud­den­ly. “I re­al­ly want to

    see this.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hes­itat­ed. He would have said no, but Re­mo had asked, and there

    was an­oth­er rea­son. “Yes, let us all go,” Chi­un said. “I am cu­ri­ous to see how Amer­ican

    re­li­gions work. Per­haps I can learn how they so en­thrall even those who have been raised

    above them. “




    They melt­ed in­to the con­verg­ing groups. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju no­ticed that most of

    the peo­ple were old. Many had in­fir­mi­ties. Some walked on crutch­es. Oth­ers were pushed

    along in wheelchairs. Many joints made tiny sounds of mis­align­ment. Here and there, hearts

    beat ir­reg­ular­ly. Heart dis­ease. It was com­mon in Amer­ica, he knew. In his home vil­lage

    of Sinan­ju on the West Ko­rea Bay, it was near­ly un­heard-​of, thanks to a steady di­et of

    fish and rice.




    The in­te­ri­or of the Tem­ple of Trib­ute was a great cir­cu­lar room. The roof was like

    the in­side of a crys­tal cone. Beams of white pine sup­port­ed it, and shafts of ra­di­ant

    sun­light kissed the seat sec­tions, which re­sem­bled a pie cut in­to four wedges. And in the

    cen­ter, there sat a raised dais and a podi­um with a mi­cro­phone. Ev­ery el­ement was ei­ther

    glass or white pine or birch­wood.




    “Let’s sit up front,” said Vic­to­ria Hoar, lead­ing Re­mo by the hand. She had to push

    through the crowd to get to the first row. When she ar­rived, she blinked.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who had been be­hind them, was al­ready seat­ed.




    “I saved seats for both of you,” he said, beam­ing. He in­di­cat­ed a seat on his left for

    Vic­to­ria and a seat on his right for Re­mo. All the oth­er first-​row seats were

    oc­cu­pied.




    Vic­to­ria took her seat, fum­ing. Re­mo was sniff­ing the air.




    “In­cense,” he said.




    “San­dal­wood. A ter­ri­ble kind,” Chi­un said, wrin­kling his nose.




    “I don’t know. It kin­da re­minds me of the in­cense they used to burn in Saint An­drews.

    Makes me feel kin­da nos­tal­gic.”




    “Is that an­oth­er word for ‘nau­se­at­ed’?” asked Chi­un. When the room had filled, there

    was a long pause. Or­gan mu­sic came in through the loud­speak­ers. And from be­hind a door

    cur­tained in white strode the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard. His meaty frame was en­cased in a

    white silk suit ac­cent­ed by a ca­nary-​yel­low tie. He stepped up to the podi­um to

    thun­der­ous ap­plause.




    Chi­un watched care­ful­ly. Nev­er had he heard of a priest who was greet­ed by his

    faith­ful fol­low­ers with ap­plause. Was this some new wrin­kle the Amer­ican whites had added

    to Chris­tian­ity? Per­haps there was some­thing to be learned here af­ter all.




    “You!” shout­ed Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard. The word bounced off the ac­cous­ti­cal­ly

    per­fect ceil­ing panes. The ap­plause stopped dead. The echoes of the word hung in the

    san­dal­wood-​laden air.




    “You! You! And you! You are all sin­ners be­fore God,” yelled Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard,

    stab­bing a fat fin­ger at the au­di­ence.




    “You are the dust be­neath the feet of the tru­ly righ­teous.




    “You are the dirt that is con­sumed by the low­ly worm.




    “You are scum, all of you. All of you!” Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard’s holy righ­teous voice

    re­sound­ed through the Tem­ple of Trib­ute.




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly he means those oth­er than his se­cu­ri­ty force,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    whis­pered to Re­mo.




    “Hush!” said Re­mo. “I want to hear this.”




    “All of you!” shout­ed El­don Slug­gard. His eyes scourged the first row.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju jumped to his feet, “Did you hear that, Re­mo? He has in­sult­ed my

    awe­some per­son­age. For that I will-“




    Re­mo flashed to his feet. “Sit down! You want to ru­in ev­ery­thing?”




    “But he has in­sult­ed me.”




    “It’s just his style. They call it fire and brim­stone. It’s tra­di­tion­al. “




    “I call it base and in­sult­ing,” said Chi­un.




    “Please!”




    Re­luc­tant­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­turned to his seat. Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard

    con­tin­ued speak­ing, his head held high, his voice re­ver­ber­at­ing. He had not no­ticed

    Chi­un’s out­burst.




    “You are the mag­gots in the road­side garbage,” Rev­erend Slug­gard went on, “Ah know that.

    You know it. Ad­mit it. Don’t be ashamed. Say it with me, ‘Ah am a mag­got.’ “




    “I am a mag­got,” cho­rused the crowd.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju turned around. A sea of wrin­kled, ail­ing faces held rapt

    ex­pres­sions. Their mouths re­peat­ed the in­sane in­sults of the Rev­erend El­don

    Slug­gard.




    “That’s the bad news,” said Rev­erend Slug­gard. “But the good news is that you’re no

    or­di­nary mag­gots. No! You’re God’s mag­gots.”




    “Hal­lelu­jah!” re­turned the crowd.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju blinked. What man­ner of mad­ness was this?




    “The Lord’s holy mag­gots,” howled Rev­erend Slug­gard. “You may be squirmin’ in the garbage

    now, but come judg­ment Day, you’re a-​gonna sprout wings and fly. “




    “Praise be!”




    “But God ain’t gonna give you them wings un­til you’ve proved your love for him. Un­til you

    give trib­ute to him. Now, Ah know you’re in need. On­ly the needy come to me. Can’t pay those

    bills? Tell you what you do. In­stead of scrimpin’ a few more weeks to get enough mon­ey to pay

    the rent, give me that mon­ey. That’s right! Give it to the Rev­erend Slug­gard. Ah’m gonna

    in­vest it for you. And what am Ah gonna in­vest it in? Not in the stock mar­ket. Not in CD’s.

    No, Ah’m gonna in­vest it in God. And God is gonna pay you back, yes sir­ree. You know that

    even if you scrape up your rent mon­ey, it’s on­ly gonna come due next month and you’re gonna

    have to scrimp and save and pinch pen­nies all over again. But if you have faith, God’s gonna

    give you a re­turn on your in­vest­ment. And Ah don’t mean ten per­cent. No, Ah mean a

    thou­sand per­cent. You’ll nev­er have to scrimp and save again.”




    “Glo­ry!”




    “Now, maybe some of you say, ‘Rev­erend Slug­gard, my prob­lem’s got noth­in’ to do with

    mon­ey. Well, good for you, Ah say. Maybe it’s health. Maybe you got a bad back or lum­ba­go,

    or drop­sy, or some such ail­ment. Well, you know that ain’t your fault, any more than bein’

    poor is. It’s the work of Sa­tan! Ad­mit it!”




    “Amen!”




    “Sa­tan’s put a curse on you! He’s sapped your strength. He’s poi­soned your blood. Well, Ah

    got a cure for that too. And it’s called faith. What’s that, you say? Ah can hear your

    thoughts. The Lord lets me see in­to your minds, Ah’m so full of the Holy Spir­it tonight. You

    say you don’t have enough faith? Well, you don’t have to. Be­cause Ah got the faith. Yea, let

    mah faith show you the way. Now, lat­er on Ah’m gonna come among you and start layin’ hands on

    some of you. Do you have can­cer? Ah’m gonna cure you. Do you have em­phy­se­ma? Well, get

    ready to breathe free again!”




    “This is the thrilling part,” Vic­to­ria whis­pered.




    “I’ve heard of faith heal­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “And I have heard of char­la­tan­ry,” snapped Chi­un.




    “But first,” said Rev­erend Slug­gard, “my acolytes are gonna come among you. They have

    en­velopes. You know what they’re for. They have cred­it-​card slips and those lit­tle

    ka-​chun­ka charge ma­chines. Don’t wor­ry if you don’t know how to work them. That’s what my

    acolytes are here for.”




    Out of the cur­tained door came a hand­ful of men and wom­en in white gar­ments. The men

    wore white suits with white shoes and ties. The wom­en were in de­mure white dress­es. The way

    the men dressed re­mind­ed Re­mo of his First Com­mu­nion suit.




    They went among the crowd. The wom­en passed out the en­velopes at one end of each wedge of

    seats. The men col­lect­ed them af­ter they were passed, crammed full of cash, to the oth­er

    ends. Those who chose to pay by cred­it card were in­vit­ed in­to the aisles, where lit­tle

    fold­ing ta­bles were set up. Cred­it-​card ma­chines went chun­ka-​thunk so reg­ular­ly, it

    was as if a mil­lion en­gines were at work at some re­lent­less task.




    Chi­un’s nar­row eyes widened. Trib­ute. This priest was ex­act­ing trib­ute from his

    fol­low­ers. He won­dered what Re­mo had to say about this. But when he looked, Re­mo was

    watch­ing the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard with fas­ci­nat­ed eyes.




    The Rev­erend Slug­gard was read­ing from the Bible. “Let me share with you this verse from

    Last Corinthi­ans,” he was say­ing. ” ‘He who shares his boun­ty with me, no mat­ter how poor,

    will re­ceive my blessin’. He who gives his last shekel to mah fol­low­ers will re­ceive

    plen­ty in re­turn.’ Amen.”




    “Amaz­ing,” said Re­mo. “He on­ly glanced at that page. He must know the en­tire book by

    heart.”




    “Why not?” said Chi­un. “He knows ev­ery oth­er trick in the book.”




    “What’s that, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked, turn­ing.




    “Nev­er mind. I do not con­verse with the deaf and blind.”




    When the col­lec­tion of mon­ey stopped, Rev­erend Slug­gard de­scend­ed from the

    podi­um.




    “Those wishin’ healin’, form two lines be­fore me,” Rev­erend Slug­gard an­nounced, rais­ing

    up his many-​ringed hands.




    Be­fore the words were out of his mouth, there was a surge to the aisle he stood in. Re­mo

    saw old wom­en bent near­ly dou­ble. Men in wheelchairs. Peo­ple whose eye whites were

    green­ish from dis­eases of the blood and or­gans.




    A man was be­ing helped by rel­atives to stand be­fore Rev­erend Slug­gard. His left foot

    was en­cased in ban­dages. He had to hop to reach the spot, his arms rest­ing on the shoul­ders

    of two oth­ers.




    “And what is your ail­ment, broth­er?” asked Rev­erend Slug­gard.




    “I got gout,” the man croaked.




    “Gout!” said Rev­erend Slug­gard.




    “I can’t walk on my left foot. It hurts some­thing fierce. Has for over three years

    now.”




    “You know what gout is, broth­er?” said Rev­erend Slug­gard for all to hear.




    “Yes.”




    “It’s an­oth­er word for Sa­tan. I’ll bet the doc­tor told you he can’t cure you.”




    “That’s right, Rev­erend.”




    “And you know what? He was right.”




    Tears of dis­ap­point­ment ap­peared in the cor­ners of the old man’s eyes.




    “He can’t. But Ah can. And the rea­son Ah can is that Ah know you can’t get rid of the

    dev­il with pills or medicines. You get rid of Sa­tan by castin’ him out. And you all watch.

    Ah’m gonna cast out that old dev­il called gout. “




    And plac­ing his hands on the man’s thin­ing hair, Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard raised his

    voice to the rafters. “Pow­ers of Sa­tan, Ah com­mand you to be gone. Leave this poor old man

    be. Spir­its of Dark­ness, Ah cast you out!”




    The old man winced with each shout­ed word. “Now,” said Rev­erend Slug­gard, step­ping back.

    “Ah say to you, broth­er, stand free from Sa­tan’s shack­les. You, on ei­ther side, let him go.

    He don’t need your sup­port no more.”




    The sup­port­ing pair let go of the man.




    With­out sup­port, he was forced to put his weight on his heav­ily ban­daged foot.




    “Now, walk to­ward me.”




    “I … I’m afraid.”




    “Come on, come on. Ah got enough faith for both of us. Walk!”




    The old man took a hob­bling step. His feet sup­port­ed him.




    “Look,” he shout­ed. “Look, I’m healed. I can walk!”




    “Hal­lelu­jah!”




    “Sure you can walk.” Rev­erend Slug­gard grinned. “The dev­il’s been cast out of your foot.

    Now you know what you got­ta do next?”




    “Pray!” said the old man.




    “No. You go right over to that nice girl in white and you show God how thank­ful you are.

    You go and dou­ble your con­tri­bu­tion.”




    The old man went oblig­ing­ly. His step was firm.




    “Amaz­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “This will go on all day,” said Vic­to­ria.




    “Pah!” spat Chi­un in a dis­gust­ed voice. He watched the old man walk over to the girl and

    hand her more mon­ey. Then the man went back to his seat. By the time he got to his aisle,

    Chi­un no­ticed that he was be­gin­ning to fa­vor his ban­daged foot again.




    But no one else no­ticed. Their eyes were on Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard. He was cur­ing a

    lit­tle girl of pan­cre­at­ic can­cer. The lit­tle girl said she felt bet­ter when Rev­erend

    Slug­gard told her she was cured. Her moth­er wept for joy. A man with cir­rho­sis of the

    liv­er was next. Rev­erend Slug­gard laid his hand up­on the man’s ab­domen and shout­ed to the

    rafters. He pro­nounced the man cured.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju no­ticed a blind man in one of the lines. He was alone. He was

    ask­ing to be brought be­fore the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard. He want­ed to see again. His

    voice was plead­ing. On­ly Chi­un no­ticed him.




    Then two of the white-​clad acolytes dis­cov­ered the man and took him by the arms.

    Qui­et­ly but firm­ly they led him out of line and out of the Tem­ple of Trib­ute. Even over

    Rev­erend Slug­gard’s shout­ings, Chi­un heard them promise that they were tak­ing him to

    Rev­erend Slug­gard, who would cure his vi­sion.




    An hour lat­er, when the last per­son threw away his crutch­es, the blind man had not

    re­turned. Chi­un knew why. You could con­vince any­one he was cured of an in­ner ail­ment, or

    that his fee­ble limbs were em­pow­ered once again-​at least as long as his eu­pho­ria was

    main­tained-​but no one could con­vince a blind-​man that he could see col­or and shape.




    Chi­un frowned as he left the Tem­ple of Trib­ute. Was this what passed for faith in

    Amer­ica? he won­dered. Was this the faith that Re­mo clung to de­spite hav­ing had his vi­sion

    cleared by Sinan­ju, his sens­es made whole?




    Re­mo and Vic­to­ria joined the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in the quad­ran­gle. The con­gre­ga­tion

    was re­turn­ing to the bus­es. Chi­un no­ticed that one of the per­sons who had left their

    wheelchairs be­hind had to be helped in­to the wait­ing bus.




    “Wasn’t that in­spir­ing?” Vic­to­ria said, squeez­ing Re­mo’s arm.




    “You know how I feel?” Re­mo said. “I feel ex­act­ly the way I used to feel when I would

    come out of con­fes­sion.”




    “Stupid?” asked Chi­un.




    “No. Sort of … purged.”




    “Ah. I know that feel­ing,” Chi­un re­marked.




    “You do? I didn’t know they had any­thing like con­fes­sion in Sinan­ju.”




    “We do not. We have some­thing equal­ly ef­fi­ca­cious.”




    “Yeah? What’s that?”




    “Cham­ber pots.”


  




  

    Chapter 14




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju wore his con­cern on his gra­cious face.




    Not that any­one cared. Es­pe­cial­ly Re­mo.




    A week had passed. Re­mo was stand­ing in the wings of the stu­dio where Rev­erend El­don

    Slug­gard was tap­ing the lat­est edi­tion of his Get with God pro­gram. Chi­un did not

    un­der­stand the mean­ing of the name and had asked Re­mo to ex­plain it.




    “It’s slang,” Re­mo had replied. “It means … to be one with God. These peo­ple in the

    stu­dio au­di­ence want to be one with the Lord.”




    “They wish to die?”




    “No, of course not.”




    “I am con­fused. Is it not said in West­ern re­li­gions that in or­der to be one with the

    Supreme Cre­ator, death must first oc­cur?”




    “Well, yes. But some peo­ple be­lieve that it’s pos­si­ble to know God spir­itu­al­ly.”




    “How?”




    “I don’t know how it works. But the nuns used to talk about it all the time.”




    “Ah,” said Chi­un, “the nuns. And you be­lieved them, al­though they of­fered no proof to

    you?”




    “This is faith, Chi­un. You don’t need proof. You need faith.”




    “In what?”




    “In God.”




    “Have you ev­er spo­ken to this be­ing you call God?”




    “No. But the nuns told me all about him. Just like Rev­erend Slug­gard is do­ing now.”




    “Do you have faith in Rev­erend Slug­gard?”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said quick­ly.




    “And why?”




    “Be­cause he’s the lead­er of an im­por­tant move­ment. He does good for peo­ple. He shows

    them the way to be­come the best they can be. Ev­ery­one says so.”




    “And if ev­ery­one told you he was a false prophet, would you be­lieve that as well?”




    “If he’s not the man of God ev­ery­one says, why would the Ira­ni­ans sin­gle him out for

    at­tack? An­swer that.”




    “And that is your proof of this man’s ho­li­ness?”




    “What else could it mean?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “It could be that he an­gered them.”




    “Sure he has. He’s been warn­ing us about the Moslem threat for years. He told me so.

    Be­sides, why would Smith send us to pro­tect him? Huh?”




    “I see your new­found faith ex­tends al­so to Smith,” Chi­un said qui­et­ly. “It is

    un­for­tu­nate.” And while Re­mo’s at­ten­tion re­mained on the Rev­erend Slug­gard, the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju de­part­ed in si­lence. He re­paired to the quar­ters that had been set

    aside for them. The quar­ters were in the great boat that El­don Slug­gard used for his liv­ing

    place. It was ex­plained that Re­mo and Chi­un had to stay close to Rev­erend Slug­gard at all

    times to pro­tect him from the god­less Moslems.




    Chi­un had replied that the Moslems were not god­less. Oth­er­wise they would not be

    Moslems. Vic­to­ria Hoar had coun­tered that Moslems be­lieved in the wrong God.




    Chi­un had start­ed to ask her how she knew there was a right God, when he re­al­ized the

    stu­pid­ity of his own ques­tion. There was on­ly one Supreme Cre­ator. On­ly the name by which

    dif­fer­ent peo­ples ad­dressed him dif­fered. And over that, non-​Ko­re­ans had made war

    through­out his­to­ry.




    Chi­un en­tered his state­room and went to the tele­phone de­vice. Or­di­nar­ily he

    de­spised the ma­chines. They al­ways rang when he was watch­ing some­thing par­tic­ular­ly

    en­light­ened, and the calls were usu­al­ly for Re­mo. Nor­mal­ly, Re­mo han­dled all

    tele­phon­ic work, but this was one con­ver­sa­tion that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju did not want

    Re­mo to be privy to.




    Chi­un picked up the re­ceiv­er and pressed O for Op­er­ator. The op­er­ator came on the

    line and Chi­un said, “I wish to speak with Harold Smith.”




    “What city, please?” the op­er­ator asked po­lite­ly.




    “It is the city named af­ter one of your breads.”




    “Bread?”




    “Yes, in the province of New York.”




    “City or state?”




    “Is there a dif­fer­ence?” de­mand­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju im­pa­tient­ly. “It is the one

    where Harold Smith re­sides.” Why was it that these whites in­sist­ed on giv­ing the same name

    to en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent places? Usu­al­ly names stolen from oth­er coun­tries. Once he had

    no­ticed a Cairo, Illi­nois, and a Carthage, New York, on a map. There were al­so a Paris,

    Texas, and a Troy, Ohio. Chi­un once awoke from a par­tic­ular­ly ter­ri­ble night­mare in

    which the moth­ers of his vil­lage were forced to once again drown their starv­ing ba­bies as

    they did in the old times, be­cause ig­no­rant mod­ern kings had been send­ing their

    emis­saries to ne­go­ti­ate with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, Utah.




    “New York City is in New York State,” said the op­er­ator.




    “Then it is in New York State be­cause New York City is south of this place, which is called

    Fol­croft.”




    “I don’t have a list­ing for a Fol­croft, New York,” said the op­er­ator.




    “I did not say the town was called Fol­croft, stupid wom­an,” Chi­un snapped. “I said it was

    one of your bread names. Fol­croft is the build­ing.”




    “There is no need to shout, sir,” the op­er­ator said in­dig­nant­ly.




    “I am wait­ing.”




    “I have a list­ing for a Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York. Is that what you

    want?”




    “Of course. What oth­er Fol­crofts are there? Nev­er mind,” Chi­un said quick­ly,

    re­al­iz­ing that he might have to lis­ten to a twelve-​hour recita­tion of all the oth­er

    Amer­ican Fol­crofts. “I wish to speak with Harold Smith.”




    “And your name?”




    “I am un­der cov­er and for­bid­den to iden­ti­fy my­self.”




    “Er, one mo­ment.”




    Af­ter a few sec­onds, a tele­phone ring­ing greet­ed Chi­un’s ea­ger ears. The dry voice of

    Dr. Harold W. Smith, known in the Book of Sinan­ju var­ious­ly as Smith the First, Smith the

    Gen­er­ous, Smith the Fru­gal, and Mad Harold, said, “Hel­lo?”




    “I have a col­lect call for Harold Smith.”




    “From whom?” Smith asked sus­pi­cious­ly. “The gen­tle­man re­fus­es to iden­ti­fy

    him­self.”




    “I do not ac­cept col­lect calls from strangers,” Smith snapped.




    “It is not strangers, it is I,” said Chi­un sud­den­ly.




    “Please, sir,” the op­er­ator said. “You are not per­mit­ted to talk to the oth­er par­ty

    un­less he agrees to ac­cept the call.”




    “I will ac­cept,” Smith said quick­ly. “Go ahead, Mas­ter of … er, Mas­ter.”




    The op­er­ator got off the line and Chi­un launched in­to his com­plaint.




    “Em­per­or Smith, we have a prob­lem.”




    “Yes?” Smith’s voice was tight.




    “It is Re­mo. I fear he will be un­able to ac­com­plish this as­sign­ment.”




    “Is he in­jured?”




    “Yes, men­tal­ly in­jured. He is suf­fer­ing great­ly. He talks of in­cense and vestal

    vir­gins he knew in his ear­li­er life, and there is a new wom­an who has him in her thrall.

    “




    “I’m afraid Re­mo’s ro­man­tic predilec­tions are not suf­fi­cient to pull him off this

    as­sign­ment.”




    “He is be­ing poi­soned by this place. I fear that if he re­mains any longer, he will go

    over to the en­emy.”




    “What en­emy?”




    “Rev­erend Slug­gard.”




    “I have no in­for­ma­tion in­di­cat­ing that Slug­gard is any­thing but a tar­get of

    Ira­ni­an fun­da­men­tal­ists. What makes you say he is the en­emy?”




    “Any­one who speaks hon­eyed words that draw Re­mo away from the path of Sinan­ju is the

    en­emy.”




    “I see. Are you say­ing that Re­mo is ex­pe­ri­enc­ing a re­li­gious con­ver­sion of some

    type?”




    “I would not call it that. I would call it a re­ver­sion. It is all he talks about now.

    Faith and sin and oth­er triv­ia.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Mas­ter Chi­un. I agree with you that if Re­mo is ex­pe­ri­enc­ing a

    re­li­gious reawak­en­ing, that could cause prob­lems for us, but right now this as­sign­ment

    must be car­ried out. Have you learned any­thing?”




    “Yes. It was dur­ing this priest’s tele­vi­sion pro­gram. He is launch­ing a Cru­sade.”




    “So?”




    “A Cru­sade,” re­peat­ed Chi­un. “Do you not know your his­to­ry?”




    “Of course I do,” Smith said pee­vish­ly, the in­sult in his voice for once match­ing

    Chi­un’s. He was proud of his straight-​A plus­es in his­to­ry that start­ed in the fifth grade

    and con­tin­ued, an un­bro­ken tes­ta­ment to Smith’s stu­dious­ness and lack of a nor­mal

    so­cial life, all the way up to his grad­ua­tion from Dart­mouth Col­lege.




    “Are you not con­cerned?”




    “I think you mis­un­der­stand,” said Smith rea­son­ably. “Slug­gard is not talk­ing about a

    cru­sade in the sense of the old in­cur­sions in­to the Holy Land, but a cru­sade for

    funds.”




    “I have seen how he tricks peo­ple out of mon­ey, too. But I heard the words he spoke. He

    spoke of a holy war. “




    “Many of these tele­vi­sion min­is­ters so­lic­it mon­ey in dif­fer­ent ways. And

    re­gard­less of how ques­tion­able Slug­gard’s meth­ods may be, our con­cern is not that, but

    in any ac­tiv­ities that might have at­tract­ed the at­ten­tion of the Ira­ni­an

    hi­er­ar­chy.”




    “Then send Re­mo and me to Iran. We are known there. We will talk to their caliph. We will

    find your an­swers, and ne­go­ti­ate an ex­cel­lent treaty. But in this place, we will learn

    noth­ing and per­haps lose our Re­mo.”




    “I’m sor­ry, mas­ter Chi­un. Re­la­tions with the Ira­ni­ans are very sen­si­tive at this

    mo­ment. We can’t be seen do­ing busi­ness with them and we don’t dare stir them up any more

    than they have been. Do your best at this end. Good-​bye.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju slammed down the re­ceiv­er. Of course it cracked. Why did they

    in­sist up­on mak­ing these ag­gra­vat­ing in­stru­ments out of plas­tic and not iron? Iron did

    not shat­ter un­der nor­mal use.




    At his Fol­croft of­fice, Dr. Harold W. Smith frowned as he re­turned to his com­put­er. He

    was wor­ried about the sit­ua­tion. It was un­usu­al for Chi­un to con­tact him. No doubt his

    con­cern for Re­mo was well-​in­ten­tioned, even well-​placed, but time was of the essence.




    Al­ready Smith was read­ing the signs of a new wave of ter­ror­ist ac­tiv­ities.




    In Boston a pri­vate se­cu­ri­ty agen­cy whose uni­formed em­ploy­ees were com­posed of

    Lebanese en­gi­neer­ing stu­dents was show­ing a sud­den surge of ac­tiv­ity hav­ing noth­ing

    to do with its bil­la­bie clients. Smith alert­ed the Boston branch of the FBI.




    In Beirut, mem­bers of the Ira­ni­an-​backed Hezbol­lah mili­tia were fil­ter­ing out of the

    city to tran­sit points, pre­sum­ably bound for the West. Smith alert­ed U.S.

    im­mi­gra­tion.




    And in Iran, the Ira­ni­an Par­lia­ment was call­ing for se­vere pun­ish­ment against U.S.

    ag­gres­sions. Iran was al­ways call­ing for the U.S. to be pun­ished for imag­ined

    ag­gres­sions. It was a day-​to-​day ac­tiv­ity de­signed to keep their Rev­olu­tion alive.

    Smith called up the de­tails. It was usu­al­ly the same. Imag­inary non­sense pro­mul­gat­ed

    for do­mes­tic con­sump­tion.




    What Smith found was the usu­al hys­te­ria and threats. Iran claimed a U.S. in­va­sion force

    had at­tempt­ed to en­ter the coun­try. They claimed as proof a num­ber of bod­ies of Amer­ican

    mer­ce­nar­ies, and they had tak­en hostage a U.S. oil tanker, the Sea­wise Be­he­moth, which

    had been used to smug­gle in the in­vad­ing force. Smith’s com­put­ers in­formed him that there

    were no trace­able links be­tween the oil com­pa­ny that owned the tanker and Slug­gard’s

    or­ga­ni­za­tion.




    There were dai­ly demon­stra­tions in the streets of Tehran in which the al­leged

    in­sti­ga­tor of the at­tack, Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, was burned in ef­fi­gy on a wood­en

    cross.




    Smith al­most laughed aloud. The idea of a tele­vi­sion preach­er launch­ing a mil­itary

    strike in­to the Mid­dle East in co­op­er­ation with an oil com­pa­ny was too bizarre even for

    Ira­ni­an pro­pa­gan­da.




    One item show­ing up on his com­put­er search did get Harold Smith’s at­ten­tion.




    A Sa­pul­pa, Ok­la­homa, cou­ple, Don and Bessie Booe, was fil­ing a suit against the

    Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard. They claimed that their son, Lamar, had gone on a re­treat to

    Slug­gard’s Chris­tian Camp­ground and dis­ap­peared.




    Ac­cord­ing to Slug­gard’s peo­ple, Lamar Booe had left the re­treat af­ter on­ly a week,

    cit­ing his lack of faith. The Booes coun­tered that claim by pro­duc­ing let­ters from their

    son, pur­port­ed­ly writ­ten more than a month af­ter Slug­gard’s peo­ple claimed he had left

    the Chris­tian Camp­ground, as proof of their sto­ry.




    Al­though it seemed to be mere­ly a case of a young man who per­haps couldn’t face his

    par­ents af­ter fail­ing to live up to their ex­pec­ta­tions, Smith called up all avail­able

    da­ta from the news-​me­dia file. At this point, any­thing un­usu­al per­tain­ing to Rev­erend

    El­don Slug­gard and his min­istry could not be over­looked, no mat­ter how

    in­con­se­quen­tial.


  




  

    Chapter 15




    The red light winked out and Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard col­lapsed in­to a plush chair. The

    over­head spot­lights were killing him. The cam­er­amen be­gan pulling their now-​in­ac­tive

    equip­ment away from the set.




    “El, I have to tell you,” the di­rec­tor said ef­fu­sive­ly, “that was your best show ev­er.

    You were pos­itive­ly in­spired.”




    “Thanks,” said the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard as he wiped the sheen of sweat from his brow.

    Af­ter chang­ing hand­ker­chiefs twice, he saw that the cloth was still com­ing away sop­ping.

    He was think­ing that for once he wasn’t pos­itive­ly in­spired. He was neg­ative­ly in­spired.

    If he didn’t pull in enough re­cruits to make a dif­fer­ence, his head was go­ing to end up on

    a post in Per­siaor what­ev­er it was called now. “Now, do me a fa­vor? Clear out all these

    tech­ni­cal peo­ple and get me Vic­to­ria Hoar.”




    “Check.”




    While Rev­erend Slug­gard wait­ed, some­one came up be­hind him.




    “I just want­ed to tell you,” a voice said while Rev­erend Slug­gard jumped a foot in­to the

    air with fright, “what an in­spir­ing ser­mon that was.”




    “Whoee! Don’t you sneak up on me like that again!” said the Rev­erend Slug­gard when he

    rec­og­nized his body­guard.




    “Sor­ry!” Re­mo said in a sheep­ish voice.




    ” ‘S all right. Ah get re­al­ly wound up af­ter one of these things. “




    “I was won­der­ing if you could ex­plain some­thing to me.”




    “What’s that?”




    “You were talk­ing about re­pen­tance ear­li­er. When I was a kid, we’d go to con­fes­sion,

    the priest blessed us, and we had to say a few ‘Hail Marys,’ a cou­ple of ‘Our Fa­thers,’ and

    an ‘Act of Con­tri­tion.’ But how does it work here?”




    “Got sins hang­ing heavy on your soul?”




    “Well,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted, “it’s been a while.”




    “Do you feel sor­ry for them, son?” asked Rev­erend Slug­gard, his voice sink­ing in­to an

    oily unc­tu­ous­ness.




    “Yeah. “




    “And you want the good Lord to for­give you?”




    “Do you think he would?”




    “How much mon­ey you got on you?”




    “Mon­ey?” Re­mo said vague­ly. He dug in­to his wal­let. “I don’t know,” he said as he

    start­ed to count out the con­tents. “Maybe-“




    “That’s enough,” said El­don Slug­gard, snatch­ing the mon­ey away. “You’re for­giv­en.”




    “I am?” Re­mo asked blankly.




    “Ah said so, didn’t Ah?”




    “But it doesn’t seem … I mean it. . .”




    “Son, when you used to tell the priest about how sin­ful you were, how long did it take you

    to go right on do­ing what you were ashamed to tell the priest you were do­ing in the first

    place?”




    “Oh, a cou­ple of days. A week at most.”




    “And you know why?”




    “No.”




    “Be­cause all the priest asked of you was to say a few prayers. Prayers are easy, son.

    Prayers are cheap. Any sin­ner can pray. But mon­ey, that’s dif­fer­ent. Do you for one god­ly

    minute think that if ev­ery sin­ner had to fork over his gro­cery mon­ey when he con­fessed to

    sin, he’d be so quick to keep right on sin­nin’?”




    “No…” Re­mo said slow­ly.




    “No! That’s right! No, he would not. He’d wa­ver. He’d think twice, and then thrice.

    Be­cause mon­ey is sub­stan­tial. Mon­ey is im­por­tant. Ev­ery­one knows it. Don’t you think

    God knows it too? That’s why he sent you here.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, it was some­one else’s idea,” Re­mo put in.




    “Some­one who was in­spired by the Holy Spir­it!” Re­mo’s brow gath­ered in thought. He

    tried to imag­ine Dr. Harold W. Smith mo­ti­vat­ed by the Holy Spir­it. The im­age wouldn’t

    come. Maybe he wasn’t imag­in­ing hard enough.




    “The Holy Spir­it brought you here. And you know why?” Be­fore Re­mo could open his mouth,

    Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard an­swered his own ques­tion. “Be­cause he knew you need­ed sav­ing

    and that the starv­ing peo­ple of Ethiopia need­ed this mon­ey. This is God’s mon­ey now. It’s

    gonna be put to good use. And so are you. Tell you what. Ah’m gonna con­fer with one of mah

    ad­vis­ers about how best to get this mon­ey to Ethiopia. Why don’t you check on

    se­cu­ri­ty?”




    “I had an­oth­er ques­tion,” Re­mo start­ed to say.




    “Time enough for that lat­er. Now, off with you. We got­ta keep this house of the Lord

    in­vi­olate from the hea­then. “




    Re­luc­tant­ly Re­mo left the stu­dio. Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard watched him go.




    “That boy may be fast with his hands,” Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard mut­tered, “but he won’t

    win no con­tests for men­tal bril­liance.”




    When Vic­to­ria Hoar found Rev­erend Slug­gard, he was count­ing Re­mo’s mon­ey.




    “How are the new se­cu­ri­ty peo­ple work­ing out?” she asked.




    “Ah may not have to pay the tall one. He fell for the old cash-​for-​for­give­ness hus­tle.

    But that ain’t why Ah called you. We got an­oth­er prob­lem.”




    “What’s that?”




    “My le­gal staff says we’re be­ing sued. Over one of those re­cruits. His par­ents say they

    ain’t heard from him.”




    “I thought you had your staff writ­ing let­ters home for all of them to cov­er their

    dis­ap­pear­ance.”




    “Ah did. This is the one what went paci­fist on me dur­ing the last phase of train­ing. He

    had seen too much, so we con­vinced him that if he car­ried the ban­ner of the Cru­sade, he

    wouldn’t have to car­ry a weapon. but Ah guess he wrote home that he was quit­tin’ be­fore we

    got his mind turned around. Now his folks are yellin’ and car­ryin’ on that their son has been

    kid­napped or some fool thing.”




    “This could get se­ri­ous when the rel­atives of the oth­er re­cruits hear of this.”




    “Ah hadn’t count­ed on them all dyin’,” Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard com­plained. “What was

    wrong with them? They had the best weapons mon­ey could buy. The best train­in’. And most of

    all, they had mo­ti­va­tion. They should have torn through them rag­heads like a pack of buzz

    saws.”




    “The next Cru­sade will have to be bet­ter-​trained and bet­ter-​equipped. “




    “And bet­ter-​mo­ti­vat­ed,” added Rev­erend Slug­gard. “It’s mah sa­cred ass.”




    “I have an idea how to do that.”




    “Yeah? Lemme hear.”




    “At a more op­por­tune time. We have bet­ter things to do. “




    “Amen. While we’re alone,” Rev­erend Slug­gard sug­gest­ed, break­ing out in­to a Cheshire

    grin, “how about a lit­tle un­holy com­mu­nion?”




    “Not now. I want to check on the new se­cu­ri­ty peo­ple. They could be a prob­lem.”




    “Ah no­ticed you been eye­ing the tall one.”




    “Of course. If he’s drool­ing over me, he won’t see the ob­vi­ous. “




    “Good point. But one thing Ah still ain’t fig­ured out: who are they? How can they do all

    that weird stuff they do?”




    “I don’t know. But I think the tech­nique they used on the old se­cu­ri­ty chief was

    cre­at­ed by the nin­jas.”




    “Which sect are they? Ah don’t pay too much at­ten­tion to cults.”




    “The nin­jas were Japanese es­pi­onage agents. They pos­sessed re­mark­able stealth and

    killing tac­tics.”




    “That would make the old man a Japanese. But not the white one. He ain’t no more Japanese

    than my dad­dy. “




    “Who knows? But I’ll find out. As long as Re­mo be­lieves in your min­istry, and my smile,

    we can con­trol him. “




    “Amen, sis­ter.”


  




  

    Chapter 16




    Rashid Shi­raz had no prob­lem with Cus­toms at Mon­tre­al In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port. His

    pass­port was in or­der. It iden­ti­fied him as Bar­soom Basti, a Turk. No one from Lebanon to

    Ankara would mis­take Rashid for a Turk, but in the West they clumped all dusky-​skinned

    peo­ple in­to one racial lump they called Arabs. The guard stamped his pass­port

    au­to­mat­ical­ly.




    This was the cru­cial mo­ment. He had gone first, in case the Amer­ican made a mess of it.

    He could still run. And in Mon­tre­al, which was fast be­com­ing the Vi­en­na of the mod­ern

    es­pi­onage world, there were many peo­ple and many places that would pro­vide Rashid Shi­raz

    with safe haven.




    Lamar Booe of­fered his pass­port. It too was false. It iden­ti­fied him as an En­glish­man.

    If Lamar spoke soft­ly, his twangy Amer­ican ac­cent would not be­tray him.




    Lamar an­swered the ques­tions in a dull mono­syl­lab­ic tone and Rashid nod­ded. It was

    work­ing. The man was so bro­ken that he would do what­ev­er Rashid asked-​even with­out

    prompt­ing.




    The pass­port was stamped with a bang and Lamar joined Rashid. They walked from the air­port

    and took a cab to a cer­tain ho­tel. With­in an hour, two Ira­ni­ans were knock­ing at the

    door.




    “Is this the dog?” asked one in a hard voice.




    “Yes. Piti­ful, is he not?”




    “Yes,” said the Ira­ni­an. He turned his at­ten­tion back to Rashid. “We have a car wait­ing

    for you. Driv­ing across the bor­der will be easy. The guards look for drugs and con­tra­band.

    Be cer­tain you have no weapons with you. You will pass eas­ily. The oth­ers are group­ing at

    the ren­dezvous point.”




    “You have a map to the place of this false kafif Slug­gard?”




    “Ari. Here. And Amer­ican mon­ey. More than you will need. Al­so there is a pic­ture. You

    will need it if you are to lo­cate him per­son­al­ly. He of­ten moves with an en­tourage.”




    “I may not need it,” said Rashid Shi­raz.




    “Your task is to abduct him and bring him to us. If this is im­pos­si­ble, you may kill him

    so long as you do it painful­ly.”




    “I know this. But this one will see that I am brought be­fore Slug­gard.”




    “How do you know he will not be­tray you?”




    “Be­cause he hates Slug­gard more than we do,” said Rashid Shi­raz. And to prove his point,

    he ex­tract­ed the pho­to­graph of the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard from the fold­er and, af­ter

    glanc­ing at it briefly, placed it in Lamar Booe’s emp­ty, trem­bling hands.




    “Is this the dev­il who be­trayed you?” Rashid de­mand­ed.




    “Aaahh!” said Lamar Booe, squeez­ing the pho­to­graph in­to a crum­pled shape. Then, mak­ing

    lit­tle mewl­ing sounds of pain, he tore the pho­to­graph first in­to big pieces, then in­to

    small pieces. He stopped on­ly when the re­main­ing pieces were so small his fin­gers could not

    grip them for fur­ther de­struc­tion.




    His lips moved. The words were bare­ly au­di­ble. Lamar Booe was whis­per­ing “Marg bar

    Slug­gard” over and over in poor Far­si.


  




  

    Chapter 17




    Re­mo put his head in through the half-​open door. “Have you seen Vic­to­ria?” he asked.




    “Too of­ten,” Chi­un replied sourly.




    “The same to you. If you do see her, tell her I’m look­ing for her.”




    “Why?” asked Chi­un. He was seat­ed on a tata­mi mat in his state­room aboard the Rev­erend

    El­don Slug­gard’s yacht, the Mary Mag­da­lene. He was boil­ing wa­ter in a brass bowl

    sus­pend­ed over a tiny wood stove. It was his per­son­al rice-​mak­ing set, used when the

    Mas­ter was not in civ­iliza­tion. It had ar­rived with­in the green-​gold lac­quered trunk

    on­ly a few hours ago, shipped by Harold Smith from Fol­croft San­itar­ium to a se­ries of

    re­lay points and fi­nal­ly to the El­don Slug­gard World Min­istries.




    “Be­cause I asked you,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly. His tone was not pee­vish, nor was it

    de­mand­ing. It was, if any­thing, trou­bled.




    “That is not the why,” said Chi­un, spoon­ing brown rice grains out of a glazed celadon

    con­tain­er in the shape of a bear. “The why is why do you want to see her? Not the oth­er

    why.”




    “Be­cause I do.”




    “I see. And has it any­thing to do with the trou­bled tone I de­tect in your voice?”




    “How do you know I’m trou­bled?”




    “Be­cause you are. It is self-​ev­ident.”




    “Yeah?” Re­mo shift­ed on his feet. “Well, I thought she could ex­plain some­thing to

    me.”




    Chi­un turned sud­den­ly, a wood­en la­dle of rice poised over the hap­pi­ly bub­bling

    wa­ter.




    “Oh? Do you think that wom­an can ex­plain what trou­bles you bet­ter than I?”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. “Yeah, I guess. Prob­ably. It’s about Rev­erend Slug­gard. And she’s his

    per­son­al ad­vis­er, af­ter all.”




    “I can tell you all you need to know about this priest. “




    Re­mo was half in and half out of the door. He thought a mo­ment and en­tered the

    state­room, clos­ing the door be­hind him. Chi­un pre­tend­ed to ex­am­ine the boil­ing rice

    close­ly so that Re­mo did not be­hold the slight tug of sat­is­fac­tion pulling at his lips.

    He let the fi­nal grains of rice mix with the oth­ers.




    “I am hav­ing rice. Will you have some?”




    “I’m not hun­gry,” Re­mo said, join­ing him on the floor.




    Lis­ten­ing to Re­mo’s voice, Chi­un added two more la­dles full. Enough for Re­mo.




    “So,” Chi­un said, lift­ing his face. “What is it that trou­bles you now?”




    “I just had a talk with Rev­erend Slug­gard. I asked him about re­ceiv­ing for­give­ness for

    my sins.”




    “Ah. That.”




    “And you know what he did? He took all my mon­ey and said I was for­giv­en.”




    “Why does that sur­prise you, Re­mo? Rev­erend Slug­gard takes ev­ery­one’s mon­ey. For a

    holy man, he acts like the hat­ed tax col­lec­tors the Ro­mans once set up­on the Jews and the

    Chris­tians.”




    “He puts it to good use. You saw all the peo­ple he healed.”




    “Pah! An old game. A con­jur­er shouts loud­ly, caus­ing the heart to beat faster, the pulse

    to quick­en, the mind to con­cen­trate. Or he speaks sooth­ing words that in­spire be­lief in

    the self. Or he does both. I have seen it many times in many lands. Slug­gard does both. And

    fools be­lieve that they are healed.”




    “I saw lame peo­ple walk. Oth­ers get up from wheelchairs. “




    “I saw the same. The truth is, those peo­ple healed them­selves.”




    “What’s the dif­fer­ence? They’re healed, aren’t they?”




    “The dif­fer­ence is that their heal­ing will last on­ly as long as their hearts beat fast

    and their minds are filled with that be­lief. I saw some of them fal­ter as they re­turned to

    their seats. No one else was watch­ing be­cause their minds were on the heal­er, not the

    healed.”




    “If you say you saw it, you saw it,” Re­mo mut­tered de­fen­sive­ly.




    “So speaks Re­mo Williams, the stub­born.”




    “When Rev­erend Slug­gard told me that God for­gave my sins be­cause I gave him all my

    mon­ey, it made sense. It even re­mind­ed me of some of your lessons.”




    “Mine? How so?”




    “I don’t know. It was the way he ex­plained it, I guess. It start­ed off as one thing and

    end­ed up as an­oth­er. The point he made was that if I was sim­ply for­giv­en, I wouldn’t

    learn. But if I paid a price, I would learn not to com­mit the same sins again.”




    “That is sound rea­son­ing. So why are you trou­bled? You have paid your tax to this man and

    he has promised you a bless­ing in re­turn. What could be more eq­ui­table?”




    “Well, I don’t feel the same way as when I was a kid leav­ing con­fes­sion. You know,

    cleansed.”




    “Ah, then you ques­tion this man?”




    “Not ex­act­ly. This isn’t the Catholic way. It’s dif­fer­ent. Maybe I’m not sup­posed to

    feel the same way as I did then.”




    “I think there may be enough rice for you,” said Chi­un, tend­ing to the boil­ing pot. “If I

    take less, that is.”




    “No, thanks,” said Re­mo, shak­ing his head.




    “Do you re­mem­ber the first time I taught you to over­come heights?”




    Re­mo con­sid­ered. “I re­mem­ber the first time you tried. “




    “That is it.”




    Re­mo’s face cloud­ed over. “You took me out in­to these woods where you had miles of logs

    laid end to end. You made me put on a blind­fold and pre­tend the logs were over a ravine. I

    climbed on and start­ed walk­ing. “




    “It was not hard.”




    “No, not un­til you told me to take off the blind­fold and I found my­self stand­ing on a

    log that was sus­pend­ed be­tween two ci­iffs. “




    “You did not fall.”




    “I could have!”




    “You did not fall when you walked along the first twen­ty logs. Why would you fall from the

    twen­ty-​first, just be­cause it was not as close to the ground as you imag­ined it to be?”




    “That’s not the point. I could have.”




    “The point is that you did not.”




    “So what’s the point of re­liv­ing it now?” de­mand­ed Re­mo. The old anger was ris­ing in

    his voice. Chi­un found it re­as­sur­ing, al­though dis­re­spect­ful.




    “Do you re­mem­ber, on­ly weeks lat­er, when I again asked you to do some­thing for me?”




    “No. “




    “I asked you to run through a burn­ing room.”




    “Yeah. It’s com­ing back. You opened the door and there were flames com­ing from dif­fer­ent

    spots on the floor. Lit­tle flames. Tiny ones.”




    “And I told you to run as if the en­tire room was ablaze. To run with your eyes shut and

    your breath held tight­ly with­in you.”




    “And when I was halfway through the lit­tle fires, the room ex­plod­ed in a ball of hell.

    Christ, Chi­un, how could you?”




    Chi­un shrugged. “A sim­ple me­chan­ical con­trivance. The floor con­tained gas jets. Smith

    in­stalled them when I in­sist­ed that he build me a room for that pur­pose. I mere­ly turned a

    wheel.”




    “I could have been in­cin­er­at­ed,” Re­mo growled. “But you were not. And so you learned

    that flame is no more to be feared than wa­ter if you keep mov­ing and do not in­hale. But that

    is not the point of this dis­cus­sion ei­ther.”




    “And just what is the frig­gin’ point?” Re­mo snarled.




    “The point is that even though I had tricked you with the logs, you trust­ed me with the

    room of fire.”




    “I was stupid. Sue me.”




    “Most stupid,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. “Gullible.”




    “Okay, gullible.”




    “Hope­less­ly gullible. Mag­nif­icent­ly gullible. In­vin­ci­bly gullible.

    Im­pla­ca­bly-“




    “Okay, okay. You made your point. So what?”




    “You still do not un­der­stand what I am say­ing?”




    “No!” Re­mo fumed.




    “I have al­ways liked that qual­ity about you.”




    “That I don’t un­der­stand half your lessons?”




    “No, that you are gullible. A less-​gullible man would have run away the day of the logs. A

    less-​gullible man would have re­fused to en­ter the room of tiny fires. A less-​gullible man

    would learn to ques­tion my as­sur­ances and per­haps think for him­self. At that stage in your

    Sinan­ju train­ing, think­ing would have been dan­ger­ous, pos­si­bly fa­tal. For­tu­nate­ly,

    you did not think. You obeyed. You be­lieved. You act­ed. And so you lived.”




    Re­mo lift­ed a fore­fin­ger and made cir­cles in the air. “Whooppee shit,” he said.




    Chi­un sighed. “I have trained your body but ne­glect­ed your mind. I thought you would

    learn to think. You have not. You con­tin­ue to be gullible, gullible and trust­ing.”




    “You just said it saved my life.”




    “In­deed. But I do not wish you to be gullible and trust­ing in all things for­ev­er.”




    “Yeah? So what?”




    “And an­oth­er thing I have ne­glect­ed. Your re­li­gious train­ing.”




    “I had fan­tas­tic re­li­gious train­ing.”




    “If you took to Sinan­ju the way you took to your re­li­gious train­ing, we would not be

    here now. You would be some­where swill­ing beer and eat­ing cow meat. And you would be fat.

    Gross­ly fat.”




    “Says you,” said Re­mo. But he swal­lowed as if hun­gry. Chi­un won­dered if it was the

    mem­ory of the burned pat­ties of dung Amer­icans called ham­burg­ers or the aro­ma of fresh

    rice com­ing to a boil. Chi­un could not tell.




    “Nor­mal­ly a Ko­re­an child is taught about the Supreme Cre­ator be­fore his fourth

    birth­day. With you, you had al­ready seen over twen­ty sum­mers and were fixed in your

    be­liefs, even if you no longer em­braced them. “




    “I don’t think you’ve ev­er told me about the Ko­re­an re­li­gious sys­tem.”




    “Be­cause it would on­ly con­fuse you. In Sinan­ju, we do not teach our young the Ko­re­an

    be­liefs. On­ly Sinan­ju be­liefs. “




    “So, tell me.”




    “It is very sim­ple. There is the Supreme Cre­ator, and-“




    “What is he called?”




    “The Supreme Cre­ator.”




    “You don’t have a name for him? Like Ralph? Or Chong?”




    “That is im­per­ti­nent,” said Chi­un. “In Sinan­ju, we do not pre­sume to know his name, so

    we call him the Supreme Cre­ator, for that is what he is.”




    “Not even God?”




    “Even that is a name. No, we do not call him that. He is the Supreme Cre­ator. He cre­at­ed

    ev­ery­thing, in­clud­ing the wis­est, no­blest, most hum­ble, thought­ful, and in­tel­li­gent

    crea­ture ev­er to grace the earth with his tread …”




    Chi­un paused be­fore he com­plet­ed the sen­tence. “The Ko­re­an,” Re­mo and Chi­un said in

    the same breath.




    Chi­un smiled at Re­mo’s per­cep­tive­ness. Re­mo frowned at Chi­un’s big­otry.




    “I have nev­er told you how the Supreme Cre­ator cre­at­ed the first Ko­re­an, have I?”




    “No, you just told me that ev­ery oth­er race was in­fe­ri­or. I think ‘duck drop­pings’ was

    the term used to de­scribe the white, brown, and black races col­lec­tive­ly.”




    “You had to know that at an ear­ly stage in your train­ing. So that you un­der­stood the

    gift that was Sinan­ju was too good for you. It mo­ti­vat­ed you.”




    “It dis­gust­ed me.”




    “I will ig­nore that re­mark and con­tin­ue as if you had not made it. Now, when the Supreme

    Cre­ator gazed down up­on his world, he saw a land of great boun­ty, of plen­ti­ful fruits, of

    purest wa­ter. And he called that good land-“




    “Ko­rea,” Re­mo sighed.




    Chi­un smiled, even if Re­mo had in­ter­rupt­ed him. Re­mo glow­ered.




    “And see­ing that this land was so rich and peace­ful,” Chi­un went on hap­pi­ly, “the

    Supreme Cre­ator de­scend­ed up­on Ko­rea. And as he walked along, he met a tiger and a bear.

    And the tiger and the bear be­held the shape of the Supreme Cre­ator’s be­ing and asked to be

    made like him, to stand up­right on their hind legs and to use their forepaws for grasp­ing

    ob­jects. And the Supreme Cre­ator thought on this and said to them: ‘If you will go to that

    cave be­yond the next hill and wait for one hun­dred days, I will con­sid­er you wor­thy of

    this gift.’




    “And so they went. But the cave was dark, and its walls dripped cold wa­ter. And so the

    tiger de­part­ed af­ter on­ly a few days. But the bear stayed. And when, at the end of one

    hun­dred days, the Supreme Cre­ator came to the cave, he found the bear alone, cold, and wet

    and wait­ing for him.”




    “He turned the bear in­to a man?”




    “No. In­to a wom­an. And see­ing that this wom­an was fair, he mat­ed with her. And they had

    a son. And that son was Tan­gun, the first Ko­re­an. This was ten thou­sand years ago, and

    since then, all time in Ko­rea dates from the first day Tan­gun walked up­right.”




    “That is a sil­ly sto­ry,” snapped Re­mo.




    “And I sup­pose you whites have a more mag­nif­icent ori­gin.”




    “Yeah, we do. Adam and Eve. God cre­at­ed Adam and then he cre­at­ed Eve from Adam’s rib.

    This took place in the Gar­den of Eden, where there was plen­ty of food and the sun al­ways

    shone.”




    “From a rib? Oh, Re­mo, you are so fun­ny. At least my sto­ry has a ba­sis in

    plau­si­bil­ity. In my sto­ry, the Supreme Cre­ator did not work with spare parts like some

    greasy-​fin­gered white me­chan­ic.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju slapped his bony knees. His hazel eyes twin­kled mer­ri­ly. His

    frail body shook with glee.




    “That isn’t the full sto­ry,” Re­mo said heat­ed­ly. “And then Adam and Eve mat­ed and

    pro­duced two sons, Cain and Abel. Cain slew Abel.”




    “Typ­ical,” clucked Chi­un. “Even with an en­tire gar­den to them­selves and plen­ty of

    food, they could not get along. How white.”




    “I’m not sure how much of it I ac­tu­al­ly be­lieve,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted grudg­ing­ly.




    “Oh? Is this a dent in the mighty ar­mor of your faith?” de­mand­ed Chi­un.




    “I said I wasn’t sure. That’s the Bible sto­ry. There are sci­en­tif­ic the­ories too.”




    “If you are go­ing to tell me the mon­key sto­ry,” said Chi­un, “I may have to leave the

    room to spare your white feel­ings.”




    “I read an ar­ti­cle in a sci­en­tif­ic mag­azine once. These sci­en­tists claimed that by

    an­alyz­ing hu­man chro­mo­somes or some­thing they had fig­ured out that all hu­man life on

    earth could be traced back to one wom­an who had lived in Africa mil­lions of years ago.”




    “One wom­an?”




    “One wom­an.”




    “All life?” de­mand­ed Chi­un.




    “All life,” re­peat­ed Re­mo firm­ly. “It’s been proven. Sci­en­tif­ical­ly.”




    “They must not have test­ed any Ko­re­ans. Our peo­ple are on­ly ten thou­sand years old.

    And we did not come from Africa.”




    “All life,” Re­mo said again.




    “And you be­lieved this?”




    “Sci­en­tif­ical­ly proven.”




    “If this is so, how did that wom­an get there?”




    Re­mo looked doubt­ful. “The ar­ti­cle didn’t say,” he ad­mit­ted.




    “Did it say how this one wom­an who came be­fore all oth­ers came to be with child?”




    “No. It didn’t.”




    “Maybe the Supreme Cre­ator took her rib and then cre­at­ed the first man. You whites are

    al­ways get­ting your his­to­ry back­wards.”




    “That’s not fun­ny. And just be­cause they left out a few de­tails doesn’t mean they haven’t

    proven their case.”




    “They left out two im­por­tant de­tails like that and you ac­cept­ed all the rest of their

    non­sense! Re­mo, you are too much. You will be­lieve any­thing. Even Rev­erend Slug­gard’s

    chi­canery.”




    “I haven’t made up my mind about him. Yet.”




    “And I have not fin­ished telling you the re­li­gious be­liefs of Sinan­ju.”




    “I’m lis­ten­ing.”




    “I have told you about the Supreme Cre­ator. He lives in a place called the Void. When

    Ko­re­ans die, they cast off their bro­ken bod­ies and join him in the void. “




    Re­mo wait­ed. “What else?”




    “Else? What else can there be?”




    “What about heav­en and hell?”




    “Sil­ly sto­ries cre­at­ed by un­holy holy men to ma­nip­ulate oth­er men.”




    “What about sin?”




    “That is a priest’s word,” Chi­un spat. “We be­lieve that a man makes mis­takes. If they are

    lit­tle mis­takes, he will learn from them. If they are big mis­takes, he will nat­ural­ly pay

    for the con­se­quences of his ac­tions with­in his life­time.”




    “What about for­give­ness?”




    “The Supreme Cre­ator does not hold grudges.”




    “What about Je­sus?”




    “What about Bud­dha? And Mo­hammed? And Zoroast­er? And Shi­va?”




    “Don’t con­fuse me with tales of Shi­va. I asked about Je­sus. “




    Chi­un shrugged. “A car­pen­ter. A rab­ble-​rous­er. We had a con­tract on him at one time,

    but some­thing more im­por­tant came up. By the time my an­ces­tor got around to him, he was

    al­ready dead.”




    “I was raised to be­lieve he was the Son of God.”




    “And Mas­ters of Sinan­ju are taught to do busi­ness with kings, not their princes.”




    “You’ve got a cocka­mamie re­li­gious sys­tem, you know that?”




    “Cocka­mamie?”




    “It’s too …too …”




    “Sim­ple?” asked Chi­un.




    “Yeah. Too sim­ple.”




    “Sim­plic­ity is per­fec­tion, and per­fec­tion, sim­plic­ity. The Supreme Cre­ator knew

    what he was do­ing. Now I see that the rice is ready. Will you have some?”




    “Do you have enough?” Re­mo asked, eye­ing the boil­ing pot hun­gri­ly.




    “No, but I am will­ing to sac­ri­fice.”




    “I don’t want to take all your rice,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “It is a small sac­ri­fice.”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. Fi­nal­ly he said, “Well, okay. But not too much.”




    And Chi­un smiled to him­self. Re­mo had for­got­ten the white wom­an with the las­civ­ious

    mouth. It was as it was writ­ten in the Book of Sinan­ju: “A fe­male is but a fe­male, but rice

    is a meal.” He had once shared that mighty in­sight with Re­mo, but Re­mo had claimed it was a

    cor­rup­tion of a white say­ing hav­ing to do with smok­ing to­bac­co weeds, an­oth­er filthy

    white habit.


  




  

    Chapter 18




    They came from all over Amer­ica. By bus and bi­cy­cle, by jet, and on foot.




    From Maine, from Texas, from Cal­ifor­nia, even from far­away Alas­ka. Their hair was short

    and it hung to their shoul­der blades. They wore ties and cuf­flinks and ear­rings and spiked

    col­lars. Some car­ried ex­pen­sive lug­gage in both hands and oth­ers on­ly pock­et change.

    They were young and naive, yet hard be­yond their years. They were po­lite and pro­fane. But

    the one thing they all had in com­mon was that they cried for blood. Moslem blood.




    “It’s a mob!” cried Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard, watch­ing them pour through the gates of the

    El­don Slug­gard World Min­istries from the wheel­house of his lux­ury yacht.




    “No.” Vic­to­ria Hoar smiled. “It’s an army. Our army.”




    “Where are we go­ing to put ‘em all?” El­don Slug­gard moaned. “How are we gonna feed ‘em

    all. You got any idea how much teenagers eat? This is the sixth day of this. Ah nev­er

    imag­ined this kind of re­sponse.”




    “We’ll find room,” Vic­to­ria said. She con­sult­ed a clip­board con­tain­ing sheafs of

    pa­per. “Ac­cord­ing to my fig­ures, we’re get­ting a sev­en­ty-​per­cent sign-​up rate. That’s

    af­ter we weed out the par­ty-​seek­ers with psy­cho­log­ical-​eval­ua­tion tests.”




    “Are you sure that sev­en­ty per­cent is sol­id? Ah don’t want any more chick­en-​liv­ered

    ones like that Booe boy. “




    “We’ve im­proved the tests since the first Cru­sade. If these num­bers hold up, we’ll be up

    to di­vi­sion strength in­side of a week.”




    “Well,” said El­don Slug­gard, watch­ing his se­cu­ri­ty peo­ple work the crowd, “Ah hope we

    don’t go broke feed­ing ‘em be­fore we ship ‘em out.”




    Out by the gates, El­don Slug­gard’s uni­formed se­cu­ri­ty peo­ple, un­der the watch­ful

    eyes of Re­mo and Chi­un, were frisk­ing the in­com­ing re­cruits, con­fis­cat­ing bot­tles of

    liquor and, in some cas­es, firearms. A guard took a twelve-​gauge shot­gun from one blond boy,

    and the boy protest­ed. He reached for his weapon. Chi­un sud­den­ly ap­peared be­hind him and

    the boy went as stiff as a post and keeled over. He was car­ried off, still stiff. The crowd

    set­tled down.




    “Our new se­cu­ri­ty boys sure know how to work a crowd. But on mah life, Ah can’t fig­ure

    them out.”




    “Nei­ther can I. But as long as they do their job and don’t get snoopy, I can han­dle their

    be­ing here.”




    “They got an­oth­er game. Ah can feel it.”




    “They’re not with the gov­ern­ment. They don’t feel right for FBI plants.”




    “Ah don’t like the old one. He’s too smart. Re­mo is just a mark as far as Ah’m con­cerned,

    but the old one makes me damn ner­vous.”




    “Uh-​huh,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said ab­sent­ly as she con­sult­ed her clip­board again. “They’re

    in­cred­ibly good and they’re here to pro­tect you. What have you to be afraid of?”




    “The dev­il,” said Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard wor­ried­ly. Vic­to­ria Hoar looked up

    sud­den­ly. Her eye­brows inched to­geth­er. “What did you say?”




    “The dev­il. Ah’m afraid of the dev­il, and not ashamed to ad­mit it ei­ther.”




    “I thought you were above that su­per­sti­tious driv­el.”




    “Ah am. Ah don’t be­lieve in God. But the dev­il is dif­fer­ent. Ah’ve had night­mares about

    him. Ah can feel his hairy hands clutch­ing at mah poor throat some­times. When Ah wake up, Ah

    can see him grin­nin’ at me in the dark. Ah can’t see his face, just those white teeth

    float­in’ in the air. When Ah blink, they go away.”




    “Are you se­ri­ous?” Vic­to­ria drank in Slug­gard’s un­easy ex­pres­sion. “You are

    se­ri­ous, aren’t you?”




    “Some­times he’s tall and green with a short spiky tail. Some­times he’s lit­tle and yel­low

    with know­ing eyes and long horny claws. Like that old chink.”




    “Re­mo says he’s Ko­re­an.”




    “He’s the dev­il. Ah had a dream last night. He crawled out from un­der my bed and sprout­ed

    leath­ery green bat wings. Then he car­ried me off to hell. Ah woke up sweatin’ like a boiled

    pig, and Ah don’t even be­lieve in hell. Ah don’t want him near me no more.”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar sighed. “I’ll put Re­mo on you per­ma­nent­ly. Chi­un can han­dle

    ev­ery­thing else. Will that sat­is­fy you?”




    “He’s Sa­tan!” Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard re­peat­ed.




    “Get a grip on your­self. You sound like one of those damned mul­lahs.” Vic­to­ria Hoar

    sighed au­di­bly and re­turned to her sheets. “We now have six­teen Rev­erend-​Sergeants.

    They’re ful­ly in­doc­tri­nat­ed. I think it’s safe to take the three old­est and smartest ones

    and pro­mote them to Rev­erend-​Ma­jors. I’m schedul­ing a cer­emo­ny for tonight at

    sev­en.”




    “Yeah, yeah, good,” Rev­erend Slug­gard said dis­tract­ed­ly.




    “I thought we might rush some of to­day’s re­cruits through and let them in on the

    cer­emo­ny. Then you can give your lit­tle speech.”




    “Uh-​hum. “




    “They’re so pumped up when they come in that I think we can risk pro­cess­ing them faster

    than be­fore. Be­sides, with these num­bers, I think we’re go­ing to have to move them in­to

    the Gulf soon­er than we planned, be­fore they cool down.”




    “Right, right.”




    “Are you lis­ten­ing?” de­mand­ed Vic­to­ria Iioar, snap­ping her fin­gers in Slug­gard’s

    ear.




    “I won­der . . .” Rev­erend Slug­gard said.




    “Yes?”




    “Who would send the dev­il to body­guard me?”




    “Oh, for God’s sake!” Vic­to­ria Hoar said, toss­ing her clip­board on­to the plush seats.

    She turned to the cap­tain. “Would you ex­cuse us, please?”




    The cap­tain crept away with­out a word.




    “What are you doin’?” Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard asked when he re­al­ized that nim­ble

    fin­gers were un­but­ton­ing his Bermu­da shorts.




    “Your brain is full of cob­webs,” Vic­to­ria said sharply. “I’m go­ing to blow it

    clean.”




    “What? Oh!” said Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard when he felt his un­der­wear de­scend.




    The last of the new vol­un­teers had slipped through the gates and Re­mo was or­der­ing them

    closed when he no­ticed Vic­to­ria Hoar ap­proach.




    “Hi!” she said, flash­ing him an open smile. “Been avoid­ing me?”




    “Um, no,” Re­mo said. “I’ve been busy.”




    “Well, you’re go­ing to be bus­ier. Rev­erend Slug­gard has de­cid­ed that you’re go­ing to

    be his per­son­al body­guard from now on.”




    “What about Chi­un? We’ve been switch­ing off.”




    “He’ll con­tin­ue with grounds se­cu­ri­ty. But with the vol­un­teers com­ing in so fast,

    Rev­erend Slug­gard feels you should be at his side at all times.”




    “I don’t blame him. Some of these kids are pret­ty row­dy.”




    “So I no­ticed,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said dry­ly.




    “What kind of kids show up at a re­li­gious re­treat armed and drunk?”




    “Rev­erend Slug­gard is reach­ing out to the trou­bled youth of our times. It’s on­ly

    nat­ural that we’d get some of the dregs, the junkies, the pet­ty hood­lums. But don’t wor­ry.

    Af­ter a few days at our Chris­tian Camp­ground, they’ll be march­ing to the drum­beat of the

    Lord.”




    “Where is this camp­ground?” Re­mo asked. “I no­ticed you’ve been bus­ing them out of here

    ev­ery day.” Vic­to­ria Hoar frowned. Why was Re­mo ask­ing these ques­tions? His face was not

    as open as it had been. He seemed more fo­cused.




    “It’s down­riv­er. Don’t wor­ry. You’ll get to see it. Rev­erend Slug­gard is giv­ing a talk

    there tonight.”




    “I’ll be in­ter­est­ed in hear­ing it,” Re­mo said lev­el­ly.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, you may not get the chance,” Vic­to­ria said quick­ly. “You’ll prob­ably be

    guard­ing the build­ing.”




    “A body­guard usu­al­ly guards the body, not the house that hous­es the body,” Re­mo

    re­cit­ed.




    “What?”




    “One of Chi­un’s say­ings, loose­ly trans­lat­ed. It means that if I’m to do my job, I

    should stick close to Rev­erend Slug­gard.”




    “Good point. But we’re more con­cerned about Ira­ni­an as­sas­sins, not un­ruly

    vol­un­teers.”




    “What­ev­er you say. I guess I’d bet­ter tell Chi­un,” Re­mo said, walk­ing back to the

    gate, where the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stood watch­ing the ap­proach road as dark­ness be­gan to

    seep in­to the air like bil­low­ing ink from an oc­to­pus.




    Vic­to­ria Hoar watched him go. Since that first day, on­ly a week ago, she had sub­ject­ed

    Re­mo to the dai­ly at­ten­tion of her flirt­ing sex­ual­ity. Much to her sur­prise, she found

    her­self at­tract­ed to Re­mo. There was some­thing about him, some an­imal mag­netism that was

    so sub­tle that Re­mo him­self didn’t seem aware of it. She had de­cid­ed that she would sleep

    with him. Out of cu­rios­ity more than de­sire. And with luck, she would learn his true

    pur­pose, if any.




    But sud­den­ly Re­mo hadn’t seemed as in­ter­est­ed in her as he had been. It was puz­zling.

    Who was play­ing whom? she won­dered as she strode back to the docked Mary Mag­da­lene.




    “Change in plan,” Re­mo told Chi­un. “I’ve been as­signed to guard Slug­gard.”




    “And what will I be do­ing?” Chi­un asked tight­ly.




    “You stick with se­cu­ri­ty con­trol.”




    “That man shows ridicu­lous judg­ment, choos­ing an as­sis­tant Mas­ter to guard his

    per­son. Does he not know who we are?”




    “No, and let’s keep it that way,” Re­mo said. “Tonight he’s giv­ing a speech at that

    Chris­tian Camp­ground we’ve been hear­ing about. I’m sup­posed to be there.”




    “It is pos­si­ble that the an­swers Smith seeks are to be found there.”




    “That’s what I’m think­ing,” Re­mo said se­ri­ous­ly.




    “And your feel­ings to­ward this Slug­gard? Are they any clear­er?”




    “Who­ev­er or what­ev­er he is, the Ira­ni­ans hate him enough to come gun­ning for him.

    That still keeps him in the good-​guy col­umn as far as I’m con­cerned.”




    “Pah! At least your at­ti­tude has im­proved,” Chi­un said un­hap­pi­ly. “Per­haps I can

    find time to ac­com­pa­ny you to this Camp of Chris­tians.”




    “Too risky. Just stick to head­quar­ters. In case there’s an at­tack, we want pris­on­ers

    for in­ter­ro­ga­tion.”




    “Done,” said Chi­un. “And how was your talk with the har­lot Vic­to­ria?”




    “Who?” Re­mo asked vague­ly, his eyes on the wheel­house of the boat, where Rev­erend

    Slug­gard was snor­ing peace­ful­ly, his shorts down around his an­kles.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju al­lowed him­self a se­cret self-​sat­is­fied smile.


  




  

    Chapter 19




    Rashid Shi­raz drove across the U.S.-Cana­da bor­der with­out in­ci­dent. In the strange­ly

    named city of Burling­ton, Ver­mont, he board­ed a plane for the more strange­ly named

    Sa­van­nah, Geor­gia.




    Lamar Booe sat qui­et­ly be­side him on the flight. He spoke on­ly once, to com­plain about

    the food. Rashid heard oth­er pas­sen­gers com­plain about the food. He could not un­der­stand

    it. Com­pared to the food of his na­tive Iran, it was won­der­ful fare. He even asked for

    sec­onds.




    By the time he land­ed in Sa­van­nah, Rashid Shi­raz had lost his ear­li­er fear about

    trav­el­ing through Amer­ica. He was not ha­rassed by the men, and the wom­en were beau­ti­ful.

    But he re­fused to al­low him­self to be­come com­pla­cent. His was a dan­ger­ous mis­sion.

    Cap­ture would mean ter­ri­ble things. Al­though he imag­ined the prison food would not be

    bad.




    In the Sa­van­nah air­port ter­mi­nal, he looked around for the con­tact he was told would

    be wait­ing for him. He was not giv­en a de­scrip­tion, but was sim­ply told that he would

    rec­og­nize his con­tact.




    And he did. There was a hand­some beard­ed Ira­ni­an in black ac­cost­ing al­most ev­ery­one

    who passed him. He showed them pages from a book of some kind. Was the man a fool? Rashid

    won­dered. Was it pos­si­ble that he was show­ing Rashid’s pic­ture in an ef­fort to lo­cate

    him?




    Crab­bing Lamar Booe by the shoul­der, Rashid quick­ly in­ter­cept­ed the Ira­ni­an be­tween

    ac­cost­ings.




    “Ra­he ko­jast shomaal?” Rashid whis­pered the agreed-​up­on code hot­ly. “Which way is

    north?”




    “Ma baradar has team. Wal­lahi!” came the coun­ter­sign. “We are broth­ers. It is

    writ­ten.”




    “It is writ­ten that you are an id­iot!” Rashid hissed back. “Why do you call at­ten­tion to

    your­self so?”




    “Look,” said the con­tact, dis­play­ing his open book. Rashid saw pho­tographs of mul­lahs

    ex­ecut­ing Ira­ni­an cit­izens. There was a pe­ti­tion call­ing for the over­throw of the

    Grand Ay­atol­lah. Many sig­na­tures had been col­lect­ed.




    “Who would sus­pect an an­tirev­olu­tion­ary ag­ita­tor of be­ing a spy?” the man said,

    smil­ing. “Come, a car awaits us.”




    Hours lat­er, Rashid found him­self sit­ting in a bus filled with oth­er Ira­ni­ans. His

    con­tact man, whose name was Ma­jid, drove. The bus had been rent­ed at the sug­ges­tion of

    Lamar Booe, who sat hud­dled in the back, his eyes burn­ing with ha­tred with ev­ery mile that

    took them clos­er to the place of Rev­erend Slug­gard.




    “Ev­ery day bus­es like this go to gate of Slug­gard,” Ma­jid said. “They are filled with

    row­dy young men.”




    “Not like these,” Rashid grinned wolfish­ly, wav­ing at the pas­sen­gers. Ev­ery Ira­ni­an

    car­ried a weapon. Their kaf­fiyehs were in their pock­ets.




    They pulled up short of the gates. The gates were closed.




    “We could ram gate,” Ma­jid sug­gest­ed.




    “I have a bet­ter idea,” said Rashid, drift­ing back to where Lamar Booe sat.




    “You rec­og­nize where we are, Cross-​Wor­ship­per?” he asked.




    Lamar Booe nod­ded.




    “We have come to the time when you re­pay the benev­olent Is­lam­ic Re­pub­lic of Iran for

    your worth­less life. Can you get them to open the gate?”




    “Yes,” Lamar Booe whis­pered. He was star­ing at the floor, his eyes hol­low.




    “If you do this, you will not be harmed. We guar­an­tee this. We on­ly want to cap­ture this

    Slug­gard.” Lamar Booe stood up. He looked Rashid Shi­raz straight in the eye.




    “Not if I get to him first,” he said in a dead voice. His shak­ing hands gripped an

    imag­inary ob­ject tight­ly. Rashid made a men­tal note to make cer­tain that Lamar Booe didn’t

    get his hands on Rev­erend Slug­gard’s throat. He doubt­ed all the force in the uni­verse could

    pry them loose.


  




  

    Chapter 20




    Re­mo Williams was stand­ing guard at the door of Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard’s ship­board

    quar­ters when Chi­un de­scend­ed the com­pan­ion­way at­tired in a sim­ple saf­fron

    ki­mono.




    “Prob­lem?” Re­mo asked.




    “I bear glad news for the Slug­gard.”




    “The Rev­erend Slug­gard,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed. “Call­ing him the Slug­gard is

    dis­re­spect­ful.”




    Chi­un shrugged. “Lamar Booe has re­turned to the Slug­gard’s flock,” he re­port­ed.




    “Great. Who’s he?”




    “Do you not re­mem­ber, Re­mo? The miss­ing boy. The one whose par­ents claim that he nev­er

    re­turned from this place.”




    “Oh, right. Rev­erend Slug­gard will be hap­py to hear it. “




    “Then why do you not knock on his door?”




    “He asked not to be dis­turbed. Vic­to­ria is there with him. They’re hav­ing a prayer

    ses­sion. It’s been very qui­et, but they should be out any minute. We’re cast­ing off for the

    Chris­tian Camp­ground soon.”




    “I see,” said Chi­un, push­ing Re­mo aside. He looked in­to the key­hole of the great door.

    He did not have to bend very far to see.




    “Chi­un. That’s snoop­ing!”




    “In­for­ma­tion gath­er­ing,” Chi­un shot back. He moved this way and that, try­ing to

    see.




    “It’s our jobs if you’re caught,” Re­mo said in a re­signed voice.




    When Chi­un sud­den­ly with­drew from the key­hole, a look of dis­gust etched on his

    wrin­kled fea­tures, Re­mo asked, “Had enough?”




    “Judge for your­self,” Chi­un said, step­ping aside. Re­luc­tant­ly Re­mo looked. He saw

    Vic­to­ria Hoar’s back. She was on her knees fac­ing Rev­erend Slug­gard. One meaty hand

    rest­ed on her head, the oth­er flailed the air. Rev­erend Slug­gard’s face was red­den­ing by

    the sec­ond. His eyes were squinched shut as if in pain. “Well?” Chi­un de­mand­ed af­ter Re­mo

    stepped back from the key­hole.




    “Well what?” Re­mo asked. “He’s lead­ing her in prayer.”




    “Who is lead­ing whom is an­oth­er ques­tion,” Chi­un snapped. “But of one thing I am

    cer­tain, you are as blind as the Slug­gard is dis­gust­ing.”




    “Rev­erend Slug­gard. And I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about. So why don’t you tell

    them to bring the kid here? I’m sure Rev­erend Slug­gard will want to talk to him when he’s

    done.”




    “Men like him are nev­er done.” And with that cryp­tic re­mark, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    stamped up to the deck.




    Min­utes lat­er, when Re­mo heard talk­ing com­ing from the oth­er side of the door, he

    de­cid­ed it was a good time to break the won­der­ful news to Rev­erend Slug­gard. He knocked

    loud­ly.




    “What is it?” Rev­erend Slug­gard snarled. “Ah said Ah was not to be dis­turbed.”




    “Great news,” Re­mo called back.




    There was a flur­ry of sounds and Rev­erend Slug­gard’s face ap­peared through a crack in

    the door. His jow­ly face was flushed, his hair un­kempt.




    “Did we nuke Ah-​ran?”




    “No. Lamar Booe’s back,” Re­mo said cheer­ily. “Isn’t that won­der­ful?”




    Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard’s face did not reg­is­ter plea­sure. At first it reg­is­tered a

    kind of dazed blank­ness. Then, as the name sank in, his blank ex­pres­sion start­ed to come

    apart. The mouth went slack. The eyes grew wild. His nos­trils di­lat­ed ex­plo­sive­ly and

    Rev­erend Slug­gard’s hand on the door edge turned so white his many rings seemed to flush with

    added col­or.




    “Whaaaa-” he said.




    “Lamar Booe. The kid whose par­ents are su­ing you. He says it’s all a big

    mis­un­der­stand­ing. He wants to see you.”




    “Whaaaa-” Rev­erend Slug­gard said again.




    “Lamar Booe,” Re­mo said, frown­ing. “He-“




    “Ah know who he is!” Rev­erend Slug­gard snapped. “Don’t let him in. Ah don’t want to see

    his cow­ard­ly face. Stop him!”




    “But Chi­un’s bring­ing him aboard.”




    “What is the prob­lem?” asked Vic­to­ria Hoar.




    “That Booe boy. He’s back!” Slug­gard’s voice was hoarse.




    “Back? How can he be back? He was with the oth­ers?”




    “Some­one’s at the gate sayin’ he’s him.”




    “I don’t get it,” Re­mo said. “I thought you’d be pleased. “




    “Tell the cap­tain to cast off now!” Slug­gard or­dered.




    “But-“




    “Now!” Rev­erend Slug­gard screamed. “Don’t you un­der­stand the word ‘now’ ?”




    Frown­ing, Re­mo went to the wheel­house and re­layed the or­der.




    Im­me­di­ate­ly, white-​uni­formed crew­men be­gan to cast off lines. The great du­al diesel

    en­gines be­gan to turn. When Re­mo, his head shak­ing in con­fu­sion, re­turned to the deck,

    he saw that Chi­un was di­rect­ing the uni­formed guards to open the elec­tri­cal­ly

    con­trolled gates to the El­don Slug­gard World Min­istries.




    A lone boy walked in. The gate start­ed to close af­ter him. Chi­un went to greet the boy,

    when, sud­den­ly, a bus gunned up the street, ex­ecut­ed a sharp veer, and skid­ding on three

    wheels, rammed the gate. The gate halves, not ful­ly closed, went fly­ing. One cracked the

    wind­shield and bounced away. The oth­er went un­der the front tires as if swal­lowed by a

    vo­ra­cious maw.




    The bus bore down on Lamar Booe. The boy turned. And froze.




    Re­mo, know­ing he was too far away to af­fect what would hap­pen next, looked for Chi­un.

    But Chi­un wasn’t at the spot he had been. Re­mo’s gaze re­turned to the bus. He caught sight

    of a flash of saf­fron. And Lamar Booe was car­ried out of the way of the jug­ger­naut of a

    bus.




    “At­ta boy, Chi­un!” Re­mo shout­ed.




    The bus plowed in­to the quad­ran­gle. It snapped the stand­ing cross in two and on­ly then

    skid­ded to a halt. The door flew open and dozens of men in kaf­fiyehs and fad­ed dun­ga­rees

    stormed out of the bus. Their weapons, an as­sort­ment of ma­chine pis­tols and au­to­mat­ic

    ri­fles, erupt­ed all at once.




    The ca­copho­ny of shoot­ing and scream­ing re­mind­ed Re­mo of Viet­nam.




    Rev­erend Slug­gard stomped up from be­low. “What’s go­ing on?” he thun­dered.




    Re­mo opened his mouth to speak, but the sight of Rev­erend Slug­gard stopped him. Rev­erend

    Slug­gard wore a green­ish-​gold uni­form. Gold braid dec­orat­ed his epaulets. He wore a

    pris­tine white vi­sored cap and a cer­emo­ni­al sword in a scab­bard. His am­ple chest was

    dec­orat­ed with rows of mil­itary-​style rib­bons. But they were un­like any ser­vice

    dec­ora­tions Re­mo had ev­er seen. Rev­erend Slug­gard’s chest looked like a cir­cuit board.

    Re­mo saw cross­es, cir­cles and oth­er ar­cane de­signs, in­clud­ing one that at a glance

    seemed to read “Or­der of the Wrath of the Lord.”




    “Rev­erend Slug­gard. . . ” Re­mo said dumb­found­ed­ly.




    “Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard,” he boomed proud­ly. “When Ah’m in uni­form, Ah’m

    Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard, the Lord’s fear­less right arm. Now, what’s goin’ on?”




    “Ira­ni­ans,” Re­mo said, point­ing.




    Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al El­don Slug­gard clutched his sword hilt. “How … how can you tell?” he

    croaked.




    “See those check­ered things over their heads? That makes them Mid­dle East­ern­ers.

    Prob­ably Ira­ni­ans.”




    “Tell them to cast off.”




    “I did.”




    “Well, tell ‘em to cast off faster. We got to get out of here!” The Lord’s fear­less right

    arm looked around fran­ti­cal­ly. He spied a bull­horn on a deck hook and yanked it to his

    face.




    “Cast off! Cast this tub off! Hur­ry!” Then he turned his at­ten­tion to the quad­ran­gle.

    Peo­ple were pour­ing out of the min­istry build­ings. Staff mem­bers. When they saw uni­formed

    guards­men fall, they re­treat­ed. Some of the new re­cruits stood frozen in

    un­cer­tain­ty.




    “You, there! Boys!” Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard howled. “Take up your swords and smite

    them shit­ty Moslems!”




    A few of the braver vol­un­teers start­ed for­ward. They were cut down by a pre­ci­sion

    stream of fire.




    “Let Chi­un and me han­dle this,” Re­mo said, start­ing over the rail.




    “Don’t be a fool. They’re can­non fod­der. And I need you here.”




    “And Chi­un needs my help,” Re­mo said. He hit the dock with no more sound than a pa­per cup

    and pelt­ed to­ward the quad­ran­gle.




    Re­mo came around the cor­ner of the Tem­ple of Trib­ute, whose glass walls were al­ready

    shat­tered from stray rounds, and paused long enough to fix Chi­un’s po­si­tion. Chi­un was

    slip­ping up from the gate. Re­mo back­tracked him with his eyes and saw that the boy, Lamar

    Booe, was safe­ly in one of the glass gate box­es where Chi­un had left him. The boy was

    pound­ing to get out. The ex­pres­sion on his face was so fright­ened it looked to Re­mo like

    anger, not fear.




    Re­mo caught Chi­un’s at­ten­tion with a wave. He raised two fin­gers in the old

    V-​for-​vic­to­ry sign. He hoped Chi­un would rec­og­nize the sig­nal for a dou­ble Scar­let

    Rib­bon.




    Re­mo had no time to wait. He be­gan to run. He cut left, then right, not seek­ing shel­ter

    from the rounds that were fly­ing in all di­rec­tions, sick­ling leaves from trees and

    chop­ping the Span­ish moss that dec­orat­ed the eu­ca­lyp­tus. Re­mo picked up speed un­til he

    was mov­ing in a weav­ing pat­tern known to old Mas­ters of Sinan­ju as the Scar­let

    Rib­bon.




    Bul­lets flew around his head and feet. No one aim­ing could pos­si­bly hit him, Re­mo knew,

    be­cause by the time they lined up on him, he was al­ready mov­ing out of tar­get po­si­tion.

    His on­ly fear, strange­ly enough, was from wild ric­ochets. But as he wove the be­gin­nings of

    the rib­bon, his mind was free of all fear, all doubt. He was at one with the sit­ua­tion.




    The rib­bon start­ed to gain col­or when Re­mo en­coun­tered his first op­po­nent. He took

    him out with a slash­ing side kick to the tes­ti­cles. An­oth­er ter­ror­ist spot­ted him, and

    Re­mo paused a half-​step, whirled, and as the man opened fire, came up un­der the bul­let

    track and slapped his lar­ynx loose. He went down gur­gling. The dy­ing man’s wild fire caused

    an­oth­er ter­ror­ist be­hind Re­mo to scream in agony. His screams at­tract­ed the at­ten­tion

    of the oth­er ter­ror­ists and Re­mo be­came the fo­cus of that at­ten­tion.




    Which was ex­act­ly what he want­ed.




    It was then that the Scar­let Rib­bon tru­ly turned scar­let.




    Re­mo moved in and out be­tween his at­tack­ers. A thrust here. A fly­ing kick there. He

    lunged for a man who was fran­ti­cal­ly pulling an emp­ty clip from a Mac 10. Re­mo yanked a

    full clip from the man’s belt and jammed it in­to the man’s cloth-​cov­ered mouth, spik­ing him

    to the side of the bul­let-​rid­dled bus.




    Oth­ers, see­ing him pause in mid-​ac­tion, trained their weapons on him. Trig­gers were

    pressed. The cross­fire missed Re­mo, who flashed in­to ac­tion again. It got sev­er­al

    ter­ror­ists. For that was what the Scar­let Rib­bon was de­signed to do-​turn the fury of a

    large force up­on its mem­bers with killing re­sult.




    Re­mo re­sumed his fu­ri­ous run­ning. Halfway through the rib­bon, he streaked by the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Slug­gard’s tak­en off in a pan­ic,” Re­mo said.




    “His kind al­ways does,” re­turned Chi­un as he ex­ecut­ed a Heron Drop. He flashed in­to

    the air, seemed to hang in space like a dan­de­lion seed set­tling to earth, and while streams

    of fire con­verged on the spot where he float­ed, his san­daled feet, spread­ing, came down on

    the heads of two ter­ror­ists fight­ing at close quar­ters. Two necks col­lapsed like emp­ty

    so­da cans. Ver­te­brae shat­tered au­di­bly. Chi­un alight­ed del­icate­ly and moved on.




    Rashid Shi­raz saw his bul­lets miss the old Ori­en­tal once again. He saw him break two of

    his fel­low Ira­ni­ans’ necks. He sight­ed on the Ori­en­tal again. He missed. He missed again.

    He reload­ed. And in the pre­cious sec­onds be­tween pulling out the emp­ty clip and snap­ping

    in a fresh mag­azine, three more of his men fell on the grass, their blood stain­ing the

    ground.




    Rashid turned his at­ten­tion back to the white man. He was big­ger. He would be a bet­ter

    tar­get. But when he looked, he saw his men try­ing to cut the Amer­ican down. The man zipped

    be­tween the bul­let tracks crazi­ly. It was an in­sane ma­neu­ver be­cause he was not run­ning

    away from the bul­lets, but among them. It was as if he were dar­ing the men to shoot at

    him.




    In­stead, the men end­ed up shoot­ing at one an­oth­er. Wit­ness­ing his en­tire force

    wilt­ing like ros­es in the sum­mer heat, Rashid felt his courage run down his legs. He ran for

    the bus, hop­ing its tires were not punc­tured. The bus start­ed. He sent it lum­ber­ing around

    and steered for the gap­ing gate. One gate half was still caught un­der the chas­sis. It

    sparked and rat­tled, in­hibit­ing speed.




    As Rashid bar­reled to­ward the en­trance, he saw the stupid Amer­ican boy, Lamar Booe, in

    the guard box. He sent a spray of bul­lets in­to the box. Lamar went down. There must be no one

    left to talk.




    The bus cracked the field­stone gatepost go­ing around the cor­ner and Rashid floored the

    gas.




    The bus picked up speed slow­ly. The chas­sis rat­tled against the trapped gate. In his

    right-​side mir­ror Rashid spot­ted the white Amer­ican run­ning af­ter the bus.




    “Fool!” he spat. And then he no­ticed that the Ori­en­tal was com­ing up on the left side.

    He cursed the trapped gate. It was slow­ing him down so much that even the old one was gain­ing

    on the bus.




    Rashid kicked at the gas ped­al des­per­ate­ly. The speedome­ter hov­ered at fifty. He

    blinked, At fifty they should not be keep­ing pace. Yet they were.




    Rashid, curs­ing be­hind his kaf­fiyeh, sent the bus skit­ter­ing around. If he could not

    out­run them, he would run them down.




    The bus slammed around. Its sharp turn sent the gate fly­ing. The tires were free. Rashid

    pushed the ac­cel­er­ator hard­er.




    The two saw him com­ing. They stopped, side by side in the mid­dle of the road, as he bore

    down on them. They did not move. Rashid grinned fierce­ly. Good. They were par­alyzed with

    fear.




    Their faces did not look fear­ful as they filled the wind­shield, how­ev­er. They looked

    res­olute. Even fear­less. Rashid could see the whites of their eyes now. There was no

    mis­tak­ing their res­olute­ness. Were they sui­ci­dal?




    Rashid had no more time to con­tem­plate it. The bus was up­on them. He whipped the tail of

    his kaf­fiyeh in front of his face pro­tec­tive­ly. The im­pact would cer­tain­ly shat­ter the

    wind­shield in­to a mil­lion dan­ger­ous pieces. He shut his eyes.




    But no sound of im­pact came. In­stead, there was a dou­ble pop. Rashid wres­tled with the

    sud­den­ly dif­fi­cult wheel. He shook the kaf­fiyeh free so he could see. The wind­shield was

    in­tact. And in the rearview mir­ror he could see, on ei­ther side, the two en­emies of Is­lam

    set­tling to their feet as if they were com­ing out of at­tack­ing spins.




    But what had they been at­tack­ing?




    When the steer­ing wheel lurched to the right, Rashid ex­pe­ri­enced un­der­stand­ing. He

    had a mo­men­tary flash, like telepa­thy, that his front tires had burst. Some­how, he had the

    wild men­tal im­age that the two men had burst them. He could imag­ine their fly­ing feet

    do­ing that some­how. He knew it was im­pos­si­ble, but his mind leapt to that con­clu­sion as

    if it was the on­ly way it could cor­re­late what was hap­pen­ing to him.




    Then the bus lurched off the road on­to the soft shoul­der and down the river­bank.




    Rashid’s face kissed the wind­shield with shat­ter­ing fi­nal­ity and the brack­ish taste of

    the riv­er mud fouled his mouth.




    Re­mo wad­ed in­to the wa­ter, shoved open the fold­ing doors, and looked in.




    “Dead,” he called back to Chi­un.




    “So per­ish the en­emies of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said firm­ly.




    “You mean the en­emies of Rev­erend Slug­gard,” Rerno said, re­turn­ing to the road­side.

    “And he was prob­ably the on­ly one who could tell us what’s go­ing on.”




    “Per­haps one of the oth­ers lived.”




    “Af­ter a dou­ble Scar­let Rib­bon? We’ll be lucky if their fin­ger­prints sur­vived.”




    “True,” said Chi­un. “Al­though I no­ticed that dur­ing the first stage of the at­tack, your

    el­bow was bent.”




    “It was not.”




    “Slight­ly.”




    “No way.”




    “Just a hair.”




    “Let’s see if the Booe kid is alive,” Re­mo said, an­noyed. “I think he might have

    some­thing to tell us.”




    “What makes you say that?”




    “Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard turned white as a sheet when I men­tioned that the kid was

    back. He was scared shit­less.”




    “Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al?”




    “He was wear­ing a uni­form, sword, and all the trim­mings. “




    “Then I was right!” Chi­un ex­claimed.




    “About what?”




    “I will tell you af­ter the boy con­firms it.”




    “Why not now so I won’t be sur­prised?”




    “You will be sur­prised in ei­ther case. And per­haps then you and Smith will fi­nal­ly

    learn to heed my wis­dom. “




    “Don’t count on it,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    Chapter 21




    They found Lamar Booe on the floor of the guard box. The floor was a sticky red.




    Re­mo snapped the door off its hinges and knelt over the boy.




    “Can you talk, son?” he asked.




    The boy’s mouth opened. A line of scar­let leaked out of one cor­ner. He gur­gled. Re­mo saw

    that the ragged hole in his chest bub­bled like a lit­tle red foun­tain. He would not live.

    Re­mo placed a fore­fin­ger over the hole and said gen­tly, “Try.”




    “Is he dead?” Booe gur­gled.




    “Yes, we got them all. Were they Ira­ni­ans?”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un.




    “No,” Lamar Booe gasped.




    “He is clear­ly deliri­ous,” Chi­un said. “They were Per­sians. “




    “I meant … Slug­gard,” Booe gasped.




    “Slug­gard? An Ira­ni­an?” Re­mo asked.




    “I be­lieve he is try­ing to learn if the Slug­gard is dead. Is that cor­rect, boy?” Chi­un

    asked.




    Lamar Booe nod­ded weak­ly. His face was drained of col­or.




    “No, he got away,” Re­mo told him.




    “Too . . . damn . . . bad. “




    “What are you say­ing?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “He … got me … in­to this,” Lamar Booe said in a pain-​blurred voice.




    “This what?”




    “Cru­sade.”




    “What about his cru­sade? What does that have to do with any­thing?” Re­mo asked.




    Lamar Booe shook his head weari­ly. No words came.




    “He means ‘cru­sade’ in the old sense. A holy war,” Chi­un in­toned. “Is that not so?”




    Lamar Booe nod­ded. “I went over with … first wave. We were … mas­sa­cred. Ira­ni­ans. We

    had no … chance. They let me come back on­ly … if I led them to … Slug­gard. Said I’d be set …

    free. They lied. Ev­ery­one lied. I on­ly want­ed . . . some­thing to be­lieve in.”




    “A Cru­sade?” Re­mo asked. “For what?”




    “Nail.”




    “Must be a hell of a nail,” Re­mo put in.




    “From … the Cross. Slug­gard said … nail from Cru­ci­fix­ion. Ira­ni­ans have it. A rug

    sell­er us­es it to hold up … pic­ture of Ay­atol­lah. Slug­gard said it was … mon­strous

    blas­phe­my. Our task was to … lib­er­ate nail. “




    “A nail?” Re­mo re­peat­ed, puz­zled.




    “Whites have launched their holy wars over less­er tri­fles,” Chi­un said

    dis­dain­ful­ly.




    “The Holy Nail,” Lamar Booe said, his words stronger now. “I car­ried the ban­ner. We were

    go­ing to sweep over them, shout­ing hosan­nas, un­til we reached Tehran. Noth­ing could stop

    us. We were the Knights of the Lord. “




    “Who is this car­pet sell­er?” de­mand­ed Chi­un.




    “Ma­sood . . . some­thing.”




    “When did this hap­pen?” Re­mo asked. “Weeks-​weeks ago. Seems like years.” And un­der his

    breath, Lamar Booe of Sa­pul­pa, Ok­la­homa, be­gan to chant.




    “Marq bar Slug­gard! Marq bar Slug­gard!” Sud­den­ly the light in Lamar Booe’s eyes flared

    up in pain. Then it died like a dwin­dling star.




    “He’s gone,” Re­mo said, clos­ing the boy’s eyes with his fin­gers. He turned to Chi­un.

    “All this over a nail,” he said, look­ing at the bod­ies scat­tered about the quad­ran­gle of

    the El­don Slug­gard World Min­istries.




    “No,” said Chi­un. “It is nev­er over the things they claim. The nail is mere­ly the

    ex­cuse. This Slug­gard wants more.”




    “Such as?”




    “In the old Cru­sades, they marched on Jerusalem, claim­ing that it was a holy place be­ing

    de­filed by Moslems. But in truth, they lust­ed af­ter the wealth of the lands sur­round­ing

    Jerusalem. Call­ing it holy was a way to ma­nip­ulate the gullible. Like this boy. Like such as

    you who do not out­grow their child­hood su­per­sti­tions.”




    “We can ar­gue re­li­gion lat­er. What do we do now?”




    “We fol­low this Slug­gard. It is time to wring some truth from his oily lips.”




    Re­mo looked over to­ward the Wilm­ing­ton Riv­er. “He’s long gone.”




    “I see a small boat. We will take that. Even­tu­al­ly we will come up­on his ship. When we

    do, we will find the place of his camp.”




    They found the Mary Mag­da­lene docked near­ly ten miles down­riv­er. It was de­sert­ed.

    Re­mo sent the speed­boat up on­to the mud­dy river­bank, not both­er­ing to tie it up. They

    jumped off and fol­lowed a grav­el path in­to a moss-​draped for­est. In a clear­ing, they

    found it.




    But the Chris­tian Camp­ground was de­sert­ed.




    “They took off aw­ful­ly quick. But in what?” Re­mo looked at the dirt. There were no

    con­spic­uous ve­hi­cle tracks. Cer­tain­ly not enough to cart away the thou­sands of teenage

    vol­un­teers that had been shipped here.




    Chi­un point­ed out the im­prints of many foot­steps. They fol­lowed them back to the

    riv­er.




    Out on the wa­ter there was lit­tle traf­fic. A sloop tacked in­to the wind. A trawler

    crossed its wake. Out on the At­lantic a huge black ship moved slow­ly. Its long low lines and

    tall white su­per­struc­ture told Re­mo that it was an oil tanker. He dis­missed it from

    con­sid­er­ation.




    “Now what?” he asked Chi­un.




    “We go to Per­sia. Where Smith should have sent us in the first place.”




    “You think that’s where they went?”




    “There is no ques­tion. Look around you. What do you see?”




    “Looks like boot camp. Those long build­ings are bar­racks. That’s an ob­sta­cle course.

    Prob­ably a fir­ing range some­where too.”




    “Let us find a tele­phone. I must call Smith.”




    “You? I thought you were mad at him.”




    “Mad enough to tell him I told him so,” Chi­un said firm­ly.




    “Told him what?”




    “I spoke with Smith the oth­er day, when I first sus­pect­ed the true na­ture of Slug­gard’s

    Cru­sade. Smith dis­missed my the­ory. Now we have proof.”




    “Oh, re­al­ly?” Re­mo said skep­ti­cal­ly. “You knew it all along? I’ll have to hear that

    from Smith him­self, if you don’t mind.”




    “Then fol­low me, O ye of lit­tle faith,” said Chi­un, lead­ing the way.




    The long low build­ings were in­deed bar­racks. They were filled with emp­ty rum­pled cots.

    But no tele­phones. An­oth­er build­ing housed tar­get-​shoot­ing sta­tions. Card­board cutouts

    of Mid­dle East­ern ter­ror­ists and mul­lahs in white tur­bans stood in long rows. They were

    rid­dled. The walls be­hind them were rid­dled. Even the ceil­ing was punc­tured by bul­let

    holes.




    Walk­ing through the ob­sta­cle course, Re­mo re­marked, “Re­minds me of Camp

    Pendle­ton.”




    One build­ing proved to be a head­quar­ters. In a map-​cov­ered of­fice, Re­mo found a

    tele­phone. He put in a call to Smith.




    “Smit­ty? Re­mo. Yeah, it’s been a few days. We’ve been busy. But we got re­sults. You might

    find them hard to ac­cept, but here it is. Ready for this? Slug­gard’s launch­ing a Cru­sade.

    Yeah, that kind of a Cru­sade. It’s over a nail, be­lieve it or not. Sup­posed to be from the

    Cru­ci­fix­ion.”




    Re­mo found Chi­un tug­ging on his wrist. “What? Hold it a sec, Smith. What is it?” Re­mo

    asked Chi­un.




    “Ask him if he be­lieves me now.”




    “Right. Smit­ty, did Chi­un brief you on this be­fore? Oh, he did.” Re­mo turned to Chi­un.

    “You were right, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I apol­ogize for not be­liev­ing you.”




    “Does Smith apol­ogize? That is what I wish to know.”




    “Smith, Chi­un wants to know if you’re go­ing to apol­ogize for not be­liev­ing him.”




    Re­mo lis­tened. Fi­nal­ly he told Chi­un, “Yes, he apol­ogizes.”




    “Not good enough. I want it in writ­ing.”




    “Lat­er,” Re­mo said, wav­ing Chi­un off. “We have to deal with this sit­ua­tion first.

    “




    Swift­ly Re­mo re­lat­ed the events of the day, the at­tack on Slug­gard’s head­quar­ters,

    and the de­par­ture from the Chris­tian Camp­ground of sev­er­al thou­sand hot­head­ed teenage

    vol­un­teers.




    Re­mo fin­ished with a growled, “They dis­ap­peared in­to thin air.”




    “They did not,” Chi­un put in. “They were on the big boat. “




    “What big boat?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “The big black boat. I saw you watch­ing it.”




    “The oil tanker? Im­pos­si­ble.”




    “You are very con­fi­dent for a per­son who has just apol­ogized far his ear­li­er lack of

    faith in my awe­some pow­ers of de­duc­tion.”




    Re­mo sighed. “Chi­un says they got away on an oil tanker. Feed that to your com­put­ers,

    Smit­ty.”




    At Fol­croft San­itar­ium, Harold W. Smith called up his com­put­er. It was pre­pos­ter­ous.

    The very idea of a mod­ern Cru­sade against Iran. But Re­mo had de­scribed the so-​called

    Chris­tian Camp­ground. And it fit re­ports Smith had been track­ing of oth­er par­ents whose

    chil­dren nev­er re­turned from Slug­gard’s Chris­tian re­treat. “Did you get the name of the

    ship?” he asked in­to the phone.




    “Afraid not,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes,” came Chi­un’s squeaky voice.




    “What is it?” Smith asked.




    Chi­un’s voice came thin­ly. “The Sea­wor­thy Gar­gan­tu­an.”




    “Thank you,” Smith said as he be­gan in­putting the name. Re­mo passed along Smith’s thanks.

    Chi­un’s huffy re­ply was in­audi­ble.




    Smith read the file aloud when it came up. “The Sea­wor­thy Gar­gan­tu­an is owned by the

    Mam­moth Oil and Shale Re­cov­ery Cor­po­ra­tion of McAllen, Texas. They’re big. Or they were

    be­fore the Texas oil col­lapse. Hm­mmm. What is this?” he mut­tered. A flag light was

    blink­ing. Smith hit a key.




    Up came a file on a ship reg­is­tered to the same firm, the Sea­wise Be­he­moth.




    “Lis­ten to this, Re­mo,” Smith said ex­cit­ed­ly. “The Sea­wor­thy Gar­gan­tu­an is a

    sis­ter ship to the tanker that was seized by the Ira­ni­ans over a week ago, the Sea­wise

    Be­he­moth. Ac­cord­ing to my sources, the Ira­ni­ans claim it was on some kind of es­pi­onage

    mis­sion and they are hold­ing it un­til they get repa­ra­tions. We as­sumed it was an­oth­er

    of their strange po­lit­ical games, but I’m be­gin­ning to see a pat­tern, aren’t you? Re­mo?

    Re­mo?”




    “What?” Re­mo said. “Sor­ry, Smith. I was look­ing at this wall map.”




    “Please pay at­ten­tion. This is im­por­tant.”




    “So is this. You ev­er hear of the Per­sh­ing Gulf?”




    “Per­sian. Look clos­er.”




    “I am and I see the Per­sh­ing Gulf. And next to it the King­dom of Slug­gard. Where Iraq

    should be is Vic­to­ri­aland. And I think El­don Is­land is what nor­mal peo­ple call Kharg

    Is­land, where the Ira­ni­ans ship out a lot of their oil.”




    “My God. Then it’s true.”




    “It’s crazy, is what it is,” Re­mo mut­tered, “I see a lot of red ar­rows and lines on the

    coast. They look like lines of at­tack. This cir­cle must be a beach­head. Could be where they

    ex­pect to land. It’s just up from the Strait of Grisel­da. Who the hell is Grisel­da, I

    won­der?”




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly that is the Strait of Hor­muz. I think the best course of ac­tion is for you

    and Chi­un to be there to meet them on the beach.”




    “Why both­er?” Re­mo asked. “The way I see it, we don’t have a down­side. If the Ira­ni­ans

    wipe out Slug­gard, all the bet­ter. If it goes the oth­er way, I’m not go­ing to cry over a

    few less Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards.”




    “Have you for­got­ten the ter­ror­ist at­tacks that came in the wake of Slug­gard’s first

    move-​for ob­vi­ous­ly that is what has trig­gered this en­tire cri­sis. An­oth­er at­tack

    means more ter­ror for us. And Slug­gard’s ac­tions are in vi­ola­tion of the Neu­tral­ity Act

    for­bid­ding U.S. cit­izens from mak­ing war on a for­eign pow­er. His Cru­saders are

    in­no­cent dupes. Your job, Re­mo is to pre­vent Slug­gard from at­tack­ing Iran and to

    neu­tral­ize his army. Fail­ing that, you are to elim­inate Slug­gard and some­how con­vince

    the Ira­ni­ans that he is not act­ing on be­half of the Unit­ed States, ei­ther of­fi­cial­ly

    or un­of­fi­cial­ly.”




    “Con­vinc­ing the Ira­ni­ans will have to be Chi­un’s de­part­ment,” Re­mo said

    re­luc­tant­ly. “All right, we’re on. Got any idea how you’re go­ing to get us there?”




    “Er, no,” Smith ad­mit­ted hes­itant­ly. “Ac­tu­al­ly, this could be dif­fi­cult.”




    “Well, at least Chi­un will be hap­py. He’s get­ting what he wants.”




    “And what is that?” Chi­un asked dis­tant­ly.




    “Smith says we’re go­ing to Iran.”




    “Per­sia! Ah, I can taste the ten­der mel­ons now.”




    “And I can smell the blood,” Re­mo said. “Any ideas about how to get us there?” he asked

    Chi­un. “Smith says he’s stumped.”




    “Why, it is sim­ple. As Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, we will use our diplo­mat­ic im­puni­ty.”




    Smith, hear­ing Chi­un’s words, protest­ed, “But I can’t ar­range diplo­mat­ic im­mu­ni­ty

    for you and Chi­un. We’re in a state of low-​in­ten­si­ty war with Iran.”




    “Chi­un didn’t say ‘im­mu­ni­ty.’ He said ‘im­puni­ty.’ “




    “What does that mean?” Smith asked.




    “It means,” Re­mo re­turned, “that I wouldn’t want to be the Ira­ni­an who tries to get in

    Chi­un’s way.”


  




  

    Chapter 22




    The su­per­tanker Sea­wor­thy Gar­gan­tu­an plowed the waves un­der a full moon.




    Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al El­don Slug­gard paced the af­ter­deck. “Where is that bitch?” he

    raged.




    Fi­nal­ly Vic­to­ria Hoar came down the deck, her high heels click­ing. Her long hair danced

    be­hind her like a horse’s tail.




    “Ah been askin’ for you,” he said. “Ah been tryin’ to talk sense to the cap­tain, but he

    won’t turn this scow around.”




    “Not pos­si­ble,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said sim­ply. “We’re on course for Iran.”




    “Ah-​ran!” Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard screeched. “Ah ain’t goin’ to rag­head land.”




    “Yes, you are. It’s your job to keep up the morale of your Cross Cru­saders.”




    “Who’s Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al around here any­way?”




    “You. But this ship is sail­ing un­der my or­ders.”




    “It is? I thought you said your dad­dy ran this oil com­pa­ny. Well, Ah want to talk with

    him.”




    “You’d need a Oui­ja board. He died. Heart at­tack. When they plugged up the best well he

    ev­er drilled down in Hi­dal­go Coun­ty, Texas, it killed him. I run the com­pa­ny now. “




    “Ah smell a set­up. You had this tub wait­ing all along.”




    “I didn’t ex­pect to move this soon, but here we are.”




    “Ah can’t go to Ah-​ran. You know what they’ll do to me if Ah’m tak­en pris­on­er.”




    “Don’t get tak­en pris­on­er,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said.




    Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al El­don Slug­gard turned red. “You been playin’ me right along, ain’t

    you? Like an old fid­dle. “




    “More like a sax­ophone. And you hit ev­ery note. Now, let me sug­gest you start

    prac­tic­ing for when you hit the beach.”




    “When mah Cross Cru­saders hit the beach, you mean.”




    “When they hit the beach un­der your charge. I didn’t want to tell you be­fore this, but

    re­mem­ber when I said I’d fig­ured out what had gone wrong the first time? That last Cru­sade

    didn’t have a tru­ly in­spir­ing lead­er. This time, it will. You.”




    “No damn way.”




    “I’d put that sil­ver-​tongued voice of yours to work,” Vic­to­ria Hoar went on,

    in­dif­fer­ent to Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard’s rant­ings. “Be­cause you’re go­ing to be the

    first to hit the beach, like it or not. And you’d bet­ter have a well-​mo­ti­vat­ed force

    back­ing you up, or you’re go­ing to be out there all alone.”




    The thought set­tled on­to Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard’s beefy face.




    “If Ah could swim . . .” he said grat­ing­ly.




    “But you can’t,” re­turned Vic­to­ria Hoar, turn­ing on her heel and stalk­ing off.




    “Bitch,” called Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al El­don Slug­gard. And this time he did not say it

    un­der his breath.




    A mock­ing laugh float­ed back to him.


  




  

    Chapter 23




    Gen­er­al Ad­nan Mef­ki en­tered the Grand Ay­atol­lah’s pri­vate gar­den, his face set.




    The Grand Ay­atol­lah looked up from his raisin-​sweet­ened tea and signed for the gen­er­al

    to speak. The soft winds com­ing down off the El­burz Moun­tains sent the bas­kets of red

    ros­es rip­pling, fill­ing the air with their per­fumy sweet­ness.




    “I have word that a del­ega­tion from the House of Sinan­ju de­sires an au­di­ence with your

    ho­li­ness.”




    “I know of no such place,” the Grand Ay­atol­lah said dis­tant­ly.




    “Sinan­ju is a vil­lage in North Ko­rea, Imam, the seat of a pow­er­ful sect of as­sas­sins.

    They ser­viced the for­mer shahs and be­fore them, the caliphs of old Per­sia. I have known of

    this house all my life. Many be­lieved them ex­tinct.”




    “I will not treat with any emis­sary who con­sort­ed with the in­fi­del shahs. Do not al­low

    them to en­ter this coun­try. “




    “I am afraid it is too late. They are in Tehran. I do not know how. The ways of Sinan­ju are

    most mys­te­ri­ous. But they have sent word that they will be here with­in the hour and they

    ex­pect an au­di­ence.”




    “And who are they to make de­mands of us?” asked the Grand Ay­atol­lah.




    The gen­er­al paused, his ex­pres­sion dumb­found­ed. Al­though no Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had

    set foot in Iran in gen­er­ations, some years ago the lat­est Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had done a

    kind­ness for the last shah. Sinan­ju could not be de­nied.




    “They,” the gen­er­al said at last, as if it ex­plained ev­ery­thing, “are Sinan­ju.”




    And in the dis­tance, the melt­ing ice of the El­burz Moun­tains cracked like a

    thun­der­clap.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju strolled down the cen­ter of Lale­hzar Street. His car­riage was

    straight. His face lift­ed proud­ly.




    “See how the crowds part for us here?” Chi­un said lofti­ly. “The past ser­vice ren­dered by

    my an­ces­tors has not been for­got­ten. “




    “No of­fense, Lit­tle fa­ther,” Re­mo said, “but I think it was those two Rev­olu­tion­ary

    Guards you dis­mem­bered back there that did the trick.”




    “Hood­lums,” said Chi­un. “Ruf­fi­ans. Ob­vi­ous­ly un­ed­ucat­ed, for they did not

    rec­og­nize me by sight.”




    “The bor­der guards were the same way. Ev­ery check­point from here to Pak­istan was full of

    them. Be­tween the two of us, they’re go­ing to have to start a new re­cruit­ment drive to

    re­plen­ish the ranks. If you ask me, no one both­ered to tell them about Sinan­ju’s

    con­tri­bu­tions to Per­sian cul­ture.”




    “The rulers will be dif­fer­ent. They will greet us with flow­ers and songs from the old

    days. Then we will lay Smith’s cause be­fore them and this mat­ter will be swift­ly set­tled.

    Per­haps we will of­fer as an added in­cen­tive to rid this wor­thy land of these un­ed­ucat­ed

    ruf­fi­ans.”




    “I think you’ll have to de­pop­ulate Iran if you want to do that,” said Re­mo, look­ing

    around war­ily. “And I don’t see any­thing very wor­thy here. Look at all these de­stroyed

    build­ings.”




    “No doubt the new lead­er is rid­ding his cap­ital of these un­sight­ly ce­re­al-​box

    build­ings. I un­der­stand the new lead­er be­lieves in the old ways.”




    “Yeah, in stag­na­tion and eco­nom­ic ru­in. This place is a dump. And from the looks of

    things, I’d say Iraq had more to do with the ur­ban re­new­al than Iran.”




    “Iraq, too, was once a wor­thy place. Per­haps we shall vis­it it next. Ah,” cooed Chi­un.

    notic­ing a side­walk ven­dor. “A mel­on sell­er. Come, come, Re­mo, I have wait­ed all my life

    to break a good Per­sian mel­on with you.”




    “Should we?”




    “We have plen­ty of time be­fore the Slug­gard’s ship ar­rives, and our busi­ness with the

    Per­sian rulers will be swift­ly com­plet­ed.”




    Chi­un float­ed over to the mel­on sell­er’s stall. The rough-​skinned mel­ons were piled in

    old crates on the side­walk. Chi­un ex­am­ined sev­er­al of them crit­ical­ly, some­times

    shak­ing them close to his ear.




    “Find a good one?” Re­mo asked pa­tient­ly.




    “These are not ripe. It may be ear­li­er in the sea­son than I thought. Ah, here is a choice

    one. Pay the man, Re­mo.”




    Re­mo forked over an Amer­ican twen­ty-​dol­lar bill. He was not giv­en change.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju grasped the mel­on in both hands. His long-​nailed thumbs sank in­to

    the skin like hy­po­der­mics.




    “Bet­ter not drop it,” Re­mo cau­tioned. “That’s a twen­ty-​dol­lar mel­on.”




    Chi­un sep­arat­ed his hands. With a soft split­ting sound, the mel­on fell in­to ex­act

    halves in­to his hands. He of­fered Re­mo one.




    Re­mo looked at the ex­posed yel­low meat.




    “It’s all mushy in­side,” he com­plained.




    “Spoiled.” Chi­un looked. And saw that it was so. An­gri­ly he took the mel­on back to the

    pro­pri­etor. Re­mo watched as a heat­ed ex­change in Far­si en­sued. It end­ed with Chi­un

    go­ing through all the mel­ons, split­ting them in half, and drop­ping them in the gut­ter,

    where they splashed in their over­ripeness. The mel­on sell­er was scream­ing and tear­ing at

    his hair.




    When Chi­un re­turned to Re­mo’s side, he said, “Re­cov­er your mon­ey. He has no good

    mel­ons.”




    “Must be a ripoff artist,” Re­mo said, not both­er­ing to go af­ter his twen­ty dol­lars. It

    was out of Smith’s pock­et any­way.




    They walked un­til they came to a pis­ta­chio ven­dor. Chi­un’s sullen face lit up.




    “The pis­ta­chios look good,” he said bright­ly. But when he ex­am­ined the tall pa­per bags

    filled to the brim, he saw that they were small, wiz­ened nuts, not the fat green ones his

    an­ces­tors had de­scribed.




    His face dark­en­ing, Chi­un re­sumed his stride.




    “This place has fall­en up­on evil days,” he mut­tered. “The mel­ons are bad and the

    pis­ta­chios are not worth the trou­ble it took to har­vest them. What could have

    hap­pened?”




    “They hap­pened,” said Re­mo, jerk­ing a thumb at a pair of pass­ing white-​tur­baned

    mul­lahs. They stalked down the street in their camel-​hair cloaks like buz­zards with fold­ed

    wings.




    At the Ira­ni­an Par­lia­ment build­ing, Gen­er­al Mef­ki greet­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    with a prop­er bow. Not a full bow, but a re­spect­ful one, Chi­un not­ed.




    “We will see your lead­er now,” Chi­un told him.




    “A thou­sand par­dons,” re­turned the gen­er­al, his face shiny with sweat. “But the Grand

    Ay­atol­lah has de­clined to see you. I have tried to rea­son with him, but-“




    The gen­er­al’s words stopped at the sight of the change in the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s face.

    It was stormy, the eyes afire.




    “I’ve seen that ex­pres­sion be­fore,” Re­mo said in En­glish. “I’d drag your High

    Ay­atol­lah out by the beard if I were you.”




    “Come with me,” said the gen­er­al, who sud­den­ly feared a fir­ing squad less than he did

    the fire in the tiny Ko­re­an’s eyes.




    The Grand Ay­atol­lah looked up sharply from his prayer rug on the floor. His eyes nar­rowed

    at the sight of the pair whom the gen­er­al had es­cort­ed in­to his pri­vate cham­ber of

    med­ita­tion.




    “In the name of Al­lah the Com­pas­sion­ate, the Mer­ci­ful,” he mum­bled.




    “What is this he mut­ters?” Chi­un asked.




    “The Ay­atol­lah is very pi­ous,” said Gen­er­al Mef­ki. “He asks for Al­lah’s guid­ance at

    the be­gin­ning of all meet­ings.”




    “He’d bet­ter pray this one goes right,” Re­mo said. The gen­er­al looked at him as if

    sud­den­ly plac­ing the ac­cent. “Amer­ican?” he asked.




    “Yes,” said Re­mo.




    “No,” said Chi­un. “He is Sinan­ju. He used to be Amer­ican. “




    “But you work for Amer­ica now?”




    This ex­change ob­vi­ous­ly puz­zled the Grand Ay­atol­lah, who did not speak En­glish. He

    asked a ques­tion of the gen­er­al.




    Chi­un an­swered it, in per­fect Far­si.




    “I am Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. My an­ces­tors were once proud to have served

    the Pea­cock Throne.” The Grand Ay­atol­lah took a sip of his tea. He spat at Chi­un’s feet in

    a ges­ture of con­tempt. In Far­si he in­toned, “The shah was a wound­ed ser­pent, as were all

    who came be­fore him. If you served his ilk, that makes you a ser­pent’s lack­ey.”




    Chi­un’s face trem­bled, and Re­mo won­dered if he should get be­tween Chi­un and the Grand

    Ay­atol­lah. Then he re­called Smith’s in­struc­tions.




    “Re­mem­ber, Smith wants us to avoid a war here,” he whis­pered.




    Chi­un hes­itat­ed. His face went flat.




    “I come as an emis­sary of the Unit­ed States,” Chi­un said qui­et­ly, even­ly. And he was

    sur­prised to see the Ay­atol­lah’s face be­tray a flick­er of fear.




    “He fears Amer­ica, not Sinan­ju,” Chi­un whis­pered to Re­mo.




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly he doesn’t know Sinan­ju from Shi­no­la,” Re­mo whis­pered back. “Keep that in

    mind.”




    “A force of Amer­ican rene­gades has set sail for these shores,” Chi­un went on. “These

    peo­ple are hosts of a man named Slug­gard. It is not the wish of the Amer­ican em­per­or that

    these forces in­flict harm up­on Per­sia. Nor is it Amer­ica’s wish that these Amer­icans,

    ex­cept pos­si­bly their lead­er, come to harm here. Al­low us to ar­rest our rene­gades; and

    the one who has caused you so much trou­ble, Slug­gard, will be turned over to you.”




    “Hey, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Chi­un,” Re­mo com­plained when he got the

    trans­la­tion. “Slug­gard may be bad, but he’s still an Amer­ican. I can’t see turn­ing him

    over to these tur­ban-​winders.”




    “Hush,” said Chi­un. He turned to the Grand Ay­atol­lah. “Does the Imam agree?”




    The Grand Ay­atol­lah said noth­ing. He took an­oth­er sip of tea. This time he swal­lowed

    it.




    Gen­er­al Mef­ki spoke up then.




    “I be­lieve I can as­sure you that our forces will not en­gage these Amer­icans, if the

    House of Sinan­ju will turn them away.”




    “Done,” said Chi­un.




    “I will not speak for the Pas­daran,” said the Grand Ay­atol­lah at last. “They will do what

    they will do. It is in Al­lah’s hands.”




    Chi­un’s brow fur­rowed.




    “What does that mean?” Re­mo asked Gen­er­al Mef­ki af­ter he had trans­lat­ed.




    “It is their way of avoid­ing re­spon­si­bil­ity,” he replied. “The cler­ics can no longer

    con­trol the Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards they have in­flict­ed up­on this coun­try, but they dare

    not ad­mit it.”




    “Tell him,” Re­mo said, ges­tur­ing to­ward the Grand Ay­atol­lah, “that if his Guards cross

    us, we will crush their bones to pow­der.”




    Gen­er­al Mef­ki trans­lat­ed Re­mo’s words.




    The Grand Ay­atol­lah’s face be­trayed true fear then. And Chi­un was so shocked he said

    noth­ing.




    Fi­nal­ly the Grand Ay­atol­lah be­gan mut­ter­ing in­audi­bly.




    “We will sink the Amer­ican fleet in the Gulf. We will pun­ish the Great Sa­tan, here and on

    its very shores.”




    “He’s bluff­ing,” Gen­er­al Mef­ki ex­plained in En­glish. “They are all like that,

    re­venge-​crazed. He is old and help­less and knows it. The mul­lahs have bro­ken the back of

    this once-​proud na­tion and it is on­ly a mat­ter of time be­fore the peo­ple rise up against

    them. Let me sug­gest we end this au­di­ence and that you go do what you must. You have my

    pledge of non­in­ter­fer­ence. It is all you can hope for here.”




    Chi­un, his face un­hap­py, strode up to the Grand Ay­atol­lah and, stand­ing al­most in his

    face, bowed low over the man’s samovar and piles of cakes.




    “May Al­lah main­tain your shad­ow,” he said, and he straight­ened. “We go now to

    ac­com­plish our mis­sion.” The Grand Ay­atol­lah waved him away with a fee­ble ges­ture.




    Out­side, on the Par­lia­ment steps, Re­mo asked Chi­un, “Why did you bow to that old

    fart?”




    “It was a ges­ture of re­spect.”




    “You re­spect­ed him?”




    Chi­un shrugged. “On­ly long enough to spit in­to his tea. “




    And while Re­mo was laugh­ing, Chi­un turned to Gen­er­al Mef­ki.




    “I seek a car­pet mer­chant named Ma­sood. Do you know of such a man?”




    “Yes. Two streets north, and on the right. But do you not have to reach the land­ing place

    of these rene­gades?”




    “There is time,” said Chi­un. “Come, Re­mo.”




    As they walked past the blue-​tiled mosques, the wail­ing of the muezzin call­ing the

    faith­ful to af­ter­noon prayers fill­ing the dusty air, Re­mo ven­tured, “I know what’s next.

    “




    “Oh?”




    “Yep. We’re go­ing af­ter the nail. You fig­ure if we present it to the Cru­saders, it’ll

    take the wind out of their sails. They won’t have any rea­son to fight.”




    “Yes, that too.”




    “Too?”




    “Af­ter I show you the prop­er way to pur­chase a Per­sian car­pet,” said Chi­un.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju strode in­to the store of the rug mer­chant Ma­sood At­tai.




    “I have many rugs, as you can see,” Ma­sood At­tai said, wel­com­ing them.




    “I wish to show my son the prop­er way to buy a fine car­pet,” said Chi­un. “Ob­serve,

    Re­mo.” He went over to a stack of rugs near­ly three feet tall.




    “To de­tect a rot­ted warp, you do like so,” he said. Tak­ing a cor­ner in both hands, he

    jerked sud­den­ly. The nap went snap-​pop!




    “I get it,” Re­mo said. “That sound means it’s sol­id. Right?”




    “This warp is rot­ted!” ex­claimed Chi­un, flar­ing at the rug mer­chant.’




    “You pulled too hard,” Ma­sood At­tai shot back. “Try this,” he said, pulling down a prayer

    rug hang­ing on the wall. “This is a fine one,” he said, hold­ing it up with dif­fi­cul­ty, for

    it was heavy.




    Chi­un took it as if it were a mere hand­ker­chief. He ex­am­ined the nap care­ful­ly. He

    spat on the nap and sniffed the spot.




    “Bleached,” he said dis­taste­ful­ly.




    “All mod­erns are bleached,” Ma­sood re­turned. Chi­un let the rug drop to the floor.




    “I do not wish to buy a don­key bag, but a fine Per­sian car­pet. Show me your best.”




    “Ah,” said Ma­sood At­tai. He went through a cur­tain in the rear of the shop and re­turned

    lug­ging a heavy blue rug.




    “It is a Ladik. It is very fine. Note the re­peat­ing tulips. And for you, on­ly five

    thou­sand ri­als,” said Ma­sood At­tai as he spread it up­on the floor.




    While Chi­un knelt to ex­am­ine it, Re­mo’s eyes searched the shop. He saw the pic­ture of

    the Ay­atol­lah Khome­ini, draped in black. A heavy nail head gleamed dul­ly above it. The

    por­trait hung by a line of frayed string.




    Re­mo’s at­ten­tion drift­ed back to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Chi­un was cluck­ing as he

    ex­am­ined the rug’s col­or­ing. “Is this your best?” he asked. “The col­ors are dull. The rug

    looks … dead.”




    Ma­sood At­tai clapped his old hands. “You are tru­ly a mas­ter! I should have rec­og­nized

    this from the start. This is my best rug, but like all mod­erns, it is wo­ven of tabachi,

    slaugh­ter­house wool. You are cor­rect that it lacks life. Tru­ly you know rugs. You buy?”




    “No!” spat Chi­un, ris­ing.




    “There is no fin­er rug wo­ven in this cen­tu­ry than that one. What you seek, you must seek

    from a pri­vate col­lec­tor or a mu­se­um. Not from one such as I.”




    “I am in­sult­ed.”




    “I am sor­ry. The times have changed.”




    “You can atone for your in­sult,” sug­gest­ed Chi­un.




    “How?”




    “That nail. I wish to own it.”




    Ma­sood At­tai looked at the nail sus­pend­ing the Ay­atol­lah Khome­ini’s por­trait. He

    spread his hands help­less­ly.




    “I can­not. For I have no oth­er nail. They are scarce now. “




    “I promise to re­place it with a nail you will nev­er lose.”




    Ma­sood At­tai con­sid­ered. Fi­nal­ly he said, “Done.” And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju went

    over to the por­trait and lift­ed it off the nail. He ex­tract­ed the nail with two del­icate

    fin­gers. The wood­en wall screeched as the nail came out. He tossed the nail to Re­mo, who

    caught it with both hands.




    Then the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju set the por­trait in its prop­er place with one hand and sent

    the fore­fin­ger of the oth­er hand be­tween the por­trait’s eyes.




    When he with­drew it, the por­trait hung per­fect­ly.




    Ma­sood At­tai screeched. He howled. He swore be­fore Al­lah that this was a

    des­ecra­tion.




    “Next time, do not try to sell me a rug with a rot­ted warp,” Chi­un called back.




    Out on the street, Re­mo said, “I guess things aren’t like they were in the old days.”




    “I should have known it,” Chi­un said. “The Moslems have ru­ined this place.”




    “I thought Per­sia was al­ways a Moslem land.”




    “No. The Arabs ru­ined it when they took over, bring­ing their ridicu­lous re­li­gion with

    them. In truth, Sinan­ju stopped work­ing for Per­sia af­ter the great con­ver­sion. It is sad.

    It will pain me to write of this ex­pe­ri­ence in my scrolls.”




    “Not as much as this will pain you,” Re­mo said slow­ly. He held up the nail. “Look.”




    Chi­un took the heavy nail. It was al­most a spike. It was rusty and dirt-​en­crust­ed, but

    along one flat side of the nail was worn let­ter­ing.




    It read: Made in Japan.


  




  

    Chapter 24




    Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al El­don Slug­gard de­scend­ed in­to the bow­els of the Sea­wor­thy

    Gar­gan­tu­an to ad­dress his mighty host. They had passed through the Strait of Hor­muz, soon,

    he hoped, to be rechris­tened the Strait of Grisel­da af­ter that oth­er ball-​buster, his

    ex-​wife.




    Slug­gard’s heart pound­ed as he en­tered the long car­go area. Where vis­cous brown crude

    usu­al­ly sloshed, pha­lanx­es of sol­diers in cross-​em­broi­dered tu­nics stood wait­ing.

    They were ready. El­don Slug­gard could see it in their fever­ish eyes.




    Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard was ready too. He wore two pis­tols strapped, cow­boy style,

    on his hips. An M16 hung from his shoul­der. There were throw­ing dag­gers in each boot. And of

    course his Civ­il-​War-​vin­tage saber, which he was get­ting used to wear­ing. He hadn’t

    tripped over it in al­most an hour. The sword would be his last line of de­fense. If it looked

    like he was go­ing to be cap­tured, he was go­ing to set it hilt-​down in the sand and

    bel­ly-​flop on­to it. Any­thing so those rag­heads didn’t take him alive.




    “Ten-​hut!” he shout­ed.




    The Pal­adins of the Lord came to at­ten­tion. And Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard grinned

    ex­pan­sive­ly. His grin was as false as a gold tooth, but he knew if he didn’t keep them

    pumped up the mul­lahs would have him for din­ner.




    “We are in the Gulf. The Per­sh­ing Gulf,” he barked.




    “Named af­ter that fa­mous Amer­ican, Gen­er­al John ‘Black­jack’ Per­sh­ing.”




    “Hal­lelu­jah!” they ex­ult­ed. “Are we ready to fight?”




    “For God and glo­ry!” their voic­es echoed.




    They were near­ly six thou­sand strong. They were young, ir­ra­tional, and ig­no­rant, but

    best of all they had an ob­jec­tive. The Holy Nail. Noth­ing could stand against them.




    “We hit the beach in speed­boats,” said Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard. “That way we take

    ‘em by sur­prise. We es­tab­lish a beach­head, dig in, and start cap­tur­ing the oil fields.

    When we’ve choked off their econ­omy, we storm our way to Tehran. And the Holy Nail!”




    “Hal­lelu­jah!”




    “The nail is our true ob­jec­tive. All of you re­mem­ber that the rel­ic of our dear

    sav­ior’s Pas­sion is hold­ing up a pic­ture of the Ay­atol­lah-​may he burn in hell.”




    “Burn!” cried the Hosts of the Lord. Al­though he had re­peat­ed it a dozen times or more,

    they still broke out in an­gry in­dig­na­tion ev­ery time he re­mind­ed them of the nail’s

    fate.




    All dur­ing the voy­age, the Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al had kept churn­ing their emo­tions. He had

    told them about what the mul­lahs were go­ing to do to their Chris­tian fam­ily mem­bers if

    they got their way. He told them the sto­ry of the orig­inal Cru­sades. They hissed at the

    sto­ry of the First Cru­sade, which cap­tured, but failed to hold on to Jerusalem. They cheered

    the sto­ry of the suc­cess­ful Third Cru­sade. They wept and vowed re­venge when he told them

    of the Chil­dren’s cru­sade of 1212, when Eu­ro­pean chil­dren sailed in­to the Holy Land and

    were cap­tured and made slaves of the hea­then.




    By the time he had got­ten to the Eighth Cru­sade, they were whipped in­to a pas­sion­ate

    fury. And then he promised them that this would be the Last Cru­sade. Af­ter this, the scourge

    of the evil Moslems would be erad­icat­ed from the world.




    “In an­oth­er minute Ah’m gonna lead you all up on deck. You know what hap­pens next.”




    “Vic­to­ry!”




    That wasn’t what El­don Slug­gard had in mind, but it sound­ed good so he went with it.




    “Yes! Vic­to­ry! Vic­to­ry over Is­lam. God has called us to a sa­cred mis­sion and we’re

    gonna ac­com­plish it. And there’s one thing I want you to know when we get out there. When all

    holy hell breaks loose and the bul­lets are fly­in’, you re­mem­ber that bul­lets are part of

    the nat­ural world. But you and Ah are part of the spir­itu­al world be­cause we are

    for­ti­fied with the Holy Spir­it. And ev­ery­one knows that bul­lets can’t touch the Holy

    Spir­it. “




    “Praise be to the Lord,” cried the Pal­adins of the Lord.




    “All right, Rev­erend-​Ma­jors, get your units to­geth­er! We’re go­ing to make Holy

    War!”




    And Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard marched top­side. The Knights of the Lord fol­lowed him

    in dou­ble rows, march­ing lock-​step. He had made them prac­tice the lock-​step on the

    voy­age. It was the on­ly mil­itary skill he knew. He didn’t know beans about guns.




    The Per­sian Gulf air was salty and cool. It was night. A low dark line off the star­board

    bow was the coast of Iran. It looked fore­bod­ing. Here and there lantern-​rigged dhows sat on

    the still wa­ter like rest­ing but­ter­flies.




    “Start low­er­ing the boats,” Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al El­don Slug­gard or­dered.




    Re­mo and Chi­un ar­rived at the place marked on the map they had tak­en from the Chris­tian

    Camp­ground. It was a tree-​cov­ered rise over­look­ing the Gulf.




    “Here,” pro­claimed Chi­un, fold­ing up the map. He slid off the don­key Re­mo was

    lead­ing.




    “I ride the don­key on the way back,” Re­mo mut­tered.




    “Done,” said Chi­un. who ex­pect­ed to leave Iran by ship. They emerged from a clump of

    olive trees. The wa­ter hissed on the sand be­low.




    “Is that the ship?”




    Chi­un’s eyes nar­rowed. “It says Sea­wor­thy Gar­gan­tu­an. It is the name of the ship we

    saw de­part­ing Amer­ica. “




    “Okay, now what do we do? Your great plan is out, un­less you think the Cru­saders can’t

    read En­glish.”




    “And I sup­pose you have a won­der­ful white plan of your own?” Chi­un squeaked.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly not,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted wor­ried­ly. His hear­ing had picked up sounds, low,

    dis­turb­ing sounds.




    Out on the wa­ter, a flotil­la of speed­boats was com­ing from all di­rec­tions. They were

    con­verg­ing on the Sea­wor­thy Gar­gan­tu­an.




    “Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards,” Re­mo said. “They’re go­ing for the tanker.”




    “And land forces too,” added Chi­un.




    Re­mo turned. Com­ing up the road were tanks, jeeps, and ar­mored per­son­nel car­ri­ers. In

    the lead was an open jeep, and stand­ing in the back, clutch­ing a copy of the Ko­ran, was the

    Grand Ay­atol­lah of Iran. Be­hind him Gen­er­al Mef­ki’s glassy-​eyed head bounced. It was

    perched on the end of a stick.




    “Looks like there’s been a pow­er strug­gle with the mil­itary,” Re­mo said dri­ly. “Guess

    who lost.”




    The ve­hi­cles slowed to a halt. The Grand Ay­atol­lah dis­mount­ed and walked to a van­tage

    point where he could sur­vey the Gulf.




    “Marg bar Am­ri­ka!” he shout­ed shak­ing the Ko­ran over his head. “Let them drown in their

    own blood.” A scream­ing horde of Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards poured out of the ve­hi­cles. They

    wore red head­bands with rev­olu­tion­ary slo­gans writ­ten on them in white script. Out in the

    Gulf, the boom­ing voice of Rev­erend Slug­gard re­ver­ber­at­ed.




    “God is on our side. Let’s whip them rag­heads!” he shout­ed.




    “Smite them! Al­lah wills it,” re­turned the Grand Ay­atol­lah.




    “You see?” Chi­un shout­ed. “You see, Re­mo? They call up­on the Supreme Cre­ator to aid

    them in their ridicu­lous quar­rel. Be­cause they call him by dif­fer­ent names, fools are

    will­ing to go to their deaths.”




    “So what do we do?”




    “You de­spise the Ira­ni­ans, do you not?”




    “Yeah.”




    “I make a gift of them to you. I will deal with the Slug­gard.”




    “But-” Re­mo be­gan. Be­fore he could re­act, Chi­un was run­ning down to the wa­ter.




    “What the hell,” Re­mo said. He dou­bled back on the Ira­ni­an land force. They were bunched

    up, ex­act­ly counter to all mod­ern rules of close-​quar­ters com­bat. And they were stand­ing

    there shout­ing, “Down, down, USA! Down, down, USA!”




    “Up yours!” Re­mo said, and start­ed to work on them. On the deck of the Sea­wor­thy

    Gar­gan­tu­an, Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al El­don Slug­gard saw the speed­boats ap­proach. “While

    you-​all are get­tin’ in­to the wa­ter,” he said, “let me speed you on your way with a few

    words from the Good Book.” He opened his mock Bible and be­gan to re­cite.




    ” ‘Though Ah walk in­to the Val­ley of Death, Ah will fear no Ah-​ra­ni­an for Ah am the

    mean­est sonov­abitch in the val­ley.’ “




    “Oh, shut up,” Vic­to­ria Hoar snapped. She was sud­den­ly be­side him. “Get in­to one of

    those god­damned boats. You’re sup­posed to be their lead­er, not their cheer­lead­er. “




    “Ah’m shoutin’ en­cour­ag­ment,” he protest­ed. “Ah’ll be along once they’re rollin’.”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar reached down and pulled one of the throw­ing knives from Slug­gard’s own

    boot. She placed the point at his crotch and warned, “They still make eu­nuchs in this part of

    the world. You’d fit right in.”




    “Ah’m goin’,” promised Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard. Then, from across the wa­ter, there

    was a sud­den hush. Not even the speed­boats could smoth­er it. The hush was mo­men­tary. It

    was fol­lowed by a long, low sigh. Then a gasp. Then shouts of “Praise be!”




    “What the hell is go­ing on?” Vic­to­ria Hoar de­mand­ed. She looked out over the wa­ter.

    Her red mouth froze open.




    “What the fuck?” said Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al El­don Slug­gard.




    For run­ning across the wa­ter to­ward the Sea­wor­thy Gar­gan­tu­an was the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    He ran on top of the swells. His san­daled feet made lit­tle splash­es, but oth­er than that

    proof of con­tact with the wa­ter he ap­peared to be float­ing across the Gulf.




    “I do not be­lieve it,” Vic­to­ria sput­tered.




    “I told you! I told you!” shout­ed El­don Slug­gard. “He is the dev­il, the very dev­il. He

    ain’t hu­man!”




    As ev­ery­one watched open-​mouthed, Chi­un sprint­ed to the hull of the Sea­wor­thy

    Gar­gan­tu­an. He leapt up­on the slip­pery black hull like a spi­der. He clung for a mo­ment,

    then there came a sound like a met­al punch go­ing through sheet steel. The sound was

    re­peat­ed. It came again.




    Slug­gard leaned over the rail.




    Be­low, he saw the old Ori­en­tal scal­ing the hull. With each step, Chi­un jammed a fin­ger

    in­to the hull. That was what was caus­ing the sound. He used the re­sult­ing holes for fin­ger

    and toe grips.




    El­don Slug­gard jumped with each sound.




    “Save me! Save me!” he wailed, duck­ing be­hind Vic­to­ria Hoar. He got down on his knees

    and blub­bered.




    “A mir­acle!” the Pal­adins of the Lord cried. “It’s a sign from Heav­en!” They lined the

    rails to watch, their weapons for­got­ten.




    Chi­un came over the rail. His san­dals were not even wet.




    The Knights of the Lord gath­ered around him. They sought to touch his robe. They asked for

    his bless­ing. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju evad­ed their hands even though he was swift­ly

    sur­round­ed. Fin­gers reached for the hem of his ki­mono sleeves and it was as if the cloth

    was in­sub­stan­tial. Some hands reached out to touch his hands and with­drew, sting­ing. They

    nev­er saw the swift, re­mon­strat­ing blows that made their fin­ger bones go numb.




    “I am Chi­un.”




    “Chi­un. Great Chi­un!” they cried. They shout­ed his name to the heav­ens.




    Chi­un, tak­en aback, al­lowed his fea­tures to soft­en. “Did you say ‘great’?” he

    asked.




    “Great Chi­un, the mes­sen­ger of the Lord!” they called. Chi­un smiled. Prop­er ac­claim.

    This was some­thing new. He raised his open hands as if in bless­ing.




    “I call up­on you to cease your war-​mak­ing,” he said.




    “It will be done, O Chi­un.”




    “Great Chi­un,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju cor­rect­ed.




    “We have to stop this,” Vic­to­ria hissed in Slug­gard’s ear. “He’s ru­in­ing our whole

    plan.”




    “Your whole plan. And I don’t want any part of that dev­il. “




    “I have an idea. Start read­ing.”




    El­don Slug­gard opened his Bible to a ran­dom page. ” ‘Be­ware false idols,’ ” he sang out.

    ” ‘For the dev­il has tak­en hu­man form to tempt the guil­li­ble.’ “




    He was ig­nored.




    Sud­den­ly Vic­to­ria wrenched the book from Slug­gard’s hands. She pre­sent­ed it to the

    crowd around Chi­un, show­ing the blank white pages.




    “Be­hold!” she cried. “The pages are blank. “The Lord is speak­ing through his true

    mes­sen­ger. It’s a mir­acle!”




    “So is walk­ing on wa­ter,” some­one point­ed out.




    “That’s been done be­fore,” said Vic­to­ria. “This is new. “




    “Is it tru­ly a mir­acle?” some­one asked. The ques­tion was ad­dressed re­spect­ful­ly to

    the Great Chi­un.




    “It is a fraud,” Chi­un replied. “Now I com­mand you to throw away your un­nec­es­sary

    weapons.”




    His heart sink­ing, Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al Slug­gard watched as the ri­fles and bay­onets and

    grenades went over­board. “We’re dead,” Vic­to­ria Hoar said.




    “Not me,” said El­don Slug­gard. “I’m out­ta here!” He start­ed to bel­ly over the rail.




    “Don’t be a fool. Look at those speed­boats out there.”




    “You know that old sayin’, bet­ter the dev­il you know than the dev­il you don’t?”




    “Yes.”




    “It don’t ap­ply here,” said Rev­erend-​Gen­er­al El­don Slug­gard just be­fore he went over

    the rail. It was a long fall. He hit the wa­ter with a huge splash. Slug­gard bobbed up on his

    stom­ach, face­down, his emp­ty scab­bard float­ing be­side him.




    A speed­boat filled with Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards put­tered up and he was pulled from the

    wa­ter. The vic­to­ri­ous cries from be­low in­di­cat­ed that the Ira­ni­ans rec­og­nized the

    face of their hat­ed en­emy Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard. The speed­boat dug in and raced for

    shore.




    On the shore, Re­mo had rout­ed the Ira­ni­ans. It was a dis­ap­point­ment. He had hoped to

    in­flict more dam­age. But as soon as the first few fell with as­sort­ed in­ter­nal in­juries,

    the oth­ers turned tail and ran. Re­mo ran af­ter them. He kicked whirling tires flat. He

    popped the treads of the de­crepit tanks. But the sol­diers he pulled out of the ru­ined

    ve­hi­cles were most­ly boys. Few of them looked old­er than thir­teen. Re­mo hadn’t the heart

    to kill any of them. He sent them on their way with sol­id kicks to the seats of their kha­ki

    pants.




    Dis­gust­ed, he re­turned to shore.




    On a lit­tle hillock, the Grand Ay­atol­lah was shout­ing im­pre­ca­tions at the Gulf. His

    bony fists shook with rage. His beard col­lect­ed spit­tle from his sphinc­ter­like mouth.




    Re­mo came up from be­hind and tapped him on the shoul­der.




    “Hi! Re­mem­ber me?”




    The Grand Ay­atol­lah whirled. His eyes reg­is­tered shock, then fear as he re­al­ized he

    was alone and with whom.




    “Not so brave now?” Re­mo asked, know­ing that the man did not un­der­stand En­glish.




    “Down, down, USA!” the mul­lah shout­ed sud­den­ly, and start­ed off. Re­mo stepped on the

    hem of his camel­hair robe. The Grand Ay­atol­lah of the Is­lam­ic Re­pub­lic of Iran fell to

    the ground.




    “You know, peo­ple said a lot of bad things about the Shah, but you jerks are the pits,”

    Re­mo said. “I ought to snap your scrawny neck, but my or­ders are to avoid mak­ing this

    cri­sis worse than it is.”




    “Down, down, USA!” the Grand Ay­atol­lah spat. It seemed to be the on­ly En­glish he knew or

    un­der­stood.




    “Some­where I read that the rea­son you peo­ple start­ed this rev­olu­tion was that the Shah

    had some of your mul­lahs’ tur­bans pulled off when they start­ed throw­ing their weight

    around. You’ve caused the world a lot of pain over a damned length of cloth.”




    And plac­ing a foot on the Grand Ay­atol­lah’s heav­ing chest, Re­mo took one end of his

    tur­ban and pulled. The pile of cloth un­wound in a twin­kling. Re­mo threw it aside.




    “Chi­un tells me that was the sec­ond worst thing you can do to one of you mul­lahs. The

    first is to shave off your beards. Too bad I didn’t bring my scis­sors.”




    The Grand Ay­atol­lah spat on Re­mo’s loafers.




    “Well, what the hell,” Re­mo said. “Any­thing worth do­ing is worth do­ing thor­ough­ly.”

    And he got down on the Grand Ay­atol­lah’s chest. He start­ed pluck­ing at the man’s beard.

    With each pluck the Grand Ay­atol­lah howled.




    When Re­mo fi­nal­ly stood up, the Grand Ay­atol­lah was as clean-​shaven as a ba­by’s

    be­hind.




    The Grand Ay­atol­lah, tears erupt­ing from his eyes, screamed his wrath at Re­mo.




    “I don’t know what you’re say­ing, pal, but I’m sure the prop­er re­sponse is, ‘That’s the

    biz, sweet­heart.’ ” Re­mo walked away grin­ning.


  




  

    Chapter 25




    Re­mo Williams saw that the Gulf was qui­et. Chi­un was stand­ing in the fore­cas­tle of the

    Sea­wor­thy Gar­gan­tu­an, hands tucked in­to his sleeves. He was ad­dress­ing Slug­gard’s

    dis­armed forces. Re­mo couldn’t hear what Chi­un was say­ing, but he no­ticed that the

    speed­boats of the Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards were stand­ing off the tanker, as if un­cer­tain

    what to do.




    Re­mo dived in­to the wa­ter and sought them out. He crip­pled their idling pro­pellers with

    snap­ping blows of his hands and then punc­tured the hulls from be­low.




    The boats sank swift­ly. Un­der­wa­ter, Re­mo reached out for the floun­der­ing

    Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards and pulled them un­der. He jabbed them in crit­ical ar­eas of the

    spine, not enough to par­alyze them, but to ru­in their co­or­di­na­tion. If some didn’t make

    it to shore, Re­mo rea­soned, it was not his fault. Just the nat­ural ex­pres­sion of the law

    of sur­vival of the fittest.




    Re­mo used Chi­un’s fin­ger holes in the side of Sea­wor­thy Gar­gan­tu­an to reach the

    deck.




    Chi­un ob­served Re­mo’s sop­ping clothes dis­dain­ful­ly. “This is my son,” he told the

    crowd. “Re­mo.” Im­me­di­ate­ly the Cru­saders fell to their knees in sup­pli­ca­tion.




    “The son of the Great Chi­un!” they cried. “Great Re­mo. “




    “He is not great. He is ad­equate.”




    “Ad­equate Re­mo,” they ex­ult­ed. “Praise be to Ad­equate Re­mo.”




    Chi­un turned to Re­mo.




    “Now do you un­der­stand?” he whis­pered. “This is how these things be­gin. These peo­ple

    will go back to their homes and tell of Chi­un the Great and the Ad­equate Re­mo. They will

    start church­es. They will make up rules to keep their fol­low­ers in line, and in a mere three

    or four cen­turies, we will be con­sid­ered deities our­selves.”




    Re­mo saw the wor­ship­ful gazes be­ing di­rect­ed at him. They re­mind­ed him of the

    ex­pres­sion on his own face when he was with Rev­erend Slug­gard’s min­istry. Their sheep­like

    ac­cep­tance dis­gust­ed him.




    “You’ve made your point,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly. “It is ridicu­lous. It is wrong.”




    “I said you made your point,” Re­mo re­peat­ed testi­ly.




    “Let us give trib­ute to the Great Chi­un.” This from a kneel­ing mem­ber of the crowd.




    “We have had enough of your trib­ute,” Chi­un be­gan to say.




    But when the coins and pa­per mon­ey, not to men­tion whole wal­lets, be­gan falling at his

    san­daled feet, Chi­un whis­pered to Re­mo, “Do not just stand there. Help me col­lect my

    right­ful trib­ute from these prop­er wor­shipers of per­fec­tion.”




    “You can’t take mon­ey from them un­der false pre­tens­es, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.

    “It’s wrong.”




    “And it is a long boat ride home. We must keep these cretins in line. And what bet­ter way

    to do it than this? Be­sides, if they are so de­lud­ed that they take me for a high­er be­ing,

    how is that my mis­take?”




    “Tell you what, you take care of this. I’ll han­dle Slug­gard and Vic­to­ria. Where are

    they?”




    “I do not know,” Chi­un said, tear­ing open a fat wal­let. He threw the iden­ti­fi­ca­tion

    cards and the cred­it cards over­board and stuffed the mon­ey in­to a se­cret pock­et in his

    ki­mono.




    “The Ira­ni­ans got Rev­erend Slug­gard,” said a pim­ple-​faced Cru­sad­er. He point­ed

    to­ward the coast­line.




    A speed­boat had slowed in the wa­ter. Rev­olu­tion­ary Guards were wad­ing ashore. They

    car­ried the limp bloat­ed body of Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard like a fat pig be­ing hoist­ed to

    a feast.




    Re­mo’s first im­pulse was to go af­ter Slug­gard. He hes­itat­ed at the rail. Then he said,

    “Screw him. He’s not worth it. That just leaves Vic­to­ria.”




    Re­mo searched the ship. He found Vic­to­ria Hoar on the cap­tain’s bridge, high in the

    white su­per­struc­ture. Vic­to­ria was giv­ing or­ders to the cap­tain.




    “You lis­ten to me. We’ve got to dump these peo­ple. They’re all wit­ness­es to the

    com­pa­ny’s in­volve­ment. Get us out to the open sea, and we’ll herd them in­to a

    flood-​con­trol com­part­ment and let the wa­ter in. We can dump the bod­ies on the way

    home.”




    “Not a very Chris­tian at­ti­tude,” Re­mo said cool­ly. Vic­to­ria Hoar turned sud­den­ly.

    Re­mo was lean­ing across the door­jamb. He stood on one leg, the oth­er crossed over it. His

    bare arms were fold­ed.




    “Re­mo!”




    “Why don’t you ex­cuse us,” Re­mo told the cap­tain.




    “You are not the mas­ter of this ves­sel,” the cap­tain protest­ed.




    Re­mo changed the cap­tain’s mind. He knocked out a win­dow and dan­gled him out of it. When

    he felt the cap­tain se­cure a hand­hold, he let go. The cap­tain scram­bled down the

    su­per­struc­ture like a fright­ened mon­key. “Slug­gard’s in Ira­ni­an hands,” Re­mo said

    qui­et­ly.




    “For him that’s a fate worse than death. But he de­served it, the id­iot.”




    “I gath­er from what I over­heard that you’re the re­al brain be­hind this. Right?”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar dug out a cigarette and lit it. She ex­haled smoke slow­ly.




    “Yes. He hadn’t the brains of a gnat. But he had a gift and I knew how to con­trol him. I

    sup­pose you have a lot of ob­vi­ous ques­tions.”




    “Yeah. “




    “You know it wasn’t over the nail,” she went on, ner­vous­ly pac­ing the bridge. “That was

    just a de­vice. I spot­ted the nail on a trip to Tehran. It’s a fake. Even Slug­gard didn’t

    be­lieve it was the true nail. I was des­per­ate to get my com­pa­ny back in the black. When I

    first saw the nail, the whole scheme came to me in a flash. Di­vine in­spi­ra­tion, you might

    say. All I need­ed was the right front man. Slug­gard was my first choice. He was

    per­fect.”




    “I know. Chi­un has the nail. It says ‘Made in Japan’ on it.”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar blew out a lit­tle laugh with her smoke. “It could have worked. With enough

    Cru­saders, we could have gained con­trol of the oil fields. The damned war had sapped Iran of

    fight­ing men so bad­ly, they were an easy mark. Be­lieve it or not, we could have tak­en over.

    If not this time, then next.”




    “Maybe. But not with­out break­ing a lot of eggs.”




    “Ex­cuse me?”




    “Your can­non fod­der. You can’t make an omelet with­out break­ing a few eggs.”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar shrugged. “I didn’t in­vent testos­terone. I just know how to har­ness it.

    So what’s next? Do you sur­ren­der me to the au­thor­ities?”




    “We don’t work that way.”




    “And who’s we?”




    “The fact that you know that there is a ‘we’ makes you a li­abil­ity.”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar blinked. She looked at Re­mo’s face. It was hard. The mouth, un­smil­ing,

    looked cru­el. Even the eyes, which back in Thun­der­bolt had been so guile­less, were now deep

    and piti­less. He was a dif­fer­ent Re­mo now. But he was still a man. And all men re­spond to

    one thing. She stubbed out her cigarette and stepped up to him. She tugged at his belt buck­le,

    a friend­ly, play­ful tug.




    “You won’t kill me,” she breathed.




    “Why not?” Re­mo said, look­ing her in the eyes. Her hands were stray­ing to­ward his

    zip­per. Her breath, once sweet, smelled of to­bac­co smoke. Re­mo hadn’t known she was a

    smok­er.




    “Be­cause I know you. You wouldn’t kill a la­dy.”




    Her mouth part­ed. Her lips rose to meet his. Re­mo felt them brush his own. Her tongue

    touched his light­ly, play­ful­ly.




    “You’re right,” Re­mo said, draw­ing back. “I wouldn’t kill a la­dy.”




    Vic­to­ria Hoar smiled. She had judged him right. Her fin­gers start­ed to pull down his

    zip­per.




    “For a while I was doubt­ing my­self,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly. “I thought my work, the things

    I had to do, were wrong. But now I see a greater wrong. Not do­ing my job.”




    Re­mo reached up to brush a lock of hair back from her smooth white neck, as if to kiss it.

    But in­stead of his lips, Vic­to­ria Hoar felt his fore­fin­ger and thumb bear down on her

    carotid artery. His fin­gers felt strong. She shiv­ered with the an­tic­ipa­tion of their

    ca­ress. But no ca­ress was com­ing. The fin­gers stayed firm and Vic­to­ria Hoar felt the

    dark­ness edg­ing in at the pe­riph­ery of her vi­sion. And she knew that she would nev­er feel

    Re­mo’s ca­ress-​or any man’s ca­ress-​ev­er again.




    “Bet­ter that I take care of the likes of you and Slug­gard than sit on my hands while you

    screw up the world.”




    “But you said-” Vic­to­ria start­ed to say.




    “You’re no la­dy,” Re­mo said, clamp­ing hard. Vic­to­ria Hoar made a clum­sy pile of arms

    and legs on the bridge floor. There was noth­ing sexy about her any­more.




    Re­mo walked away with­out a back­ward glance. Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard woke up

    painful­ly. It was dark. His hands hit some­thing hard and metal­lic and he said, “ouch!”




    He pulled him­self up on one el­bow and looked around.




    He rec­og­nized that he was ly­ing on the floor of an ar­mored per­son­nel car­ri­er. It was

    like be­ing in­side one of the ar­mored cars that car­ried do­na­tions to his bank, ex­cept

    in­stead of mon­ey he was sur­round­ed by evil­ly grin­ning Ira­ni­ans.




    Their too-​white teeth were di­rect­ed at him. Rev­erend Slug­gard felt for his sidearm

    hol­sters. They were emp­ty. His scab­bard was full of sea­wa­ter, but that was all. He pulled

    him­self up in­to a seat­ed po­si­tion. He grinned back.




    “Hi!” he said. He reached for his left boot, where there was a throw­ing dag­ger. But it was

    emp­ty too. Then he re­mem­bered that the bitch had it.




    That still left the right boot. All it con­tained was his sog­gy foot. The frozen grin on

    the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard’s face col­lapsed.




    “Where we goin’?” he croaked.




    “To Tehran. You will like it there. Ev­ery­one will wish to meet you. Ev­ery­one.” Those

    grins got even wider, if that was pos­si­ble. There was some­thing fa­mil­iar about them. He

    put his fin­ger on it af­ter a while. He had seen those grins in his night­mares, the per­fect

    ivory teeth, the wicked­ly gleam­ing eyes. They be­longed to the dev­il. And then it hit him

    that he was in a land of dev­ils.




    “Say,” asked the Rev­erend El­don Slug­gard sud­den­ly, “have you boys heard about

    Je­sus?”


  




  

    Chapter 26




    Dr. Harold W. Smith knocked on the door. “Come in,” Re­mo Williams called.




    Smith found Re­mo rolling up his reed sleep­ing mat. A blue tooth­brush stuck out of a

    chi­no pock­et.




    “What are you do­ing?” Smith asked.




    “Pack­ing,” Re­mo said.




    “Trip?”




    “No. Chi­un and I have come to a de­ci­sion. We’re mov­ing out of this lu­natic asy­lum. No

    of­fense, but that’s what Fol­croft is.”




    “None tak­en,” Smith said. “And that is prob­ably just as well. I have been hint­ing to

    Chi­un that you’ve been here too long.”




    “This isn’t Chi­un’s idea. It’s mine. Chi­un likes it here. He thinks the roy­al as­sas­sin

    should live in-​house, so to speak. But he’s agreed to come with me.”




    “That is nice of him. Un­usu­al­ly nice.”




    “He’s still pret­ty shak­en over our trip to Iran. It was bad enough the mel­ons sucked and

    the rugs were all in­fe­ri­or, but the high-​mucky-​muck mul­lah had nev­er heard of Sinan­ju.

    Worse, he was ter­ri­fied of Amer­ica. Chi­un still can’t fig­ure that one out. I don’t think

    we’ll ev­er hear him threat­en to quit Amer­ica for Per­sia again. And speak­ing of that

    as­sign­ment, are all the dan­gling ends tied up?”




    “As best we can do. The Cru­saders have been re­turned to their fam­ilies. The gov­ern­ment

    has de­cid­ed not to bring ac­tion against Mam­moth Oil and Shale for vi­ola­tions of the

    Neu­tral­ity Act, large­ly be­cause they’re about to go un­der fi­nan­cial­ly. And as far as

    Iran’s pub­lic state­ments about Amer­ican at­tempts to in­vade their na­tion go, they’ve been

    cry­ing wolf for so long no one else in the in­ter­na­tion­al com­mu­ni­ty takes their claims

    se­ri­ous­ly. “




    “What about the Cru­saders who died in the first wave?”




    “The Booe boy’s death, al­though at the hands of Ira­ni­ans, oc­curred at Slug­gard’s

    min­istry. That makes it li­able. I imag­ine there will be a hand­some set­tle­ment for the

    boy’s fam­ily. As far as the oth­ers go, the Ira­ni­ans show no sign of re­lin­quish­ing those

    bod­ies. I’m afraid they’re go­ing to join the ranks of the per­ma­nent­ly miss­ing un­less

    some­thing comes out of the flood of law­suits about to de­scend up­on the Slug­gard

    or­ga­ni­za­tion. Giv­en the state of our court sys­tem, there may be a friend­ly regime in

    Iran by then.”




    “I like a hap­py end­ing,” Re­mo said wry­ly. “By the way, I’ve been mean­ing to ask. How

    did you crack that ter­ror­ist at FBI head­quar­ters?”




    Smith looked at his feet. “It was noth­ing,” he said un­com­fort­ably.




    “Smit­ty! You’re em­bar­rassed. Come on, let’s hear it.”




    Smith cleared his throat. “As you know, it takes three days to crack an in­ter­ro­ga­tion

    sub­ject. We didn’t have that much time. I used a tech­nique I had once em­ployed when I was

    with the OSS and need­ed in­for­ma­tion from an Ax­is col­lab­ora­tor caught af­ter he had

    be­trayed the hid­ing place of a num­ber of Jew­ish refugees to the Nazis.”




    “Go on. I’m en­thralled.”




    “Er, I talked to him.”




    “Talked?”




    “Calm­ly and col­lect­ed­ly. I did not ac­cuse or ha­rangue ei­ther man re­gard­ing his

    crimes. In­stead, I spoke qui­et­ly of the peo­ple whose deaths they had caused. I read them

    in­ti­mate de­tails about their lives. I showed pho­tographs. I spoke of the grief of their

    loved ones. In short, I put faces on what had been face­less vic­tims. The ter­ror­ist broke

    when I laid a pho­to of a sev­en-​yearold girl he had killed on the ta­ble and read to him from

    a class as­sign­ment she had writ­ten the pre­vi­ous week. It was en­ti­tled, ‘What I Want To

    Be When I Grow Up.’ When I read the por­tion de­scrib­ing how the girl want­ed to be­come a

    nurse and end hu­man suf­fer­ing, the man broke like a soap bub­ble.”




    “Know­ing you, Smit­ty, you prob­ably bored him to death. Ei­ther way, it was pret­ty neat.

    Con­grat­ula­tions.”




    “Um, thank you.”




    At that mo­ment the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju walked in. “Greet­ings, Em­per­or Smith,” he said

    stiffly. He had not en­tire­ly for­giv­en Smith for his ear­li­er trans­gres­sions against his

    pride. “Has my son bro­ken the bit­ter news to you?”




    “Yes, Mas­ter Chi­un. And this is ex­cel­lent tim­ing. I just re­ceived your steam­er

    trunks.”




    “Good. We re­cov­ered them from Slug­gard’s yacht be­fore de­part­ing for Per-​Iran. I

    warned the PUS man that it would be his head if they were not treat­ed with prop­er

    re­spect.”




    “UPS man,” said Smith.




    “All four­teen have ar­rived?”




    “All four­teen.”




    “No bro­ken locks or dam­aged pan­els?”




    “They ap­pear to be in good con­di­tion.”




    “Well, if that’s that,” Re­mo said bright­ly, “let’s go.”




    “Have you a place to stay?” asked Smith.




    “Chi­un and I are think­ing of buy­ing a house.”




    “Well, I can’t stop you. But I must cau­tion against a per­ma­nent ad­dress. Se­cu­ri­ty,

    you un­der­stand.”




    “Cau­tion away. But we’re buy­ing a house. With a white pick­et fence. And maybe a

    gar­den.”




    “With mel­ons,” added Chi­un.




    “Let me know the in­stant you pass pa­pers,” Smith said.




    “Don’t wor­ry, Smit­ty. We’ll be send­ing you the bill. You com­ing, Chi­un?”




    “One mo­ment, Re­mo. I must con­fer with my em­per­or. Please be so good as to check my

    trunks for dam­age. “




    “Gotcha,” said Re­mo, skip­ping down the hall.




    “He ap­pears to be very hap­py,” Smith re­marked qui­et­ly.




    “He will get over it. Re­mo’s hap­pi­ness has al­ways been as fleet­ing as the spring

    snows.”




    “Does this have any­thing to do with his re­cent re­li­gious awak­en­ing?”




    “No, Re­mo’s re­li­gious reawak­en­ing was like his moods. When it was strong, it filled the

    room. I do not know what brought it on, but Rev­erend Slug­gard’s false words put it back to

    sleep.”




    “That is prob­ably for the best. In our line of work there is no room for spir­itu­al

    ques­tion­ing.”




    “Be­sides, I have in­struct­ed him in the Sinan­ju be­liefs,” Chi­un said proud­ly. “All

    ves­tiges of his old re­li­gion, the names of gods and the su­per­sti­tions, have been purged

    from his mind.”




    At that mo­ment Re­mo poked his head in. “Hey, Chi­un what’s the holdup? Je­sus, Mary, and

    Joseph. Shake a leg, will ya!”




    “Then again,” Chi­un said dark­ly, “what can you do with some­one af­ter the Church of Rome

    has had him for his first twen­ty sum­mers?”
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