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  An Apol­ogy to the Read­ers





  

    “From time to time there has ap­peared an Amer­ican post of­fice box in the

    front of these books. Many peo­ple, ap­pre­ci­at­ing the glo­ry and wis­dom of Sinan­ju, wrote

    to that ad­dress hop­ing to be en­light­ened. Many of those let­ters were unan­swered be­cause

    Sapir and Mur­phy were in charge of my an­swers. Those let­ters will re­main unan­swered

    be­cause of the sloth of Sapir and Mur­phy, now rich men be­cause of my great­ness. I, Mas­ter

    of the House of Sinan­ju, apol­ogize for the cheap white help.”




    By his au­gust hand this 177th day of the Year of Dread Wind, 4,875,we are:




    -Chi­un




    “I was an­swer­ing the let­ters when Sapir said he didn’t like the way I was

    do­ing it and would take it over. Since then, your let­ters have been unan­swered.”




    -W. B. Mur­phy




    “Mur­phy has known me al­most twen­ty years. Any­one who has known me that

    long had to know I wouldn’t an­swer the let­ters.




    But that’s typ­ical of Mur­phy-​a vic­tim of hope sur­mount­ing awe­some

    ev­idence. All I said to him was that he was do­ing a lousy job and that I could do bet­ter. In

    any case, most of the let­ters were for Chi­un. I am hir­ing a new book­keep­er. If I can find

    the let­ters, I may an­swer them. But since it is on­ly a moral and spir­itu­al obli­ga­tion,

    don’t get your hopes up. I think I for­got to keep up pay­ments on the post of­fice box.

    How­ev­er, I did keep them up for many years, but not one of you thought to write me and say

    ‘good job.’ “




    -R. Sapir


  




  

    CHAPTER ONE




    Walk­er Teas­dale III knew he was go­ing to die, knew he had less than a week to live, and

    knew it made no sense to plan on any­thing, even his next meal.




    He fell in­to a steady gloom with a va­cant stare that no one in Bra­vo Com­pa­ny could

    break or even en­ter.




    “Walk­er, do you know what you’re doin’, boy? You’re gonna get this whole out­fit bad marks.

    That’s what you’re gonna do, boy,” threat­ened an­oth­er re­cruit in the bunk next to his.




    Walk­er was nine­teen years old, with sandy hair, a bony build, and a face wait­ing for

    man­hood to line it with years. His light blue eyes, like emp­ty Caribbean pools, stared

    nowhere. He rest­ed his chin on his M-16 and an­swered the in­trud­er from his vi­sion of

    gloom.




    “Ah don’ care what hap­pens to the out­fit. Ah don’ care what hap­pens to any­body. Ah don’

    care any­more. Ah’m gonna die and that’s that.”




    “How you know you’re gonna die, boy?” asked the oth­er re­cruit, who al­ways seemed to know

    more than Walk­er. He was from the big city, Charleston.




    Walk­er had been to Charleston, South Car­oli­na,on­ly twice, once to sell a fun­ny

    rock he had found to a uni­ver­si­ty feller who was sup­posed to pay a good price for such

    things. It was a re­al good price too, $15.35, and Walk­er trudged nine­teen miles each way to

    get that price. The sec­ond time he had been to Charleston had been to en­list in this spe­cial

    unit that paid for ev­ery­thing and gave you ev­ery­thing.




    The oth­er re­cruits knew Walk­er was “re­al coun­try” be­cause he liked the food. Walk­er

    thought chipped beef on toast was a treat for months un­til the oth­er re­cruits teased him out

    of it. But he still went back for sec­onds and ate the left­over por­tions. He just didn’t

    smack his lips as much any­more. That was all.




    Walk­er cried at Gene Autry movies when the oth­er re­cruits booed be­cause the show was in

    black and white.




    Walk­er prayed be­fore he went to bed.




    Walk­er did his cal­is­then­ics even when the drill sergeant’s white stick wasn’t there to

    prod.




    Walk­er car­ried the packs of oth­ers on forced thir­ty-​mile hikes.




    Walk­er turned him­self in for falling asleep on du­ty.




    Walk­er cried when “Dix­ie” was played. When the na­tion­al an­them was played. When

    Ger­itol com­mer­cials came on tele­vi­sion, be­cause it was “so nice to see peo­ple in love at

    such an old age.” The old age, for Walk­er, was thir­ty-​four.




    So they laughed at him be­cause he was coun­try. But no one laughed at the ri­fle range.

    Walk­er be­came the unit sniper in the first two weeks. While oth­er re­cruits from Chica­go

    and San­ta Fe were be­ing told to put the lit­tle nee­dleat the front of the bar­rel

    be­tween the lit­tle V at the back of the bar­rel and sight the whole thing just un­der the

    tar­get, Walk­er was drilling bull’s-​eyes. A Walk­er Teas­dale tar­get looked as if some­one

    had tak­en a rock and pressed out the cen­ter.




    Walk­er said there was no se­cret.




    “You jes’ put ‘er in there re­al easy, is all.”




    “But how?” he was asked.




    “You jes’ do it,” Walk­er replied and he was nev­er able to teach the oth­er re­cruits how

    to put out a buz­zard’s eye, as he called the cen­ter of the tar­get.




    Ev­ery­one teased Walk­er.




    When he asked why the ba­sic train­ing of this out­fit was al­most two full years, he was

    told it was that way be­cause he held ev­ery­one back.




    When he asked where “the ni­gras” were, they told Walk­er that a big bear in the hills ate

    them all up and then ev­ery­one rolled on the bar­racks floor in laugh­ter.




    But that ques­tion did get some peo­ple think­ing. Where were the blacks ?




    “They ain’t smart enough to get in­to this out­fit,” said the re­cruit from Chica­go.




    “There are some smart nig­gers,” said the re­cruit from Sante Fe. “They got to have a few.

    This is the army, isn’t it?”




    And then the re­cruits start­ed re­mem­ber­ing the strange re­quire­ments and ques­tions

    when they en­list­ed. Half the ques­tions seemed to be about blacks and how the re­cruits felt

    about them.




    One said he thought he hadn’t stood a chance of get­ting in­to the out­fit when he

    an­swered, “The on­ly good one is a dead one. A dead nig­ger won’tmug you, won’t wel­fare

    off you, won’t mess up your neigh­bor­hood. On­ly thing nig­gers ev­er do good in the world is

    fer­til­ize. And if they had any choice about that, they wouldn’t do that ei­ther.”




    “You said that?” asked Walk­er Teas­dale, un­be­liev­ing.




    “Yessir,” said the oth­er re­cruit.




    “Gollee,” Walk­er Teas­dale had said. “Ah thought it was against the law not to like

    ni­gras.”




    “Ah hate ‘em,” said the oth­er re­cruit.




    “Seems a waste of time to hate any­body,” said Walk­er.




    “Not nig­gers. Any time you spend hat­ing them is time well spent.”




    “Well, ah don’t hate no­body,” said Walk­er. “There’s good and bad in all kinds.”




    “Cep­pin’ nig­gers is most­ly bad,” laughed the oth­er re­cruit, and train­ing be­came so

    hard, with the con­stant rep­eti­tion of tir­ing drills, that the strangeness of the unit

    be­came less a top­ic of dis­cus­sion than sur­vival in the fol­low­ing few days.




    There were drills like si­lence. Five men would be told a se­cret by the com­mand­ing

    of­fi­cer and then sent out in­to the field. This se­cret would not be men­tioned again un­til

    two weeks lat­er when the five were brought be­fore the com­mand­ing of­fi­cer, Lt. Colonel

    Wen­dell Bleech, a ro­tund, pink-​faced ball of a man with a harsh crew cut and ex­tra large

    epaulettes on his shoul­ders, which let the cloth of his mil­itary blouse hang fuller over his

    suet-​bloat­ed body.




    Colonel Bleech liked to talk about mean and lean. Colonel Bleech liked toast­ed En­glish

    muffins with peach jam and sweet but­ter.Colonel Bleech al­so liked to pun­ish in front

    of the as­sem­bled unit. He went be­yond en­light­ened re­ha­bil­ita­tion. He broke noses and

    arms and legs and threat­ened each time, “the next time I get rough.”




    Colonel Bleech had a rid­ing crop with lead balls laced in­to the flat­tened pom­mel.

    Colonel Bleech point­ed to two of the re­cruits.




    “The se­crets I told you are no longer se­crets. They have come back to me. I swore you to

    se­cre­cy. Do you know the most im­por­tant thing in a man’s make­up and char­ac­ter is his

    word? You have vi­olat­ed your word. You have raped your word. You have des­ecrat­ed your word.

    Now what do you two have to say for it?”




    They said they were sor­ry.




    “Now, see, men, I have a prob­lem,” said Bleech. He liked high rid­ing boots and bal­loon

    rid­ing pants. He looked like a tan pump­kin. Any­one who hadn’t seen him kick pros­trate

    re­cruits in the groin would think he was down­right cheru­bic. He slapped his crop against his

    shiny rid­ing boots.




    “I have a re­al se­ri­ous prob­lem, men, be­cause I would like to be­lieve you. I would like

    to be­lieve you are sor­ry. I am a be­liev­ing man. But I have dis­cov­ered that you are liars.

    That you give your word and it is mean­ing­less. Is that cor­rect?”




    “Yessir,” an­swered the two re­cruits, at stiff at­ten­tion, their eyes sneak­ing glances at

    the flick­ing crop, snap­ping ev­ery so of­ten against the hard leather boots.




    “Be­ing un­able to take your word that you will be sor­ry, I must make sure.”




    The crop snapped against a nose. The youngman cov­ered the bloody streak across his

    face with his hands. He gasped. His eyes teared.




    Lit­tle drops of blood came down his nasal pas­sage to the rear of his throat. He tast­ed

    it, hot and chok­ing.




    “Now I know you’re sor­ry,” said Bleech. “I know you are tru­ly and deeply sor­ry. That’s

    how I have to do things when I can’t take a man’s word.”




    And with that, he snapped a knee in­to the groin of the sec­ond re­cruit and that boy went

    over in two, his face com­ing very close to the ground very quick­ly. He opened his mouth to

    scream a silent scream. And Bleech stepped on the back of his head, push­ing his face in­to the

    ground, then ground the pol­ished heel of the pol­ished boot in­to the boy’s jaw, where a

    sick­en­ing crack hap­pened and the boot sank two inch­es in­to the face and the jaw was

    bro­ken.




    “That’s for talk­ers, boys. But this is noth­ing com­pared to what will hap­pen if you talk

    out­side. There is no greater sin in this man’s world than talk­ing out­side the unit.”




    Colonel Bleech stomped a pol­ished foot in the South Car­oli­na dust. It was a hot dry

    sum­mer in these hills of the train­ing camp, where no paved roads led and the on­ly en­trance

    the re­cruits knew about was by he­li­copter.




    Lordy, did they know he­li­copters. They knew load­ing and un­load­ing the way most peo­ple

    knew how to swal­low. They knew how to car­ry peo­ple, both will­ing and re­luc­tant. They had

    more tech­niques for drag­ging some­one by lip or ear or even chain than they could count.




    On­ly one per­son nev­er ques­tioned an or­der ofthe pe­cu­liar­ity of the train­ing.

    And that was the big raw-​boned boy from near Pier­af­fle, South Car­oli­na, twen­ty-​sev­en

    miles south of Charleston, the boy who liked Gene Autry movies, chipped beef on toast, who

    nev­er got tired, and who spoke kind­ly about Lt. Colonel Wen­dell Bleech, even be­hind his

    back.




    So when Walk­er Teas­dale fell in­to de­spon­den­cy, his chin rest­ing on the bar­rel of his

    ri­fle, his eyes look­ing in­to that great nowhere where peo­ple see no to­mor­row, the oth­er

    re­cruits took spe­cial no­tice.




    “How do you know you’re go­ing to get killed, Walk­er?” they asked.




    “I know. I know how, too,” he said. “They’re gonna shoot me for dis­ci­plinary rea­sons. I

    know it. They’re gonna take me out to that piney hill and they’re gonna make me dig my grave

    and then they’re gonna put a bul­let in my head.”




    “Who’s they, Walk­er?”




    “Colonel Bleech and the drill sergeants.”




    “You ? They think you’re per­fect.”




    “They won’t to­mor­row.”




    “No­body knows what’s go­ing to hap­pen to­mor­row, Walk­er.”




    “I do,” said Walk­er, firm in gaze and voice, a steady sure­ness in his man­ner, as when he

    talked about putting bul­lets in­to tar­gets.




    He asked for a glass of wa­ter and young men who or­di­nar­ily wouldn’t wait on any­one

    un­less or­dered by a su­pe­ri­or jumped to find a glass. There were no glass­es in the

    bar­racks, so some­one drank the last bit of smug­gled moon­shine in a ma­son jar, washed it

    out with wa­ter, and filled it.




    Walk­er put his gun on his rack and, with a slowwis­dom that had re­placed his boy­ish

    in­no­cence, looked at the wa­ter, then drank it all.




    “This is my last sus­te­nance, fel­las. Ah’ve seen the buz­zards in my dreams and they

    called my name. Ah take no more food or drink.”




    The oth­er re­cruits thought this was pret­ty much crazi­ness, since no one had seen a

    buz­zard around these parts since com­ing to camp more than ten months ago, all of them

    think­ing1 that ba­sic train­ing should have been a two-​month af­fair and find­ing out, in an

    ad­dress by Colonel Bleech, that two months wasn’t enough to teach a man to tie his shoes

    right, let alone be­come a sol­dier, a re­al sol­dier.




    When Bleeeh said “sol­dier,” his voice low­ered, his spine stiff­ened, and a deep pride came

    to his en­tire bear­ing. His lead-​weight­ed rid­ing crop would al­ways tap at his pol­ished

    boots on that word.




    On the morn­ing that Walk­er Teas­dale said he would die, the re­cruits were awak­ened as

    usu­al with drill sergeants scream­ing in their ears, for their usu­al semi­clothed morn­ing

    run, wear­ing just boots, shorts, and ri­fles with full packs of am­mu­ni­tion.




    Long ago, they had stopped com­ment­ing on how none of them had ev­er heard of ba­sic

    train­ing like this, with a five-​mile run ev­ery morn­ing and at triple time. One of the

    re­cruits who had a broth­er in the Air­borne once tried to chant as he ran and had to run

    pun­ish­ment miles be­cause this unit nev­er made noise when it ran, when it fought, and when

    it marched.




    “There’ll be plen­ty of noise on the great day,” Colonel Bleech had promised, but ev­ery­one

    wasafraid to ask what that great day was, al­though they had heard a lieu­tenant men­tion

    it, too, but the lieu­tenant ad­mit­ted he didn’t know what that great day was. All he knew was

    that he owned two homes, an Al­fa Romeo sports car, and sent his two daugh­ters to pri­vate

    schools-​all on a lieu­tenant’s pay.




    The pay was good, but tired, fright­ened young men do not think of mon­ey when they want

    on­ly rest. And they don’t think of mon­ey when they are think­ing on­ly of dy­ing.




    Walk­er Teas­dale did his five-​mile run with the unit that morn­ing and passed up his

    fa­vorite chipped beef on toast, even though the oth­er re­cruits kept pass­ing him heap­ing

    por­tions of it.




    They packed for a two-​day march­ing in­to what was called Watts City, a spe­cial­ly

    con­struct­ed bat­tle site in which the unit ma­neu­vered through al­leys and sim­ulat­ed

    tav­erns and emp­ty lots. Who­ev­er built Watts City, some­one said, must have cheat­ed on the

    con­tract be­cause the whole thing looked like a slum.




    As they dou­ble-​timed through piney woods, their bod­ies now hard­ened and mov­ing eas­ily

    with­out com­plaint of lung or mus­cle, dark birds cir­cled and piv­ot­ed in the del­icate blue

    sky.




    “Buz­zards,” whis­pered some­one and ev­ery­one looked to Walk­er and then the birds. On­ly

    one troop­er that day re­fused to look up. He knew the birds would be there. He had dreamed

    them. He had seen them in his sleep as he had seen this piney hill. And he knew his time was

    com­ing.




    They marched as the sun made their uni­forms sweat-​wet cling­ing clothes. The pine

    nee­dles, soft be­neath their feet, had at one time made bloodyblis­ters, but now these

    blis­ters were cal­lous­es. The re­cruits hard­ly no­ticed the tax levied on their bod­ies by

    the march.




    Most thought they were on an­oth­er mock raid on Watts City, but at the out­skirts of the

    re­con­struct­ed slum they turned away and dou­ble-​timed down in­to a leafy val­ley with a

    small brown mud­wa­ter stream, and there Walk­er Teas­dale saw the lit­tle hill above him that

    he had seen in his dream.




    And if he had not been star­ing at that hill, he might not have seen the brown boot stick

    out from be­hind a tree. Oth­er re­cruits rest­ed, but Walk­er stared at the hill. He knew he

    would have all the rest he would ev­er need, soon and for­ev­er.




    The oth­er re­cruits took their smok­ing break by the mud­dy stream. And then a bu­gle

    seemed to come out of the sky and they all looked up but saw noth­ing. On­ly Walk­er saw the

    slen­der ob­ject in the hand of Colonel Bleech atop the small piney hill.




    It sound­ed like the voice of God com­ing from all the trees, but Walk­er knew the small

    ob­ject must be a mi­cro­phone and the voice was Colonel Bleech’s and was com­ing from hid­den

    speak­ers in the trees.




    “The great­est vi­ola­tion that can ev­er oc­cur has oc­curred,” came the voice from the

    hills and sky and even the stream. It was around them and in them.




    But on­ly in­no­cent Walk­er knew what the voice was.




    “Trea­son. Rank and ut­ter trea­son has oc­curred and the par­ty is over. I tried to be

    un­der­stand­ingwith you. Rea­son­able with you. Mod­er­ate with you. And what do I get

    in re­turn ? Trea­son.”




    “That’s Bleech, isn’t it?” whis­pered one re­cruit.




    “Shh­hh. Maybe he can hear,” said an­oth­er.




    “Where is he any­way ?”




    “Shh­hh. You wan­na make it worse?”




    “Trea­son,” came the colonel’s voice. “Pay at­ten­tion while you hear the in­sid­ious

    in­grat­itude of one of you. No more kid gloves. No more kinder­garten wrist-​slap­ping.

    Trea­son calls for death and one of you will die to­day for this in­famy. If on­ly I had

    ex­er­cised dis­ci­pline be­fore,” said Bleech to his unit, most of whose mem­bers had scars

    from his “lit­tle re­minders” as he liked to call the punch­es and kicks and crop whips, “I

    wouldn’t have to ex­er­cise this ul­ti­mate dis­ci­pline now. You can blame me, men. If I had

    been firm be­fore, one of you wouldn’t have to die now.”




    The re­cruits all looked to Walk­er Teas­dale who was still stand­ing up, lean­ing on his

    ri­fle.




    Atop the hill, Colonel Bleech took a toast­ed En­glish muf­fin from his or­der­ly, who had

    crawled with it so as not to be seen by the re­cruits down in the lit­tle val­ley across the

    mud­dy stream. The colonel thought it would have been high­ly un­mili-​tary, when stag­ing a

    pun­ish­ment, to be seen re­ceiv­ing a toast­ed En­glish muf­fin with sweet but­ter and jam. So

    he or­dered the young aide to crawl to him.




    Bleech saw the ter­ri­fied young men be­low him wait­ing on his words. It was good to hang

    them out like this, make each one think, if pos­si­ble, that he was the one go­ing to be

    ex­ecut­ed. Bleech knew full well that you ex­ecut­ed peo­ple, not somuch of be­cause of

    what they had done, but be­cause of what you didn’t want the sur­vivors to do.




    What the young re­cruits did not know was that for ev­ery nose bro­ken, ev­ery groin

    shat­tered, there had been a plan.




    Those with per­ma­nent dam­age were sched­uled for in­side work, af­ter the “great day”

    came. But Colonel Bleech nev­er broke a limb or caused per­ma­nent dam­age to any­one on his

    com­bat squads. He dis­guised this cun­ning with feigned rage. Noth­ing like be­ing an­gry to

    hide the fact that you were a think­ing man.




    “Trea­son,” boomed Bleech, tak­ing a but­tery bite from the muf­fin. His or­der­ly was on

    the ground and a drop of melt­ed but­ter land­ed on his fore­head. Bleech dis­missed the man

    who crawled back down the far side of the hill. Bleech let the word “trea­son” hang out above

    the val­ley be­low as he fin­ished the muf­fin, lick­ing the sweet red jam from his lips. It

    was a British jam and he didn’t like British jams. Not enough sug­ar or tart­ness. The whole

    thing tast­ed like den­tal ce­ment.




    Bleech slipped his notes from his neat­ly pressed shirt pock­et. “We have all been

    be­trayed. And not just to the Rus­sians or the Chi­nese. No … worse. We were be­trayed to

    those who can do us the most dam­age, who can de­stroy ev­ery­thing we have worked and trained

    for. Trea­son.”




    Bleech sensed he wasn’t reach­ing the men and from many years of cor­rect­ly judg­ing these

    things, he knew his sens­es could be trust­ed. They should have been look­ing ner­vous­ly at

    each oth­er, but in­stead all were star­ing now at one re­cruit,the one re­cruit who

    could not pos­si­bly have vi­olat­ed the code of hon­or of the unit.




    They were look­ing at Walk­er Teas­dale and Bleech could not un­der­stand why. Teas­dale had

    on­ly one fault-​he wasn’t mean enough. But oth­er than that, he would be the last per­son to

    vi­olate an oath of se­cre­cy.




    Colonel Bleech did not like things hap­pen­ing by ac­ci­dent and down there, among his

    sev­en hun­dred men, some­thing was hap­pen­ing that he had not planned. He had planned his

    train­ing and per­fect­ed it and now he had a unit he would take in­to the bow­els of hell and

    would not lose a sin­gle man need­less­ly. He knew what they thought and what they did and

    their star­ing at Teas­dale an­noyed him.




    Bleech con­tin­ued his ha­rangue but watched the men spread out in the val­ley be­low.




    “Here is the trea­son. Here is a let­ter we in­ter­cept­ed. It reads like this:




    ” ‘Dear Sir. More than a year ago I signed up with a spe­cial unit of the army. It of­fered

    ex­tra pay, ex­tra ben­efits, and a cash bonus of three thou­sand dol­lars for my en­list­ment.

    In­stead of the usu­al ba­sic train­ing, we have been in train­ing for ten months. The

    of­fi­cers strike us at will. We can­not com­mu­ni­cate with our fam­ilies. Half the train­ing

    is teach­ing us how to whip peo­ple and chain peo­ple. Now, I know this is not the reg­ular

    army. For one thing, there’s no pa­per­work, hard­ly. And an­oth­er thing is there are no

    ne­groes in the out­fit and we watch movies about how bad they are and how won­der­ful the old

    South used to be. What I want to know is this army reg­ula­tion and how can I get out of it. I

    hate it.’”




    Bleech paused. And then he knew what he would do. He would seize the sur­prise and make it

    his own. If they thought Walk­er Teas­dale was the cul­prit, let them. It would be more of a

    sur­prise. But this time it would be his sur­prise.




    “Teas­dale, come up the hill,” he bel­lowed.




    The young raw-​boned boy moved slow­ly, his feet lead­en with a sud­den tired­ness of a body

    un­will­ing to go to its end.




    “Move. Dou­ble time, Teas­dale,” said Bleech in­to the mi­cro­phone.




    When he was close, Colonel Bleech switched off the mi­cro­phone and said in a hushed voice,

    “Teas­dale, come here. I’m be­hind the tree.”




    “I know, sir. I saw you.”




    “Walk­er, it’s not you. Don’t look so ashen-​faced, son. You did not write this let­ter. You

    nev­er would. I know that.”




    “It’s my day to die, Colonel.”




    “Non­sense. You’re go­ing to be the one do­ing the ex­ecut­ing. We’ll play a lit­tle joke on

    the boys, eh?”




    “It’s my day to die, sir.”




    “Have you told them that?” asked Bleech, his fat crew­cut­ted head nod­ding down to­ward the

    lit­tle val­ley.




    “Yessir.”




    “That ex­plains it. Don’t wor­ry. You’re go­ing to live. You’re one of my best men and my

    best men live be­cause I want them to live. We need good men.”




    “Yessir,” said Teas­dale, but his voice was still heavy.




    Colonel Bleech switched on the mi­cro­phone.




    “Now, there is a troop­er sit­ting on a rock, bythe stream, hid­ing him­self away from

    me. Come up here. No, not you. The one look­ing- away from me. Drake. You, Drake. Troop­er

    An­der­son Drake. Get up here.”




    Walk­er Teas­dale knew Drake. He had com­plained a lot, said he was go­ing to do some­thing

    about it, and a few weeks ago stopped com­plain­ing. Drake had been say­ing he had nev­er heard

    of an out­fit like this. Drake had been say­ing the out­fit must be il­le­gal. Teas­dale

    thought he was lucky to be in an out­fit that was un­like any oth­er be­cause that meant it was

    spe­cial. Teas­dale was proud to be part of a spe­cial unit. That’s why he had joined.




    And the bonus al­so paid for an­oth­er four acres of rich bot­tom land, which was cheap back

    home in Jef­fer­son Coun­ty be­cause the roads w.ere so bad you couldn’t get your har­vest to

    mar­ket. Teas­dale gave the mon­ey to the fam­ily, all but five dol­lars of it, with which he

    bought a shiny red box of choco­late can­dies at the big store in Nawl’s Hol­low and gave that

    to his girl who put it away for lat­er, al­though Walk­er was sort of hop­ing she would open it

    then, but he right­ly couldn’t blame her be­cause when they had be­come en­gaged and he had

    got­ten her a sim­ilar box, he had eat­en most of them, and all the cream-​filled ones.




    He watched Drake make it up the hill stum­bling more than or­di­nar­ily, and Teas­dale,

    know­ing Drake was clum­sy on ob­sta­cle cours­es, came to the con­clu­sion that those who did

    bad­ly at their sol­dier­ing were al­so most like­ly to be those who vi­olat­ed the rules the

    most. Walk­er lumped this to­geth­er as some sort of con­ta­gious bad­nesswith­in the

    per­son, spilling over from bad work to bad con­duct.




    Drake, a red-​haired boy from Al­toona, Penn­syl­va­nia, who tend­ed to sun­burn eas­ily,

    had a crim­son face by the time he got close.




    “Troop­er Drake re­port­ing, sir,” he said when he saw Colonel Bleech step out from be­hind

    the tree. “Sir, I’m in­no­cent, sir.”




    “I have the let­ter, Drake.”




    “Sir, may I ex­plain ?”




    “Shh­hh,” said Colonel Bleech. “About face. Look at the men.”




    “Sir, I had help from oth­er troop­ers. I’ll give you their names.”




    “I don’t want their names. I know ev­ery­one in­volved. I know ev­ery­thing in this unit. We

    have peo­ple ev­ery­where and they all look out for us. Know this. Your com­mand­ing of­fi­cer

    knows ev­ery­thing.”




    And Bleech winked to Teas­dale as Drake turned around. Walk­er Teas­dale heard some­thing

    rustling be­hind him and there, crawl­ing up from a jeep with a long curved sword, was the

    colonel’s or­der­ly. He held the sword curved in his hands as his el­bows dug in­to the loamy

    pine-​nee­dled earth, and Teas­dale re­al­ized that those down be­low would on­ly see Drake and

    him, and would not see the colonel and the aide.




    Walk­er Teas­dale had seen the colonel be­hind the tree on­ly be­cause he had rec­og­nized

    the place he was go­ing to die.




    Bleech mo­tioned Teas­dale be­hind the tree. He winked and put a friend­ly arm around

    Teas­dale’s shoul­ders. Walk­er didn’t know whether to be more sur­prised by the friend­ly arm

    or the sword.They had prac­ticed twice against mel­ons but ev­ery­one thought it was a

    joke. No­body used swords nowa­days.




    “Give me a nice clean cut, Walk­er,” whis­pered Bleech, point­ing to Drake’s neck. “I want

    the head to roll. If it doesn’t roll, son, kick it down the hill.”




    Walk­er stared at Drake’s neck and saw the lit­tle hairs grow­ing over the edge of his

    col­lar. He felt the hard wood han­dle of the sword and no­ticed that the blade had bur­nished

    edges. It had been sharp­ened re­cent­ly. It was heavy in his hands and his palms be­came moist

    and he did not want to lift the sword.




    “At the neck,” said Bleech. “A nice even stroke. Come on, boy.”




    Teas­dale felt the air be­come hot in his lungs and leaden­ness draped his body, like chains

    hold­ing him down. His stom­ach be­came wa­tery like a cheap pan­cake syrup and he did not

    move.




    “Walk­er, do it,” said Bleech, loud enough for the tone of the or­der to get through.




    Drake turned his head and, see­ing the sword in Teas­dale’s hands, cov­ered his face. His

    body trem­bled like a spring on the end of a jerk­ing string and a dark brown spot spread on

    his pants, as he re­leased his blad­der out of fear.




    “Teas­dale,” shout­ed Bleech and, los­ing his tem­per, he de­pressed the switch on the

    mi­cro­phone in his hand and the en­tire unit heard their com­mand­ing of­fi­cer yell,

    “Troop­er Walk­er Teas­dale, you cut off that head now. Clean and fast. Now.”




    Down in the val­ley, it sound­ed like the voice of the heav­ens and then the whole unit

    no­ticed whowas up there with Drake and Teas­dale. It was the colonel and he was giv­ing

    an or­der and ol’ Walk­er Teas­dale wasn’t do­ing any­thing about it. Why, he want­ed Walk­er

    to cut off Drake’s head, for trea­son. It wasn’t Teas­dale’s time to die at all, but Troop­er

    Drake’s.




    Bleech caught all this in an in­stant.




    “I am giv­ing you a di­rect or­der,” said Bleech and then, flip­ping off the mi­cro­phone,

    added, “They’ve all seen and heard my or­der. It’s, too late now, son. You’ve got to take

    Drake’s head. Now, c’mon. You’ll be hap­py af­ter­wards.”




    Walk­er tight­ened his grip on the sword. The aide crawled away. Walk­er raised the sword

    high as he had been taught be­cause you could not take a head swing­ing just any which-​way;

    you took it lev­el be­cause the blade had to cleave through the ver­te­brae lev­el or it got

    jammed in bone. That’s what the in­struc­tor had said.




    He pulled back the sword. He plant­ed his left foot and then Drake looked around. He looked

    at Teas­dale’s eyes and stared, and Teas­dale prayed that Drake would just turn away. It was

    hard enough know­ing the man, but killing him when he was look­ing in Teas­dale’s eyes? Walk­er

    couldn’t do it. He had sworn to kill en­emies, not peo­ple he knew.




    “Please,” said Teas­dale. “Please turn your head away.”




    “Okay,” said Drake, soft­ly, as if Walk­er had asked him to re­move his hat or

    some­thing.




    And the way he said it, so pleas­ant and meek, Teas­dale knew it was all over. He let the

    sword drop from his hand.




    “I’m sor­ry, Colonel. I’ll kill an en­emy but I can’t kill one of our own men.”




    “I can’t al­low the unit to trust each oth­er against my or­ders, Teas­dale. This is my last

    warn­ing. You’ve got to do it.”




    And then the mi­cro­phone was on again as though the trees down be­low were breath­ing

    stat­ic and Colonel Bleech gave his last or­der to Troop­er Walk­er Teas­dale.




    “Cut off his head.”




    “No,” said Teas­dale.




    “Drake,” said Bleech. “Do you fol­low or­ders?”




    “Yessir.”




    “If I let you live, will you fol­low or­ders?”




    “Oh, yessir. Yessir. Yessir. Any­thing. Spe­cial unit all the way.”




    “I’m go­ing to get a head one way or an­oth­er. Drake. Give me Teas­dale’s head.”




    Troop­er Drake, still trem­bling with fear, dove for the sword, lest Teas­dale change his

    mind. He snapped it from the raw­boned young man’s hands and was up and swing­ing wild­ly in an

    in­stant. He took a slash at the head and the blade cut through flesh and bounced back off the

    skull, stun­ning Teas­dale. He felt the blade crack at his head again and then he heard his

    colonel talk­ing about a lev­el blow from be­hind and there was a sting­ing at the back of his

    head and then a deep dark numb­ness.




    The eyes did not see as his head bounced down the hill rolling crazi­ly in bumps and bounces

    like a punt­ed foot­ball mak­ing its way to­ward an end zone.




    The eyes did not see, nor did the ears hear. Thebody was back up on the hill spurt­ing

    red rivers from the neck.




    But a last thought was held some­where out in the vast­ness of a uni­verse that went on

    for­ev­er.




    And that thought was that Colonel Bleech, for all his talk of sol­dier­ing and killing, was

    but a clum­sy am­ateur at best. And by this evil deed he had of­fend­ed a pow­er in the cen­ter

    of the uni­verse, a pow­er so vast it would un­leash the ul­ti­mate force of man.




    And when that force was un­leashed, Bleech would be but a piti­ful popped pump­kin,

    splat­tered like the mel­ons the men had prac­ticed their sword thrusts on.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    His name was Eemo and it was his last as­sign­ment. He did not know the man, but he nev­er

    knew the men. He knew their names and what they looked like and where he could find them.




    But he no longer cared about what they had done or why they had done it. He cared on­ly that

    when he fin­ished them it was neat and clean and with an econ­omy of mo­tion.




    This last man lived in the pent­house of a ho­tel in Mi­ami Beach. There were on­ly three

    en­trances to it, all guard­ed, all locked with triple keys that three men had to agree to use

    si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly, and since a for­mer se­cu­ri­ty ad­vi­sor to the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence

    Agen­cy had de­signed this lit­tle ho­tel fortress and guar­an­teed it im­pen­etra­ble from

    above or be­low, the man slept that morn­ing with ease and con­tent­ment, un­til Re­mo grabbed

    his fleshy pink face in his hands and said in­to the stunned eyes that he would squeeze the

    man’s cheeks off un­less he ex­plained some things very quick­ly.




    Re­mo knew the man’s shock was not at his ap­pear­ance. Re­mo was a mod­er­ate­ly hand­some

    man with high cheek­bones and a dark stare that tend­ed to liq­ue­fy the re­solve of wom­en

    when he




    turned it on them, if he cared about that any­more, which he didn’t. He was thin, lean to

    per­fec­tion, and on­ly his thick wrists might in­di­cate that this man might be any­thing

    dif­fer­ent from nor­mal.The as­sign­ment cer­tain­ly wasn’t. Re­mo had seen this sort of

    pent­house ar­range­ment four­teen times. He called it “the sand­wich.” They put a nice piece

    of bread on top with per­haps a ma­chine gun or two, sev­er­al men and a met­al shield

    re­in­forc­ing the roof, and they locked all the en­trances be­low, prob­ably adding de­vices

    there, and so the top and bot­tom were nice and cozy and safe. But the mid­dle was as open as a

    French biki­ni.




    The at­tack on it was not new with Re­mo; it had not been new fifty years ago or fif­teen

    hun­dred, for that mat­ter.




    Re­mo had been told about the first suc­cess­ful as­sault on the fortress de­fense.




    To pro­tect them­selves against as­sas­sins, an­cient kings would take the high­est floors

    for their sleep­ing quar­ters, put their most trust­ed men be­low and above and go to sleep in

    the il­lu­sion of safe­ty.




    This prob­lem oc­curred to a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in A.D. 427 (by west­ern dat­ing) when a

    Hi­malayan prince put his broth­ers as guards above and be­low him, and ar­ranged it so that

    his son hat­ed the prince’s broth­ers, so that the broth­ers knew that if the prince died, his

    son would be­come prince and slaugh­ter them all. This was known to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    the reign­ing as­sas­sin in an ages-​old house of as­sas­sins whose labors went to sup­port a

    tiny vil­lage in cold bleak North Ko­rea.




    The Mas­ter knew that peo­ple worked with their fears in­stead of their minds. Be­cause they

    were afraid of heights, they thought oth­ers would be. Be­cause they slipped on smooth stone

    walls, they thought oth­ers would. Be­cause they moved with noise, they thought oth­ers did and

    their ears would be pro­tec­tion.




    The fortress sand­wich was al­ways open in the mid­dle and that Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had

    tak­en less than a minute to re­al­ize he had on­ly to move up the wall and en­ter at the

    lev­el of the prince’s room to com­plete his du­ty, and thus win that year, as it was writ­ten

    in the records of Sinan­ju, food and grain for ten years from a grate­ful en­emy prince. Al­so

    a bust of that king, which Re­mo had once seen stored in that pe­cu­liar domi­cile in the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju, a town he did not in­tend to re­turn to ev­er again no mat­ter how many

    gen­er­ations of mas­ter as­sas­sins it had pro­duced, none of whom had ev­er giv­en one more

    minute of thought to won­der­ing about how to pen­etrate the fortress de­fense.




    And Re­mo didn’t ei­ther.




    He found the ho­tel and didn’t even both­er to look up.




    Hast­ings Vin­ing, one of the ma­jor com­modi­ties bro­kers, owned the ho­tel and lived in

    the top two floors. Re­mo didn’t even both­er to fig­ure out whether he was sleep­ing in the

    twen­ty-​third or twen­ty-​fourth floor. It was the twen­ty-​fourth. It was al­ways the

    high­est floor.




    Peo­ple al­ways equat­ed height with safe­ty and as­sumed that peo­ple would first try to

    en­ter from be­low or then from above. They wor­ried about he­li­copters and parachutes and

    even bal­loons, butthey nev­er gave a thought to some­body who could just climb up the

    smooth walls of a build­ing.




    Re­mo didn’t feel like work­ing that hard that morn­ing so he took an el­eva­tor to the

    twen­ty-​sec­ond floor and knocked on a door.




    “Who is it ?” called out a wom­an’s voice.




    “Gas man. Prob­lem with ho­tel gas. Got to fix it.”




    “Prob­lem with gas? This ho­tel doesn’t have gas. I don’t have gas. Try the kitchen.”




    “You’ve got gas now, la­dy, and it might be dan­ger­ous. I’ve got to go out­side and check

    your gas.”




    “Are you from the ho­tel?”




    “Check the desk, la­dy,” said Re­mo with that sort of bored surli­ness that for some

    .pe­cu­liar rea­son bred trust in most peo­ple.




    “Oh, all right,” said the wom­an and the door opened. She was in her ear­ly fifties and her

    face glis­tened with creams fight­ing their los­ing bat­tle in a re­treat­ing ac­tion from

    youth, whose on­ly vic­to­ry was not get­ting worse for an­oth­er day. She wore a flop­py pink

    muumuu and had her hair in some sort of plas­tic de­vice.




    “Any­thing you want,” she said with a lewd grin when she saw Re­mo.




    She was sud­den­ly awake and hap­py. She ad­just­ed one pink de­vice in her red­dish hair

    and smiled again. This time she licked her lips invit­ing­ly. Re­mo won­dered how much creamy

    gook got at­tached to her tongue when she did that.




    “Just the gas, la­dy.”




    “I want you and I’ll pay you for it,” she said.




    “All right,” said Re­mo, who knew nev­er to ar­gue with some­one ob­sessed. “Tonight.”




    “Now,” she said.




    “Lunch,” said Re­mo.




    “Break­fast.”




    “Dan­ish snack,” he said, see­ing the years of pas­try in the wom­an’s face and as­sum­ing

    it meant 10 A.M.




    “Not now?” she whined.




    “Got to check the gas,” he said. He would be out way be­fore 10 A.M. He would be out of the

    whole thing in ten min­utes and out of this ca­reer in thir­ty.




    He gave her a wink. She winked back and her eye­lash­es stuck to­geth­er and she had to

    dis­lodge them man­ual­ly.




    Re­mo moved through the suite’s en­ter­tain­ing room with his nor­mal si­lence. He hadn’t

    thought about mov­ing like this for more than ten years. The si­lence came from the breath­ing

    rhythms and the body in uni­ty with its ner­vous sys­tem and its own in­ter­nal rhythms. All

    things had rhythms, most too sub­tle to be per­ceived by those un­trained and not even

    sus­pect­ed by those who clogged their sys­tems with meat fats and took bare lit­tle jerky

    breaths, hard­ly ev­er wash­ing the full lung with oxy­gen as they should.




    Re­mo on­ly no­ticed he was mov­ing cor­rect­ly when the wom­an gasped, “My god. You move

    like a ghost. You don’t make sounds.”




    “It’s your ears,” lied Re­mo and he was out the win­dow, on­to the ledge, and then pressed

    against the brick, salty with the Mi­ami Beach sea air, and some­what worn by cars’ ex­haust

    fumes. The wear was not much but the brick edges be­came crumbly and one had to be ex­tra

    care­ful not to re­ly on them. In­stead he had to bring the wallin­to him­self and press

    up­ward. A full ledge could be used for a leap, but there was no ledge be­neath his feet now,

    and the wall had to be worked metic­ulous­ly.




    “How are you do­ing that? What are you stand­ing on?” It was the wom­an. Her head out the

    win­dow. She was eye-​lev­el with his feet.




    “It’s a trick. See you lat­er, sweet­heart.”




    “How do you do that?”




    “Mind con­trol,” Re­mo said. “I’ve got tremen­dous men­tal dis­ci­pline.”




    “Can I do that?”




    “Sure. Lat­er.”




    “It looks so easy. Like you’re do­ing noth­ing. You’re just mov­ing up the wall,” said the

    wom­an, her voice ris­ing in amaze­ment as she turned her head to fol­low the progress of the

    at­trac­tive young man.




    There it was. She was sure of it. The feet were touch­ing noth­ing. They were pressed in­to

    the wall it­self and it was like he was cre­at­ing a suc­tion force with his body. But where

    was the suc­tion?




    She imag­ined her­self be­tween that man and the wall and this so aroused her that she

    mo­men­tar­ily thought of fling­ing her­self out the win­dow and mak­ing him catch her. But

    what if he wouldn’t catch her? She looked down. It was a long way down and the surf looked so

    small be­low, like pieces of Christ­mas tree tin­sel float­ing in a huge wide blue-​green

    bath­tub. And right near the beach, those two heart-​shaped green swim­ming pools for those who

    pre­ferred chlo­rine to salt.




    She pulled in her head.




    Re­mo moved up to the twen­ty-​third floor, caught a ledge with his right hand, and yanked,

    so that when he went up and by with on­ly a lit­tle tap from his foot, he was hang­ing on­to

    the ledge of the twen­ty-​fourth floor. With a slight sway­ing, he got his body in­to a

    pen­du­lum mo­tion, re­leased at the top of the arc, and was one win­dow over, so he went

    win­dow flip to win­dow flip un­til he reached the largest win­dow at the cor­ner, wedged it

    open, and sur­prise, sur­prise, here was the mas­ter bed­room.




    Hast­ings Vin­ing had as­sumed the out­side was safest be­cause he could get more lay­ers of

    pro­tec­tion be­tween him­self and the doors be­low. They al­ways took an out­side room and, as

    be­fit­ted the sta­tion of what­ev­er kind of lord they might hap­pen to be, the largest room.

    So Re­mo was in the room and he awak­ened the man by squeez­ing his cheeks.




    “Hold on,” said Re­mo, hold­ing the face in his right hand, while he searched his black

    chi­no slacks for the note. He had writ­ten down what he was sup­posed to ask.




    “Just a minute, we’ve got it right here,” said Re­mo. He felt that swelling strain of the

    man’s jaw just be­fore it cracked-​bone did that be­fore it broke-​and he eased the grip but

    not enough to let the face out of it.




    “I’ve got it. I’ve got it,” said Re­mo. He rec­og­nized his own hand­writ­ing.




    “All right. One fat­tened duck, cur­ry pow­der, brown rice, half a pound . . . oops. Sor­ry.

    Shop­ping. Just a minute. I re­al­ly do have it. I took it down this morn­ing. Hold on. Here it

    is.” Re­mo cleared his throat. “All righty, who are your govern­ment con­tacts on the Rus­sian

    grain deal ? How much did you pay them ? When did you pay them and what are your cur­rent plans

    with the grain fu­tures? Yeah. That’s right,” said Re­mo and he al­lowed the jaw to move. But

    the lips start­ed to cry out for help and Re­mo had to grab the jaw again. He al­so sent an

    ex­cru­ci­at­ing pain through the left ear with the fore­fin­gers of his left hand as he held

    the pa­per in his mouth. It was wet but he man­aged again.




    This time he got an­swers. He got names. He got amounts. He got num­bers of bank ac­counts

    in which the mon­ey was de­posit­ed. He got ev­ery­thing.




    “One more thing,” asked Re­mo.




    Hast­ings Vin­ing nod­ded in ab­so­lute ter­ror. He had been sleep­ing and then sud­den­ly

    there was some­one tear­ing his face off. And he couldn’t call his guards. He couldn’t do

    any­thing but say what­ev­er the man want­ed to stop the pain.




    So Hast­ings Vin­ing, one of the lead­ing com­modi­ties bro­kers in the world, bab­bled out

    ev­ery­thing the man want­ed and held back noth­ing. When he said he want­ed one more thing,

    Vin­ing nod­ded. He had giv­en the most in­crim­inat­ing ev­idence against him­self he

    pos­si­bly could. Noth­ing else could harm him more.




    “A pen­cil,” said Re­mo. “I want a pen­cil. And could you re­peat ev­ery­thing slow­ly?”




    “I don’t have a pen­cil,” said Vin­ing. “I don’t. I hon­est­ly don’t. I swear I don’t.”




    “Have a pen?”




    “No. I have a dic­tat­ing ma­chine.”




    “I don’t trust ma­chines,” said Re­mo.




    “I have a pen out­side. In the vestibule. But Big Jack’s there. He’s my body­guard. He’s out

    there.”




    “That’s all right,” said Re­mo. He should have brought a pen­cil. This al­ways hap­pened.

    When you need­ed a pen­cil you nev­er had one, yet when you didn’t need one they were rolling

    around ev­ery­where.




    “You don’t mind my body­guard bring­ing a pen?”




    “Not at all,” said Re­mo. “But it bet­ter write.”




    Trem­bling, Vin­ing rose from the bed and took hes­itant bare­foot steps across the deep

    white car­pet of the mas­ter bed­room of his pent­house fortress. He opened a large dou­ble

    door a crack and put his face out­side where the in­trud­er could not see. Big Jack was

    doz­ing.




    “Jack,” said Vin­ing and Big Jack opened his eyes, star­tled.




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Vin­ing,” apol­ogized Big Jack for sleep­ing on the job.




    “Jack, I want a pen,” said Vin­ing and tried to move his eyes in such a way as to in­di­cate

    there was some­one else in the room with him.




    Big Jack looked puz­zled. He squint­ed his gross face and rubbed an eye­brow. He of­fered a

    pen he had been doo­dling with on a mag­azine. He liked to draw pic­tures of breasts. Big Jack

    would hide them when peo­ple came round, but he lined his mag­azines with ball­point draw­ings

    of breasts. He had once told a friend there were thir­ty-​sev­en dif­fer­ent kinds of nip­ples.

    That was the oth­er thing Big Jack knew. The first was break­ing heads. He had done that for a

    loan shark in Jer­sey City un­til Mr. Vin­ing had giv­en him this re­spectable job and now he

    on­ly broke heads in selfde­fense if any­one tried to get phys­ical with Mr. Vin­ing.

    This had not hap­pened for two years.




    “The oth­er pen,” said Vin­ing and Big Jack un­der­stood it was time for his gun. He had

    nev­er used it for Mr. Vin­ing be­fore but he was go­ing to use it now. All his life, he had

    been a vic­tim of in­sid­ious big­otry. Peo­ple thought that when you were six-​foot-​six and

    two hun­dred and eighty pounds, you didn’t have the del­ica­cy or the skill to shoot a gun. And

    that was prej­udice. Be­cause Big Jack could shoot a gun re­al good. He had put two holes

    side-​by-​side in the chest of Willie Ganet­ti back in Jer­sey City in ‘69. And he got James

    Troth­man, a lawyer who want­ed to squeal on a client, with a very pre­cise shot un­der the

    left ear and at a good dis­tance too. Yet this prej­udice against big men per­sist­ed and Mr.

    Vin­ing had nev­er asked him to use his .45 au­to­mat­ic be­fore.




    And when his big hand went be­neath his coat and Mr. Vin­ing nod­ded very slow­ly and said

    very dis­tinct­ly, “Yes, that’s the pen I mean,” it was, for Big Jack, John F. Kennedy

    be­com­ing the first Catholic Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States, Jack­ie Robin­son be­com­ing

    the first black to play in the ma­jor leagues, and the Is­raelis win­ning the first Jew­ish war

    in two thou­sand years.




    Big Jack was go­ing to use his gun. He was out of the arm-​break­ing, nose-​bust­ing,

    kick-’em-​in-​the-​butt, throw-’em-​against-​the-​wall league of mus­cle­men.




    He had been called up­on, by Hast­ings Vin­ing him­self, to kill with the gun. Tears of joy

    filled his eyes.




    The .45, a large hand­gun for al­most any­one,looked like a toy pis­tol in the hairy,

    mas­sive right mitt of Big Jack.




    Hast­ings Vin­ing, see­ing his large body­guard rise so quick­ly and hap­pi­ly to the

    oc­ca­sion, sud­den­ly want­ed to call him off. This was death com­ing at him and death, even

    when un­der his com­mand, set him aback. He knew the swin­dles of per­cent­ages and how to

    ne­go­ti­ate with fed­er­al pros­ecu­tors. He could ma­neu­ver a man in­to a cor­ner so he

    owned him. He could play a drought in the Ukraine against the price of fer­til­iz­er in Des

    Moines, Iowa. He could see in a man’s eyes the dif­fer­ence be­tween 7 per­cent on a deal and

    7.5.




    But Hast­ings Vin­ing could not stom­ach blood and for an in­stant he want­ed to tell Big

    Jack, who al­ways made him ner­vous any­how, just be­ing around, to go back to sleep.




    It was too late. The hulk held his gun be­hind his back and came in­to the room. Vin­ing

    stepped back and let his body­guard past, then, for the first time since the hor­ror of wak­ing

    up with his face be­ing ripped off, he felt some con­trol of the sit­ua­tion. Now he was

    plan­ning which pros­ecu­tor would han­dle the killing, which lawyer would de­fend Big Jack,

    and ex­act­ly how long Big Jack would have to be with the courts un­til they ruled, as they

    must rule, that Big Jack had killed in jus­ti­fi­able homi­cide. Al­so there was the ques­tion

    of bonus for Big Jack, not too big so that he would tend to lit­ter the pent­house with

    bod­ies, but enough so that he would know that killing in de­fense of the pre­cious life of

    Hast­ings Vin­ing was high­ly ap­proved.




    “I want­ed a pen, not a weapon,” said the in­trud­er.




    Now, how could he see that, thought Vin­ing. The chrome-​plat­ed pis­tol was still be­hind

    the body­guard’s back. The in­trud­er had nev­er seen the gun. Was it pos­si­ble, won­dered

    Vin­ing, that Big Jack had giv­en him­self away by his man­ner of walk­ing? Vin­ing had once

    heard from a Eu­ssian diplo­mat that there were as­sas­sins so acute in their sens­es that they

    knew by the way a man walked whether he car­ried a weapon or not. The gun, ac­cord­ing to the

    diplo­mat, might be a small cal­iber and weigh mere ounces. It could be noth­ing more than a

    pin with a han­dle, yet these men could tell by the bal­ance of the per­son that their minds

    were on the weapon. They were a house of as­sas­sins, some­where in Ko­rea, prob­ably in the

    north, and so feared by those who knew them that not even the harsh gov­ern­ment of North

    Ko­rea dared tri­fle with them.




    Of course, the Eu­ssian diplo­mat, had said, he did not be­lieve in the tales of their

    fan­tas­tic abil­ities, but there had been in­ci­dents that could not quite be ex­plained, like

    whole KGB squads be­ing wiped out and when KGB in­ves­ti­ga­tors tried to find out how, all

    they could find were traces and tales of two men, an aged Ori­en­tal and a young white.




    Who they might work for, the Eu­ssians did not know be­cause it was ob­vi­ous the Cen­tral

    In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy did not con­trol them. And if not the Amer­icans and not the Eu­ssians

    and cer­tain­ly not the Chi­nese, then who? And if the leg­end were true, what was a white man

    do­ing with those skills when, ac­cord­ing to leg­end, they werepassed on on­ly from

    Ko­re­an to Ko­re­an, and then, on­ly in that small Ko­re­an vil­lage that had sent the finest

    killers out in­to the world to set­tle the af­fairs of Pharaoh and king.




    Was he one of them? No, thought Vin­ing. He had prob­ably just seen the gun. Vin­ing

    be­lieved in noth­ing that was not for sale, and no one had ev­er called to of­fer him the

    ser­vices of these so-​called mirac­ulous as­sas­sins.




    It did not oc­cur to Vin­ing, as he saw Big Jack move his gun hand out from be­hind his back

    and push the weapon for­ward, to ask how the in­trud­er had got­ten in un­less he could do

    so-​called mirac­ulous things.




    “I want­ed a pen,” came the voice of the in­trud­er in front of Big Jack.




    “You’ll take this,” said Big Jack and the gun went off with a ham­mer­ing crack­ing bang.

    Two times it went, and in the ring­ing left in the ears of Hast­ings Vin­ing, he thought he

    heard the in­trud­er say “Thanks. Thanks a lot.”




    And there was Jack and he was falling down and there was the gun and it was on the car­pet

    al­ready, with the hand still on it, way ahead of the rest of the body. And there were big

    black burns in the rug next to the gun. The pis­tol had been fired by the con­vuls­ing nerves

    of the sev­ered hand, and had singed the rug.




    The in­trud­er slipped his right hand un­der Big Jack as soon as the rest of his body made

    it down to the rug. The in­trud­er’s hand came out with a Bic Ba­nana pen.




    “Okay, start from the be­gin­ning,” said the in­trud­er. “But slow. I don’t do

    short­hand.”




    “Are you Ko­re­an?” asked Vin­ing, not know­ing why he dared ask such a ques­tion.




    “Get off my back,” said Re­mo who was not in a mood to hear about Ko­rea this morn­ing. He

    was ag­itat­ed enough about what he was go­ing to do with­out bring­ing up Ko­rea and

    Ko­re­an-​ness.




    Hast­ings Vin­ing cer­tain­ly didn’t want to be on any­one’s back, least of all his hon­ored

    guest’s. Least of all his.




    Re­mo took down the in­for­ma­tion and at the end had one more lit­tle ques­tion.




    “Yes, any­thing,” said Vin­ing, try­ing very hard not to look at the right arm of Big Jack

    be­cause it didn’t have any hand on it.




    “How do you spell un­der­sec­re­tary? Is that all ‘e’s or does it have an ‘a’ in there

    some­where ?”




    “An ‘a’ in there some­where,” said Vin­ing. “At the end.”




    “Thanks,” said Re­mo, and fin­ished up by putting Hast­ings Vin­ing away with a stroke in

    the frontal lobe up to the knuck­les. The eyes were sight­less and Vin­ing was dead be­fore he

    was on the floor.




    And Re­mo re­al­ized that mo­ment a deep and abid­ing truth, told him by a teach­er a long

    time ago in a grade school when old meth­ods of teach­ing were al­lowed.




    “Re­mo Williams,” she had said so stern­ly. “You will nev­er learn to spell.”




    And it was so. He could have sworn there was no ‘a’ in un­der­sec­re­tary. If he had bet his

    life on that, he would have bet all ‘e’s. Go­ing out through the doors was easy. Re­mo did what

    he al­ways did in a sit­ua­tion like this. Ev­ery­one he saw, and the first were body­guards,

    he or­dered to get a doc­torim­me­di­ate­ly. No one want­ed to be the one who failed to

    get a doc­tor when their boss was dy­ing.




    And thus, with great leisure, he took the el­eva­tor down­stairs and when he saw two city

    po­lice­men run­ning in­to the ho­tel lob­by, he yelled, “They’re still up there and they are

    armed. Watch out. Here they come.”




    Which of course meant that the po­lice­men whipped out their re­volvers and were look­ing

    for cov­er as was ev­ery­one else in this ear­ly morn­ing lob­by, while Re­mo walked out on­to

    the street and strolled in­to the city, look­ing for an ap­pro­pri­ate pay phone. He want­ed

    one in­side a store but so few were open. There were restau­rants open at this hour, the cheap

    greasy spoons of­fer­ing fat-​fried starch called pota­toes, and drip­ping pig meat laced with

    chem­icals that at­tacked the av­er­age per­son slow­ly, but could do mon­umen­tal dam­age to

    Re­mo’s re­fined ner­vous sys­tem.




    The prob­lem with phon­ing from one of those restau­rants was that grease lit­er­al­ly hung

    in the air and peo­ple en­ter­ing would breathe fat par­ti­cles in­to their lungs. While this

    would not harm the av­er­age per­son and would do just a lit­tle dam­age to Re­mo, he could

    taste those places for a week af­ter be­ing in one. And the clothes, of course, would have to

    be thrown away. When clean­ers did man­age to get out the grease, they per­me­at­ed the clothes

    with dis­in­fec­tant agents that might peel off Re­mo’s out­er lay­er of skin, un­less he

    con­cen­trat­ed con­tin­uous­ly on over­com­ing it.




    It struck him as iron­ic that in learn­ing and be­com­ing part of the awe­some­ness of

    Sinan­ju and the ac­cu­mu­lat­ed knowl­edge of its cen­turies of assassins, he had al­so been

    made weak in some ways.




    Chi­un, his teach­er, had said it was the great bal­ance of the uni­verse. One re­ceived and

    one gave. One gives pain and weari­ness and re­ceives strength and stami­na in re­turn.

    Noth­ing in the world is giv­en that is not tak­en al­so and noth­ing1 is tak­en that is not

    giv­en. Thus had said Chi­un^ Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Of course, Chi­un had al­so added that he

    had giv­en Re­mo wis­dom, dis­ci­pline, and the pow­ers of the uni­verse and in re­turn had

    got­ten dis­re­spect, sloth, and a gen­er­al un­car­ing for a sweet ten­der soul, gra­cious

    be­yond be­lief, that soul be­ing Chi­un.




    Re­mo took a par­tial breath and made it in­to a Span­ish lun­cheonette open ear­ly for

    work­ers. There was a pay­phone in the rear and no one with­in earshot so he made the call.

    This was a new num­ber and he had it writ­ten down so he wouldn’t for­get it, and when some

    small voice in­side his head told him he had done this so that up­stairs’s mem­ory of his last

    as­sign­ment would be of one that was done clean­ly and pro­fes­sion­al­ly and with no

    prob­lems, he de­nied it to him­self and said he didn’t give a rat’s ass what up­stairs

    thought.




    Up­stairs was Dr. Harold W. Smith, who had, when Re­mo be­gan his train­ing with Chi­un as

    the sole en­force­ment arm of the or­ga­ni­za­tion, filled Re­mo with a vi­sion of this one

    or­ga­ni­za­tion, un­known to any but the Pres­ident, Smith, and Re­mo him­self. And the

    vi­sion was Amer­ica’s se­cret weapon to make the Con­sti­tu­tion work. To keep gov­ern­ment

    of­fi­cials hon­est. To keep the po­licepolic­ing and the pros­ecu­tors pros­ecut­ing

    de­spite cor­rup­tion in the na­tion.




    It was a great vi­sion. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, for what­ev­er lit­tle was ac­com­plished, more

    kept com­ing apart. CURE just didn’t work.




    Re­mo had bought the dream and giv­en his new­ly learned skills to that dream, and one day

    he de­cid­ed that the body and mind could be uni­fied through the ba­sic rhythms of the

    uni­verse and one did not change peo­ple with laws. In­stead, peo­ple got the law they

    de­served. If Amer­ica went down the drain, it be­longed there.




    It made Re­mo sad but that was that and he had dif­fer­ent obli­ga­tions now. To his

    breath­ing, for one. He un­der­stood that, but he didn’t un­der­stand the Con­sti­tu­tion or

    up­stairs or the phone re­ceiv­er that he could feel vi­brate now as he di­aled his

    num­ber.




    There was some new kind of scram­bler work­ing and as he read from his notes, he re­al­ized

    his voice waves were be­ing sucked in­to the re­ceiv­er be­cause it felt as if he was talk­ing

    with earplugs on. He could on­ly feel his voice in­side his mouth. And it sound­ed dif­fer­ent.

    When he moved his head away from the mouth­piece, he felt the earplug dis­ap­pear. When close

    to the re­ceiv­er, his voice was be­ing sucked in­to it. Won­der­ful, he thought. An­oth­er

    piece of worth­less junk, de­signed to make Japanese rich and Amer­icans un­com­fort­able.




    He fin­ished off his re­port with a re­quest.




    “Smit­ty, can I get a re­ponse from you or do I have to talk to this com­put­er?”




    “You must wait for a re­sponse on whether you will get a re­sponse,” said the

    com­put­er.




    Re­mo made a rasp­ber­ry in­to the phone. He no­ticed an iron skil­let filled with yel­low

    pota­toes. His breath was un­mov­ing in his lungs. His body rhythms were qui­et. His heart kept

    a very low beat in­to the blood sys­tem. He was not breath­ing, but he could feel the grease in

    the air touch his skin. He want­ed to scrape it off.




    “Okay,” came the fa­mil­iar lemo­ny voice. “Go ahead.”




    “Smit­ty, is there an ‘a’ in un­der­sec­re­tary?”




    “Re­mo, why are you both­er­ing me with that? There are un­told prob­lems in­volv­ing …”




    “Does it have an ‘a’ or doesn’t it?”




    “It does, now look, Re­mo, there’s been some un­usu­al ac­tiv­ity con­cern­ing what might be

    a grow­ing army and …”




    “It does have an ‘a’, right?”




    “Yes. Now…”




    “Good­bye,” said Re­mo. “Last mis­sion.” He hung up and got out in­to the street where there

    was breath­able air, and in­haled for the first time since be­fore en­ter­ing the lit­tle

    restau­rant. Far­ther away from the beach, he se­lect­ed a parked car, slipped in, ca­su­al­ly

    jumped the wires, and drove to Del­ray down the coast where he parked it sev­er­al blocks from

    a ma­ri­na and walked on­to a white two-​deck fish­ing boat, which had been moored there for a

    month.




    He was through. Af­ter more than a decade, he had done it. He was through with CURE.




    The air was good again and the sea bobbed pleas­ant­ly for a man who saw his whole fu­ture

    ahead of him. And he knew what he was go­ing to do with it.




    In­side the boat, Re­mo saw sit­ting in a lo­tuspo­si­tion a thin wisp of a man with a

    wisp of a beard, a wisp of hair over his tem­ples, wrapped in a light blue morn­ing ki­mono,

    look­ing qui­et­ly in­to for­ev­er. He did not turn around.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “I’ve quit Smith.”




    “It is a good morn­ing,” said the aged Ori­en­tal, and his long fin­ger­nails flicked from

    the robes. “At last. Smith was an in­sane em­per­or and there is noth­ing more dan­ger­ous or

    un­be­com­ing to a great as­sas­sin than an in­sane em­per­or. Yet, lo, these many years I have

    not been heard as I warned of this. And why?”




    “I don’t want to know,” said Re­mo who knew he was go­ing to know whether he liked it or

    not, and al­so knew that not even an army could stop Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, when he had a

    point to make. Es­pe­cial­ly one about Re­mo’s in­grat­itude and un­Ko­re­an-​ness, or Smith’s

    cheap­ness and in­san­ity.




    Chi­un could not un­der­stand an or­ga­ni­za­tion that want­ed to pro­tect a

    Con­sti­tu­tion, and the ac­cu­mu­lat­ed his­to­ry of hun­dreds of Mas­ters of Sinan­ju,

    work­ing for am­bi­tious princes, made it im­pos­si­ble for Chi­un to un­der­stand the head of

    an or­ga­ni­za­tion who did not want to be em­per­or. He was shocked ear­ly on when Smith

    re­fused his of­fers to as­sas­si­nate the cur­rent Pres­ident and make Smith em­per­or in his

    place. It was this mis­un­der­stand­ing that en­abled CURE to hire Chi­un’s ser­vices with­out

    his be­ing a dan­ger to the se­cre­cy of CURE.




    For, just as Smith would nev­er know Sinan­ju, Chi­un ap­par­ent­ly could not know CURE.

    On­ly Re­mo un­der­stood most of both, like a man caught be­tween uni­vers­es, liv­ing in one,

    know­ing an­oth­er, and nev­er find­ing a home,“Why have I not been lis­tened to, you may

    ask,” said Chi­un. He turned slow­ly, his legs still point­ing for­ward, but his tor­so

    spin­ning com­plete­ly around to­ward Re­mo.




    “I’m not ask­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “I must an­swer. Be­cause I have giv­en grace and wis­dom and kind­ness at so lit­tle

    cost.”




    “Smit­ty sends an Amer­ican sub­ma­rine ev­ery year with gold trib­ute. It risks World War

    Three by sneak­ing in­to North Ko­re­an wa­ters to de­liv­er gold to your vil­lage. More than

    Sinan­ju has ev­er had from any­one else,” said the Amer­ican part of Re­mo.




    “Not more than Cyrus the Great,” said Chi­un, re­fer­ring to the an­cient Per­sian em­per­or

    who had giv­en an en­tire coun­try for ser­vices ren­dered. Ev­er since, the House of Sinan­ju

    had felt high­ly about work­ing for Per­sians, even af­ter Per­sia be­came Iran. That Iran had

    bil­lions of dol­lars of oil did not make it any less at­trac­tive to Chi­un.




    “Too big a gift can be no gift at all,” said the Sinan­ju part of Re­mo. For Cyrus had

    giv­en a whole coun­try but, tak­ing com­mand, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had learned gov­ern­ing

    but had lost some of his awe­some phys­ical skills. Ac­cord­ing to the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju,

    he was al­most killed be­fore he could pass on to his suc­ces­sor the se­crets that came, in

    di­lut­ed form, to be known as mar­tial arts in the west.




    Skill last­ed for­ev­er and was the on­ly true wealth. Na­tions and gold dis­ap­peared but

    skill passed on would be eter­nal. This Re­mo knew. Chi­un had taught him as Chi­un him­self

    had been taught.




    “True,” said Chi­un, “but it was not the size but the na­ture of the gift. The gift I have

    giv­en you is price­less and you have squan­dered it on an in­sane em­per­or. Yet have I ev­er

    com­plained ?”




    “Al­ways,” said Re­mo.




    “Nev­er,” said Chi­un. “Yet I have borne in­grat­itude. I have for­sak­en my own kind, the

    heirs of Sinan­ju, for a white. Why have I done this?”




    “Be­cause the on­ly one in your whole vil­lage who was ca­pa­ble of learn­ing was a traitor

    to Sinan­ju and ev­ery­body else was no good and when you found me, you found some­one who

    could be a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who could pass it on.”




    “I found a meat-​eat­ing pale piece of a pig’s ear.”




    “You found some­one who could ac­cept Sinan­ju, a white man who could learn where a yel­low

    man couldn’t. White. White,” said Re­mo.




    “Racism,” said Chi­un an­gri­ly. “Bla­tant racism. And racism is most ob­nox­ious from an

    in­fe­ri­or race.”




    “You need­ed a white man, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “Need­ed.”




    “I have cast pearls be­fore a swine,” said Chi­un. “And swine now claims I need­ed to throw

    the pearls away. I have dis­graced my House. Lo, there is noth­ing worse that I can do,

    noth­ing worse that can hap­pen.”




    “I’ve found an­oth­er way to make a liv­ing, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    And for the first time, Re­mo saw, on the yel­low parch­ment of the face that had

    al­waysmain­tained con­trol as nor­mal­ly as most lungs breathed, a red­dish shock fill

    the cheeks.




    And Re­mo knew he had done wrong. Eeal­ly wrong.


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    Colonel Wen­dell Bleech got his or­ders at 4:35 A.M. from the chief him­self. They came in

    the form of a ques­tion.




    Could he, at this time, pull off one of the ini­tial mis­sions? It was im­por­tant, be­cause

    with­in a short pe­ri­od, the chief want­ed to show a ful­ly trained prod­uct.




    “Can do, sir,” said Bleech. He hoist­ed his pump­kin body up in the bed and made a note of

    the time the call came in.




    “Colonel, it is im­per­ative that you not fail. If you are not ready yet, I’d rather

    wait.”




    “We are ready now, sir. Ahead of time.” There was a long pause. Bleech wait­ed with the

    pen­cil poised over the pad. He heard the even step of his per­son­al guard out­side his

    bar­racks door. His room was bare as a cell, with on­ly a hard bed, one win­dow, and a trunk

    for his clothes. Oth­er than the toast­er and the re­frig­er­ator to keep his En­glish muffins

    at forty-​three-​de­gree tem­per­ature and the white enam­eled bread box hold­ing twen­ty-​two

    dif­fer­ent kinds of jam, the room was with­out ameni­ties. It was more stark even than his

    troop­ers’ quar­ters.




    If Bleech need­ed jus­ti­fi­ca­tion for his harsh discipline, and in his own mind he did

    not, this room would have suf­ficed. But he had all the jus­ti­fi­ca­tion he need­ed in his

    mis­sion it­self. Ev­ery time he looked at the two lone pic­tures in his room be­neath the

    stars and bars of the Con­fed­er­acy, the old South de­feat­ed in the first Civ­il War, he knew

    he would do any­thing for his mis­sion. It was not just an­oth­er set of or­ders to him; it was

    a life’s call­ing. It had led him from the reg­ular army to this spe­cial unit, from which

    there was no re­call.




    “Colonel, it would be bad if we could not move now, but it would be even worse if we moved

    and failed.”




    “We will not fail.”




    “Can you move to­mor­row?”




    “Yes,” said Bleech.




    “Against a city that can be closed off from ev­ery ex­it?”




    “Nor­folk, Vir­ginia?” guessed Bleech.




    “Yes. With the naval base there and lots and lots of hid­den pro­tec­tion.”




    “We can do it.”




    “En­thu­si­asm has its lim­its, Colonel.”




    “Sir, my en­thu­si­asm ends where my re­al­ity be­gins. I would take this unit any­where.

    They’re mine and they’re good and they aren’t messed up with a lot of mol­ly­cod­dling reg­ular

    army reg­ula­tions’. This is a fight­ing unit, sir.”




    “Go,” said the chief in the deep soft voice that the very rich of­ten have be­cause they

    nev­er have to raise their voic­es to get any­thing.




    “When do we get the list of … er, sub­jects?” asked Bleech.




    “You have it in your Nor­folk files. We would like fif­teen out of twen­ty.”




    “Yes sir. You’ll have them with­in two days.”




    “I don’t want welts on them. No scars ei­ther. Welts and scars of­fend peo­ple.”




    “Not a mark,” Bleech promised. “Prime, sir.”




    Colonel Bleech did not go back to bed but dressed in com­bat fa­tigues. He would re­turn to

    bed in two days. He couldn’t sleep now any­how.




    He walked across the main camp com­pound un­der the dark misty sky of predawn morn­ing. He

    smelled the moist heavy breezes of the near­by swamp and heard his soli­tary foot­steps on the

    pa­rade ground grav­el, like crunch­ing drums from an ap­proach­ing one-​man army.




    He head­ed for the in­tel­li­gence se­cu­ri­ty branch that was leakproof be­cause it was

    unique. There was no piece of pa­per in it that could be stolen, that could be giv­en to the

    FBI or CIA or Congress or any­one who could ex­pose the spe­cial unit and what Colonel Bleech

    now con­sid­ered his sa­cred mis­sion.




    He had al­ways hat­ed pa­per­work any­how. And now he would ex­am­ine maps and re­ports and

    lists with­out ev­er touch­ing one piece of pa­per.




    At the north side of the com­pound, two guards with sub­ma­chine guns stood over a flat

    lev­el square of kha­ki-​paint­ed steel.




    He nod­ded to the flat met­al square be­neath their feet, and thought that if one plant­ed

    flow­ers in a cold frame above that door, it could be­come com­plete­ly in­vis­ible.




    The two guards had as­bestos gloves clipped to their belts in case Colonel Bleech want­ed to

    en­terdur­ing the day. The met­al shield got aw­ful­ly hot un­der the sum­mer sun of

    South Car­oli­na.




    It was com­par­ative­ly cool now and the two men bent over and put their bare hands un­der

    the met­al slab. With a grunt­ing ef­fort, they hoist­ed it, re­veal­ing a white con­crete

    stair­well.




    Bleech’s rid­ing boots made sharp click­ing sounds as he de­scend­ed.




    “All right, put it back now,” he said, im­pa­tient­ly hold­ing a key at a lock. It would not

    en­ter the lock slot un­less the heavy met­al slab above was shut. The mea­ger moon­light

    dis­ap­peared and the stair­well be­came dark as a grave as Colonel Bleech pressed his key

    in­to the lock, and the door opened and a soft light, in­creas­ing grad­ual­ly, filled the room

    ahead.




    In the cen­ter of the room was a con­sole with a screen, one chair, and a set of but­tons.

    This room was sim­ply ac­cess to the ac­cu­mu­lat­ed in­tel­li­gence of the cause. When he had

    seen the room for the first time, when he was ini­ti­at­ed in­to the cause, when the chief

    him­self showed him this room, he knew it was pos­si­ble to achieve the grand mis­sion.




    For here was Amer­ica at the push of a but­ton, and he pushed Nor­folk, Vir­ginia, and he

    saw the map of the city con­nect­ed by tun­nel and bridge to main­land sec­tions and what

    se­cu­ri­ty was on each and what the city po­lice did and the state po­lice did and who, as of

    two days ago, was gen­er­al­ly do­ing what to make the city op­er­ate.




    He pressed keys for an up­date and new da­ta flashed on­to the con­sole screen. He pressed

    keys to get the names, lo­ca­tions, and pic­tures of the twen­ty. He asked for an up­date on

    their whereabouts, no lat­er than noon. He pressed in emer­gen­cy. The beau­ty of a sys­tem

    like this, he thought, was that peo­ple at the oth­er end of the com­put­er did not have to

    have any knowl­edge of who or what they were gath­er­ing in­for­ma­tion for.




    Thou­sands could be work­ing for the cause, and not one would have to know it. Which was why

    Colonel Bleech be­lieved that it would be pos­si­ble to achieve the grand mis­sion.




    Here he was, look­ing at the in­nards of a city, and he was go­ing to go in and neat­ly take

    what he want­ed, then leave. There was no law or force that could stop him.




    Bleech worked out three plans for the raid. It was not like he was in­vent­ing them at the

    mo­ment. He had worked on them for months. He ran them through the com­put­er for an

    eval­ua­tion. And it wasn’t that one or at best two would work. They would all work; it was a

    ques­tion of which would work best.




    He liked the an­swers the com­put­er gave back. The as­sign­ment was easy, a piece of

    cake.




    The on­ly re­al prob­lem was the twen­ty tar­gets. By their na­ture, they had no ex­act

    pat­tern. Some­times this pool hall or that bar when the wel­fare checks ar­rived, some­times

    just an aban­doned build­ing. Some would prob­ably be in the hands of the po­lice.




    Colonel Bleech re­fined his plans from the iso­lat­ed in­tel­li­gence room as he gave

    or­ders to the com­put­er. He was thirsty and hun­gry and tired and his stom­ach groaned when

    he sig­naled the guards up­stairs to open the heavy met­al lid.




    When they did a light went on in the com­put­erroom and a screen against the wall

    showed who was stand­ing up there. Sat­is­fied that it was the two guards who should be there,

    Bleech put his key back in­to the door and walked out. He checked his watch. He and his unit

    would reach Nor­folk with hours to spare. His plan was to keep ev­ery­one out un­til the last

    pos­si­ble mo­ment, then make tight sweeps.




    He would raid in day­light, for 9 A.M. was the op­ti­mum hour, the time when the tar­gets

    would most like­ly be asleep in their homes.




    When Bleech saw his se­lect­ed units drive up in drab olive bus­es, his heart soared. He had

    planned this but see­ing it made him know it would work.




    They looked so re­al in white hats and blue uni­forms with white leg­gings and the SP bands

    on their arms. They looked like two bus­loads of Shore Pa­trol, quite com­mon in a Navy base

    town. On­ly Colonel Bleech wore the kha­ki.




    He kept his men wait­ing in the hot sum­mer sun while he went to sleep­ing quar­ters,

    changed, had four En­glish muffins, and they were off.




    They were at the out­skirts of Nor­folk by dawn and his stom­ach was hop­ping with the

    ten­sion of his first mis­sion. He or­dered the two bus­es in­to the out­skirts of

    neigh­bor­ing Vir­ginia Beach, just so they could keep mov­ing with­out en­ter­ing the cru­cial

    tar­get zones.




    He went through an equip­ment check again. Prop­er rounds of am­mu­ni­tion per man, prop­er

    weapons, the new ny­lon limb chains-​which were far su­pe­ri­or to the old heavy met­al

    ones-​hy­po­der­mic nee­dles, in­tense seda­tives. They were all there.




    The bus­es moved through Oceana, Ocean-​bridge, and then, at 8:37 A.M., were in Nor­folk and

    then Gran­by Street. They drove to the des­ig­nat­ed check points and then, at this bright

    morn­ing hour when those who were go­ing to work were at or near work, his unit struck.




    The first spot was the Afro-​Nat­ural Wig Fac­to­ry on Jef­fer­son Street, R. Gon­za­lez,

    Pro­pri­etor. The crew was quick­ly through the plate glass, ram­ming it down with two sharp

    jabs of poles. A beau­ti­ful mu­lat­to wom­an with cream brown skin but fiery black eyes stood

    in­side the en­trance of the small shop with a broom. She was brushed aside quick­ly.




    Four men were in­to the up­stairs and the first bed­room on the right. They were down

    in­stant­ly with a grog­gy drunk­en young black man.




    “This is him. Pos­itive in­dent, sir. Lu­cius Jack­son.”




    “That his sis­ter you pushed?” asked Bleech. He looked around. “Where’d she go?”




    “That was her.”




    “Okay, let’s go.”




    The unit was work­ing the street, some groups en­ter­ing through doors, oth­ers through

    win­dows. Colonel Bleech knew he could not keep track of the tar­gets be­cause he was too busy

    mak­ing sure of­fi­cers and men moved as part of one great in­va­sion of this street.




    In nine­ty sec­onds they were gone, to an­oth­er street for an­oth­er raid. Eight sec­onds

    lat­er, R. Gon­za­lez, Pro­pri­etor, ap­peared in the front door of the Afro-​Nat­ural Wig

    Fac­to­ry, a .44 Mag­num in her hand, and cursed when she saw the streetwas emp­ty. She

    had want­ed to shoot her­self some­body.




    Bleeeh was ec­stat­ic. Not a sin­gle mem­ber of the unit had made a mis­take. The in­tense

    seda­tives worked per­fect­ly. Prac­ticed hands in­sert­ed the plas­tic tongue hold­ers that

    pre­vent­ed a drugged per­son from chok­ing on his own tongue. The ny­lon chains bound wrists

    be­hind backs and feet up tight to­geth­er at the chest. Like curled laun­dry bun­dles, the

    tar­gets were slid in­to lug­gage com­part­ments in the sides of the bus­es. Un­like the

    nor­mal Grey­hound or Trail­ways bus­es, these com­part­ments had oxy­gen pumped in­to

    them.




    In four key blocks of this area, they had four­teen men and they had used twen­ty-​two

    min­utes. Bleeeh made a de­ci­sion. He could keep look­ing for the fif­teenth tar­get they

    want­ed and ex­pose his group to dan­ger, or leave now with four­teen safe­ly in hand. He

    de­cid­ed to leave. It was the right move. He had not been made com­man­der of this spe­cial

    unit be­cause he did not think for him­self. He called in all his men.




    Troop­er Drake, of course, was last. He had a pur­pose for Drake.




    The two Navy bus­es with their hu­man car­go hid­den in the spe­cial lug­gage com­part­ments

    drove slow­ly and care­ful­ly back to the main street. Ev­ery troop­er was aboard.




    Colonel Bleeeh gave the or­der. “Chesa­peake Bay Bridge Tun­nel,” he said to the troop­er

    driv­ing his bus and this or­der was ra­dioed to the fol­low­ing bus.




    So they drove in­to the tun­nel. But the bus­es that emerged were not Navy bus­es. They

    werecom­mer­cial bus­es with com­mer­cial signs and com­mer­cial plates. The pan­els that

    had blocked out the win­dows had been re­moved and vis­ible in­side now were a bunch of

    col­lege stu­dents head­ing home to Mary­land. The troop­ers had made the switch of clothes and

    hid­den their weapons in eigh­teen sec­onds. And it had all been done in a tun­nel where no one

    ob­served.




    Up Route 13 they drove un­til they reached the out­skirts of Ex­more. There ev­ery­one

    aban­doned the bus­es car­ry­ing bun­dles la­beled Swarth­more State Col­lege. In­side these

    bun­dles were the shore-​pa­trol uni­forms and weapons.




    Bleech him­self wore a pair of green Bermu­da shorts, a white T-​shirt read­ing “Swarth­more

    State,” and a whis­tle around his neck. He was the coach if they were stopped.




    The car­go was left in the lug­gage com­part­ments, the oxy­gen ma­chine keep­ing the bound

    men alive.




    A mile up the dirt road, in a vast mead­ow, Bleech or­dered ev­ery­one in­to the fields to

    sit and wait.




    If Bleech didn’t have a wrist­watch, he would have sworn that they had wait­ed for a full

    half hour. But it was on­ly ten min­utes. The sec­ond hand moved so slow­ly, and he ful­ly

    re­al­ized in the blaz­ing sum­mer sun how long a minute could be. Then, from over a hill with

    grass parched brown, came the rack­ety sound of he­li­copters. They were on time. They were

    blue and white and they were beau­ti­ful.




    And they were on time. He had done it.




    There was a mes­sage for him when the first chop­per land­ed.




    “Sir, four­teen triple per­fect,” said a pi­lot who did not know what the mes­sage meant.

    But Bleech knew.




    Four­teen meant the num­ber of cap­tives picked up from the bus­es. Triple per­fect meant

    all three phas­es of the op­er­ation had gone with­out hitch: Bleech had got­ten in and out of

    Nor­folk with­out any trou­ble; the four­teen pris­on­ers were ex­act­ly what was want­ed; and

    ev­ery­one else was do­ing their job cor­rect­ly, which meant that the pris­on­ers were

    al­ready mov­ing to­ward their fi­nal des­ti­na­tion.




    Bleech load­ed his men in­to the he­li­copters. Troop­er Drake was the last to board and he

    stum­bled get­ting in.




    Back at the base camp, Drake would be ac­cused of not stay­ing with his unit and he would be

    put in­to the hot box, a prison that got in­tense­ly hot in the sum­mer sun, and then Bleech

    would march the men for a three-​day drill in­to the woods. Drake would be dead on re­turn and

    Bleech would make a lit­tle speech about how Drake had tried to leave his unit and when a man

    did that, Bleech just for­got he ev­er ex­ist­ed. His on­ly prob­lem was whether or not it

    would be more ef­fec­tive to let the troop­ers dis­cov­er Drake dead in the hot box or call

    them to­geth­er for a pa­rade, and then open the box call­ing Drake to walk out. It al­ways

    car­ried more ter­ror when your men thought you killed them care­less­ly, with­out rea­son. It

    gave ev­ery po­ten­tial pun­ish­ment the spicy threat of fa­tal­ity.




    It was a good unit, Bleech re­al­ized. He was run­ning out of men for pun­ish­ment

    ex­am­ples.




    And now his stom­ach craved the rich brown points of a toast­ed En­glish muf­fin.




    He had won his first bat­tle. Ac­cord­ing to the cal­cu­la­tions of the com­put­er and, more

    im­por­tant­ly, ac­cord­ing to his own, the first bat­tle was go­ing to be the tough­est. From

    here on in, it would be easy.




    He had done his job and now those who worked the car­go would have to do theirs. But that

    should be done eas­ily, too. It had been done be­fore. It was on­ly re­cent­ly, per­haps

    with­in the last hun­dred years, that it had stopped be­ing done in most civ­ilized places.




    Lt. Colonel Wen­dell Bleech did not have the on­ly com­put­er hookup with ex­treme­ly

    lim­it­ed ac­cess. There was an­oth­er, even more ex­ten­sive in its probes and knowl­edge of

    Amer­ican life, and the ac­cess was even more lim­it­ed. On­ly one ter­mi­nal in one spot in

    Amer­ica could call out the in­for­ma­tion, and should any­one else bur­row in­to the

    com­put­er, the en­tire unit would self-​de­struct chem­ical­ly, be­com­ing a clogged mass of

    wires and tran­sis­tors float­ing in pow­er­ful acid.




    This com­put­er ter­mi­nal was in an of­fice in Eye, New York, of what ap­peared to the

    out­side world as Fol­croft San­itar­ium. Min­imal­ly, it was a san­itar­ium, but its re­al

    pur­pose was to house the com­put­er com­plex that was the heart of the se­cret

    or­ga­ni­za­tion CURE, which now no longer had an en­force­ment arm.




    And what Bleech’s com­put­er had told him to do was now be­ing an­alyzed by the CURE

    com­put­er and by Dr. Harold W. Smith, the head of the agen­cy, sit­ting in the of­fice

    over­look­ing Long Island Sound and the ocean over which his an­ces­tors had sailed from

    Eng­land to found a coun­try in­tend­ed to be based on law.




    The ear­ly re­ports were con­fus­ing. Ei­ther sev­er­al men had been snatched or had joined

    a raid on a black sec­tion of Nor­folk, Vir­ginia. The full facts were not clear this morn­ing

    be­cause these were the first re­ports. Good in­tel­li­gence, like good trees, took time to

    grow and each bit of in­for­ma­tion was the fer­til­iz­er that helped. So all Dr. Smith knew at

    10:42 A.M. was that some men were miss­ing. The com­put­er said the men had cer­tain

    com­mon­al­ities, a phrase the brain used when it was look­ing for a rea­son for

    some­thing.




    Smith stared at the com­mon­al­ities, his lemo­ny grim face with the thin, tight lips

    un­mov­ing, but the mind be­hind that fore­head think­ing, yet not pan­ick­ing, re­al­iz­ing

    some­thing was mov­ing at the na­tion’s in­nards, and there was still no idea as to why.




    The com­mon­al­ities of the miss­ing men: they were all black, be­tween twen­ty and

    twen­ty-​three, and all had pet­ty crim­inal records. All were un­em­ployed and un­em­ploy­able

    by fed­er­al stan­dards.




    Smith took a pen­cil from his gray vest. He liked tight vests and gray suits, white shirts,

    and his green striped Dart­mouth tie. He al­ways wore cor­dovans be­cause they last­ed longest

    in his opin­ion.




    He start­ed scrib­bling. The com­put­ers could do most things bet­ter than hu­mans, ex­cept

    to re­al­ly roll things around.




    The ter­mi­nal now re­port­ed that the num­ber of miss­ing men was a pos­itive four­teen.

    Look­ingagain at the list of com­mon fac­tors among the four­teen men, Smith re­al­ized

    that the peo­ple whose lives were af­fect­ed most by the four­teen men were their rel­atives,

    and so he punched in­to his ter­mi­nal a re­quest for an ear­ly read­out on the rel­atives.




    Per­haps one of them had ar­ranged the re­moval of these four­teen men. Even as he asked the

    ques­tion, Smith knew it was prob­ably wrong. Those who had the most to gain by the

    dis­ap­pear­ance of those miss­ing from Nor­folk would be the least like­ly and least ca­pa­ble

    of ar­rang­ing those dis­ap­pear­ances.




    On­ly one rel­ative’s name came on­to the com­put­er, not be­cause it was like­ly to have

    ar­ranged the dis­ap­pear­ance of the four­teen, but be­cause of a con­tact with CURE at a

    pre­vi­ous point. The name was Gon­za­lez, R., but it was quick­ly pre­empt­ed by more

    im­por­tant in­for­ma­tion from the com­put­er: Sev­er­al wit­ness­es saw sub­jects be­ing

    grap­pled with, bound, and in­ject­ed with some sort of tran­quil­iz­ing sub­ject. Those do­ing

    it wore Navy shore-​pa­trol uni­forms.




    Smith asked the com­put­er for a where­abouts on Re­mo and Chi­un. This was done by sim­ply

    do­ing what a com­put­er did best, look­ing through piles of in­for­ma­tion for some­thing

    sig­nif­icant. The com­put­er scanned its records, look­ing for re­ports of peo­ple do­ing what

    most peo­ple couldn’t do. If there were re­ports from po­lice or news­pa­pers of a sin­gle man

    with bare hands ef­fort­less­ly crip­pling many men with guns, that would be an in­di­ca­tion.

    If there was a tale of some­body walk­ing up the side of a build­ing, that would be an­oth­er.

    If there was a re­port of a white and anOri­en­tal in­volved in a dis­tur­bance, caused

    when some­one ac­ci­den­tal­ly touched the Ori­en­tal and was dis­mem­bered for it, that would

    have been a con­clu­sive.




    This time, the com­put­er gave Dr. Smith on­ly one re­port. A man had jumped from an

    air­plane with­out a parachute and lived.




    Smith’s eyes widened in an­tic­ipa­tion and then be­came their nor­mal steel gray again. The

    man had in­deed jumped from an air­plane and lived. He had been in­jured and was now at

    Win­stead Memo­ri­al Hos­pi­tal, out­side of Ra­mage, South Dako­ta. His con­di­tion was

    crit­ical.




    So much for the where­abouts of Re­mo and Chi­un. They were not at Ra­mage, South Dako­ta.

    It would have tak­en more than an air­plane jump to put Re­mo in the hos­pi­tal.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOUR




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had heard it and did not be­lieve it. He would have asked again if

    he thought he could bear the an­swer. He asked again.




    “What have I done to you that you would com­mit so foul a deed on me ?”




    “Maybe it’s not foul, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “I can­not be­lieve it,” said Chi­un.




    “Be­lieve it,” Re­mo said. “I will not kill again.”




    “Eeeeeeah,” said Chi­un and Re­mo’s words with­ered his tired old ears. “The pain I can

    bear. But know­ing that I have be­trayed my an­ces­tors by giv­ing so much that will not come

    back to the House of Sinan­ju, this I can­not live with.”




    “I’m not go­ing to feel guilty,” Re­mo said. “I have my life to live, too, and I wasn’t born

    an as­sas­sin.”




    “That need not be men­tioned now,” said Chi­un. And then, in the dark­ness of his morn­ing,

    a shaft of light ap­peared. “You have killed, Re­mo. By your act, you kill. You kill the House

    of Sinan­ju by what you do. Who will pass on what we know? Who will take the sun source of the

    mar­tial arts and give its essence to an­oth­er to keep it alive? Who, then, if not you ?”




    “You,” said Re­mo. “You found me. Find some­one else.”




    “There is no one else.”




    “What about all those won­der­ful Ko­re­ans you al­ways claim could mas­ter Sinan­ju, but in

    a mo­ment of weak­ness you chose a white in­stead of a Ko­re­an ? Get one of them.”




    “I am too old now.”




    “You’re not more than eighty-​five.”




    “I have giv­en so much, there’s noth­ing left.”




    Re­mo watched the steam­ing pot on the boat’s bu­tane cook­ing stove. He was leav­ing for

    his new job af­ter this lunch. The rice was steamed per­fect­ly and the duck was a few mo­ments

    from com­ple­tion.




    He had reser­va­tions for a Delta flight out of West Palm Beach to New York City. What he

    did not men­tion was that he had reser­va­tions for two.




    “Do you want gin­seng on your rice or not?”




    “Gin­seng is for hap­py times. Gin­seng is for hearts that have not been bro­ken or

    be­trayed,” said Chi­un.




    “No gin­seng?”




    “A lit­tle,” said Chi­un. “To re­mind me of hap­py days which will be no more.” He made sure

    with his eyes that he got the prop­er amount. Re­mo crum­bled the root in­to the boil­ing

    pot.




    He saw Chi­un’s face raise a bit, con­cen­trat­ing on the gin­seng. He added an­oth­er

    pinch. The face low­ered.




    “But I will not en­joy it,” he added. Dur­ing the meal, Chi­un added how he was not

    en­joy­ing any­thing. Yet he knew there were worse things in the world, he said. Much

    worse.




    “Yeah, what?” asked Re­mo, chew­ing his rice to liq­uid­ity. Eat­ing, prop­er­ly pur­sued,

    was no more en­joy­able at this stage of his de­vel­op­ment than a breath­ing ex­er­cise. It

    was, prop­er­ly done, the tak-​ing-​in of nour­ish­ment. To en­joy it was to do it wrong. For

    that could lead to eat­ing things for en­joy­ment in­stead of nour­ish­ment, and that could be

    fa­tal, es­pe­cial­ly to Amer­icans who ate like that all the time.




    “You think more of your rice than what I think is a des­ecra­tion,” said Chi­un.




    “That’s right,” said Re­mo.




    “Per­fidy,” Chi­un said. “Eter­nal per­fidy. I have one wish in life. And that is nev­er for

    my eyes to set­tle up­on the waste of Sinan­ju do­ing what it was not trained for.”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo.




    “I do not even want to know what you will do.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “It will be bet­ter for you that way.”




    “You know,” Chi­un said, “not ev­ery­one ap­pre­ci­ates as­sas­sins, no mat­ter how great

    they are.”




    “I know,” Re­mo said and there was no mock­ing in his voice now.




    “They call us mur­der­ers and killers.”




    “Well, they have a point. To a de­gree.”




    “They don’t un­der­stand what we do.”




    “How could they?” Re­mo asked. He won­dered if he need­ed duck. A young man nor­mal­ly had

    enough fat in a grain food not to need the duck. A bead of fat glis­tened on the whitish flesh

    of the boiled duck­ling. Re­mo de­cid­ed no.




    “And in this coun­try, your coun­try, it is worse. You have am­ateur as­sas­sins work­ing

    ev­ery­where.Any­one who owns a gun thinks he has a right to kill.”




    “I know,” Re­mo said.




    “But a good as­sas­sin, why, even the vic­tims re­spect him. Be­cause the vic­tim has a

    bet­ter death than if old age at­tacked, for in old age one is tor­tured in­to the grave. One

    sees one’s limbs stiff­en and breath­ing go and eye­sight with­er and all man­ner of ills

    be­fall. But, when a per­son goes with the as­sis­tance of a great as­sas­sin, he lives one

    mo­ment and all but painless­ly does not the next. I would rather be as­sas­si­nat­ed than be

    in one of your car ac­ci­dents,” said Chi­un.




    “”I’m go­ing, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “Are you com­ing?”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “This is too much to bear. Good­bye. I am old and poor. Per­haps you are

    right and this is the time to leave me.”




    “You’re not poor. You’ve got gold stashed all over in lit­tle pack­ets. And be­sides, there

    nev­er has been a time when an as­sas­sin can’t find work.”




    Re­mo packed ev­ery­thing he owned in a small blue can­vas bag. An ex­tra pair of chi­nos,

    three pairs of socks, four black T-​shirts, and a tooth­brush.




    He thought he would be in­ter­rupt­ed by Chi­un any mo­ment but the in­ter­rup­tion did not

    come. He zipped up the bag. Chi­un worked on his duck, tak­ing lit­tle pieces with his long

    fin­ger­nails and chew­ing them as Re­mo had chewed his rice, in­to liq­uid.




    “I’m go­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “I see,” said Chi­un. Re­mo knew Chi­un hadgi­ant steam­er trunks that had to be

    la­beled for ship­ments. He had not asked Re­mo to la­bel them.




    “I’m go­ing now,” Re­mo said.




    “I see.”




    Re­mo shrugged and let go a sigh. He had worked more than a decade as an as­sas­sin and he

    could not, if he want­ed to at this mo­ment, fill his bag with valu­ables. He was go­ing to a

    new life. He was go­ing to where he would have a home and a wife and a child. Maybe sev­er­al

    chil­dren.




    Chi­un had said chil­dren were like or­chids, best ap­pre­ci­at­ed when some­one else had to

    do the la­bor of grow­ing them. They had had this dis­cus­sion be­fore. Many years be­fore. And

    many times since.




    Re­mo did not know if he was go­ing to that home and fam­ily. He did not know if he re­al­ly

    want­ed it any­more but he did know he want­ed to leave. And he did know he did not want to

    kill again for a long while, if ev­er. It was not a big new thing that came on him, rather

    some­thing that had been com­ing for so long and so slow­ly it felt like an old friend whom he

    had sud­den­ly de­cid­ed to say hel­lo to.




    Chi­un did not get up.




    “I don’t think ‘thank you’ would be enough,” said Re­mo to the man who had giv­en him that

    new life.




    “You nev­er gave enough,” said Chi­un.




    “I gave enough to learn,” said Re­mo.




    “Go,” Chi­un said. “A Mas­ter of Sinan­ju can do many things. He can­not do mir­acles. You

    have al­lowed your­self to turn in­to cor­rup­tion and rot. The sun can make some things grow.

    It makes oth­ers spoil.”




    “Good­bye, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Do I have your bless­ings?”




    And there was si­lence from the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, a si­lence so deep and so cold that

    Re­mo felt the shiv­ers through his bones.




    “Well, good­bye,” said Re­mo. And he did not cry. He did not dis­ap­prove of those who did;

    it was just not for him.




    Walk­ing down the gang­plank to the dock, Re­mo want­ed to take one last look at the man who

    had giv­en him Sinan­ju, for­ev­er mak­ing him some­one else from that one-​time po­lice­man in

    that east­ern city, who was framed by CURE, lured in­to its ser­vice, and then trans­formed by

    Chi­un.




    He want­ed to look but he did not. It was over.




    He made the dock, and the sun­ny day seemed more like a rude heat both­er­ing him. One of

    the wealthy men from Del­ray, in blue blaz­er and yacht­ing cap and a boat that he some­how

    man­aged to let ev­ery­one know was worth a cool mil­lion, which he nev­er had time to run,

    greet­ed Re­mo with his greet­ing for ev­ery­one.




    “Hot enough for you, fel­la?” asked the man from the deck of his yacht and Re­mo leaped over

    the rail­ing and slapped tears in­to his eyes.




    Then with his one blue can­vas bag he went to the ma­ri­na of­fice and tele­phoned for a

    taxi­cab to take him to the air­port. A sec­re­tary us­ing the tele­phone to talk to a friend

    was in­tent­ly de­scrib­ing her pre­vi­ous night, when she told some­one tri­umphant­ly where

    to get off.




    Re­mo com­pressed the tele­phone in­to her lap.




    She looked hor­ri­fied at the black shards that had, just mo­ments ago, been a

    com­mu­ni­ca­tions link to her friend. And now it was in her lap. Theman had crushed the

    phone as if it had been made of com­pressed dry ce­re­al.




    She didn’t say any­thing. The man who was wait­ing for the taxi didn’t say any­thing.

    Fi­nal­ly she asked if she could wipe the plas­tic pieces and met­al parts from her lap.




    “What ?” asked the man.




    “Noth­ing,” she said, sit­ting very qui­et­ly and very po­lite­ly with a lap full of

    tele­phone.




    She glanced out the win­dow at a small crowd gath­er­ing near a yacht, where one of the

    wealth­ier cus­tomers was hold­ing the side of his face and ges­tur­ing wild­ly. And along­side

    that came a most pe­cu­liar sight. It was like a blue sheet be­ing pro­pelled by a frail wisp

    of a man with on­ly a hint of a scrag­gly white beard, float­ing up around the dock. She didn’t

    know how he could get around the mob that clus­tered around the cus­tomer hold­ing his face, a

    mob that stretched from one side of the dock to the oth­er.




    The frail lit­tle Ori­en­tal mov­ing the di­aphanous blue robes across the dock did not go

    around. And the sec­re­tary, not want­ing to take her eyes off the ma­ni­ac in her of­fice nor

    let that in­cred­ibly big smile dis­si­pate, be­cause she did not want her steel desk shred­ded

    on her, forced her­self not to blink. Be­cause the old man in the blue robe didn’t go around.

    He went through, in that strange shuf­fling gait, un­bro­ken as if the mob didn’t ex­ist. And

    there was the com­modore of the ma­ri­na him­self, rolling around on the dock, grab­bing his

    groin in great pain.




    And then a hor­ri­ble thought struck the mind of this sec­re­tary, this mind al­ready

    over­load­ed with ter­ror. The old man, the Ori­en­tal, was com­ing tothe of­fice. He was

    berthed along with the lu­natic who shred­ded tele­phones, and he might be even worse, be­cause

    he moved through crowds as if they did not ex­ist.




    And he was com­ing here. To the of­fice.




    She tried to smile hard­er, but when your jaw is stretched like a two-​sizes-​too-​small

    leo­tard, there is no hard­er to give. So she faint­ed.




    When Re­mo felt the pres­ence of Chi­un mov­ing to­ward him, the deep brood­ing dark­ness

    tor­tur­ing his soul sud­den­ly blos­somed in­to sun­light.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo, “you’re com­ing with me. It’s the hap­pi­est day of my

    life.”




    “It is the sad­dest day of mine,” said Chi­un. “For I can­not al­low the des­ecra­tion you

    plan of my gifts and the gifts of the mas­ters of thou­sands of years of Sinan­ju to go

    un­wit­nessed. I must bear the full pain of your evil.”




    Chi­un fold­ed his long fin­ger­nails in­to his flow­ing robes.




    “We can get your steam­er trunks lat­er,” Re­mo said.




    “Noth­ing for you to wor­ry about. They are just my dear­est trea­sures,” said Chi­un. “Why

    should I be able to res­cue even that mea­ger por­tion of joy for my life? I have brought a

    white in­to Sinan­ju and now I must pay.”




    “I’ll get them now.”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “Do not both­er your self­ish heart.”




    “I will.”




    “I see the taxi,” said Chi­un.




    “He’ll wait. I’ll car­ry them on my back.”




    “I will forego them. I would not trou­ble the self­ish. It is against your na­ture to do

    some­thingfor an­oth­er, even for one who has done so much for you.”




    “I want to,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes. I know you do. Car­ry a trunk. By white arith­metic that equals thou­sands of years of

    the pow­ers of the uni­verse. I give you one pre­cious gem, you car­ry a bag. Well, you’re not

    deal­ing with some bump­kin from a small fish­ing vil­lage in the West Ko­rea Bay. You can’t

    cheat me like that. Come, we go.”




    “The bags aren’t here, are they?” said Re­mo.




    “It doesn’t mat­ter that they were shipped days ago to a pick­ing-​up point. What mat­ters

    is that you thought car­ry­ing them equaled what I gave you. That’s what mat­tered. That’s why

    I am here. I must see with my own eyes the degra­da­tion to which you have put the sun source

    of all hand fight­ing. I must suf­fer this evil be­cause I have cre­at­ed it. And you will

    nev­er cheat me again by car­ry­ing a bag.”




    And thus did Chi­un, hav­ing planned all along to go with Re­mo, es­cape not on­ly hav­ing

    to ad­mit so, but once again show­ing how the world ill re­paid his awe­some kind­ness and

    de­cen­cy.




    The busi­ness Re­mo was go­ing in­to, tak­ing his skills with him, was ad­ver­tis­ing.

    Chi­un knew of ad­ver­tis­ing and they dis­cussed this on the Delta flight out of West Palm

    Beach to New York City.




    Chi­un knew of ad­ver­tis­ing. Be­fore soap op­eras had been de­grad­ed by in­clud­ing the

    un­pleas­ant things of life, Chi­un had watched all of them close­ly and in so do­ing had

    be­come aware of the sell­ing of house­hold prod­ucts in Amer­ica. They were, he knew, most­ly

    poi­sons.




    “You will not be han­dling soaps?” asked Chi­un,hor­ri­fied at the thought of burn­ing

    lye and fat on Re­mo’s skin. He had been so pale when Chi­un had got­ten him for train­ing

    years be­fore and now with the health back in his skin, Chi­un did not want it washed away with

    Amer­ican poi­sons.




    “No. I’m go­ing to demon­strate a prod­uct.”




    “You are not go­ing to put white chem­icals in your body?”




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Aha,” said Chi­un and there was joy in his face for he knew. “How could I have mis­judged

    my train­ing? How could I have felt you would des­ecrate what I have taught you? My gift is

    be­yond des­ecra­tion.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo hes­itant­ly. “I don’t think you un­der­stand.”




    “Of course I un­der­stand. Amer­icans may be white but they are not com­plete fools. They

    will say look, look at the won­ders of Sinan­ju and you will demon­strate on some box­er or

    who­ev­er they think is strong the awe­some­ness of Sinan­ju. And then they will say Sinan­ju

    has its pow­er by eat­ing one of what­ev­er they are sell­ing. And then you will say you have

    eat­en that as part of your train­ing, which al­so ex­plains the greater mys­tery of why they

    have asked you to demon­strate and not me. I have one re­quest. When you say how good the

    prod­uct is and you put it in your mouth, chew, don’t swal­low, be­cause all Amer­ican food is

    poi­son.”




    “It’s not that, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I’m not go­ing to demon­strate Sinan­ju.”




    “Oh. I feared that,” Chi­un said and he was qui­et un­til just over New York City when he

    had a ques­tion. “Will you ap­pear on tele­vi­sion?”




    “Yes.”




    “Are you not sup­posed to be mod­est and se­cret? You do ev­ery­thing so that peo­ple will

    not rec­og­nize our glo­ries. This is part of your in­scrutable white char­ac­ter. But your

    face will sure­ly be rec­og­nized.”




    “They won’t be film­ing my face. They’ll be film­ing my hands.”




    And Chi­un thought about that too but he knew it was fool­ish be­cause Re­mo’s hands would

    nev­er be able to show how mild a soap was. They were more sen­si­tive than wom­en’s hands. And

    that was for wom­en’s com­mer­cials for wom­en’s soaps. Men’s com­mer­cials sold soaps strong

    enough to be used as tor­tures.




    It was a vi­cious white cy­cle. First they ate meat fats that gave them a ran­cid fla­vor,

    then they scrubbed off the pu­tres­cence with poi­sons.




    “If not soap, what?” asked Chi­un.




    “Do you re­mem­ber the first ex­er­cis­es for the hands?”




    “Which one? There are so many.”




    “The or­ange,” said Re­mo.




    “Peel­ing,” said Chi­un.




    “Right. The one where I learned that the hand is a func­tion of the spinal cord by peel­ing

    an or­ange with one hand.”




    “It’s hard for chil­dren,” said Chi­un.




    “Well, I was do­ing it at the ma­ri­na and I met this in­vestor and …”




    As Re­mo told the sto­ry, it was a typ­ical tale of dis­as­ter, start­ing out with a

    won­der­ful idea and lots of mon­ey. A growth com­pa­ny with a knack for mas­sive fast prof­its

    got a re­port on home-​tool use, show­ing the kitchen area was “about tomax­imize a new

    base growth,” which meant that peo­ple were go­ing to spend more mon­ey on kitchen things.




    The re­port said many ex­pen­sive gad­gets were go­ing to be sold, and if some­one could

    of­fer a com­pet­itive but cheap­er gad­get, they could make a for­tune us­ing tele­vi­sion

    ad­ver­tis­ing.




    So the mar­ket­ing peo­ple told the en­gi­neers they want­ed a kitchen gad­get that could

    chop and puree, grind and slice, and sell at $7.95. It should al­so dice car­rots. It should

    cost less than 55 cents to make and less than 22 cents to mail. It should be no larg­er than

    two av­er­age cof­fee cups and be made of red plas­tic and clear plas­tic with a piece of shiny

    met­al in it, be­cause sur­veys showed red plas­tic and clear plas­tic with shiny met­al were

    looked up­on fa­vor­ably by 77.8 per­cent of Amer­ican wom­en.




    The en­gi­neers did a mirac­ulous job fill­ing ev­ery re­quire­ment. Mar­ket­ing said they

    could sell ten mil­lion in a month with an ad­ver­tis­ing bud­get that was in­clud­ed in the 55

    cents pro­duc­tion cost.




    Tears had come to the man’s eyes as he told Re­mo that the 55 cents in­clud­ed the

    ad­ver­tis­ing bud­get. At this point in his sto­ry, the man had cursed the fates and the

    un­known mys­ter­ies.




    Chi­un lis­tened to Re­mo re­late this sto­ry as they left the air­plane. He had nev­er

    un­der­stood white think­ing but he had to ad­mit they made good air­planes and tele­vi­sion

    sets and, be­fore vi­cious­ness and wan­ton sex­ual­ity had over­tak­en them, good day­time

    dra­mas called soap op­eras. What was wrong with the Amer­ican prod­uct, won­dered Chi­un.




    “It didn’t work,” said Re­mo. “Guy said ev­ery­thing was per­fect but it didn’t work. Now

    they’ve got a cou­ple of mil­lion of those doohick­ies in a ware­house and if they don’t start

    mov­ing them in the next cou­ple of days, they start to lose mon­ey. He’s got it down to the

    frac­tion of a pen­ny.”




    “I do not see how a sim­ple ex­er­cise such as peel­ing an or­ange would have any­thing to

    do with his prod­uct,” said Chi­un.




    “When he saw me peel the or­ange, he thought I might be able to use the Ve­ga-​Chop­pa.”




    “Ve­ga-​Chop­pa?” said Chi­un, mo­tion­ing a taxi out­side the air­port to move on be­cause

    its in­sides were not clean enough. The driv­er said that if Chi­un want­ed to wait for a clean

    cab, he would have to move to the end of the line.




    The driv­er was lat­er treat­ed at Queens Memo­ri­al Hos­pi­tal.




    Chi­un got a clean cab in­to New York. “I al­ways like these flesh-​col­ored ve­hi­cles when

    they are clean,” he con­fid­ed to Re­mo. “Now what is a Ve­ga-​Chop­pa?”




    “That’s the gad­get. Com­put­ers worked out the name. It’s some plas­tic junk and a strip of

    met­al, sev­en dol­lars and nine­ty-​five cents. He fig­ured if I could peel the or­ange I

    could do the com­mer­cial for it with my hands.”




    “And did you?”




    “That’s where we’re go­ing now. See, they couldn’t sell the thing on tele­vi­sion ’cause

    they couldn’t find any­body to demon­strate it. But he had one and it’s no big thing. It’s

    tim­ing, if you have your tim­ing, you can cut car­rots and toma­toes and ev­ery­thing. It’d be

    eas­ier to do it with abro­ken bot­tle, but I’m not get­ting paid to do it with a bro­ken

    bot­tle.”




    At the stu­dio, the lights were on and the cam­era crews were ready. Chi­un watched

    dis­dain­ful­ly. The Ve­ga-​Chop­pa was the size of a wom­an’s hand.




    Re­mo got his in­struc­tions on which veg­eta­bles to cut first. This would be pho­tographed

    while the an­nounc­er read the cue cards in front of him.




    There were ripe toma­toes, a ba­nana, a bunch of car­rots, and a head of let­tuce on a

    wood­en ta­ble. Many lights shone on the ta­ble.




    A small in­tense wom­an put sleeves, with­out arms, on Eemo’s thick wrists. The sleeves were

    the same col­or as the jack­et on the an­nounc­er. A ta­ble iden­ti­cal to Re­mo’s was wheeled

    in front of the an­nounc­er. An­oth­er ta­ble with ar­tis­ti­cal­ly cut veg­eta­bles was

    un­cov­ered to the far right. The an­nounc­er was in the cen­ter and Re­mo was at the left.




    There were three cam­eras and not one was fo­cused on Chi­un, who made a men­tal note to add

    to the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju, un­der the chap­ters of “Chi­un and the Amer­icans,” how

    Amer­ican taste in en­ter­tain­ment was high­ly pe­cu­liar, as one might ex­pect from

    beefeaters.




    “We’re go­ing to do some­thing very dan­ger­ous,” came a voice from the dark part of the

    stu­dio. “We’re go­ing to shoot all this live, on tape, with­out the voice be­ing dubbed.

    That’s the kind of faith we have in this prod­uct and, of course, you, sir, what’s your

    name?”




    “Re­mo.”




    “What’s your first name?”




    “That is my first name.”




    “Well, we’ll just call you ‘Hands,’ all right? When you see the light, be­gin.”




    “Call me Re­mo, not ‘Hands.’ “




    Two lights on two cam­eras flashed red. Re­mo wait­ed.




    “You want a food ma­chine?” asked the an­nounc­er as Re­mo picked up the Ve­ga-​Chop­pa and

    a toma­to. “You want to pay one hun­dred or two hun­dred dol­lars or more and then run up

    elec­tric­ity bills? Or do you want a mag­ic food ma­chine in your hands?”




    Grip­ping the blade of the Ve­ga-​Chop­pa light­ly, Re­mo threw it to­ward the hand with the

    toma­to in it. Chi­un alone could see through the speed of it that Re­mo’s hands were press­ing

    the toma­to around the blade, an in­tri­cate ma­neu­ver very much like press­ing flow­er petals

    in­to bam­boo strips, so that the petals were not dam­aged but the strips were cracked. Re­mo

    did this sev­er­al times, so that the blend­ing of the toma­to around the blade looked as if

    the blade was cut­ting the toma­to in­to slices.




    “Toma­toes are a cinch,” said the an­nounc­er. “You slice as many as you want and when

    you’re done, per­haps you want cole slaw. You say you can’t make cole slaw with­out shred­ding?

    Hours and hours of shred­ding? Don’t pay high prices for slaw in your su­per­mar­ket. Now,

    hours of drudgery and high su­per­mar­ket prices are gone. You have slaw as eas­ily as

    toma­toes or pota­toes or diced car­rots or ap­ples that peel mag­ical­ly with your

    Ve­ga-​Chop­pa.”




    Re­mo’s hands flew. He got the blade go­ing back and forth by com­press­ing the ac­tion

    through theveg­eta­bles, a tech­nique of hand ac­tion known to Sinan­ju since the time of

    Genghis Khan, when cer­tain tribes used reed shields that were quite ef­fec­tive against met­al

    spears.




    If a stu­dent were tal­ent­ed, he could mas­ter this in eight years of train­ing.




    Out of Re­mo’s sight, Chi­un nod­ded ap­proval. The hands were work­ing well.

    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, no one oth­er than Chi­un could ap­pre­ci­ate the es­oter­ic and

    in­cred­ibly skilled func­tion now be­ing per­formed and la­beled “as easy as ap­ple pie,” the

    ap­ple now be­ing shred­ded in­to lit­tle slices.




    “And what does this mir­acle tool cost ? Not one hun­dred dol­lars. Not fifty dol­lars. Not

    even twen­ty-​five dol­lars. It’s just sev­en nine­ty-​five and with it-​if you send in your

    or­der with­in six days-​you get the mir­acle car­rot peel­er.”




    With on­ly a use­less sliv­er of shiny met­al, Re­mo scraped the skin of a car­rot and

    Chi­un had to force him­self not to ap­plaud. It was so dif­fi­cult to ma­nip­ulate the peel­er

    that Re­mo could have skinned the car­rot more eas­ily with his knuck­les.




    “And car­rots,” said the an­nounc­er. “As easy as that.”




    It was a good per­for­mance. So easy had Re­mo made it look that when the cam­eras were off,

    the an­nounc­er just want­ed to slice a toma­to to see the even round pieces fall like play­ing

    cards.




    He was un­able to break the skin of the toma­to and fi­nal­ly leaned on the Ve­ga-​Chop­pa

    with both hands, cre­at­ing a pop­ping mush, and get­ting a gouge in his thumb and fore­fin­ger

    that need­ed five stitch­es to close.




    Chi­un was proud but sad. Re­mo had used his skills well, but in a wrong cause, and if the

    rest ofRe­mo’s life was to be spent demon­strat­ing tools that no one could use, then

    Chi­un would have to think se­ri­ous­ly of find­ing an­oth­er stu­dent to build in­to a new

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIVE




    She saw the hands. She saw them on the TV screen and she knew it was him. She stopped

    yelling at work­men re­pair­ing the glass in the front of her wig fac­to­ry and shop, the

    finest wig shop in Nor­folk, Vir­ginia-​un­less of course you want­ed some­thing in a cheap­er

    line, like ray­on, which was not on­ly blon­der but could wash bet­ter and wear longer. And

    when you got tired of look­ing like a gi­ant yel­low mum, it made the best mat­tress stuff­ing

    this side of down. The Gon­za­lez Wig Em­po­ri­um al­so sold down, im­ita­tion down, stuff­ing,

    life in­sur­ance, and Je­sus bracelets that fought gout.




    She stopped yelling and she looked.




    “Re­mo,” she said.




    “What ?” said one of the work­men.




    “Keep sweepin’, nig­ger,” said Ru­by Gon­za­lez who was just a par­tial shade lighter than

    the brown work­man. She knew she wasn’t beau­ti­ful but she had an at­trac­tive pres­ence that

    would not quit; when she set her eyes on a man, she could make him hers.




    And maybe that was what was need­ed now, be­cause she had just seen the hands of a man who

    could do mir­acles. Who might be able to get Lucius back-​Lu­cius, who had been dragged

    scream­ing out of the shop, scream­ing, un­til the at­tack­ers could get a nee­dle in­to him.

    No one knew who had seized the four­teen miss­ing men and still a week lat­er no one knew where

    they were. Al­though Ru­by had her sus­pi­cions. But what good were sus­pi­cions when you

    didn’t have the mus­cle?




    And spe­cial mus­cle she need­ed. Some dum­my with a gun would not do. She had seen them. If

    they got the guy you want­ed, they more than like­ly shot up half a town. Nor­folk was a qui­et

    town. She got along in Nor­folk. She had friends in Nor­folk. Ru­by didn’t want to shoot up the

    town to get her broth­er back. With the help of those hands on tele­vi­sion she might be able

    to.




    Re­mo. She had nev­er been able to find him again.




    It was at a time she was work­ing for the gov­ern­ment, when be­cause of her black blood and

    Span­ish sur­name and fe­male gen­der she had be­come an en­tire equal op­por­tu­ni­ty pro­gram

    in the hands of the CIA. She meant that they didn’t have to hire quite as many blacks, wom­en,

    or Span­ish sur­names. Which was not all that bright, Ru­by knew, be­cause she was the on­ly

    one in her de­part­ment who didn’t make a botch of things.




    For a wom­an of twen­ty-​three, she was wise in the ways of the world. She was not afraid

    her coun­try was go­ing to be dev­as­tat­ed by some great sin­is­ter for­eign in­tel­li­gence

    agen­cy. She un­der­stood very well that most white men were stupid. As were black men. And

    yel­low men. And that in­clud­ed the white man and the yel­low man she had met on as­sign­ment

    in Baqia, one of those stupidplaces no­body want­ed un­til some­body else was about to

    get it.




    She had nev­er been able to find a trace of them again. Re­mo’s fin­ger­prints were not on

    file any­where her friends could get to. It was like he and Chi­un had van­ished, but here she

    saw those hands on TV, just when she need­ed them most.




    “Ma­ma, Ma­ma,” she yelled, run­ning to the small apart­ment above the shop. Ma­ma liked

    liv­ing here. Ru­by lived in a man­sion out of town. She had of­fered her moth­er sev­er­al

    rooms in the Gon­za­lez man­sion in Princess Anne Coun­ty, but her moth­er want­ed to stay with

    her old friends in Nor­folk. Ma­ma al­so liked to eat. Ma­ma was not al­lowed to eat in the

    man­sion. Ru­by had it up for re­sale and she didn’t want crumbs on the floor.




    “Ma­ma, Ma­ma,” cried Ru­by. “I think we can save Lu­cius.”




    Ma­ma sat in a blue paint­ed rock­ing chair smok­ing a pipe. Ma­ma smoked chico­ry, corn

    silk, and dried maple leaf ground to­geth­er. Some said this com­bi­na­tion caused nei­ther

    bron­chi­tis nor can­cer nor any oth­er dis­ease, be­cause it act­ed not so much like a

    car­cino­gen as a ra­zor. It would lac­er­ate your throat be­fore it would pol­lute it.




    Most peo­ple passed out from sniff­ing it. Ru­by had grown up with it.




    “They gonna save Lu­cius?” asked Ma­ma, her tired face a rich deep black, the wrin­kles warm

    with many a weary year of go­ing on from day to day.




    “No. We’re gonna save him,” Ru­by said.




    The old wom­an thought about this a long mo­ment. She took a deep puff on her corn­cob

    pipe.




    “Chile?” she said.




    “Yes, Ma­ma,” said Ru­by.




    “What yo’ want to do that for? He de most use­less chile in this Lord’s cre­ation.”




    “He’s my broth­er, Ma­ma.”




    “I’m sor­ry about that, chile, but some­times I think maybe dey made a mis­take at de

    hos­pi­tal, cep­pin’ I didn’ go to no hos­pi­tal. Maybe we made a mis­take on de kitchen

    ta­ble.”




    “Ma­ma, that’s Lu­cius we’re talk­ing about. He may be hurt.”




    “On­ly if he work­ing. That boy on­ly hurt when he work. Some­time ah think maybe we get him

    mixed up with a loaf of bread or some­thing that day on de kitchen ta­ble but then ah

    re­mem­bers we on­ly eats white bread. And some­times ah try to pic­to­ri­al­ize zact­ly in my

    mind what we throw away in de kitchen that day. Was it de af­ter­birth or Lu­cius that got

    dumped wif de garbage? Ah use to think we kept de af­ter­birth, but af­ter­birth don’ eat,

    doit?”




    “No, Ma­ma.”




    “Then that’s Lu­cius. De eat­en­est ba­by ah ev­er see.”




    “Ma­ma, he’s been kid­napped.”




    “Ah know. His bed be emp­ty from nine in the morn­ing to five at night, Mon­day un­til

    Fri­day, all this week. Ah know some­thing be wrong.”




    “I’m go­ing to get him back,” Ru­by said. “And I know how. There are two men who can do

    mir­acles, Ma­ma, and I’ve just seen their hands on tele­vi­sion. I’m go­ing to get him back.

    Lu­cius is a good boy.”




    “Lu­cius de most use­less chile in dis here coun­try. He don’t even pick up wel­fare

    checks.




    When de mail was late dat week, he call de may­or, say­ing dems op­pressin’ him. Dat boy

    nev­er did a lick of work in his life. Boy even gave up mug­gin’ ’cause peo­ple stopped walkin’

    down dat al­ley be­hind de shop. He say he am’ trav­el­ing to work no ways.”




    An or­di­nary ex­ec­utive might have been turned off in her search for the own­er of the

    hands. But Ku­by Gon­za­lez, own­er of Wig Em­po­ri­um, Wig City, a wig fac­to­ry, two re­al

    es­tate agen­cies, a mail or­der house, and di­rec­tor of four banks, was not about to be put

    off by some clerk just be­cause he had the ti­tle of vice pres­ident for mar­ket­ing.




    “Madam, let me as­sure you we used on­ly a reg­ular an­nounc­er for that com­mer­cial, an

    an­nounc­er who has been do­ing these things for years. We did not im­port spe­cial­ized skills

    for the easy op­er­ation of the mir­acle Ve­ga-​Chop­pa, the best­selling kitchen ap­pli­ance

    since the pot. Heh, heh.”




    “Turkey, I know those hands. Now you go­ing to help me or not help me ?”




    “We have been one of the lead­ing ad agen­cies in Amer­ica since our in­cep­tion in

    Philadel­phia in 1873. We do not en­gage in fraud.”




    With­in forty min­utes, Ru­by had a his­to­ry of the ad agen­cy show­ing it had be­gun with

    a fly­er claim­ing Dr. Mag­ic’s Won­der Grease cured brain tu­mors, and in 1943 had been

    in­dict­ed for claim­ing cigarette smok­ing pro­mot­ed sex­ual vi­tal­ity, clear skin, and long

    life.




    When they met again, the vice pres­ident for mar­ket­ing ad­mit­ted to Ru­by that the hands

    she saw were rep­re­sent­ed by a ma­jor tal­ent agen­cythat han­dled ac­tors and

    writ­ers. The hands had been giv­en to a young agent be­cause no one knew what to do with

    hands. The agent gen­er­al­ly rep­re­sent­ed marginal writ­ers. By marginal, the agen­cy meant

    that if one of their agents had to do more than pick up a tele­phone to get a half

    mil­lion-​dol­lar ad­vance on a book, the writ­er of the book was marginal.




    The hands had been re­ject­ed at the ac­tor’s sec­tion of the agen­cy be­cause both the man

    and his Ori­en­tal friend lacked what Hol­ly­wood con­sid­ered “an es­sen­tial sense of

    dan­ger. We don’t get a feel­ing that the hands have a per­son at­tached to them who can give

    the au­di­ence that sense of dan­ger we get from lead­ing stars.”




    And that made Ru­by even more sure that the hands were those of Re­mo and the Ori­en­tal was

    Chi­un, who was all right if you stayed on his right side. Re­mo was all right, too, but he was

    “re­al coun­try” as Ru­by liked to say. And he was fun­ny, al­though he thought he was the most

    se­ri­ous dude in the world. As for san­ity, she would have bet on Chi­un. She could

    un­der­stand why Chi­un did things; there was no ex­plain­ing what Re­mo did. Like mak­ing

    com­mer­cials.




    She flew up to New York to meet Re­mo’s agent.




    The agent was so pret­ty he made Shirley Tem­ple look like a con­crete sep­tic tank. He was

    so neat his lips looked as if mois­ture on them would be a mess. It was the first time Ru­by

    ev­er want­ed to be a man. If she were a man, this beau­ti­ful young man might be in­ter­est­ed

    in her.




    “I want those hands,” said Ru­by.




    “Gawd, who doesn’t, dear?” the agent said and Ru­by won­dered how he kept his hair that

    right.




    Her $9.95 ray­on wig didn’t come out of the ma­chine that neat. As a mat­ter of fact,

    noth­ing was that neat.




    “Yeah, but I want to do a com­mer­cial on some of my stuff,” said Ru­by. “I want those hands

    in the com­mer­cial. So call them.”




    “Well, ac­tu­al­ly, we don’t call them. They call us.”




    “Tell me where they are. I’ll call them,” Ru­by said.




    And be­cause it was all so bor­ing, try­ing to track down prop­er­ties who had just hands

    when there were so many big things go­ing on out there, the agent gave Ru­by the ad­dress.




    The two were in a lux­ury ho­tel over­look­ing Cen­tral Park. They had a suite. They were

    reg­is­tered as “Jones and the gra­cious one.”




    When Ru­by stood out­side their door, she sud­den­ly be­came weak for a mo­ment. She

    re­mem­bered the Is­land of Baqia and the mir­acles Re­mo and Chi­un did and she re­mem­bered

    how of­ten she had thought of them since that time.




    But Ru­by Gon­za­lez was Ru­by Gon­za­lez and when she knocked and heard Re­mo’s voice ask

    who it was, she an­swered, “None of your busi­ness, do­do. Open this door.”




    When the door opened, all she could say was, “Hel­lo.” And her voice was weak.




    “Hel­lo,” said Re­mo. “Where you been?”




    “Around,” she said.




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. “I’ve been there, too. What brings you here?”




    And Ru­by Gon­za­lez took a deep breath and con­cen­trat­ed and be­gan talk­ing a mile a

    minute, “Be­cause you two owe me. I save your life andyou make me promis­es and then you

    just go and get lost and you nev­er de­liv­er on your promis­es and I shoul­da known you nev­er

    would, not you two, and now I’m here to col­lect.”




    “Same Ru­by,” sighed Re­mo. “Screech­ing at me. For a minute there, I thought it was go­ing

    to be dif­fer­ent.”




    But Chi­un had seen the look on Ru­by’s face. He knew it was dif­fer­ent, that dif­fer­ent

    emo­tions had en­tered Ru­by’s heart, and while he said, “Come in­side, close the door, and get

    the rice boil­ing,” he was think­ing that maybe he had found the way to get a new trainee for

    the House of Sinan­ju. One that no­body else would have a chance to mess up.




    “Hel­lo,” said Ru­by, step­ping in­side the door.




    “An­imal,” said Chi­un. “An­imal. Rut­ting an­imals. Blacks, whites. Sex­ual­ly ac­tive,

    men­tal­ly dor­mant. I see the looks in your faces, the both of you. I sup­pose you two want to

    make love now.”




    There was no an­swer.




    “I sup­pose I should be grate­ful you two don’t fall on the rug and cou­ple there,” said

    Chi­un. But when they didn’t, Chi­un de­cid­ed he had had it with the sub­tle ap­proach.




    “A thou­sand gold pieces for a male child from the loins of my son,” he called out.




    “Five thou­sand,” said Ru­by.




    “Three thou­sand,” said Chi­un.




    “Wait,” said Re­mo. “Don’t I have any­thing to say about this?”




    “No,” said Chi­un. “Who lis­tens to a tele­vi­sion star?”




    “No,” said Ru­by. “You got noth­ing to say.”


  




  

    CHAPTER SIX




    Lu­cius Jack­son Gon­za­lez was too busy to wipe the sweat off his brow. He had been on this

    as­sem­bly line since day­break and was still one hun­dred units short of his goal. His body

    twitched with ter­ror.




    “Speed up the line,” he begged.




    From above him on a met­al ramp, he heard the over­seer’s met­al-​tipped boots clack to­ward

    him.




    “Qui­et,” came the gruff voice. Lu­cius Jack­son Gon­za­lez did not know the face. He did

    not of­ten look up to see it.




    “Yes sir,” he said and just prayed that they would speed up the as­sem­bly line so he could

    get Ms one hun­dred ad­di­tion­al units.




    It had on­ly been a week since he had been ripped out of his bed at the strange hour of nine

    A.M., but that seemed like on­ly a vague mem­ory of a time so sweet and lazy he could hard­ly

    re­mem­ber it. Now, all he re­mem­bered was the round met­al bands he was sup­posed to wrap

    se­cure­ly around the wood­en posts that passed him on the as­sem­bly line. Late in the day,

    the work be­came more dif­fi­cult as the wood­en posts wore down and you had to take more care

    with the bands.




    In the morn­ing the met­al just slipped in and it was se­cure and no­body was go­ing to say

    any­thing. But down the as­sem­bly line, where six men used tools to take the bands off, the

    slots in the wood would wear down. And the bands them­selves had to be han­dled gin­ger­ly

    be­cause if you just snapped them on late in the day, they might break. Met­al be­came tired.

    And all these prob­lems mount­ed as the day wore on.




    Lu­cius’s right hand sud­den­ly spout­ed a red leak. He tried to hold back the blood so it

    wouldn’t get on the bands. He had seen them go down the pro­duc­tion line with blood on them

    be­fore and the over­seer al­ways found out who did it. Lu­cius did not want to be found out

    so, wound­ed, he worked and prayed.




    It was not a slow trans­for­ma­tion that had brought him to this ea­ger sweat­ing ser­vice.

    He had been sleep­ing. And what he re­mem­bered was hands grab­bing him and he thought it might

    have been the po­lice, ex­cept they would have been afraid to touch him. Po­lice had to read

    you your rights. Po­lice had to re­frain from un­due vi­olence. You pret­ty much had to cut up

    a po­lice­man be­fore he would put his hands on you.




    So when Lu­cius felt the hands, he knew im­me­di­ate­ly it wasn’t the po­lice. And he tried

    to reach for his ra­zor, be­cause when you were deal­ing with a broth­er, you had bet­ter cut

    first. But he couldn’t get to his ra­zor. And then he saw the men were white.




    He was work­ing on his law­suit charg­ing a vi­ola­tion of his civ­il rights when he felt

    some­thing very sharp prick his arm and then ev­ery­thing be­came heavy in his head and very

    dark.




    He thought he was still falling when he re­al­ized he couldn’t move his hands or legs and

    there was a plas­tic thing on his tongue. He thought he was blind­ed at first be­cause there

    was on­ly dark­ness around him. Then he saw a flat plane of very white light com­ing in down at

    his feet. And he saw oth­er bod­ies in the shaft of light. His mouth was dry and he could not

    close it to swal­low. The thirst be­came a bit­ing pain and then numb. He could not feel the

    right arm his head rest­ed on. His left was grow­ing numb. He knew they were trav­el­ing

    be­cause he could hear the mo­tor and feel the bump­ing of the road be­neath him.




    Then, the en­gine stopped and sud­den­ly there was blind­ing light at his feet and he felt

    him­self yanked out in­to the light that was too bright to see. Rough hands pulled back his

    eye­lids. His eyes burned.




    “This one’s all right,” said some­one. The plas­tic that wrapped his tongue and kept his

    mouth open was yanked out. Blessed cool wa­ter came in and Lu­cius lapped it up ea­ger­ly. He

    gulped and swal­lowed un­til his bel­ly was full. The bind­ings on his wrists and an­kles came

    off. And numb­ing pain came to his right arm on which he had rest­ed.




    He was too fright­ened to talk. As he looked around he saw friends he knew, their eyes wide,

    lay­ing on the ground or kneel­ing. Piles of white ny­lon ropes lay in pieces be­fore him. When

    he could use his eyes, he saw there were two big bus­es be­hind him and their lug­gage

    com­part­ments were open wide.He shook his head try­ing to get the grog­gi­ness out of

    it.




    He was stand­ing on a grass lawn. In front of him was a man­sion. Be­hind him, the ocean

    stretched to the hori­zon. A small yacht was tied up at a dock at the wa­ter’s edge.




    White men with whips and guns stood sev­er­al paces away. They wore white suits with white

    straw hats.




    They said noth­ing.




    Lu­cius saw a friend of his, Big Red, who did pimp­ing when­ev­er he found a girl he could

    ter­ror­ize. Big Bed was a bad dude. Even po­lice didn’t want to mess with Big Red. Lu­cius

    felt bet­ter be­cause Big Red was there. Big Red was a La­su­fi Mus­lim and had changed his

    name to Ibrahim Al Shabazz Ma­lik Muham­mid Bin. Lu­cius Jack­son Gon­za­lez had been plan­ning

    to change his name, too, but it was too much work, hav­ing to go to court and all, so he

    set­tled for just un­of­fi­cial­ly drop­ping the Gon­za­lez and be­ing known as Lu­cius

    Jack­son.




    He tried to smile at Big Red. He was hap­py that he was there. No­body messed with a

    La­su­fi Mus­lim. These white tor­menters would soon be put in their place.




    One of the black men shout­ed “We gonna have yo’ ass for this.”




    Word­less­ly, a tall thin man with a thin smile and red hair, the sort of per­son you might

    lean on for a few dol­lars in a de­sert­ed street, came out of a car. He had a sword. He cut

    off the head of the man who shout­ed. Lu­cius watched the head roll. He al­so saw Ibrahim Al

    Shabazz Ma­lik Muham­mid Bin sud­den­ly low­er him­self to hisknees, then bend for­ward

    till his fore­head touched the ground. His flat hands were by his ears. A low wail­ing moan

    came up from Big Red’s mouth. It was a spir­itu­al. Man, did he love Je­sus now.




    In an in­stant, the aveng­ing Is­lam­ic ter­ror of Nor­folk, Vir­ginia, was born again as a

    Chris­tian.




    There was nev­er an ar­gu­ment af­ter that and it seemed Lu­cius Jack­son had been work­ing

    on the as­sem­bly line for­ev­er, along with the oth­er twelve sur­vivors. Sev­en putting on

    met­al bands; six tak­ing them back off. Lu­cius didn’t ques­tion the need for such work. He

    would do what­ev­er he was told. When they heat­ed his twice dai­ly gru­el, he was most

    thank­ful for the gift. One day, some­body put a piece of pork in the gru­el and Lu­cius, who’d

    on­ly eat­en well-​mar­bled meats be­fore and shout­ed at Ru­by if she bought him T-​bone

    in­stead of porter­house, al­most cried with joy. On the day they got re­al bread and re­al

    beans, Lu­cius al­most kissed the hand that fed him.




    The di­et of Lu­cius Jack­son was no ac­ci­dent. It had been care­ful­ly planned as the

    min­imum to sus­tain strength and to cre­ate a sense of, first, de­pen­den­cy and, then,

    grat­itude in the re­cip­ient.




    Eight men, rep­re­sent­ing some of the most pow­er­ful cor­po­ra­tions in the world,

    re­ceived this in­for­ma­tion in a bound book­let they had yet to open. They had been called to

    West Palm Beach, Flori­da, by Bais­ley De­Pauw, na­tion­al ex­ec­utive chair­man of the

    Na­tion­al Ur­ban Move­ment, a group ded­icat­ed to al­le­vi­at­ing pover­ty, ur­ban

    re­gres­sion, and racism. The De­Pauws had been in­volved in lib­er­al Amer­ican caus­es ev­er

    since theystopped union bust­ing with ma­chine­gun-​tot­ing goons.




    Amer­ican school chil­dren nev­er learned how the fam­ily that or­dered ma­chine guns to

    open fire on un­armed strik­ers at one of their oil re­finer­ies could have be­come so

    ded­icat­ed to the wel­fare of the cit­izens in so many pub­lic caus­es. When one thought of

    the De­Pauws, one thought of com­mis­sions fight­ing racism. When one thought of the De­Pauws,

    one thought of an an­gry warn­ing to South Africa on its apartheid poli­cies. When one thought

    of the De­Pauws, one thought of the an­gry young play­wrights they spon­sored who pro­duced

    such plays as “Good Hon­key, Dead Hon­key.”




    The De­Pauws al­so spon­sored con­fer­ences where busi­ness lead­ers heard mil­itant blacks

    ask for mon­ey for guns so they could shoot the busi­ness lead­ers. This sug­ges­tion was

    called an “in-​depth rage.”




    This con­fer­ence in West Palm Beach, how­ev­er, was not an­oth­er pro­gres­sive vent­ing of

    the spleen. Bais­ley De­Pauw had promised that and had per­son­al­ly phoned each of the eight

    men. And each con­ver­sa­tion went like this:




    “This is busi­ness, re­al busi­ness. Don’t send me some vice pres­ident you keep around to

    at­tend the meet­ings you don’t think are im­por­tant. Let me tell you how im­por­tant this

    meet­ing is.”




    “Please do.”




    “Any­one who is not at this meet­ing will not be able to com­pete in the mar­ket­place

    with­in two years.”




    “What?”




    “You heard me.”




    “C’mon, Baise, that’s hard to be­lieve.”




    “Do you re­mem­ber that lit­tle project I told you about a few years ago ?”




    “The big-​se­cret?”




    “Yes. Well, it worked. What if I told you I could man one of your pro­duc­tion lines with

    work­ers at a cost of less than forty cents a day? Not an hour, a day. And what if I told you

    you would nev­er have to wor­ry about strikes again ? What if I told you you would nev­er have

    to wor­ry about work­ing con­di­tions or pen­sions? What if I told you your work­ers would

    wor­ry on­ly about get­ting old and use­less?”




    “Baise, I’d say you’re full of shit.”




    “Ei­ther you come to that meet­ing or don’t send any­one.”




    “Dammit, I’ve got a per­son­al meet­ing with the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States that

    day.”




    “Two years, out of busi­ness. Take your choice.”




    “Baise, move the thing back a day.”




    “No. I’m right on sched­ule.”




    Bais­ley De­Pauw in­vit­ed eight men and eight men showed up. The base ker­nel of west­ern

    in­dus­try sat around a long ta­ble in the De­Pauw man­sion in West Palm Beach. There would be

    no drinks be­cause it re­quired a ser­vant to bring drinks. They would not be al­lowed to have

    their sec­re­taries present be­cause eight was the lim­it who could know this thing. Any­one

    who didn’t have to know it couldn’t.




    “Bais­ley, old boy, this is rather much of a pre­cau­tion.”




    “It is a dar­ing idea,” said Bais­ley De­Pauw.




    And Bais­ley De­Pauw, the very mod­el of con­cerned pa­tri­cian el­egance, from the touch of

    gray at his tem­ples to the rolling Hud­son Riv­erac­cent, bade his guests to open their

    bound book­lets. Most of them didn’t un­der­stand what they read. They com­plained that they

    had peo­ple who un­der­stood these sorts of things. They weren’t la­bor re­la­tions ex­perts.

    They made de­ci­sions on how most of the civ­ilized world lived. They couldn’t be both­ered

    with la­bor costs. If Bais­ley want­ed to play with triv­ia, why didn’t he have this at a

    low­er lev­el ?




    “Your la­bor costs and la­bor at­ti­tude is why Japan gains on us ev­ery day. Your la­bor

    costs de­ter­mine how you do busi­ness now and in the fu­ture. It’s get­ting worse. You’re

    pay­ing more for less.”




    “And you’re no dif­fer­ent, Baise. C’mon,” said the chair­man of a con­glom­er­ate that had

    just giv­en a con­tract where­by men would re­tire with more than they used to make ten years

    ear­li­er. When some­one men­tioned la­bor costs to him, all he could think of was high. He

    al­so got very sick when some­one men­tioned these things. And not be­ing in front of la­bor

    peo­ple, he could af­ford to spit when De­Pauw men­tioned la­bor costs. So he did. On the

    rug.




    “We al­so have prob­lems with the in­ner cities,” said De­Pauw. “You know the costs of the

    ur­ban poor. How they act on an en­vi­ron­ment. I’m talk­ing about the na­tive Amer­ican black,

    the orig­inal Amer­ican slave. If you com­press what they do to an area, like say the South

    Bronx in New York City, it’s like a bomb­ing raid dur­ing World War Two. Ex­cept more

    ex­pen­sive.”




    Now when De­Pauw be­gan men­tion­ing in­ner city and blacks, the ex­ec­utives be­came

    rest­less. If they were not all that in­ter­est­ed in la­bor statistics, they cared even less

    for so­cial caus­es, al­though ev­ery one of them had ap­peared in pic­tures re­ceiv­ing

    plaques for their work in civ­il rights. They had all joined fash­ion­able or­ga­ni­za­tions

    con­tribut­ing mil­lions to black caus­es. They had con­demned racism. They had even joined

    ap­peals to end racism and tes­ti­fied in Congress against racism. Thus was Amer­ican

    in­dus­try against racism, be­cause as one of them put it, “The cost is neg­li­gi­ble and we

    re­al­ly don’t have any­thing to do with those peo­ple.” An­oth­er called it “cheap

    virtue.”




    Bais­ley De­Pauw picked up a pic­ture of a black man.




    “Dammit,” one in­dus­tri­al­ist yelled. “If you want to dis­cuss so­cial pro­grams, do it

    some­where else. You’re wast­ing our time with this crap.”




    “I am show­ing you a re­source,” said De­Pauw. He had dealt with these men and tak­en their

    mea­sure, and their anger was just where he want­ed it.




    He showed a pho­to­graph of Lu­cius Jack­son. “Re­source,” he said.




    Some­one guf­fawed. “That is about as much a re­source as can­cer,” said a com­put­er

    ex­ec­utive.




    Bais­ley De­Pauw al­lowed a thin know­ing smile to cross his face.




    “This man, part-​time pimp, part-​time mug­ger, on and off wel­fare I don’t know how many

    times, fa­ther of count­less chil­dren he doesn’t sup­port, is now a fine work­er who costs the

    man­ufac­tur­er forty cents a day and, if he does re­pro­duce, will give us an­oth­er fine

    work­er just like him­self. Bet­ter work­ers than you have. And no union lead­ers to fight

    with.”




    “I don’t be­lieve it. I don’t be­lieve in so­cial pro­grams.”




    “That’s why I brought you down here. Gen­tle­men, just a few feet from here is my proof. We

    are go­ing to rev­olu­tion­ize Amer­ican la­bor prac­tices, un­der­cut Tai­wan and Hong Kong on

    prices, and make our cities once again the play­things of the rich.”




    De­Pauw took them down to a sub­base­ment and what the eight ex­ec­utives saw shocked them.

    There was a white man with a whip at one end of the small room. Thir­teen black men stood at a

    con­vey­or belt. The first sev­en busi­ly wrapped a met­al band around a wood­en pole and the

    last six busi­ly un­wrapped it. The men worked at a steady pace that did not slack­en. They had

    chains on their an­kles.




    De­Pauw stood on a small bal­cony over­look­ing the work room. He yelled out to the first

    man in the line, “If you could have any­thing, what would you want?”




    And Lu­cius Jack­son smiled and said, “Sir, the on­ly thing ah wants is for the line to be

    speed­ed up so I can meet my quo­ta, sir.”




    De­Pauw turned and nod­ded, then closed the door be­hind him and took the eight ex­ec­utives

    back up­stairs to his of­fice suite.




    One said, “We are talk­ing about slav­ery. We are talk­ing about the en­slave­ment of hu­man

    be­ings for prof­it. We are talk­ing about the most rep­re­hen­si­ble use of one hu­man by

    an­oth­er.”




    De­Pauw nod­ded. The oth­er ex­ec­utives crowd­ed around.




    “We are prob­ably talk­ing about an­oth­er civ­il war,” said the ex­ec­utive.




    De­Pauw nod­ded again.




    “We are talk­ing about vi­olat­ing ev­ery civ­ilized prin­ci­ple known to mankind.”




    “Not ev­ery one,” said De­Pauw. “We will not des­ecrate pri­vate prop­er­ty.”




    De­Pauw watched these pow­er­ful men ex­change glances. He knew the ques­tion that was

    com­ing. He knew as sure­ly as he had known many of these men since child­hood. He knew he was

    propos­ing a rev­olu­tion with more re­al change in how peo­ple lived than any that had been

    done in Eu­ssia.




    “Baise,” said the ex­ec­utive who had been do­ing the ma­jor share of ques­tion­ing. “You

    know you have raised a very, very se­ri­ous ques­tion here.”




    “I know,” said De­Pauw.




    “Can you,” said the ex­ec­utive and now ev­ery­one hung on ev­ery word and ev­ery­one

    watched De­Pauw for his an­swer.




    “Yes?” said De­Pauw, wait­ing for what he knew would come.




    “Can you … get skilled work­ers?”




    “You bet your ass,” said De­Pauw. “Skilled work­ers. The cheap­est v/ork force since the

    Con­fed­er­acy. Gen­tle­men, we will break the unions with the best scabs who ev­er lived.

    Slaves.”




    But some had doubts. It sound­ed too good to be true. De­Pauw point­ed out that blue col­lar

    work­ers, who would ul­ti­mate­ly lose the most from a slave la­bor force, would be the biggest

    sup­port­ers.




    “I have a mil­itary arm al­ready in op­er­ation,” said De­Pauw, “but I don’t think we’ll

    ev­er need it. What I think we’re go­ing to do is to cre­ate a pub­lic sen­ti­ment so

    over­whelm­ing that mil­lions ofpeo­ple are go­ing to fall in step be­hind our army and

    march on Wash­ing­ton and make them do what we want. We’ll have a ref­er­en­dum and we’ll

    car­ry it ten to one.”




    “You think Amer­icans would vote to cre­ate a la­bor force that would wreck their own

    bar­gain­ing pow­er?”




    “I’ve been work­ing on this plan since the six­ties. Why do you think I fi­nanced all those

    mil­itant blacks on tele­vi­sion shows? You know who watched them? An eighty-​one per­cent

    white au­di­ence. And when they were through, the whites who watched showed an over­whelm­ing

    de­sire to shoot blacks. We have the old films of blacks say­ing they were go­ing to get

    whitey. We’ve fi­nanced more black tele­vi­sion this year than ev­er be­fore. Next week we

    start our re­al ad­ver­tis­ing pro­gram, and just as it gets un­der­way, no­body in Amer­ica

    will be able to turn on a tele­vi­sion set with­out see­ing a black face telling them how if

    they don’t move on over, he’s go­ing to move on over them. It’s beau­ti­ful.”




    “Too bad Mal­colm X is dead,” said one ex­ec­utive. “You could have giv­en him a TV

    se­ries.”




    “We’ve got some­thing just as good. A so­ci­ol­ogy pro­fes­sor telling whites how rot­ten

    they are and then in the back­ground we show films of Harlem and the South Bronx and Watts and

    De­troit.”




    “But you’ll nev­er be able to get a na­tion­al ref­er­en­dum on slav­ery.”




    “Oh, come on,” said De­Pauw, a bit an­noyed. “We’re not go­ing to call it that. It will be

    an af­fir­ma­tive ac­tion law, giv­ing blacks a right to se­cu­ri­ty and whites the right to

    safe streets. I haven’t got­ten this far think­ing the Amer­icanpeo­ple know what they’re

    do­ing. My fam­ily came over to this coun­try in sev­en­teen eighty-​nine and we haven’t

    stopped steal­ing since, and the on­ly time we take a break is to re­ceive a good cit­izen­ship

    award.”




    There was si­lence in De­Pauw’s of­fice suite.




    “Baise, I don’t know if the pub­lic will vote for it,” said one ex­ec­utive.




    “They’ve got to,” said De­Pauw.




    “Why?”




    “I’ve got a re­al big ad­ver­tis­ing bud­get,” De­Pauw said.


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVEN




    There were po­lice re­ports, news­pa­per re­ports, and in-​depth anal­yses of the strange

    dis­ap­pear­ance of the more than a dozen ur­ban poor. News­pa­pers were still un­sure of how

    many had re­al­ly dis­ap­peared at the time of the in­va­sion in­ci­dent in Nor­folk, be­cause

    some might just have moved on to an­oth­er town.




    Chi­un heard Ru­by ex­plain ev­ery­thing. She said her sources were bet­ter than

    news­pa­pers or po­lice.




    “And what are you telling us all about it for?” asked Re­mo.




    “Be­cause I checked and the CIA don’t know any­thing and I fig­ured that or­ga­ni­za­tion of

    yours prob­ably knows and you and the old gen­tle­man can help me get Lu­cius back.”




    “First of all,” Re­mo said, “I’m not work­ing for that or­ga­ni­za­tion any­more. I quit.

    Sec­ond, why should I help you get Lu­cius back?”




    “Be­cause I saved your life and you owe me.”




    “And I got you out of jail,” Re­mo said, “back on Baqia. So we’re even.”




    “Not even,” said Ru­by. “Not even. I was gonna be get­ting out of that jail any­way and you

    just messed it up.”




    “Well, I won’t mess this up. Find Lu­cius your­self,” Re­mo said.




    “I saved your life,” Ru­by said. “I saved your life.”




    Chi­un, see­ing the pos­si­bil­ity of Ru­by and Re­mo pre­sent­ing him with a male

    off­spring slow­ly van­ish­ing, nod­ded his head. “Re­mo, this is a debt un­paid. She gave us

    our lives, we must give her the life of this Lu­cius, who­ev­er he is.”




    “My broth­er,” said Ru­by.




    “See, Re­mo?” said Chi­un. “Such de­vo­tion to fam­ily. Such a wom­an is a fine wom­an. She

    would make a won­der­ful moth­er for a male child.”




    “Knock it off, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “I’m not go­ing in­to stud ser­vice for Sinan­ju. All

    right, Ru­by, we’ll help you get your broth­er back. But we’re not go­ing to do it with the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion. I’ve quit and that’s that.”




    “All right,” said Ru­by.




    They went back to Nor­folk, Vir­ginia, and Chi­un in­sist­ed that he and Re­mo stay with

    Ru­by in the apart­ment over her fac­to­ry. Per­haps prox­im­ity could pro­duce the kind of

    re­sults per­sua­sion could not. His four­teen steam­er trunks were moved in­to a back room of

    the small apart­ment and when Re­mo wasn’t lis­ten­ing, Chi­un told Ru­by that he would get any

    male child from the re­la­tion­ship, pro­vid­ing it was healthy. The Gon­za­lezes could keep

    the fe­males.




    Ru­by an­swered that wom­en were re­al­ly smarter than men and that what Chi­un said was a

    sex­ist com­ment. Chi­un want­ed to know what “sex­ist” meant be­cause he had heard it of­ten

    on Amer­ican tele­vi­sion.




    “Sex­ist is think­ing wom­en can’t do things that men can do,” said Ru­by.




    “I al­so think wa­ter is wet,” said Chi­un, who won­dered if there was a ti­tle for that,

    too. Maybe he was a “wet­tist.”




    It took Chi­un thir­ty-​two sec­onds to fig­ure out what had hap­pened that mys­te­ri­ous

    day when the men dis­ap­peared. He ex­plained it to Re­mo in Ko­re­an.




    “What he say?” Ru­by asked.




    “He said it was a slave raid,” Re­mo said.




    “Lu­cius a slave? Lu­cius nev­er do a lick of work in his life. Nei­ther did any­body else

    who’s gone.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. He spoke again in Ko­re­an.




    “Tell him to stop talk­ing fun­ny,” said Ru­by.




    “He says it’s not fun­ny. He says you’re fun­ny. He says you have fun­ny eyes and a fun­ny

    nose. He says if we pro­duce a male child, it will have to over­come its ug­li­ness. It will be

    the ugli­est child in the world.”




    “I know you talk En­glish, Chi­un,” said Ru­by, “so why not talk right.”




    “You’re ug­ly,” said Chi­un who was now hap­py. What he did not men­tion was that he planned

    the male child hope­ful­ly to be smarter than Re­mo be­cause Ru­by was. He liked her mind. He

    would match her mind with Re­mo’s body and hope­ful­ly start an­oth­er Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    cor­rect­ly. With­out bad habits like talk­ing back. He al­so didn’t men­tion that he didn’t

    re­al­ly find Ru­by ug­ly, but he no­ticed that when he abused her, Re­mo took her side. And

    per­haps if he abused her enough, he could drive Re­mo close enough to her to cre­ate the new

    heir of Sinan­ju.




    “Not on­ly was this a slave raid, but I’m sure it was just a demon­stra­tion,” Chi­un

    said.




    “You talk all right when you want to,” said Ru­by, still miffed at Chi­un.




    “She’s not ug­ly. She’s beau­ti­ful,” Re­mo said. “No flesh,” said Chi­un.




    “You like them fat like that but­ter­ball with hair on her fore­head back in Ko­rea,” said

    Re­mo. “You ain’t so good look­ing,” Ru­by told Chi­un. “I am try­ing to car­ry on a civ­ilized

    con­ver­sa­tion with an ug­ly per­son and you de­scend, girl, to name call­ing. Name call­ing

    is es­pe­cial­ly vi­cious from an ug­ly wom­an. But I will not in­dulge you in your base­ness.

    You have enough prob­lems with a face like that.” Re­mo took a half step clos­er to Ru­by.

    Chi­un was pleased.




    “Look,” said Re­mo. “Let’s stop the name call­ing and get down to busi­ness. Why do you

    think it’s a demon­stra­tion, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Can you un­der­stand En­glish, child?” he asked Ru­by.




    “Sure,” she said sus­pi­cious­ly. “I was won­der­ing if you could hear be­cause of those

    pe­cu­liar muffs on the side of your head.”




    “Ain’ noth­in’ on the side of my head. Those my ears,” said Ru­by.




    “I thought so,” said Chi­un. “They were too ug­ly for ear­muffs.” And then he ex­plained

    that it was cus­tom­ary in a slave raid be­fore a war to take some of the peo­ple of a na­tion

    and demon­strate that they could be made in­to slaves eas­ily. This made the en­emy’s army even

    more fear­some. “But do not wor­ry,” Chi­un said. “Why not?” asked Ru­by.




    “I have been think­ing of it and the is­sue of you and Re­mo might be worth­while.”




    “Dammit, we not talk­ing about chil­dren,” Ru­by said. “We talk­ing about Lu­cius. You want

    a child, you go to the wel­fare, they got hun­dreds of ba­bies. They giv­ing them away.”




    “But not Re­mo’s. He owes me a son. One male child.”




    “You want to get it from me, you bet­ter be get­ting Lu­cius back,” Ru­by said. “Where we

    find him?”




    “You said you know peo­ple all over this part of the coun­try?” Chi­un said.




    “That’s right.”




    He stopped at a map of the Unit­ed States hang­ing on the wall be­hind a light piece of

    glass tint­ed yel­low from Mrs. Gon­za­lez’s pipe smoke.




    “Where don’t you have con­tacts?” asked Chi­un.




    “Hard­ly any­place,” said Ru­by.




    “Show me,” Ghi­un said.




    “That’s dumb,” Ru­by said.




    “Show me,” Chi­un in­sist­ed.




    He nod­ded as Ru­by jabbed her fin­ger at the map, point­ing out states and cities and who

    her con­tacts were, as she looked for an area where she didn’t have a friend or an

    ac­quain­tance or some­one who owed her a fa­vor.




    “What about there?” said Chi­un, point­ing to the map. “That is one spot you did not

    men­tion.”




    “The great piney woods? Shoot, no­body is there. No­body goes in and no­body comes out.”




    Re­mo smiled at Chi­un.




    “Ain’t noth­in’ there,” said Ru­by.




    “Even Re­mo knows,” said Chi­un.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I don’t like these com­mentsabout my in­tel­li­gence,” Re­mo said.

    “I may be the on­ly sane one among the three of us and maybe that’s why I ap­pear dumb. I don’t

    know. But it’s reached its lim­it. I don’t want to hear it again. Enough.”




    Ru­by looked con­fused. Chi­un looked wound­ed. What had he done? He had held his tongue

    re­mark­ably, de­spite the fact that he was sur­round­ed by a grav­el-​brained white and a

    black-​and-​white mix­ture in a coat of light choco­late with two wound­ed Brus­sels sprouts

    for ears. This he said and he won­dered aloud about it all the way to the edge of the great

    piney woods in West­ern South Car­oli­na.




    He won­dered why they were walk­ing in forests like an­imals when the true civ­ilized

    as­sas­sin worked in cities.




    He won­dered why, like pack an­imals, they trudged many miles fol­low­ing ob­vi­ous

    foot­steps. Signs of an army were un­mis­tak­able. The heav­ily trod ground. The new-​made

    paths where hun­dreds of men went in one di­rec­tion.




    To Re­mo and Chi­un, the signs were like neon lights say­ing: this way to armed camp.




    Chi­un nev­er want­ed to say Re­mo was dumb and he want­ed Re­mo to un­der­stand that. It

    was just that some as­sas­sins were as­sas­sins and some went on tele­vi­sion. It was not up to

    Chi­un, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, to say that choos­ing worth­less un­com­fort­able work was

    dumb, and choos­ing wealth and fame and hon­or was stupid. Chi­un was not about to say that.

    And why was Chi­un not about to say that?




    “Enough,” said Re­mo. “Are you go­ing to work? I’m go­ing to work. Are you go­ing to

    talkor are you go­ing to work?” They knew the camp was near be­cause the ac­cess routes

    were more worn. It was like a swelling, on the same prin­ci­ple in­sur­ance men dis­cov­ered

    when they found most au­to ac­ci­dents oc­curred with­in twen­ty-​five miles of the home: It

    was not be­cause peo­ple drove more care­less­ly near home; it was be­cause they did most of

    their trav­el­ing with­in that dis­tance.




    “I am not say­ing any­thing,” said Chi­un.




    “Good,” said Re­mo.




    The first guards were sev­er­al paces away. It was a dou­ble man in a set po­si­tion and

    long hours had al­ready set in­to their eyes. And not ex­pect­ing to see any­thing down the

    pine wood path on his ‘oven-​hot day, they were not about to spot the Mas­ter of the Sinan­ju

    and the Amer­ican who was al­so of Sinan­ju-​of it, but not from it-​so much now of Sinan­ju

    that he was in­dis­tin­guish­able from that first as­sas­sin so many cen­turies ago who first

    set forth from his poor vil­lage to bring back sus­te­nance by his killing skills.




    It was a tra­di­tion­al Ro­man camp, square with the com­mand some­where off to the side, so

    that if the walls suc­cumbed the cen­ter could be used as a for­ma­tion area for what the

    Ro­mans did best- ma­neu­ver with dis­ci­pline. Cen­turies af­ter men stop­ping us­ing spears

    and swords and shields, camps were still laid out in squares with the open pa­rade grounds in

    the cen­ter. It made no sense, but Mas­ters of Sinan­ju knew that most men fought us­ing things

    they did not un­der­stand and so fought bad­ly.




    Re­mo and Chi­un were in­side the square camp with­out much dif­fi­cul­ty and had an

    of­fi­cer over adesk with even less dif­fi­cul­ty. The camp was al­most de­sert­ed. The

    of­fi­cer had a repli­ca of a New Hamp­shire li­cense plate on his desk. The li­cense said

    “Live Free or Die.” The of­fi­cer was not all that com­mit­ted to such a strict

    in­ter­pre­ta­tion of his li­cense plate. Rea­son­able men were al­ways will­ing to

    com­pro­mise, es­pe­cial­ly when one of the rea­son­able men felt his arms about to leave his

    shoul­ders and he didn’t feel like go­ing through life, as­sum­ing he was go­ing to live

    through this, with sock­ets in­stead of fin­gers. He al­so played the pi­ano. He owed it to his

    pi­ano play­ing to tell ev­ery­thing.




    This was a spe­cial unit with spe­cial as­sign­ments, spe­cial pay, and spe­cial

    dis­ci­pline. Its com­man­der was a Lieu­tenant Colonel Bleech. The code words for the day were

    …




    “I’m not in­ter­est­ed in code words, Cap­tain, and not in who runs this out­fit. I’m

    look­ing for an in­cred­ibly lazy, use­less per­son.”




    “My com­pa­ny isn’t here any­more. They went with Colonel Bleech, but no one knows where

    they went.”




    This worth­less per­son isn’t in your com­pa­ny. His name is Lu­cius Jack­son.”




    But be­fore the cap­tain could speak, Chi­un raised a fin­ger. In Ko­re­an, he told Re­mo,

    “This is not a slave place. The slaves are not here.”


  




  

    CHAPTER EIGHT




    It had to have been a mil­itary op­er­ation, thought Harold Smith as he bought a used golf

    ball from the pro shop at the Fol­croft Hills Golf Club. He spent three min­utes go­ing through

    the twen­ty-​five-​cent jar, look­ing for a Ti­tleist. He did not like to play with cheap golf

    balls.




    He fi­nal­ly found one with­out a cut in the cov­er, but with a deep cres­cent crease that

    made the ball look like a white “Smile” but­ton. With dim­ples.




    As he cleaned the ball in the wash­er on the first tee, he asked him­self where a mil­itary

    op­er­ation might have been launched from. The raid on Nor­folk had not been done by any of the

    reg­ular mil­itary units. He had known that. All troop move­ments from any­where to any­where

    were mon­itored by CURE’s com­put­ers. But still there had been uni­formed men in large

    num­ber. A large force. And a large force meant train­ing and train­ing meant a base.




    The cad­dy watched with bare­ly dis­guised dis­gust as Smith fin­ished clean­ing the used

    ball. He had cad­died for Smith be­fore and, to tell the truth, he was hot all that anx­ious to

    work four hours for a fifty-​cent tip. When they had seen Smith walk­ing from the club­house

    to­ward thefirst tee, all the oth­er cad­dies had made them­selves scarce. This one had

    been the slow­est and so he had been nailed. He cursed his luck. Oth­er peo­ple caught movie

    stars, politi­cians, en­ter­tain­ers to cad­dy for. He got “Tight­wad” Smith, and it was the

    na­ture of the man that the cad­dy would nev­er even catch a hint that he was be­ing

    priv­ileged to cad­dy for one of the three or four most pow­er­ful men in the world.




    Even if it was just for fifty cents.




    Smith was obliv­ious to his rep­uta­tion among the cad­dies. He had long ago de­cid­ed that

    men paid good mon­ey for the right to walk around a golf course, so why should a cad­dy de­cide

    that he should be paid mon­ey to walk around the same course? The on­ly un­tidy fac­tor in the

    equa­tion was the golf bag. The cad­dy had to car­ry the bag of clubs. This con­sti­tut­ed work

    and was there­fore worth some­thing. Smith fig­ured it at about three cents a hole. That was

    fifty-​four cents. Round­ing it off to the low­est nick­el made fifty cents. It did not both­er

    him that oth­er golfers tipped their cad­dies four and five dol­lars a bag. If they want­ed to

    waste their mon­ey, that was their busi­ness.




    Smith breathed deeply of the still chilly morn­ing air, laced with salt from the near­by

    sound, and felt vague­ly guilty about be­ing on the golf course. He had once played golf

    reg­ular­ly, once a week with­out fail, but in re­cent years, the work of CURE had mul­ti­plied

    like can­cer cells and he found it im­pos­si­ble to scrape to­geth­er the time away from his

    desk.




    But this day he had de­cid­ed just to go out and do it. There were a lot of things to think

    aboutand he had to be able to think with­out in­ter­rup­tion. This was his

    jus­ti­fi­ca­tion.




    Re­mo had van­ished; Chi­un had van­ished with him. CURE’s killer arm was no more and while

    Re­mo had been threat­en­ing and try­ing to quit ev­er since he’d been re­cruit­ed, this time

    there was a re­al­ity to it that dis­turbed Smith. For with­out an en­force­ment arm, CURE

    would be noth­ing1, have noth­ing to dis­tin­guish it from the laun­dry tick­et of gov­ern­ment

    agen­cies, all trip­ping over each oth­er, all gath­er­ing the same in­tel­li­gence, and all

    just sit­ting on it be­cause they were afraid to act on it.




    And there was the raid in Nor­folk. He would have liked to pick up the tele­phone and tell

    Re­mo to get down there. But there was no longer any Re­mo to call.




    He was wor­ried and, as he care­ful­ly placed his ball on the white wood­en tee that some

    oth­er golfer had ca­su­al­ly dropped, Smith hoped that his wor­ry would not af­fect his golf

    game. As­sum­ing he had a golf game left. He prid­ed him­self that he had once played the game

    well.




    The first hole was a straight-​away 385-yard par four. A pro would play it with a 240-yard

    drive, a 140-yard sev­en iron, and two putts.




    Harold Smith cranked up and swung at the ball. He hit it clean, right on the screws,

    straight down the cen­ter of the fair­way. The ball hit 135 yards out and rolled for 40 more

    yards be­fore stop­ping.




    The drive al­most brought a smile to Smith’s face. His game was still in­tact. Wor­ry had

    not ru­ined it. He po­lite­ly hand­ed his driv­er to the cad­dy and walked off af­ter his ball.

    He knew how hewould play the round. He would not par a hole, but he would ri­ot

    dou­ble-​bo­gey a hole ei­ther. He would shoot ev­ery hole in ex­act­ly one over par. He would

    two putt ev­ery green.




    Par for this course was 72; he would shoot 90. He al­ways shot 90, and, if he had want­ed

    to, he could have mailed his scores in. Nine­ty seemed to him a per­fect­ly good score.

    Con­sis­ten­cy. The idea of hit­ting great shots, mir­acle shots, and us­ing them to bal­ance

    off your oc­ca­sion­al bad shots nev­er oc­curred to him. He liked it the way he did it.

    Ev­ery­thing straight down the mid­dle.




    But what about Nor­folk?




    A mil­itary op­er­ation. There had to be a train­ing base. But where ?




    He used a fair­way wood for his sec­ond shot and hit it straight to­ward the green. It

    trav­eled with roll an­oth­er 130 yards. He was 110 yards from the green.




    With­out be­ing asked, the cad­dy hand­ed Smith a four iron, which he swung and laced his

    ball on­to the green twelve feet from the hole. He putted to with­in a foot, then dropped the

    short sec­ond putt and scored a five.




    Sul­len­ly, the cad­dy took the ball from the cup, re­placed the flag­stick and hand­ed the

    ball to­ward Smith.




    But Smith was not look­ing at the cad­dy. He was star­ing off at the trees and dense woods

    bor­der­ing both sides of the nar­row first fair­way. An idea was trick­ling through.




    “Son,” Smith told the cad­dy. “I’ve de­cid­ed not to play any­more to­day.”




    The pim­ple-​faced boy sighed and Smith took it mis­tak­en­ly for dis­ap­point­ment.




    “Now ob­vi­ous­ly I can’t tip you the full fifty cents be­cause you on­ly cad­died one

    hole,” Smith said.




    The boy nod­ded.




    “What do you think would be fair?” Smith asked.




    The boy shrugged. He had al­ready de­cid­ed that he would pay Smith up to two dol­lars, just

    to be rid of him, so he could get back to the cad­dy’s shack and maybe get a pay­ing

    cus­tomer.




    Smith looked at the ball in the cad­dy’s hand.




    “I just paid twen­ty-​five cents for that ball,” Smith said. “Sup­pose you keep it and we

    call it even?”




    The cad­dy looked at the ball. The cres­cent slice on it seemed to smile up at him.




    “Gee, Doc­tor Smith, that’s won­der­ful. I can prob­ably re­sell it again and make ten,

    maybe even fif­teen, cents.”




    “Just what I thought,” said Smith. “At ten cents, that would av­er­age out to a

    dol­lar-​eighty for eigh­teen holes. At fif­teen cents, it would be two dol­lars and sev­en­ty

    cents.”




    Smith paused, and ap­peared to be cal­cu­lat­ing. For a fright­ened mo­ment, the cad­dy

    won­dered if Smith was go­ing to want him to split the pro­ceeds of the re­sale. Smith was

    think­ing about ex­act­ly that. Then he shook his head firm­ly. “No,” he said. “You keep it

    all.” “Thank you, Doc­tor Smith.” “Think noth­ing of it,” Smith said. He walked off the green

    back to­ward the club­house.




    “I’ll see you next week,” he called over his shoul­der.




    He did not hear the cad­dy groan be­hind him, then turn and throw the ball in­to the

    woods.




    Af­ter the ten-​minute drive back to his of­fice in the old san­itar­ium build­ing, Smith

    sur­prised his sec­re­tary pol­ish­ing her nails on com­pa­ny time. He cocked an eye­brow at

    Miss Purvish, who looked as if she would be glad to drink the nail pol­ish, any­thing to make

    it dis­ap­pear.




    “What hap­pened to play­ing golf?” she man­aged to ask, hasti­ly cap­ping the bot­tle of

    pol­ish.




    “It’s too nice a day to play golf,” said Smith. “Don’t dis­turb me un­less it is

    ab­so­lute­ly nec­es­sary.”




    In­side his of­fice, Smith sat be­hind the large, desk, his back to the one-​way win­dows

    that looked out over the Sound, and be­gan plan­ning.




    A mil­itary ma­neu­ver meant a mil­itary in­stal­la­tion some­where. And a mil­itary

    in­stal­la­tion meant build­ings and plumb­ing and ac­cess and wa­ter lines and sew­er­age.




    Smith pressed a but­ton. A pan­el opened in his desk and a com­put­er con­sole rose in front

    of him, like a silent ser­vant await­ing in­struc­tions.




    Smith asked it for the num­ber of ar­eas with­in a two-​hun­dred-​and-​fifty-​mile ra­dius

    of Nor­folk, large enough and iso­lat­ed enough to hold a se­cret mil­itary in­stal­la­tion. It

    took sev­en min­utes for the com­put­er to scan its mem­ory maps and tapes and re­port back

    that there were sev­en hun­dred and forty-​six pos­si­ble lo­ca­tions.




    Smith groaned silent­ly. The task was mon­umen­tal. Then he took a deep breath. One bite at

    a time. How many of these ar­eas with­in the lastyear, had had ex­ten­sive build­ing done

    on them he asked the com­put­er.




    The com­put­er dug deep in­to the mass of mis­cel­la­neous in­for­ma­tion buried in its

    tapes.




    Forty-​three, it re­spond­ed, over the tele­vi­sion mon­itor on Smith’s desk.




    In how many of the forty-​three ar­eas had there been sew­er­age con­struc­tion on a scale

    too big for pri­vate homes ?




    As he wait­ed for the com­put­er to an­swer, Smith idly punched up the list of those

    kid­napped in Nor­folk. He saw the name of Lu­cius Jack­son and next of kin, R. Gon­za­lez. The

    name jogged a faint mem­ory switch in the back of his head. R. Gon­za­lez ? R. Gon­za­lez ?




    The com­put­er be­gan to clack al­most silent­ly as an an­swer ap­peared on the tele­vi­sion

    screen.




    There were three ar­eas that fit Smith’s re­quire­ments. One in Vir­ginia, one in North

    Car­oli­na, and one in South Car­oli­na.




    Smith leaned back in his chair and thought for a mo­ment. A se­cret in­stal­la­tion. Which

    of the three, if any, had no record of road con­struc­tion in the last year ?




    The com­put­er an­swered quick­ly. The piney woods of South Car­oli­na.




    That would be it, Smith thought. For a se­cret in­stal­la­tion, they would not build ac­cess

    roads. He dou­ble-​checked the in­for­ma­tion, and asked the com­put­er if, in the last year,

    there had been an in­crease in he­li­copter flights over the piney woods area in South

    Car­oli­na.




    A six hun­dred-​per­cent in­crease, the com­put­er told him in­stant­ly.




    Smith ar­ranged his mouth in what, for him, passed for a smile. The he­li­copter flights

    nailed it down. With­out roads, they would be mov­ing their men and ma­te­ri­als in and out by

    he­li­copter. That was it. The piney woods of South Car­oli­na.




    He was about to erase the in­for­ma­tion he had just ob­tained when he paused, re­mem­bered,

    and asked the ma­chine for a read­out on R. Gon­za­lez, Nor­folk, Vir­ginia.




    The ma­chine replied in twen­ty sec­onds. “R. Gon­za­lez. Ru­by Jack­son Gon­za­lez.”

    Twen­ty-​three. Wig Man­ufac­tur­er, own­er of two re­al es­tate agen­cies, di­rec­tor of four

    banks, Triple A from Dun and Brad­street. Sub­ject for­mer CIA agent, re­cent­ly re­leased from

    ser­vice. Last as­sign­ment, Baqia, where came in­to con­tact with agen­cy per­son­nel.”




    Smith gave a tri­umphant hiss, punched the but­tons that cleared the com­put­er’s mem­ory of

    the ques­tions he had asked, and low­ered it back in­to the desk.




    Ru­by Gon­za­lez. He had spo­ken to her when Re­mo and Chi­un were in trou­ble on the Baqian

    mis­sion. She had saved their lives.




    And she was in­volved in this; her broth­er had been seized. She wasn’t Re­mo or Chi­un, but

    she might be able to help.




    Miss Purvish an­swered the tele­phone as soon as Smith picked it up.




    “Get me a tick­et as soon as pos­si­ble to Nor­folk, Vir­ginia,” he said.




    “Right away, Doc­tor. Round trip?”




    “Yes.”




    “Right away, sir.”




    She hung up as Smith re­placed the phone. Hethought of some­thing else and quick­ly

    picked up the re­ceiv­er again.




    “Yes sir,” said Miss Purvish.




    “Make that tourist,” Smith said.


  




  

    CHAPTER NINE




    The old black wom­an wore a red ban­dan­na around her head and a house dress that dropped in

    a straight line, un­bro­ken by any hint of hu­man curve, from neck to feet, en­cased in plush

    bed­room slip­pers at least four sizes too big.




    The pipe she was smok­ing gave off tox­ic fumes, the like of which he had not smelled since

    com­man­does un­der his lead­er­ship ex­plod­ed a Ger­man cordite fac­to­ry in Nor­way in

    1944.




    “I am look­ing for Ru­by Gon­za­lez,” Smith said.




    “C’mon in,” said Ru­by’s moth­er.




    She led Smith in­to the par­lor of the small apart­ment and mo­tioned Smith to the chair

    op­po­site her blue rock­er. He sat down in the over­stuffed seat, and sank for what seemed

    like a full three sec­onds be­fore stop­ping.




    “Lemme see yo’ hands,” Mrs. Gon­za­lez said.




    “I’m look­ing for Ru­by. She’s your daugh­ter, I be­lieve.”




    “Ah knows who my daugh­ter is,” said Mrs. Gon­za­lez. “Show me yo’ hands.”




    Smith strug­gled back up to the edge of the chair and ex­tend­ed his hands be­fore him.

    Maybe she was go­ing to tell his for­tune. The gaunt black wom­an took his hands in hers in a

    grip like avise. She looked at the palms, then the fin­gers, then turned them over and

    looked at the backs, then re­leased them as if they were the most no-​ac­count hands she had

    ev­er seen.




    “Don’ see noth­ing spe­cial about them hands.”




    “Why should there be some­thing spe­cial about them?”




    “Lis­ten, you. You be here to get Lu­cius back or not?”




    “I came here to see Ru­by. Your daugh­ter.”




    “You not the man who gonna get Lu­cius back?”




    Smith felt as if the old wom­an was go­ing to tell him some­thing im­por­tant.




    “Per­haps,” he said. “What did Ru­by say?”




    “Ru­by, she be watch­ing the tele­vi­sion and she see these hands, and she say, like, that’s

    him, that’s him, he gonna get Lu­cius back and they be white hands and I think they be yours

    ’cause all white hands look alike.”




    Hands? Hands. What was she talk­ing about?




    “So you be the man or not?” Mrs. Gon­za­lez asked.




    “I’m go­ing to try to get Lu­cius back,” Smith said.




    “Okay. Be­fo’ Ru­by gets home, I wants to talk to yo’ about that.”




    “Yes?” asked Smith.




    “Why you just not let Lu­cius be where he be?”




    “You mean not bring him back?”




    The old wom­an nod­ded her head. “Ru­by miss him a lit­tle bit now,” she said. “But that not

    last long. And when she sees how good we does with­out him, she be hap­py. He be about the most

    worth­less­est boy ah ev­er see.”




    Smith nod­ded.




    “When will Ru­by be back?” he asked. “What time’s it?”




    Smith glanced at his watch. “Two-​thir­ty.” “She be back be­fore six.” “Arey­ou sure?”




    “Sure. That my sup­per time and that girl nev­er miss fix­ing my sup­per.” “I’ll be back,

    Mrs. Gon­za­lez,” Smith said.




    “C’mon, c’mon, step on it,” Ru­by said. “I got to get home to cook Ma­ma’s din­ner.”




    “I’m go­ing eighty-​five now,” Re­mo said.




    “Go faster,” Ru­by said. She fold­ed her arms across her bo­som and stared out the front

    wind­shield of the white Lin­coln Con­ti­nen­tal.




    “Si­lence up there,” com­mand­ed Chi­un from the back seat, where he sat by him­self,

    toy­ing with the di­als of a CB ra­dio set built in­to the floor of the ve­hi­cle.




    “Don’t break that ra­dio,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s all right,” Ru­by said. “I got that for Ma­ma when I take her on drives. She like to

    talk a lot and I don’t like to lis­ten all that much. This way she talks to some­body

    else.”




    Chi­un found the “on” switch and the ra­dio squawked in­to the car, fill­ing it with sound.

    Ru­by reached over the seat and turned down the vol­ume. She hand­ed Chi­un the

    mi­cro­phone.




    “So now you see why we got­ta talk to that tired-​ass boss of yours, that Doc­tor Smith,”

    said Ru­by.




    “No, I don’t see,” said Re­mo.




    “‘Cause we got­ta find out where Lu­cius wastak­en. And he’s got a bet­ter chance of

    know­ing than we got,” Ru­by said.




    “Sor­ry. No more. I’m done with that gang.”




    From the back, Chi­un called, “This is very in­ter­est­ing, Re­mo. This de­vice is

    ob­vi­ous­ly hooked up to an in­sane asy­lum. I keep get­ting talked to by id­iots who have

    some kind of han­dles at­tached to them.”




    “A han­dle’s a name that they call them­selves,” said Ru­by, and to Re­mo, “You’ve got to do

    it.”




    “No.”




    “For me,” said Ru­by.




    “Es­pe­cial­ly not for you.”




    “Will you two be qui­et?” said Chi­un. “Some­body here knows me. He says he is my good

    bud­dy.”




    “Then for Lu­cius,” Ru­by said.




    “The hell with Lu­cius.”




    “Lu­cius nev­er do noth­ing to you.”




    “On­ly be­cause I nev­er met him,” Re­mo said.




    “He’s my broth­er. You got to call that Doc­tor Smith.”




    “No.”




    “Then I’ll call him,” said Ru­by.




    “You call him and I’ll leave.” Re­mo glanced in­to the rear-​view mir­ror. Chi­un had a

    broad smile on his face and was turn­ing to the left, press­ing his face against the win­dow,

    then lean­ing across the seat to press his face against the right win­dow, then turn­ing in the

    seat to smile out the back win­dow.




    “Chi­un, why are you smil­ing?” Re­mo asked.




    “Some one of my good bud­dies told me that break­er, break­er, pic­ture tak­er is here and I

    am smil­ing for my pic­ture.”




    “Pic­ture tak­er?” said Re­mo. “What’s that mean?”




    “That means you go­ing too fast,” Ru­by screeched. “Slow down.”




    Too late. From be­hind the wall of a bridge over­pass, a hid­den po­lice car pulled out

    in­to the traf­fic lane, flicked on its siren and flash­ing lights, and start­ed af­ter the

    speed­ing Re­mo.




    “You just told me I was go­ing too slow,” Re­mo said.




    “Not when there’s a cop around. Pic­ture tak­er, that’s radar by the cops. They was warn­ing

    you on that ra­dio,” Ru­by said. “Now we gets ar­rest­ed.”




    “Not ex­act­ly yet,” said Re­mo as he tromped on the ac­cel­er­ator.




    The troop­er dis­ap­peared far be­hind as Re­mo went over the sec­ond hill in the road at

    one twen­ty-​five, took an ex­it on­to a side road to avoid troop­ers who would try to pull him

    off up ahead, and slowed down to nine­ty for the rest of the trip in­to Nor­folk.




    When they pulled up in front of Ru­by’s wig fac­to­ry, Chi­un was shout­ing in Ko­re­an

    in­to the CB mi­cro­phone.




    “What’s he say­ing?” Ru­by asked.




    “He’s telling some­body that if he ev­er meets him, he will crack him like an egg on the

    side­walk,” said Re­mo.




    “Why he say that?”




    “I think some­body called him ratch­et jaw,” Re­mo said.




    The taste of salt hung in the air on Jef­fer­son Street like a day­time fog, as Chi­un

    fol­lowed Re­mo and Ru­by out of the car.




    From a small restau­rant across the street, Smith saw them, left a nick­el tip on the

    ta­ble, and walked quick­ly out­side.




    “Re­mo,” he called.




    The three turned to look at the man in the gray suit com­ing across the street.




    “Who’s that?” Ru­by said.




    “As if yon didn’t know, fink.”




    “Chi­un, who’s that?” Ru­by asked.




    “That is the Em­per­or Smith,” Chi­un hissed.




    “That’s him? He don’t look like much,” said Ru­by.




    “And when you get to know him, he’s even less,” Re­mo said. “What are you do­ing here,

    Smit­ty?”




    “I’m look­ing for Lu­cius Jack­son,” said Smith. “Are you Ru­by Gon­za­lez?”




    Ru­by nod­ded.




    “I think we might find out some­thing about your broth­er’s dis­ap­pear­ance in the piney

    woods in South Car­oli­na,” Smith said.




    “We was just there,” Ru­by said.




    “And?”




    “Wait just a minute,” Re­mo said. “Smit­ty, we aren’t work­ing for you any­more. What are

    all these ques­tions ?”




    “If we’re both try­ing to do the same thing, doesn’t it make sense to do it to­geth­er?”

    asked Smith.




    “No,” said Re­mo. “I’m leav­ing.”




    He took a step away but was stopped by Chi­un who let loose a flood of Ko­re­an words. Re­mo

    lis­tened, then turned back to Smith.




    “All right. But you’re not in charge here. I am.”Smith nod­ded.




    “We were too late to the piney woods. There was some kind of army there but they moved out.

    No­body knows where. But Lu­cius and the oth­ers weren’t there at all and that’s all we

    know.”




    “An army,” Smith said.




    “That’s right,” said Re­mo.




    “An army should leave traces,” said Smith.




    “Good. You sniff ‘em out,” Re­mo said, “and let me know what you find out.” He walked in­to

    the wig fac­to­ry. Smith fol­lowed him.




    “What’d you tell him to make him change his mind and stay?” Ru­by asked Chi­un.




    “It is not im­por­tant,” said Chi­un.




    “I want to know.”




    “I told him that if he left now, he would not dis­charge his debt to you for sav­ing his

    life, and he would for­ev­er be sub­ject to lis­ten to your squawk­ing screech­ing voice,

    yelling in his ears.”




    Ru­by pat­ted Chi­un on the shoul­der. “That was a good thing to tell him.”




    “And true,” said Chi­un who still had not fig­ured out a way to get Re­mo and Ru­by

    to­geth­er to cre­ate a new ba­by for Sinan­ju.


  




  

    CHAPTER TEN




    “Four­teen col­lege bus­es, spaced at five-​minute in­ter­vals, have been seen rid­ing along

    Route 675 to­ward Penn­syl­va­nia,” Smith said, as he hung up the tele­phone.




    “So what?” said Re­mo. “They’re go­ing to a base­ball game.”




    “They’re from Mary­wether Col­lege, Al­len­by School, Bartlett Uni­ver­si­ty, South­ern

    Jer­sey State, North­ern School of the At­lantic, and Saint Olaf’s.”




    “All right,” said Re­mo. “A crick­et game. So what?”




    “So there are no col­leges by those names in the Unit­ed States,” Smith said.




    “Can we get a fix on where they’re go­ing?” Ru­by asked.




    “It’s in the works. They’ll be mon­itored,” Smith said.




    “Time to move out,” Ru­by said. “Be back to­mor­row, Ma­ma. If­fen you get hun­gry, you send

    some­body out from down­stairs to get you some­thing. We go­ing for Lu­cius.”




    “I be all right, chile,” said Mrs. Gon­za­lez, sway­ing back and forth in her rock­ing

    chair. She looked at Smith and shook her head no, try­ing tocatch his eye, still

    be­liev­ing that he was the one with the pow­er to de­cide whether or not to bring back Lu­cius

    and try­ing to con­vince him not to.




    Driv­ing out of Nor­folk, Chi­un fid­dled with the CB ra­dio.




    “How do you like re­tire­ment?” Smith asked Re­mo.




    “A lot bet­ter than I liked work­ing for you,” Re­mo said.




    “Have you giv­en a thought to what you’ll live on?” Smith asked. “You know that you just

    can’t keep charg­ing things to me any­more.”




    “Don’t you wor­ry about me,” Re­mo said. “I’m go­ing to be a tele­vi­sion star. And when

    those resid­uals come pour­ing in, I’m go­ing to live like a king for­ev­er.”




    “You re­tired,” Ru­by said to Re­mo. “You don’t look like the re­tir­ing type.”




    “I quit,” said Re­mo. “Too many bod­ies with­out names, too much death.”




    “Re­mo,” said Smith sharply. Re­mo met his eyes in the rear-​view mir­ror. Smith glanced

    to­ward Ru­by.




    “Don’t wor­ry about it, Smit­ty. She knows more about the or­ga­ni­za­tion than you could

    guess. If you didn’t find us, she want­ed us to find you.”




    “You’re re­mark­ably well-​in­formed,” Smith said to Ru­by.




    “I keep my ears open,” Ru­by said.




    “Which is hard when you have ears like Brus­sels sprouts,” Chi­un said.




    A squawk­ing came over the ra­dio and Chi­un said hel­lo.




    “What’s the han­dle, good bud­dy?” a voice asked.




    “I tell you as I tell the oth­ers. Peo­ple do not have han­dles.”




    “What do you call your­self?”




    “What do I call my­self or what do oth­ers call me?”




    “What can I call you ?” the voice asked. The ac­cent was dry Ok­la­homa and Re­mo mar­veled

    that no mat­ter where you heard a CB-​er talk, they all sound­ed as if they lived in a

    tarpa­per shack on the out­skirts of Tul­sa.




    “I call my­self mod­est, kind, hum­ble, and gen­er­ous,” Chi­un said. “Oth­ers call me

    glo­ri­ous, en­light­ened, won­der of the ages, and wor­ship­ful mas­ter.”




    “Quite a han­dle. Sup­pose I just call you mod­est?”




    “Just call me Mas­ter, as be­fits my char­ac­ter. Did I ev­er tell you, medi­um tol­er­able

    bud­dy, that I used to work for a se­cret gov­ern­ment agen­cy?”




    Smith groaned and pushed his head against the cor­ner of the seat.




    Lt. Colonel Wen­dell Bleech was in the first of the four­teen bus­es spread out along the

    high­way. He sat be­hind the driv­er, a head­set over his ears, mon­itor­ing any calls that

    might be com­ing to him from home base.




    The fifty men on his bus were dressed in jeans and T-​shirts, and Bleech had re­laxed

    dis­ci­pline enough so that they were al­lowed to talk to each oth­er. But not too loud.




    His top lieu­tenant slid in­to the seat next to Bleech.




    “Fi­nal­ly get­ting this show on the road,” he said, in as much a ques­tion as a

    state­ment.




    “Yessir,” Bleech said. “Men ready?”




    “You know that bet­ter than I do, Colonel. They’re as ready as we can make them.”




    Bleech nod­ded and looked out the win­dow at the coun­try­side rolling by.




    “We didn’t do a thing that they couldn’t do in the reg­ular army,” he said. “If they want­ed

    to.”




    The lieu­tenant grunt­ed agree­ment.




    “Twen­ty years I watched,” Bleech said. “The army go­ing down­hill. Salaries go­ing up.

    Morale down. Turn­ing it in­to a coun­try club. Civ­il rights for dog sol­diers. All

    vol­un­teers so treat ‘em with kid gloves. And all the while I was think­ing, give me this army

    for six months I could turn ‘em around, shape ‘em up, and make a re­al army out of them. Like

    Pat­ton had. Like Custer had.”




    The lieu­tenant nod­ded. “Like Per­sh­ing,” he of­fered.




    Bleech shook his head. “Well, not ex­act­ly like Per­sh­ing. You know where he got that

    Black­jack nick­name from?”




    “No.”




    “He used to run a black out­fit in the army. They called him Nig­ger Jack at first. No,

    scratch Per­sh­ing. But they nev­er gave me the chance and then they all got their lit­tle

    ass­es in an up­roar ’cause some civil­ians got shot in Nam, and here I was, all I want­ed to

    do was make the army good, and I was get­ting thrown out on my ear.”




    “Soft,” the lieu­tenant said. “Ev­ery­body’s soft to­day.”




    “Then I got this chance, and these are the best troops I ev­er saw. Best con­di­tioned, the

    best trained, the best dis­ci­plined. I’d march them in­to hell.”




    “And they’d fol­low you, sure enough,” the lieu­tenant said.




    Bleech turned and smiled at his lieu­tenant and clapped a friend­ly hand on his shoul­der.

    “Some­day,” he said, “when this coun­try gets it­self all straight­ened out, they’re go­ing to

    strike medals for us. But un­til then we got to get our re­ward just from the do­ing.”




    His ear­phones crack­led and he raised a hand to­ward the lieu­tenant for si­lence. He swung

    the small mike down from its an­chor on top of the ear­phones.




    “White Fox One here,” he said. “Go ahead.”




    He lis­tened in­tent­ly for al­most a minute, then said briskly, “Got it. Good work.”




    He snapped the mi­cro­phone back up atop the head­set and the lieu­tenant looked at him

    quizzi­cal­ly.




    “Trou­ble?” he asked.




    “We had vis­itors at the camp.”




    “Yeah?”




    “They didn’t learn any­thing there, but they must have got­ten some­thing some­where else.

    They’ve been seen com­ing from Nor­folk, fol­low­ing us along this road.”




    “Fol­low­ing us?”




    “Looks that way.”




    “Who are they?” the lieu­tenant asked.




    “Don’t know. Three men and a wom­an,”




    “What do we do?”




    A small smile spread slow­ly across Bleech’s face. It made him look like a Hal­loween

    pump­kin.




    “We’ll give them a wel­come.”




    For over two hours, Chi­un had been try­ing tocon­vince ev­ery­body on the CB’s forty

    chan­nels that they should be silent for ex­act­ly sev­en­ty-​five min­utes so that he could

    re­cite one of the short­er works of Ung po­et­ry. No one had paid any at­ten­tion to his

    de­mands for si­lence and as Re­mo, fol­low­ing a re­port Smith had re­ceived from a road­side

    phone call, turned on­to a dirt road near Get­tys­burg, Penn­syl­va­nia, Chi­un was yelling

    threats and in­sults in­to the CB in Ko­re­an.




    Hid­den in the hills bor­der­ing the road a half mile away, three sol­diers saw the white

    Con­ti­nen­tal kick up a puff of dust as it came off the pave­ment in­to the nar­row road.




    “He al­ways like this when he trav­els?” Ru­by asked Re­mo, jerk­ing her thumb to­ward

    Chi­un.




    “On­ly when we’re go­ing some­place he doesn’t want to go.”




    “What’s he say­ing now?” Ru­by asked. Smith sat up ner­vous­ly. When­ev­er Chi­un spoke

    Ko­re­an, Smith wor­ried that he was giv­ing away the last few se­crets that re­mained to the

    Unit­ed States Gov­ern­ment.




    Re­mo cocked an ear. “He is telling that mod­er­ate­ly ac­cept­able bud­dy that the on­ly

    dif­fer­ence be­tween him and cow drop­pings is that cow drop­pings can be burned in a

    fire.”




    An­oth­er voice squawked and Chi­un squawked back. “And he’s telling that one,” Re­mo

    trans­lat­ed, “that he should drink sheep dip.”




    Re­mo bumped along the pocked dirt road in the soft-​sprung Con­ti­nen­tal while the

    screech­ing con­tin­ued from the back seat and Ru­by cov­ered her ears with her hands to

    muf­fle the noise.




    Sud­den­ly, Chi­un was silent. Ru­by turned in her seat to see what had stopped the noise in

    the car,but as she turned, Chi­un dove past her, across the front seat and grabbed the

    steer­ing wheel from Re­mo with his left hand.




    He gave a sharp yank and the car swerved to the right, al­most at a nine­ty-​de­gree an­gle,

    mov­ing off the nar­row road­way and to­ward a tree. At the last split in­stant be­fore it hit

    the tree, Chi­un forced the wheel back in the oth­er di­rec­tion.




    Re­mo looked at Chi­un, his mouth open to ques­tion him, when there were two ex­plo­sive

    thumps, in close suc­ces­sion, in the road­way be­hind them. The car was hit with fly­ing rocks

    and dirt and clouds of dust and acrid smoke swirled up on the road.




    “Mor­tars,” Re­mo yelled. He tromped down heav­ily on the gas ped­al, took the wheel back,

    and sped down the road.




    Chi­un nod­ded, as if sat­is­fied, and slid back to his seat. Smith was look­ing through the

    rear win­dow, as the dust cleared, at the two holes in the road­way, each the size of a beer

    bar­rel.




    Re­mo be­gan to let the car slow down.




    “Do not re­duce speed yet,” said Chi­un. “There is an­oth­er to come.”




    “How you know that?” asked Ru­by.




    “Be­cause good things al­ways come in threes,” Chi­un hissed. As Ru­by watched, he seemed to

    nar­row the fo­cus of his eyes, as if star­ing at a point on­ly inch­es in front of his nose,

    then he looked up and said sharply, “Steer left, Re­mo. Left.”




    Re­mo swerved the car sharply to the left and slammed the gas ped­al down in­to pass­ing

    gear. The car’s nose lift­ed and it ca­reened down the road. There was an ex­plo­sion be­hind

    them thatlift­ed the right side of the car up off its wheels for a mo­ment, but Re­mo

    eas­ily pulled the car back un­der con­trol.




    Chi­un opened the rear win­dow on his side and lis­tened in­tent­ly for a few sec­onds.




    “That is all,” he said. With­out a pause, he picked up the CB mi­cro­phone again and

    re­sumed scream­ing in­to it in high-​pitched Ko­re­an.




    “How’d he do that?” Ru­by asked.




    “He heard them,” Re­mo said.




    “I didn’t hear them,” said Ru­by.




    “That’s ’cause you’ve got ears like Brus­sels sprouts.”




    “How could he hear them when he was yelling all the time in­to that ra­dio ?” Ru­by

    asked.




    “Why not?” said Re­mo. “He knows what he’s yelling in­to the ra­dio; he doesn’t have to

    lis­ten to that. So he was lis­ten­ing to ev­ery­thing else and he heard the mor­tars.”




    “Just like that?”




    “Just like that,” Re­mo said, know­ing it would nev­er sat­is­fy her. The art of Sinan­ju

    was sim­ple and peo­ple want­ed com­plex­ity. There was no com­plex­ity in telling the sim­ple

    truth-​that Sinan­ju taught a per­son to use his body the way it should be used.




    “If you’re so smart, how come you didn’t hear them?” asked Ru­by.




    “Chi­un hears bet­ter than I do,” Re­mo said.




    “Si­lence,” thun­dered Chi­un from the rear. “Since I hear so well, do you re­al­ize what an

    af­front to me is your con­stant yam­mer­ing. Be still, the two of you. I am prepar­ing to

    de­liv­er my Ung po­et­ry.”




    “Sor­ry, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “Have towait a while.” He rolled the car off

    the road and in­to a small stand of trees. “This is the end of the line.” He looked around to

    Smith.




    “Their mor­tar men will be re­port­ing back that they missed us, so they’ll be wait­ing.

    We’ll have to go on foot. Smit­ty, you and Eu­by take the car and go back.”




    “Bull,” said Eu­by.




    “She has a good heart, this one,” Chi­un said. “She will make brave sons.”




    “Cut it out, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “You’ll just slow us down, Smit­ty. We passed a gas

    sta­tion back on the left about a mile. You go back there and wait for us. We’ll be back as

    soon as we get a fix on this thing.”




    Smith thought a mo­ment, then nod­ded. “All right. I can make use of that tele­phone there,

    too,” he said.




    Re­mo and Chi­un slipped from the car and Ru­by drove away. As soon as she got on­to the

    road, she glanced up in­to her rear-​view mir­ror. Re­mo and Chi­un were gone, nowhere to be

    seen.




    Ru­by kicked up dust com­ing around a curve, nar­row­ly miss­ing one of the mor­tar craters,

    be­fore a long straight run that led back to the main road. As she came around the curve, she

    jammed on the brakes. Parked across the road was an olive-​drab army-​type truck, but with no

    mil­itary mark­ings.




    Four men with au­to­mat­ic weapons jumped to­ward the front of the car as Ru­by braked, and

    pressed the bar­rels of their weapons against the glass. Ru­by threw the Con­ti­nen­tal in

    re­verse and looked up quick­ly in­to the rear-​view mir­ror. Three more men were stand­ing

    be­hind the car,their weapons pressed against the glass, aimed at her head and

    Smith’s.




    “Bet­ter stop,” Smith said.




    “Sheeit,” said Ru­by.




    A man wear­ing sergeant’s stripes on his khakis hopped light­ly down from the cab of the

    truck.




    “All right, both of you, get out of there.” He elab­orate­ly opened the rear door for Smith.

    “Out,” he said.




    Then he opened the front pas­sen­ger’s door, leaned in and smiled at Ru­by. His teeth were

    yel­lowed with to­bac­co stains and his ac­cent was deep, deep Al­aba­ma South.




    “You too, nig­ger,” he said.




    “Well, if it ain’t the Koo Koo Klucks,” said Ru­by.




    At the top of a small hill, Re­mo looked around and rec­og­nized where he was. Stretch­ing

    out be­fore him were the rolling hills of south­ern Penn­syl­va­nia, dot­ted with mon­uments,

    stat­ues, and small build­ings.




    “This is Get­tys­burg,” Re­mo said won­der­ing­ly. “There’s Ceme­tery Ridge. And there’s

    Gulps Hill.”




    “What is this Get­tys­burg?” asked Chi­un.




    “It was a bat­tle­field,” Re­mo said.




    “In a war?”




    “Yes.”




    “What war?”




    “The Civ­il War.”




    “That was the war over slav­ery,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo nod­ded. “And now we’re look­ing for an­oth­er army that’s try­ing to keep slav­ery

    alive.”




    “We will not find it on top of this hill,” Chi­un said.




    Be­low the heel, in a small clear­ing, Re­mo found three small dents in the ground left by

    the tri­an­gu­lar base of the field mor­tar.




    “One of them was here, Chi­un,” he said.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “They ex­pect­ed us,” he said.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause this low­land spot com­mands no view of the road. There were three shells fired at

    us. One of them must have been able to sight our ve­hi­cle and by ra­dio told the oth­ers when

    to fire. But they were al­ready tar­get­ed on a road­way they could not see. They ex­pect­ed

    us.”




    Chi­un point­ed through the trees. “And they went this way.”




    “Then let’s go join the army,” Re­mo said.




    In the clear­ing be­hind one of the small hills out­side Get­tys­burg, a mil­itary field

    camp had been set up. The clear­ing was bor­dered by mil­itary trucks and the bus­es that had

    brought the men from their South Car­oli­na base. Parked in a cor­ner of the field was Ru­by

    Gon­za­lez’s white Con­ti­nen­tal.




    On­ly one tent had been erect­ed, a fif­teen-​foot square standup wall tent that served as

    Colonel Bleech’s com­mand post and sleep­ing quar­ters, while he wait­ed fur­ther or­ders.




    Nat­ty and round in dress gabar­dines, his rid­ing trousers Moused neat­ly in­side his

    high­ly pol­ished boots, Bleech slapped his rid­ing crop against his right thigh as he looked

    at Smith and Ru­by. They were guard­ed by the sergeant with the yel­low teeth and three

    sol­diers car­ry­ing au­to­mat­ic weapons.




    Be­hind them, sit­ting on the ground watch­ing,were five-​hun­dred young troop­ers,

    the main body of Bleech’s army. They had been hasti­ly turned out when Ru­by and Smith were

    brought in, and as they marched in to sit on the ground in neat rows, Ru­by glanced at them.

    Crack­ers, she thought. Deep South, shit-​kick­ing crack­ers with­out a brain in their lit­tle

    racist heads.




    Bleech, con­scious of the need to make a good im­pres­sion on his men, marched briskly back

    and forth in front of Ru­by and Smith. Ru­by yawned and cov­ered her mouth with the back of her

    hand.




    “All right,” Bleech growled. “Who are you?” His voice car­ried loud­ly over the clear­ing

    and hung in the air. The troops sat hushed, watch­ing the scene.




    “We from the town hall,” said Ru­by. “We come to look at your pa­rade per­mit.”




    Bleech fixed her with nar­row eyes. “We’ll see how long your sense of hu­mor lasts,” he

    said. “And you?” He turned to Smith.




    “I have noth­ing to say to you,” said Smith.




    Bleech nod­ded, then spoke over Ru­by’s and Smith’s heads to his troops.




    “Men, look well. Know the face of the en­emy. These are spies.” He paused to let it sink in.

    “Traitors and spies. And in wartime, and this is wartime be­cause ev­ery­thing we cher­ish as

    Amer­icans is be­ing warred up­on by peo­ple like this, in wartime there is on­ly one penal­ty

    for spies and traitors.” He stopped again and let his eyes roam from one end of the clear­ing

    to the oth­er. “Death,” he in­toned.




    “You gonna show us your pa­rade per­mit or not?” asked Ru­by.




    “We’ll see if you have so much of a sense of humor in front of a fir­ing squad,” Bleech

    said. “But first you’re go­ing to tell us who you are.”




    “Don’t hold your breath, hon­key,” said Ru­by.




    “We will see.” Bleech nod­ded to the sergeant who moved up close be­hind Ru­by then slammed

    his hands against her shoul­der blades, shov­ing her for­ward. She stum­bled to­ward Bleech who

    turned his lead-​tipped rid­ing crop for­ward. Its weight­ed butt end buried it­self deep in­to

    Ru­by’s stom­ach. She let her breath out with a heavy oomph and fell to the ground in the

    dust.




    Bleech laughed. Smith growled, a growl of sim­ple an­imal anger, and lunged for­ward at the

    colonel. Bleech raised the rid­ing crop over his head and swung its weight­ed end at Smith’s

    skull. But as it whooshed to­ward him, Smith ducked. The crop passed over his head and Smith

    came up with a hard New Eng­land fist in­to Bleech’s fleshy nose. The colonel grabbed at his

    nose with his free hand. The four sol­diers guard­ing Ru­by and Smith jumped for­ward and bore

    Smith to the ground with their weight. One zeal­ous pri­vate slammed the butt of his ri­fle

    down in­to Smith’s right shoul­der.




    Ig­nor­ing the pain, Smith looked up from the ground at Bleech, hold­ing his bloody nose,

    and rec­og­nized in him all the lit­tle tin­pot tyrants and bul­lies he had hat­ed all his

    life. “Brave when you hit wom­en,” he sneered.




    Bleech took his hand away from his face. A riv­er of blood ran down from his nose to his

    fleshy lips.




    “Re­strain that man. He will get his. Af­ter the pick­anin­ny.”




    He reached down, grabbed Ru­by by the hair, and yanked her up to her feet.




    “But first you.” He turned her head and shout­ed to his men. “Mem­orize this. It is the face

    of the en­emy.” As he spoke, droplets of blood splashed out from his mouth and spat­tered

    Ru­by’s shirt.




    No one saw them. No one heard them. A pair of sen­tries was post­ed at each of the four

    cor­ners of the field, their sole du­ty to in­sure that no one sneaked in­to the main area of

    the camp.




    But none of them saw Re­mo and Chi­un.




    The two men moved in­to the com­pound and then went silent­ly through the back wall of

    Bleech’s tent. Hid­den by the dark­ness from the hun­dreds of pairs of eyes out­side, they saw

    Bleech pull Ru­by up to her feet by her hair. She let her­self be dragged up. When her face was

    lev­el with Bleech’s she hacked and spat in­to his blood­ied face.




    Chi­un nod­ded. “She is coura­geous, that one. She will give me a very good son. Through

    you, of course,” he added quick­ly.




    “For­get it,” said Re­mo. He stopped talk­ing as the en­raged Bleech pulled his lead rid­ing

    crop back in his right hand to smash in­to Ru­by’s tem­ple. As he ex­tend­ed it be­hind him,

    Re­mo’s hand flashed out of the door­way open­ing of the tent and yanked the crop from Bleech’s

    hand.




    The colonel let go of Ru­by and spun to­ward the tent. Re­mo stepped out in­to the bright

    sun­shine.




    “Hi, guys,” he said.




    He waved light­ly to the five-​hun­dred troops sitting on the ground. They buzzed among

    them­selves, un­able to keep still any longer.




    “What’s this all about?”




    “Who’s this guy?”




    “Bleech’ll do a num­ber on him.”




    “He can’t be all there, com­ing here like this.”




    Bleech stared at Re­mo, then reached for the au­to­mat­ic bol­stered at his side. Re­mo’s

    hand moved again, and Bleech heard the rip of leather as his hol­ster was neat­ly ex­cised from

    his belt and went fly­ing twen­ty feet away.




    “That any way to say hel­lo ?” asked Re­mo.




    The sergeant and three sol­diers be­hind Smith had their guns out now. The sergeant had an

    ug­ly .45 aimed at Re­mo’s bel­ly; the three pri­vates had their au­to­mat­ic ri­fles aimed at

    Re­mo.




    “That’s enough,” the sergeant said.




    Ru­by looked around at Re­mo im­plor­ing­ly. Re­mo winked.




    He turned to the four sol­diers. “You’re next,” he said.




    The sergeant ex­tend­ed his gun arm, tak­ing dead aim on Re­mo’s belt buck­le.




    And then, like the earth rip­ping open dur­ing an earth­quake, there was a loud high

    screech­ing. The sol­diers turned their eyes to­ward the sound. A small yel­low hand with long

    fin­ger­nails pro­trud­ed through the wall of Bleech’s tent. Like a knife, it slashed down

    to­ward the ground, and then through the ripped and flut­ter­ing can­vas came Chi­un, Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju.




    The sergeant wheeled with his gun, but Chi­un’s yel­low robes swirled around him as he moved

    from the tent. The sergeant’s fin­ger squeezed on the gun, but be­fore it fired, Chi­un’s hand

    cov­eredthe gun. The sergeant could feel the trig­ger guard be­ing squeezed up be­hind

    his in­dex fin­ger, stop­ping the trig­ger from be­ing de­pressed. He felt the crunch­ing of

    bones, as the tiny yel­low hand squeezed, and re­al­ized that his bones were be­ing mashed,

    melt­ed in­to the au­to­mat­ic as the pres­sure of Chi­un’s hand weld­ed the cold steel in­to

    his warm liv­ing flesh. And there was the pain. The sergeant gave an ear-​pierc­ing scream and

    fell in a crum­pled heap, the au­to­mat­ic stuck in his hand as if it had been nailed to

    it.




    The three sol­diers along­side him were barefaced, pim­ply boys. They watched in ter­ror as

    the sergeant fell.




    They looked at Chi­un.




    “Fire, you bas­tards,” yelled Bleech.




    “Up yours,” said one of the sol­diers. He dropped his weapon and ran. The oth­er two looked

    con­fused.




    “I said fire,” Bleech hollered.




    The two men made the last mis­takes of their young lives. They low­ered their ri­fles to

    their waists, wheeled to­ward Chi­un, and squeezed the . trig­gers. The au­to­mat­ic weapons

    fired a loud rat-​tat-​tat that tore through the can­vas of the tent. Then they fired no more,

    as their ri­fles went through their bel­lies and out their backs, not even slow­ing down at the

    spinal col­umn.




    They went down, slow­ly, like jel­lo molds melt­ing away un­der a heat lamp.




    Next to them, the sergeant lay blub­ber­ing, try­ing to dis­en­tan­gle the steel of his

    au­to­mat­ic from the flesh of his hand.




    Bleech looked at the car­nage, turned, and tried to run. But Re­mo slipped his hand in­to

    the backof the colonel’s Sam Browne belt and held him tight. Bleech’s legs moved to run,

    but he made no progress and, to the five-​hun­dred sol­diers, he looked like a car­toon

    char­ac­ter try­ing to run over an ice patch and ex­pend­ing heavy la­bor to no re­sult.




    They laughed.




    Bleech heard them. Laugh­ing. At a sol­dier, a ca­reer man, a man who had stood for his

    coun­try when the com­mies and the pinkos and the left­ies and the rad­icals were try­ing to

    de­stroy it.




    “Don’t laugh,” he screamed.




    They laughed hard­er with that sure young man’s sense of know­ing when the gang has a new

    lead­er.




    “All right,” Re­mo said. “Play­time’s over. Who runs this op­er­ation?”




    Bleech gath­ered his breath as Re­mo pulled him close by his belt. “Men,” he shout­ed.

    “You’ll see now how a sol­dier dies when he must.” To Re­mo he said “You’ll find out noth­ing

    from me.”




    But noth­ing in Bleech’s ex­pe­ri­ence or train­ing had pre­pared him for this pain. Re­mo

    pinched his left ear lobe be­tween his thumb and in­dex fin­ger and squeezed.




    “Who’s the lead­er?” Re­mo said again.




    “Bais­ley De­Pauw,” Bleech said in­stant­ly. And Re­mo re­leased his ear and the pain gave

    way to shame that he had cracked so quick­ly, talked so eas­ily, and his sol­diers were

    laugh­ing aloud now at him, and the shame and anger filled Colonel Bleech’s head like a hot red

    liq­uid and he scram­bled across the ground, found his hol­ster, and pulled out the

    au­to­mat­ic weapon from it. As he turned to fire, Ru­by dove to­ward the ground,came up

    with an au­to­mat­ic ri­fle and squeezed one round neat­ly in­to Colonel Bleech’s

    fore­head.




    He dropped like wet dirty socks.




    The troops stopped laugh­ing.




    Ru­by walked over and nudged Bleech with her toe. Like a cot­ton packed medicine ball, he

    rolled over smooth­ly, dead.




    Ru­by looked at Re­mo. “I been want­ing to hit that suck­er since we got here.”




    Re­mo looked at the seat­ed sol­diers who just stared at him, fright­ened, con­fused, not

    know­ing what to do.




    He point­ed to Colonel Bleech. “That’s it, boys. Your mas­ter race. Now get on your bus­es

    and go home. This army’s been dis­charged.”




    The sun­light glint­ed off the hard planes of Re­mo’s face and the shad­ows made his deepset

    dark eyes look like pools of death.




    “Go home,” he re­peat­ed.




    None of the sol­diers moved; none stirred. It had all hap­pened too fast and they had

    trou­ble di­gest­ing it.




    Re­mo picked up Bleech’s heavy Sam Browne belt, two and a half inch­es of thick grain

    leather. He held it in his two hands then, with­out seem­ing ef­fort, pulled his hands apart,

    slow­ly, al­most ca­su­al­ly.




    As the sol­diers watched, the leather ripped apart, the two halves trail­ing dry stringy

    strands.




    “Go home,” Re­mo said again. “Now!”




    One re­cruit stood at the end of the first row.




    “Men. Ah think we bet­ter haul ass out of heah.”It turned in­to a rout, the young

    sol­diers strug­gling to see who would be first on the bus.




    Re­mo nudged the groan­ing sergeant with his toe.




    “And take your garbage with you,” he called.




    He looked at Smith, who was hold­ing his right shoul­der.




    “What’s wrong with your arm, Smit­ty?” he asked.




    “Noth­ing. I fell,” Smith said.


  




  

    CHAPTER ELEVEN




    “Look at this, Re­mo.”




    A com­pli­men­ta­ry copy of the South­ern Penn­syl­va­nia Dis­patch had been left in the

    mo­tel room Smith had rent­ed for ac­cess to a tele­phone. Smith had the pa­per open on the

    bed, opened to a dou­ble-​page ad­ver­tise­ment over the cen­ter fold.




    He point­ed at the pages and Re­mo looked at them.




    AT LAST,




    WE KNOW THE CAUSE




    OP AMER­ICA’S PROB­LEMS.




    “So do I,” said Re­mo. “Amer­icans.”




    “Read it,” Smith said.




    Re­mo read the copy on the left-​hand page. It was brief and di­rect.




    Amer­ica’s blacks, it said, suf­fered from long­stand­ing prob­lems: high un­em­ploy­ment,

    poor ed­uca­tion­al fa­cil­ities, nar­row job op­por­tu­ni­ties, ab­sorp­tion in a cul­ture

    that did not rec­og­nize their rich cul­tur­al her­itage.




    Amer­ica’s whites, the ad­ver­tise­ment said, suf­fered from a grow­ing in­abil­ity to walk

    the streets of their towns and cities safe­ly and a grow­ingsense that the gov­ern­ment

    in Wash­ing­ton was no longer in­ter­est­ed.




    “Hear, hear,” said Re­mo.




    “Bead it,” said Smith.




    Whites felt that the prod­ucts of their la­bor and their work was be­ing drained from them

    in high­er tax­es, high­er prices, and more gov­ern­ment pro­grams from which they could see no

    ben­efit.




    This caused in­creased ir­ri­ta­tion and con­flict be­tween the races.




    But now, the ad­ver­tise­ment said, there was an an­swer.




    Blacks want­ed pri­mar­ily eco­nom­ic and cul­tur­al se­cu­ri­ty. Guar­an­teed jobs,

    shel­ter, food, and the op­por­tu­ni­ty to learn of their rich back­ground, while be­ing with

    peo­ple who shared that back­ground.




    Whites want­ed to know that their streets were again safe and that the gov­ern­ment’s hand

    was not al­ways in their wal­let, tak­ing their tax mon­ey and us­ing it to sup­port the same

    peo­ple who made the streets un­safe.




    “That’s right,” Re­mo said. “We pay too much tax­es.”




    “You haven’t paid any tax in ten years,” Smith said. “Ex­cept sales tax on all the junk you

    buy and charge to me.”




    “Don’t knock it,” said Re­mo. “That should be enough to run the north­east for six

    months.”




    “Read,” said Smith.




    A new as­so­ci­ation had been formed, the ad­ver­tise­ment said. It was go­ing to bring to

    the Amer­ican pub­lic new and spe­cif­ic pro­pos­als to end the racial ten­sions and the

    eco­nom­ic prob­lems that had racked Amer­ica for the last gen­er­ation.




    “But to get it done, you have to stand up for us. A na­tion­wide move­ment is now be­ing

    formed, head­quar­tered in the his­toric town of Get­tys­burg, Penn­syl­va­nia, and we will

    soon be march­ing on Wash­ing­ton.




    “We hope that fifty mil­lion of you Amer­icans will make that march with us so the

    gov­ern­ment will know we mean busi­ness. This is a car­avan for a new Amer­ica.”




    It went on like that, a po­lit­ical call to arms.




    The right-​hand page was filled with sig­na­tures of peo­ple en­dors­ing the ad.




    Re­mo fin­ished read­ing it and looked at Smith.




    “So? What’s it all about?”




    Smith point­ed at the slo­gan across the bot­tom of the page:




    SAVE LIVES. AVERT VI­OLENCE. EN­ER­GIZE.




    “Look at that,” Smith said. “S-​L-​A-​V-​E. These peo­ple want to bring back slav­ery.”




    “And that’s what’s be­hind Bleech and his army,” Re­mo said.




    Smith was thump­ing a fist in­to a palm. As ev­er, his face showed no emo­tion, but he knew

    that Smith felt the emo­tion, the re­vul­sion against what was planned. The no­tion of slav­ery

    hit at the heart of his rock-​ribbed New Eng­land tra­di­tions and an­ces­try and

    back­ground.




    The right-​hand page of the ad­ver­tise­ment was small type. It in­clud­ed col­umn af­ter

    col­umn of peo­ple who en­dorsed the ad. There were forty-​sev­en con­gress­men and sen­ators,

    twelve gov­er­nors, and hun­dreds of may­ors. A for­mer Re­pub­li­can can­di­date for

    Pres­ident. Min­is­ters, lec­tur­ers, and writers. Three quar­ters of the staffs of the

    Vil­lage Voice, Ring Mag­azine, and Bet­ter Homes and Gar­dens.




    “If this thing is so bad,” Re­mo asked, “why the hell are all these names on it ?”




    “What do they know?” Smith said. “Most peo­ple sign these ad­ver­tise­ments with­out even

    know­ing what they say. Be­cause some­one asked them to. By the time they find out it’s a call

    to re-​in­sti­tute slav­ery, their names will have done their work. Maybe fifty mil­lion

    peo­ple will march on Wash­ing­ton.”




    “It’s your prob­lem,” Re­mo said. “I’m not in this kind of work any­more.”




    Ru­by and Chi­un came in from out­side where they had been in deep con­ver­sa­tion.




    Ru­by point­ed a fin­ger at Re­mo. “It’s your prob­lem, too. You promised you help me find

    Lu­cius? Did you help me find Lu­cius? No, you ain’t helped me find Lu­cius. Now, you ain’t

    done un­til you do. You hear?” Her voice had steadi­ly risen in pitch, and, be­cause it cut

    through Re­mo like a knife, he raised his hands in sur­ren­der.




    “Okay, okay, okay,” he said. “I’ll do it. I’ll do any­thing. Just stop yelling at me.”




    “Any­thing?” asked Chi­un.




    “Not that any­thing,” said Re­mo. “Do you re­al­ly think I could take that screech­ing for

    the rest of my life?”




    “Not for the rest of your life. Just a minute or two,” Chi­un said. “Then it will be over

    and I will man­age the re­sults of it.”




    “What are you talk­ing about now?” Ru­by asked.




    “He’s talk­ing about breed­ing you and me so he can have a kid to teach.”




    “Not on your life,” said Ru­by.




    “But think,” said Chi­un. “Re­mo is white and you are brown, so a child would be tan. Now

    tan is not yel­low, but it is clos­er than white or brown. That would be a start.”




    “You want yel­low, hire your­self a Chi­na­man,” Ru­by said.




    Chi­un spat. “I want yel­low, but not at the price of sloth or dis­ease or treach­ery. I

    would rather have a Rus­sian than a Chi­na­man.”




    “Then get your­self a Rus­sian,” said Ru­by. “I ain’t gonna do the do with him, just to make

    you hap­py.”




    Smith shushed them. He was on the tele­phone, talk­ing slow­ly and smooth­ly in­to the

    mouth­piece.




    “That’s right, Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “That’s the way I feel, too.”




    “The two of you are hope­less,” said Chi­un. “Any­one with half a brain could see the

    mer­its of my sug­ges­tion.”




    Re­mo fell on­to the bed. “No, thank you,” he said with dis­gust.




    Ru­by looked at him with cu­rios­ity.




    “What you mean, talk­ing like that?” she said.




    “I’m re­ject­ing you,” Re­mo said.




    “You not re­ject­ing me. I re­ject­ing you.”




    “We’re re­ject­ing each oth­er,” said Re­mo.




    “No, we’re not. You got noth­ing to say about it,” Ru­by said. “If I want­ed you, I’d get

    you.”




    “Nev­er.”




    Chi­un was nod­ding at Ru­by, pat­ting her on the shoul­der in en­cour­age­ment.




    “You think you’re spe­cial?” she asked Re­mo. “I get turkeys like you any time I want.”




    “Not this turkey,” Re­mo said.




    “We’ll see about that,” Ru­by said. “You will­ing to pay for this? You was talk­ing about

    thou­sands of gold pieces.”




    “The wealth of ages,” Chi­un said.




    “That means two bags of sea shells and four­teen dol­lars worth of junk jew­el­ry,” Re­mo

    said. “And twen­ty-​two Cin­zano ash­trays that he’s stolen from dif­fer­ent ho­tels.”




    “Si­lence,” said Chi­un. “This does not con­cern you.”




    “That’s right, do­do. It doesn’t con­cern you,” Ru­by said.




    “Fun­ny,” said Re­mo, putting his hands be­hind his head. “I would’ve sworn it con­cerned me

    most of all.”




    “Ig­nore him, child,” Chi­un said.




    “We’ll talk about this lat­er when he’s not around,” Ru­by said.




    Smith hung up the tele­phone.




    “De­spite all your at­tempts to make it im­pos­si­ble,” he said, “I’ve checked it all

    out.”




    Re­mo looked at the ceil­ing tiles and be­gan to count them.




    “I was just talk­ing to the com­put­ers at . . .” Smith paused and glanced at Ru­by. “My

    of­fices,” he said.




    “And are they hav­ing a nice day?” Re­mo asked. “How’s the weath­er up there? I hope it’s

    not chill­ing their lit­tle solenoids.”




    Smith ig­nored him. He raised his left hand to rub his right shoul­der where the gun butt

    had smashed.




    “The land in the piney woods is owned by a cor­po­ra­tion con­trolled by Bais­ley

    De­Pauw.”




    Re­mo sat up in the bed. “That’s what thatmake-​be­lieve colonel said, too, and I

    still don’t be­lieve it. Bais­ley De­Pauw is the left wing ding-​dong lib­er­al hoople of all

    time. Your com­put­ers are all wet.”




    “And this ad­ver­tis­ing,” Smith said, “ap­peared in most of the dai­ly news­pa­pers to­day.

    It was placed by an or­ga­ni­za­tion fund­ed by a foun­da­tion. The foun­da­tion is con­trolled

    by Bais­ley De­Pauw.”




    Re­mo lay back on the bed. “I don’t be­lieve it,” he said.




    “And Bais­ley De­Pauw has bought up three hours of tele­vi­sion time on all the net­works

    sev­en days from to­day.”




    “Not him,” Re­mo said. “I don’t be­lieve it.”




    “The bus­es we saw to­day are owned by one of the De­Pauw com­pa­nies,” Smith said.




    “I don’t be­lieve it.”




    “And last week, the day af­ter the raid on Nor­folk, two bus­es like that were seen driv­ing

    in­to De­Pauw’s West Palm Beach man­sion,” Smith said.




    “I don’t be­lieve it,” Re­mo said. “Not Bais­ley De­Pauw.”




    “The com­bined pay­roll costs of De­Pauw’s com­pa­nies is close to one bil­lion dol­lars,”

    Smith said. “An­nu­al­ly. Slav­ery will save him at least five-​hun­dred mil­lion dol­lars a

    year.”




    “I be­lieve it,” Re­mo said. “A buck’s a buck. Speak­ing of which, where is Lu­cius?”




    “He be at the West Palm Beach house,” said Ru­by.




    Smith nod­ded. “It seems that way.”




    “Then let’s go,” said Ru­by.




    “You go,” said Re­mo. “I can’t. My heart is bro­ken. Dear, sweet Bais­ley De­Pauw. Slav­ery.

    Fromthe man who gave us such great stage hits as Kill the Hon­key and Up Against the

    Wall, Moth­er and who’s per­son­al­ly gone bail for ev­ery ma­ni­acal killer in this coun­try

    if they’re the right col­or. . . .”




    “None of them are the right col­or,” Chi­un said. “The right col­or is yel­low.”




    “I just don’t be­lieve it. You go,” Re­mo said.




    He looked at Eu­by. Slow­ly her mouth opened. She was work­ing her­self up to screech at

    him. He could see it in her eyes. He clapped his hands over his ears.




    But it wasn’t good enough. Ru­by let loose a string of curs­es that would have bub­bled

    wall­pa­per.




    “All right, all right,” said Re­mo. “Enough. I’ll go.”




    ” ‘Cause you promised,” Ru­by said.




    Re­mo sur­ren­dered. “Be­cause I promised.” He looked around and his eyes fixed on Smith.

    “All right,” Re­mo told Ru­by. “I’ll go with you, but I don’t have to take him along. I don’t

    think I could take that trip. We’ll park him some­place so he can get that shoul­der fixed

    up.”




    “Ma­ma’ll take care of his shoul­der,” Ru­by promised.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWELVE




    The De­Pauw man­sion over­pow­ered the neigh­bor­ing West Palm Beach man­sions like a

    two-​carat blue-​white set among di­amond chips.




    It sat on six acres of land, sur­round­ed on three sides by ten-​foot-​high white iron

    fenc­ing whose bars were too close to­geth­er for a hu­man to slide be­tween. At the back of

    the man­sion was the At­lantic Ocean. A large power­boat, tied up to a dock, could be seen

    through the es­tate’s front gate.




    In­side the gate, lean­ing against the white brick pil­lars, were two uni­formed guards.




    Re­mo drove past the es­tate and parked a half block away. “It’s prob­ably best if you stay

    here,” he told Ru­by.




    “I’m go­ing,” she said. “Case Lu­cius is there.”




    “Brave, too,” Chi­un said to Re­mo. “Not on­ly strong and smart, but brave, too.”




    “I now pro­nounce you man and wife,” Re­mo said. “Will you knock it off?”




    “In­grate,” hissed Chi­un.




    Re­mo got out of the car and slammed the door be­hind him. He was halfway to the De­Pauw

    man­sion when Ru­by and Chi­un left the rent­ed car.




    Re­mo was tired to death of be­ing pushed around, tired of hav­ing his mind made up for him,

    tired of be­ing told what to do and when to do it. Thank God for the Ve­ga-​Chop­pa. It was the

    first hon­est dol­lar he had earned since he stopped be­ing a city po­lice­man a lot of years

    be­fore.




    If he had not giv­en Ru­by his promise, he would keep walk­ing right now, past the De­Pauw

    man­sion, and nev­er look back. Be­ing pushed around. It was what had tired him of work­ing for

    Smith and for CURE and he was tired of it from Chi­un and tired of it from Ru­by.




    He stopped out­side the tall white gate and mo­tioned one of the guards to come over.




    “Yes?” the guard said.




    “Look. We can do this easy or we can do it hard.”




    “Easy? Hard?”




    “Just let me in,” Re­mo said.




    “Are you ex­pect­ed?”




    “No. But my win­ning ways will soon have ev­ery­body for­get­ting that.”




    “Then I’m sor­ry, sir, but…”




    “Not as sor­ry as you will be,” Re­mo said.




    He reached through the bars of the gate, grabbed the guard’s wrist and gen­tly pulled him

    close. To the oth­er guard, it looked as if the man had stepped for­ward so Re­mo could

    whis­per some­thing in his ear.




    “Now,” Re­mo said soft­ly. “This is still your wrist I’m hold­ing in my hand. We can keep it

    a wrist or we can make it in­to jel­ly. Take your pick.”




    “Wrist,” the guard said.




    “Good. Now call your bud­dy over.”




    “Joe,” the guard called out. “Come here a minute.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “Very good.”




    “Yeah, Willie,” the oth­er guard said when he reached the fence but be­fore he could get an

    an­swer, his left wrist was in Re­mo’s left hand.




    “Now if you both don’t want your ping pong ca­reers end­ed for good, open the gate.” He

    squeezed on Willie’s wrist for em­pha­sis and the guard’s hand went to the ring of keys at his

    waist. He fum­bled them loose, and used a large brass key to open the gate. It opened and Re­mo

    re­leased both men mo­men­tar­ily, slid in­side, then re­sumed his grip on their wrists. He

    walked them over to the high shrub­bery along­side the brick pil­lars, trans­ferred his grip to

    their necks, and left them sleep­ing un­der­neath the japon­ica shrubs.




    When he stepped back to the ce­ram­ic tiled drive­way, Chi­un and Ru­by were en­ter­ing

    through the gate.




    “How was that?” Re­mo asked. “All right? Did I open the gate well enough for you two

    ge­nius­es? In your wis­dom, do you ap­prove?”




    Ru­by looked at Chi­un. “What’s wrong with him now ?” she asked.




    “I can nev­er fig­ure out what white peo­ple are talk­ing about.”




    “Me nei­ther,” said Ru­by.




    “Yeah? Yeah?” said Re­mo. “White peo­ple, hah? Big friends, you two, hah? Have him tell you

    about how God made man and put it in the oven and kept get­ting it wrong. Have him tell you

    that, you want to find out what a tol­er­ant warm won­der­ful per­son he is.”




    “Ig­nore him,” said Chi­un. “He knows, bet­ter than any­one else, how tol­er­ant I am of

    in­fe­ri­ors.”




    “Hah,” said Re­mo, and walked off up the long drive­way.




    The main house stood at the back of the prop­er­ty, its rear pa­tio ex­tend­ing down to the

    wa­ter line and the docks. There were two small build­ings on one side of the house and Re­mo

    cut across the slight­ly over­grown lawns to go to those build­ings first.




    The first room must have been the gar­den­er’s quar­ters. There were two rooms,

    im­mac­ulate­ly clean. And emp­ty.




    The sec­ond build­ing, hid­den from the street by the first build­ing, was made of

    field­stone. Re­mo tried to look in­side, but there were cur­tains over the win­dows.




    There was a hasp on the out­side of the front door for pad­lock­ing the small build­ing from

    the out­side, but the door it­self was un­locked.




    The three stepped in­to one large room, twen­ty-​five feet square. Thin met­al bunks,

    cov­ered with bare striped tick­ing mat­tress­es, lined one wall. In a cor­ner was an open

    toi­let bowl and a sink. On an­oth­er wall, chains had been in­stalled at about the height of a

    man’s shoul­ders.




    Ru­by count­ed the met­al bunks. Thir­teen. But four­teen men had been kid­napped.




    Re­mo heard a sound.




    “You hear it, Chi­un?” he asked.




    Chi­un nod­ded.




    Ru­by strained but heard noth­ing.




    “What is it?” she asked. “What do you hear?”




    “Some kind of ma­chin­ery whirring,” Re­mo said.




    He be­gan to look around the room care­ful­ly. The sound was loud­est near the wall of the

    build­ing, next to the main De­Pauw house.




    There was a ragged rug un­der Re­mo’s feet. He kicked it aside and found a trap door with a

    large sunken ring cut in­to the wood­en floor.




    He pulled up on the ring and the trap door lift­ed noise­less­ly.




    Now Ru­by could heard the sound, too. It was a slow, steady whirring. She stood along­side

    Re­mo and looked down in­to the open well. Steep wood­en stairs had been erect­ed against the

    wall, and Re­mo led the way down.




    They were in a tun­nel sev­en feet high and not that wide. It stretched ahead of them for

    thir­ty feet and end­ed at a door. There was a piece of black plas­tic cov­er­ing the door’s

    win­dows on their side. Re­mo peeled a piece of it away and they lift­ed it slight­ly to peer

    in.




    They saw a long con­vey­or belt and thir­teen men stand­ing along­side it. The first sev­en

    of them wrapped met­al bands around sticks; the last six re­moved the met­al bands and brought

    the sticks and bands back to the front of the line so the cy­cle could start over again.




    All the men were black. They wore white cot­ton sleeve­less un­der­shirts. The room was

    il­lu­mi­nat­ed by bare over­head bulbs.




    Ru­by sipped in her breath.




    She start­ed to cry out, but Re­mo clapped his hand over her mouth.




    “What?” he said.




    “That’s Lu­cius.”




    “Which one?”




    “The first one on the left side.”




    Re­mo watched for a mo­ment. There seemed to be noth­ing to dis­tin­guish Lu­cius from any

    of the oth­er dozen men work­ing at the con­vey­or ta­ble.




    At the end of the con­vey­or belt, on a small plat­form, stood a wiry man with red hair. He

    wore a white suit and a white hat and met­al-​tipped boots and car­ried a long whip coiled in

    his right hand.




    On the far side of the room, six feet up the wall, there was a door, and, as the three of

    them watched, the door opened.




    Strid­ing out on­to a raised plat­form that looked over the room was Bais­ley De­Pauw. Re­mo

    rec­og­nized him from the news­pa­per pho­tographs. Bais­ley De­Pauw ded­icat­ing the

    lib­er­ation li­brary. Bais­ley De­Pauw send­ing his per­son­al jet to Al­ge­ria to bring back

    ex­iled black Amer­icans. Bais­ley De­Pauw open­ing his heart and his check­book to ev­ery

    crack-​brained an­ti-​Amer­ican move­ment that had come up in Eemo’s re­mem­brance.




    “How are they do­ing?” De­Pauw called out to the over­seer.




    “All right, sir. They get faster ev­ery day,” the man called back. He had a deep tomb of a

    voice and Re­mo thought it odd that for his over­seer, De­Pauw had hired some­one ob­vi­ous­ly

    from the streets of New York City.




    “I’ve got an­oth­er in­spec­tion to­day,” De­Pauw said. “I want them singing. Slaves should

    sing to show how hap­py they are.”




    The whip went singing out over the men’s heads, crack­ing sharply in emp­ty space.




    “You heard the mas­sa. Sing.”




    With­out slow­ing down their work, the slaves looked at each oth­er.




    “Sing, I said,” the over­seer shout­ed.




    The men were still silent.




    “You, Lu­cius. You start it.”




    Ru­by’s broth­er looked up and smiled a fetch­ing grin.




    “What should I sing, mas­sa boss ?”




    “I don’t know. Sing any­thing you know.”




    “I don’t know many songs,” Lu­cius said.




    “Sing what you know. Some­thing with a beat so you can speed up your work.”




    Lu­cius opened his mouth and the first halt­ing words came out:




    Dis­co La­dy.




    Will you be my ba­by?




    Sat­ur­day night




    to Sun­day’s light,




    Be my ba­by, Dis­co la­dy.




    “Stop it,” De­Pauw roared, just as the oth­er men be­gan to join in the singing.




    “That’s not ex­act­ly what I had in mind,” De­Pauw said. “I’ll have some words print­ed up

    and they can mem­orize them. Some­thing in­spir­ing, like ‘All God’s Chilluns Got Shoes.’”




    “I’ll make sure they learn it, Mr. De­Pauw.”




    De­Pauw nod­ded and went back in­side through the door, which he closed tight­ly be­hind

    him.




    “What do you think?” Re­mo asked Ru­by.




    “They’re work­ing pret­ty good,” she said. “I might put a line like that in my wig

    fac­to­ry. Turn up the work.”




    “You ought to be ashamed of your­self,” Re­mo said.




    “I won’t make them sing,” Ru­by said.




    “I don’t like that dis­co mu­sic ei­ther,” Re­mo said. “Any­way, Lu­cius looks all

    right.”




    “He looks bet­ter some­how,” Ru­by said.




    “Maybe work agrees with him,” Re­mo said.




    “Maybe. I wouldn’t know. I nev­er saw him work be­fore.”




    Through this, Chi­un had been silent. Re­mo looked at him and saw the hazel eyes burn­ing

    with an in­ten­si­ty that Re­mo had rarely seen.




    “What’s wrong, Chi­un?”




    Chi­un waved a hand at the door. “This,” he said. “This. It is de­grad­ing. It is evil.”




    Re­mo cocked his head. “This from the man with all the sto­ries of how ev­ery­body is

    in­fe­ri­or to those from Sinan­ju?”




    “It is one thing to un­der­stand men as they are, to know their weak­ness­es, and to deal

    with them thus­ly. It is some­thing else to treat man as less than man. Be­cause he who does

    that de­fies the glo­ry of God’s cre­ation.”




    Just then the whip lashed again in the slave’s work­room. The over­seer bel­lowed, “Faster,”

    and Chi­un could take no more.




    “Hold!” he cried and with anger fu­el­ing the pow­er of his awe­some art, he slammed a hand

    against the hinge side of the huge oak­en door and the heavy wood pan­el shiv­ered, and fell

    on­to the floor in the room.




    And like a yel­low-​robed wraith, Chi­un whirled in­to the room and shout­ed again, “Hold,

    an­imal.”




    The over­seer looked to him with a face torn be­tween shock and anger.




    The slaves looked up, hope on their faces, ex­pect­ing a de­liv­er­er. But all they saw was

    a small yel­low man in a yel­low robe, look­ing like a doll,whirling in­to the room, his

    eyes twist­ed in anger, glar­ing at the over­seer.




    The big man with the white hat and white suit and the pis­tol at his side, jumped down from

    his plat­form, whirled his whip over his head and lashed it out at Chi­un.




    Just as it reached Chi­un, his prac­ticed hand gave it a snap, to move the weight­ed tip

    in­to su­per­son­ic speed that cre­at­ed the whip’s crack.




    But there was no crack. Like a meat slicer, Chi­un’s right hand moved up along­side his head

    and as the whip reached him, he sliced off a neat six inch­es with the side of his palm.




    The over­seer drew back the whip again be­hind him, drag­ging it on the ground, ready­ing an

    over­head slash that could slice a man’s shoul­der down to the bone. He brought the lash up

    over his head with the full pow­er of his sinewy arm, but the lash stopped at Chi­un, and then

    the red-​haired man felt him­self be­ing pulled across the floor to­ward the small Ori­en­tal.

    He tried to let go of the whip but it was at­tached to his wrist with a thong. As he was be­ing

    dragged, he reached to his side with his left hand to pull out his pis­tol.




    He got the gun out, cocked it with his thumb, but nev­er had time to pull the trig­ger

    be­fore an al­most-​gen­tle ap­pear­ing blow from an in­dex fin­ger pushed his low­er mandible

    back in­to his spinal col­umn with a to­tal, ter­mi­nal snap.




    Chi­un looked down as the fi­nal breath left the body on the floor, his eyes still

    glis­ten­ing with in­ten­si­ty.




    The slaves cheered and Chi­un whirled to­ward them; his coun­te­nance so fear­some that they

    stopped in mid-​cry and won­dered for a splitsec­ond if their sal­va­tion might be more

    fear­ful than their im­pris­on­ment.




    Chi­un hissed at them. “Re­mem­ber you this. He who will not be a slave can­not be a slave.

    You dis­gust me, all of you, who out­num­bered this vile thing and yet took his lash­es in

    si­lence.”




    The men looked away as Re­mo and Ru­by came in­to the glare of the high-​ceil­ing’d

    room.




    “Ru­by,” called Lu­cius.




    “You all right?” she asked.




    “Just tired,” he said. “But all right.”




    From the cor­ner of her eye, she saw Re­mo vault up to the plat­form lead­ing to the door to

    the main house, the plat­form on which they had seen De­Pauw.




    “Just wait here a lit­tle bit longer,” Ru­by said to Lu­cius. “We be right back.” She hauled

    her­self up on­to the plat­form and fol­lowed Re­mo through the door he forced open. Be­hind

    her came Chi­un and as he left the slave’s work­room, the men gasped, be­cause at one mo­ment

    he was stand­ing on the floor at the base of the lit­tle plat­form, and then an in­stant

    lat­er, his body had lift­ed in­to the air on­to the plat­form. And none of them had seen him

    jump.




    The pas­sage­way end­ed at a sol­id wood and plas­ter wall. Ru­by saw Re­mo look for a

    hid­den switch to open the door, but in­stead Chi­un put his hands against the two-​by-​four

    fram­ing of the wall, pressed right, then left, de­ter­mined that the hid­den door slid left,

    and pushed against it with more force than seemed to ex­ist in his frail, aged body.




    There was a croak­ing sound as the lock­ingmech­anism sur­ren­dered and the door

    pan­el slid smooth­ly to the left. They were look­ing in­to a large hall­way on the main floor

    of the De­Pauw man­sion.




    Fac­ing them at the end of the hall were two men. They wore neat busi­ness suits, but un­der

    the suits were the beefy bod­ies of ath­letes. They reached for their guns in­side their

    jack­ets.




    “Hold it right there,” one of them called.




    “Back in the pas­sage,” Re­mo told Ru­by and she stepped back be­hind the safe­ty of the

    wall.




    She did not see what hap­pened next. She heard a whoosh­ing sound, and lat­er re­al­ized it

    had been Chi­un and Re­mo mov­ing. Then she heard two faint thud­ding nois­es. There were no

    shots and no groans.




    “All right,” Re­mo called.




    She peered around the edge of the wall. The two guards were at the end of the hall­way,

    ly­ing in a crum­pled pile. Their hands were still in­side their jack­ets, still reach­ing for

    their guns.




    Re­mo an­swered the un­spo­ken ques­tion in Ru­by’s eyes.




    “Slow, slow,” he said. “They were slow. And slow is the sec­ond worst sin, next to

    slop­py.”




    “He knows we’re here,” said Ru­by.




    She point­ed up to­ward the ceil­ing. In the triple junc­tion of the two walls and the

    ceil­ing was a closed cir­cuit tele­vi­sion cam­era, with a red light on un­der the lens. There

    was an­oth­er at the oth­er end of the hall­way.




    “Good,” said Re­mo. “He’ll have time to pray.” He looked up to the cam­era, point­ed to it

    as if to say “you” then put his hands in the steeple po­si­tion of pray­ing. Be­hind the

    guards, a large curv­ing .stair­case led to the man­sion’s sec­ond floor.




    In the back of the build­ing they found De-​Pauw’s suite of of­fices. In the out­side

    of­fice was a small man in a neat brown suit, with a gray­ing crew cut, and a face that looked

    as if it had spent the week­end at a con­ven­tion of vam­pire bats.




    As the three came in­to the room, he stared at them in to­tal hor­ror. Ru­by saw on his desk

    a tele­vi­sion mon­itor that flashed from scene to scene from the cam­eras around the house. He

    had seen Re­mo and Chi­un en­ter down­stairs. He had seen the guards reach for their guns, and

    shout for them to stop. He had seen Ru­by duck back be­hind the wall. But he had not seen Re­mo

    and Chi­un move. He had not even seen the blur of speed. In­stead, he had sim­ply seen Chi­un

    and Re­mo reap­pear at the oth­er end of the hall as if by mag­ic and he had seen the two

    guards drop, their hands still reach­ing for their guns.




    “Where is he?” asked Re­mo.




    The man was not about to ar­gue. He point­ed to a heavy wood­en door.




    “In there,” he said. “But the door’s locked from the in­side. I heard Mr. De­Pauw bolt

    it.”




    “Yeah, right,” said Re­mo.




    As Ru­by watched, Re­mo tossed him­self at the door. He should have bounced off like a

    ten­nis ball re­bound­ing from a brick wall. But when his shoul­der hit against the door, he

    seemed to cling there, off his feet, pressed against the wood, and Ru­by heard the rip­ping

    sound of lum­ber as the door broke loose and swung open smooth­ly.




    Re­mo winked at her. “Don’t tell any­body how I did that,” he said. “It’s a se­cret.”




    “A se­cret how he does it with­out dent­ing his head,” Chi­un said.




    De­Pauw’s in­ner of­fice was emp­ty. But as they stepped in­to the room, a me­chan­ical

    voice spoke out.




    “Who are you? What do you want?”




    “Come out, come out wher­ev­er you are,” said Re­mo.




    Chi­un point­ed to­ward a high shelf of books. The sound had come from a speak­er hid­den

    there.




    Re­mo moved to the back win­dows of the of­fice, past a desk that was filled with

    ad­ver­tis­ing proofs. Ru­by glanced at the stack. Each ad bore the S-​L-​A-​V-​E slo­gan at

    the end and her quick glance showed clear­ly the de­sign of the ad­ver­tis­ing pro­gram. It was

    a care­ful­ly cal­cu­lat­ed or­ches­tra­tion, start­ing with the promise of a so­lu­tion to

    Amer­ica’s un­rest, mov­ing in­to a mas­sive march on Wash­ing­ton, and ul­ti­mate­ly to a

    na­tion­al ref­er­en­dum on “Se­cu­ri­ty for Blacks, Safe­ty for Whites.” Bleech’s army up in

    Get­tys­burg had been trained to fight, but if De­Pauw’s mind-​bend­ing pro­gram worked, not a

    shot would be fired, and Bleech’s troops would mere­ly lead fifty mil­lion peo­ple to­ward

    Wash­ing­ton, D.C. to force a vote on the slav­ery ref­er­en­dum.




    The am­plifed voice spoke again in the of­fice. “Who are you?”




    Re­mo ges­tured Chi­un to the win­dows. Be­low, they could see Bais­ley De­Pauw on the back

    of the pow­er boat, its mo­tors run­ning, a mi­cro­phone in his hand.




    Chi­un nod­ded. There was a stair­way lead­ing down to the ground from the back of the

    of­fice.




    Re­mo whis­pered to Ru­by. “You stay here and talk to him. We’re go­ing af­ter him.”




    “What should I say?”




    “You’ve nev­er had any short­age of words be­fore,” Re­mo said. “Yell at him. Pre­tend he’s

    me.”




    Chi­un and Re­mo went back out through the front of­fice door. Ru­by re­al­ized if they went

    down the rear stairs, De­Pauw would see them and pow­er off in the boat be­fore they could

    reach him.




    “We came to sign up,” Ru­by said aloud in the of­fice. She was sur­prised how her voice

    echoed off the wood walls.




    “Sign up for what?” De­Pauw an­swered. On the boat be­low, she saw De­Pauw look­ing up at

    the of­fice win­dows and she moved to­ward the cor­ner of the win­dow so she would not be

    rec­og­niz­able.




    “The move­ment,” she said. “It’s just what we need. What gave you the idea?” Keep him

    talk­ing, she thought.




    “We ap­pre­ci­ate all the sup­port we can get. But ex­act­ly who are you ?”




    Ru­by saw two flash­es pass along the side of the house and out on­to the bright sun­lit

    lawn lead­ing to the dock. Re­mo and Chi­un were on the pier, and then they were leap­ing on­to

    the boat.




    “We’re the peo­ple who gonna bury you, you crazy hon­key shit,” Ru­by shout­ed in sav­age

    tri­umph, then flung open the win­dow and start­ed down the back stair­case.




    When she got to the dock, De­Pauw was sit­ting in a fold­ing chair on the teak­wood back

    deck of the boat. Chi­un was cast­ing off lines and Re­mo was try­ing to fig­ure out how to

    make the boat go for­ward.




    De­Pauw looked at Ru­by with undis­guised loathing as she light­ly hopped aboard the

    boat.




    She smiled and chucked him un­der the chin with a fin­ger.




    “This the way it hap­pens,” she said. “First we moves in­to your boat, then your

    neigh­bor­hood, and be­fore you know it the whole coun­try be shot to hell.”




    With a lurch, Re­mo fi­nal­ly got the boat mov­ing for­ward and it spun out in­to the warm

    blue wa­ters of the At­lantic. Af­ter five min­utes of run­ning at top speed, he cut the

    en­gines back to idle and let the boat drift gen­tly on the small hillocks of wave wa­ter.




    When he came back to the deck, De­Pauw had his arms fold­ed across the chest of his nat­ty

    blue pin-​striped suit.




    “I want to see badges,” he said to Re­mo. “Let’s start with you.” He start­ed to rise from

    his chair, but Re­mo put a hand on his shoul­der and pushed him back in­to place.




    “We don’t have badges,” Re­mo said.




    “Then just who the hell do you think you are, march­ing on­to my boat like this, tak­ing

    over, hold­ing me pris­on­er?”




    “Is there some­how some dif­fer­ence be­tween what we’re do­ing,” asked Ru­by, “and what you

    did to those men in your cel­lar?”




    De­Pauw start­ed to re­spond, then closed his mouth tight­ly and set his jaw.




    “I’ll tell you then,” Ru­by said. “There’s one dif­fer­ence. You de­serve it.”




    “You’d bet­ter take me back be­fore you get in­to re­al trou­ble.”




    “Sor­ry,” said Re­mo. “Since you peo­ple land­edthe first slaves, your fam­ily’s been

    suck­ing up off Amer­ica, fat­ten­ing up on oth­er peo­ple’s work. To­day the bill conies

    due.”




    Chi­un had been star­ing back at the south­ern Flori­da coast­line. He turned and said, “You

    are stupid, stupid. Sinan­ju, which de­serves them, does not keep slaves. What there­fore gives

    you the right?”




    “Some peo­ple are fit on­ly to be slaves,” De-​Pauw said. “Now that’s enough talk. I want my

    lawyer.”




    “You won’t need him,” Re­mo said. “The ver­dict’s in. For ev­ery crime that your fam­ily has

    ev­er com­mit­ted against peo­ple, for two-​hun­dred years, you’re guilty. And there’s no

    ap­peal of the sen­tence.”




    “That’s against the law,” De­Pauw sput­tered.




    “On­ly Amer­ican law,” Re­mo said.




    De­Pauw looked to Chi­un. The old Ori­en­tal shook his head.




    “Not against Ko­re­an law,” he said.




    In des­per­ation, De­Pauw looked to Ru­by.




    “Ain’t against mine nei­ther,” she said. “Ev­ery­body know we law­less beasts.”




    In the cor­ner of the boat, Re­mo ripped the an­chor chain loose from its cleat, and dragged

    the an­chor back to­ward De­Pauw who watched him in hor­ror.




    “I want a tri­al,” De­Pauw said.




    “You don’t need one,” Re­mo said. “You’re get­ting jus­tice.”




    He pulled De­Pauw to his feet. De­Pauw was big­ger than Re­mo and he strug­gled to free

    him­self, but Re­mo ig­nored the strug­gling and be­gan wrap­ping the inch-​thick an­chor chain

    around hisbody as eas­ily as if it had been an in­ert lump of mud.




    “You can’t do this,” De­Pauw shout­ed. “This is Amer­ica.”




    “Right,” Re­mo agreed. “Best coun­try ev­er. And it’ll be even bet­ter af­ter you

    leave.”




    “I want my lawyer,” De­Pauw screamed as Re­mo twist­ed the ends of chain to­geth­er in

    front, of De­Pauw’s waist.




    Re­mo stood up and met De­Pauw’s eyes with a wink.




    “Why?” he asked. “He swim bet­ter than you?”




    With no more ef­fort than it would take to drib­ble a bas­ket­ball, Re­mo hauled De­Pauw to

    the edge of the boat and threw him over. There was one last scream but it turned in­to a

    gur­gle as the wa­ter rushed over his plum­met­ing body and De­Pauw van­ished from sight.




    “Sat­is­fied, Ru­by?” Re­mo asked.




    She nod­ded. She looked down at the wa­ter where De­Pauw had van­ished. There were a few

    bub­bles break­ing the sur­face, as if the life was boil­ing out of Bais­ley De­Pauw. And then

    noth­ing.




    Re­mo put the boat in for­ward gear and spun it around, head­ing back to­ward the De­Pauw

    man­sion.




    As the boat roared to­ward land, Ru­by stood along­side Chi­un on the rear deck, look­ing

    out past the wake at the spot where De­Pauw had sub­merged.




    “‘S fun­ny,” Ru­by said. “We come to this coun­try in chains and we gets out of them and

    still there’s al­ways some­body try­ing to put those chains back on.”




    She looked to­ward Chi­un, who slow­ly turnedhis face to­ward her, then reached out

    his hand and touched her cheek.




    “You need nev­er fear,” he said, be­fore turn­ing away. “Chains find on­ly will­ing

    wrists.”




    Re­mo neat­ly solved the dock­ing prob­lem by let­ting the boat run aground on the beach

    be­hind the house. The three of them walked around the back of the main house to the front door

    of the build­ing that served as the slaves’ sleep­ing quar­ters.




    As they went in, they heard the sound of mo­tors.




    Three Rolls Royces were com­ing up the drive­way, park­ing in front of the main house.




    “You two go down and let ev­ery­body go,” Re­mo said. “I’ll see what this is all about.”




    Re­mo reached the front steps of the main house just as the limousines dis­gorged their

    pas­sen­gers. Six men, in neat dark suits, with high­ly pol­ished shoes, car­ry­ing small

    ex­pen­sive leather brief­cas­es.




    The back­bone of Amer­ica. Its for­ward-​look­ing, cre­ative-​think­ing busi­ness­men.




    “Hi,” Re­mo said. “Mr. De­Pauw sent me to meet you. You’re here for the

    demon­stra­tion?”




    The men looked at each oth­er with smiles. One of them, with hair that was styled to look

    un-​styled, and fin­ger­nails that had been man­icured to look as if he was not wear­ing nail

    pol­ish, nod­ded to Re­mo. “Ready to be part of the new great Amer­ican ex­per­iment,” he

    said.




    “I know Mr. De­Pauw wants you to be part of it,” Re­mo said. “We all do. Won’t you come this

    way?” He turned to­ward the steps, then stopped.




    “Oh, you can let your drivers go. You’ll be a cou­ple of hours.”




    The busi­ness­men be­gan to give in­struc­tions to their chauf­feurs when Re­mo broke

    in.




    “No,” he said. “Leave the cars. In case he wants to take you some­where. Mr. De­Pauw will

    have drivers for them. There’s a good sand­wich shop down the block. Your men can kill time

    there un­til we send for them.”




    The busi­ness­men gave in­struc­tions and fol­lowed Re­mo in­side the house. He hus­tled

    them down the cor­ri­dor to the left, to­ward the se­cret pan­el in the wall.




    “Wait’ll you see this,” he said with a chuck­le in his voice. “I know you’re go­ing to get a

    hoot out of it.”




    Ru­by and Chi­un had re­leased the leg chains on the thir­teen men and led them up the steps

    in­to the small slave shack. The men were look­ing for their cloth­ing when Ru­by heard Re­mo’s

    voice com­ing through the open trap door from down in the work area.




    “That’s it,” she heard him say. “You three wrap those things around and you three un­wrap

    them. Got it?”




    There was a pause and Re­mo’s voice was loud­er.




    “I don’t hear you. You got it?”




    Six voic­es an­swered in uni­son. “Yes sir.”




    “That’s bet­ter,” Re­mo said. “Now re­mem­ber, Mr. De­Pauw wants you to be hap­py. And so do

    I. So you sing, just to show how hap­py you are. You know any songs?”




    Again there was a si­lence.




    “Any kind of song,” Re­mo’s voice said, and it was harsh and de­mand­ing.




    In­stant­ly, one frail nasal voice be­gan to sing ten­ta­tive­ly.




    “Good,” Re­mo said. “Now loud­er. And all of you join in.




    The voic­es came now, rec­og­niz­able.




    Dis­co La­dy.




    Won’t you be my ba­by?




    Ru­by laughed aloud. Re­mo’s voice again: “That­taway. Now just keep work­ing there and

    don’t wor­ry about a thing. Some­body’ll be along and get you out of those leg irons. Prob­ably

    no more than a cou­ple of days.”




    A minute lat­er, Re­mo came up through the trap door in­to the shack.




    The black men were dress­ing. They looked at Re­mo as he came in. He met their eyes, then

    jerked his thumb over his shoul­der to­ward the trap door.




    “You’ve all been re­placed.”




    One of the black men cocked an ear to lis­ten to the weak strings of “Dis­co La­dy.”




    “Got­ta ad­mit it,” he said. “Them white folks sure’s got rhythm. Makes you want to tap yo’

    feet and dance.”




    Re­mo told them they were driv­ing home to Nor­folk in style. “Take the Rolls Royces in

    front. No­body’s go­ing to miss them for awhile.”




    The black men ran to­ward the front of the shack, Lu­cius Jack­son among them.




    “Hey, Lu­cius,” Ru­by called. “You gonna go back with us?”




    “Hell, no,” Lu­cius called over his shoul­der. “I wan­na ride in that Rolls Royce.”




    Ru­by turned to Re­mo as her broth­er went out­side in­to the sun­light. “I think I liked

    him bet­ter when he was wrap­ping that met­al around those poles.”


  




  

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN




    Their car was the first back to Nor­folk and Ru­by led Re­mo and Chi­un up­stairs to give

    her moth­er the good news.




    “Ma­ma, Lu­cius is com­ing home,” Ru­by said.




    Her moth­er in­haled a deep lung­ful of pipe and ex­haled a smoke that looked green­ish. She

    looked down at her feet.




    “What he been doin’ the last week?” she asked.




    “Work­ing,” Ru­by said.




    Her moth­er looked up at her sharply.




    “You sure it be Lu­cius?”




    For the first time, she seemed to no­tice Re­mo and Chi­un. “That fel­la you be leav­in’

    here, I fix up his arm best I could. But then he wen’ over the ho­tel to stay. Say?”




    “Say what?” said Re­mo.




    “If­fen he be a doc­tor, how come he cain’t fix his own arm ?”




    “Not that kind of a doc­tor.”




    Mrs. Gon­za­lez nod­ded, her dark face deep­ened with chasms of crease wrin­kles. “Guess

    not. Oth­er­wise he be able to fix his­self up.”




    “Where is he ?” said Re­mo.




    “De ho­tel.”




    “Which one?”




    “One of dem.”




    Re­mo looked around to Ru­by for help. She was talk­ing ag­itat­ed­ly with Chi­un in a

    cor­ner of the room.




    “Ru­by,” Re­mo squawked.




    “He’s at the Hol­iday Inn,” she said. “You two can go ahead. I’ll meet you there. I want to

    make sure Ma­ma’s all right.”




    Smith was sit­ting in his ho­tel room in a straight backed chair, read­ing news­pa­pers. The

    room looked as if it had emerged from the her­met­ical­ly sealed pages of a Sears Roe­buck

    cat­alogue, as if no one alive had ev­er been in it, and look­ing at Smith’s pinched acid face,

    Re­mo saw no rea­son to dis­pute that judg­ment.




    “How’s the shoul­der?” Re­mo said.




    “I think by to­mor­row I will have been able to wash off all that green slime that wom­an

    in­sist­ed on putting on it. Then I won’t be too em­bar­rassed to go to a doc­tor.”




    Chi­un opened Smith’s shirt and pulled it down off his right shoul­der to in­ves­ti­gate the

    wound. He pressed with his fin­gers and nod­ded.




    “That green slime has done very nice­ly,” he said. “I must learn what it was. You are

    heal­ing well.”




    “What hap­pened in Flori­da?” Smith said, re-​but­ton­ing his shirt.




    Re­mo found it hard to re­mem­ber the last time he had seen Smith with­out a jack­et and

    vest.




    “Flori­da?” Smith re­peat­ed.




    “Oh, yeah,” Re­mo said. “De­Pauw is dead. The pris­on­ers are free. God’s in his heav­en,

    all’s right with the world, and I’m back in re­tire­ment.”




    “Well, per­haps,” said Smith. “But there’s one thing left.”




    Re­mo’s face was grim as he leaned to­ward Smith.




    “As long as I’ve known you, Smit­ty, there’s al­ways been just one more thing.”




    “Lis­ten to the em­per­or, Re­mo,” said Chi­un, “who knows but that this one more thing may

    yet bring glo­ry to your dull life. Tell him, Em­per­or, tell him. What is this one more

    won­drous thing?”




    Smith cleared his throat. “Yes, well. You know that we can op­er­ate on­ly in se­cre­cy.

    With­out se­cre­cy, CURE goes un­der.”




    “I’ve heard that and heard it and heard it,” Re­mo said.




    “Our se­cre­cy has been breached. Shat­tered, I guess, is more ac­cu­rate.”




    “Good. Then go out of busi­ness. Open a dry goods store some­place up in New Hamp­shire.

    Cheat the lo­cals be­fore they cheat you. I know a good re­al es­tate agent. If you like

    hous­es with­out roofs.”




    Chi­un looked stern. “Re­mo, since you have been on tele­vi­sion, you have lost all your

    man­ners. Is that what be­ing a star has done to you? Show re­spect for the lit­tle

    peo­ple.”




    “Who are the lit­tle peo­ple, Chi­un?”




    “Ev­ery­body but me.”




    “All right, Smit­ty, I’ll hear you out be­fore I laugh in your face. Who breached

    se­cu­ri­ty this time? And so what?”




    “Ru­by Gon­za­lez,” Smith said. “And you’ve got to dis­pose of her.”




    Smith watched close­ly. Re­mo’s face showed no emo­tion. He sim­ply stood back from

    Smith’schair and looked out a win­dow. “Why don’t we talk En­glish, Smit­ty? You don’t

    mean dis­pose of her, you mean kill her, don’t you ?”




    “All right, kill her.”




    “Stuff it. You for­got that I quit.”




    “Just this one more thing.”




    “Nev­er again. I’m re­tired. You want her hit, talk to Chi­un. He’s still in the busi­ness.

    But I won’t.”




    Smith looked at Chi­un who shook his head sad­ly. “Any en­emy of yours, Em­per­or, is an

    en­emy of mine. Point them out and they will feel the wrath of Sinan­ju. But not that girl with

    the Brus­sels-​sprout ears. Not her.”




    “Why is she dif­fer­ent?”




    “She is go­ing to give me a son. It is all ar­ranged.”




    “You? A son?”




    “It will tech­ni­cal­ly be Re­mo’s, of course/’ Chi­un said.




    “I have some­thing to say about this,” Re­mo said with­out turn­ing.




    Be­hind his back, Chi­un shook his head, in­di­cat­ing to Smith that Re­mo would have

    noth­ing to say about it at all.




    “So this I can­not do,” Chi­un said. “Not by my hand can I lose the on­ly good re­cruit my

    House will ev­er have, my chance, like all the oth­er Mas­ters for cen­turies, to pass on my

    se­crets to some­one de­serv­ing.”




    Re­mo sniffed his dis­gust.




    “Guess you’ll have to do it your­self,” he said. “Get a taste of what it’s like.”




    “I guess I will,” Smith said.




    “You do that.” He winked at Chi­un who turned his back so Smith would not see him smile.




    “I will,” said Smith.




    There was a knock at the door.




    “It’s open,” Re­mo called.




    Ru­by stepped in. She had changed to a sleeve­less white dress. Her skin looked as smooth

    and pure as melt­ed maple ice cream. Her face shone with the young look of a wom­an who found

    all the cos­met­ic help she need­ed in a bar of soap.




    “Hel­lo,” she said to Smith. She nod­ded to Re­mo and Chi­un. “They told you what

    hap­pened?”




    Be­fore Smith could an­swer, Re­mo said “No. We nev­er tell him. We just tell him it’s

    tak­en care of. He doesn’t like to hear de­tails be­cause then he might, just might, re­al­ize

    once, just once, that some­body dies ev­ery time we make a new corpse for him. He doesn’t want

    to hear about that. He just wants us to send him month­ly lists of vic­tims for his

    sta­tis­ti­cal charts.”




    “Got­ta have charts,” Ru­by said mild­ly.




    “Then you talk to him,” Re­mo said. “He’s got some busi­ness with you any­way. Chi­un and I

    are go­ing next door. You talk with him.”




    In the next room, as the door closed be­hind him, Re­mo asked Chi­un, “How long?”




    “What is this how long?” said Chi­un.




    “How long will it take for her to con him out of his socks?”




    “How long do you say?” asked Chi­un.




    “Five min­utes,” said Re­mo.




    “Three,” said Chi­un.




    “You’re on. No­body can con Smith in three min­utes. My own per­son­al record is five

    min­utes fif­teen.”




    “What are we wa­ger­ing?” asked Chi­un.




    “Any­thing you want, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Any­thing?”




    “Any­thing ex­cept that,” Re­mo said.




    In the next room, Ru­by sat in a chair fac­ing Smith, who drummed his fin­ger­tips on the

    small blond formi­ca desk.




    Fi­nal­ly Ru­by broke the si­lence. “How you gonna do it?”




    “Ex­cuse me?”




    “You. How you gonna do it? A gun or what?”




    Smith sat back in his chair. “How do you know that?”




    “It’s not hard. You’re the brains of this here op­er­ation. It’s what I’d do if it came to

    it.”




    “Oh, I see,” said Smith. He had nev­er had any­one of­fer him­self up for killing

    be­fore.




    “Course it might not be in your best in­ter­ests,” said Ru­by.




    “Per­haps you’d tell me why.”




    “Sure. Since’t I came here and I knew what you were fix­in’ to do, I’d be kind of a dope to

    just walk in and let it go like that. So I took pre­cau­tions.”




    “What kind of pre­cau­tions?”




    “I wrote down ev­ery­thing I know and I spread it around a bit.”




    “I’ve heard that many times be­fore,” Smith said.




    “Yeah, I know. Some­body’s al­ways giv­ing some­thing to their lawyer for when they die and

    like that. And then you get to the lawyer first so noth­ing hap­pens. Well, I didn’t do that. I

    left ev­ery­thing where the CIA gets it if I die.”




    Smith looked at Ru­by with nar­rowed eyes.




    She nod­ded.




    “I fig­ured you can maybe get to my lawyer or some­thing, maybe make sure that what I tell

    him don’t get out. But the CIA? They gonna have a field day when they find out what you do­ing

    when they been get­ting their ears pinned back for less. They nev­er let up on you. CURE goes

    right down the drain.”




    Smith sighed and Ru­by said, “Now look at the good side.”




    “There is no good side.”




    “Sure, there is. First you think I know a lit­tle bit about your or­ga­ni­za­tion, enough to

    be dan­ger­ous. And that’s on­ly part right. I know a whole lot about your

    or­ga­ni­za­tion.”




    “How’d you learn that?”




    She jerked a thumb over her shoul­der. “I been with them on two sep­arate things now. You

    have to be deaf, dumb, and blind not to find things out. I know who you are and where you

    op­er­ate and what you do and what you do per­son­al­ly and what they do and I have an idea of

    what you spend and where the Pres­ident keeps the phone he calls you on and what your

    tele­phone codes are. Like that. Cep­pin’ for you, I guess I know more about your op­er­ation

    than any­body in the world.”




    “Just what I need­ed,” Smith said. “A wom­an who knows too much that I can’t get rid

    of.”




    “Want me to tell you what to do ?” asked Ru­by.




    “What?”




    “Hire me.”




    “Hire you? What for?”




    “Noth­ing spe­cial. Not right now. But I hearthings. I keep track of things.

    Some­times you need spe­cial help, you call me. I smart and I don’t say noth­in’ to

    no­body.”




    “Do I have a choice?”




    “No. That’s why this is your lucky day,” said Ru­by.




    “How much do you want?”




    “Make me an of­fer.”




    “Five thou­sand dol­lars.”




    “You fool­ing,” Ru­by said.




    “Why?”




    “I mak­ing twen­ty-​five with the CIA be­fore I left.”




    “For what?” asked Smith. His first salary with the CIA had been sev­en thou­sand dol­lars a

    year, but that was long ago.




    “For hang­ing around. In three years, they call me once. They send me down to that is­land

    and I run in­to those two in­side there. I helped you then and when I got back, I didn’t go

    run­ning around, telling ev­ery­body I was a big spy, help­ing a big se­cret

    or­ga­ni­za­tion.”




    “I’ll give you twen­ty-​three,” said Smith, sur­ren­der­ing.




    “Thir­ty,” said Ru­by.




    “Split the dif­fer­ence. Twen­ty-​five,” said Smith.




    “Split­tin’ the dif­fer­ence is twen­ty-​six five.”




    “All right,” Smith said, swal­low­ing hard. “But it’s ban­dit­ry.”




    “Yeah. But now I be your ban­dit. And I’m gonna earn my mon­ey for you in less than five

    min­utes.”




    She left Smith with a puz­zled look on his face and opened the door to the oth­er room.




    “Why’nt you come in?”




    Chi­un smiled at Re­mo tri­umphant­ly. “Two min­utes and fifty-​five sec­onds. You owe

    me.”




    “Aaah,” said Eemo in dis­gust. “Don’t wor­ry. I’ll pay you. As soon as I get my resid­ual

    check from Ve­ga-​Chop­pa.”




    He walked away, but as he moved, Chi­un’s hands flicked in­to Re­mo’s pock­et and came out

    with a roll of bills. Chi­un ex­tri­cat­ed the ten dol­lars Re­mo owed him, and tossed the rest

    of the mon­ey on­to the so­fa.




    In­side, Re­mo told Smith, “Not so easy when you’ve got to see their eyes, is it?”




    “You’re wrong, Re­mo. It was a sim­ple ad­min­is­tra­tive de­ci­sion.”




    “Here’s an­oth­er sim­ple ad­min­is­tra­tive de­ci­sion. I quit.”




    Smith nod­ded his head. “I know. What are you go­ing to do?”




    “I told you. I’m go­ing to get a lot of resid­uals from those com­mer­cials for my hands.

    I’m go­ing to be rich. My hands are go­ing to be fa­mous. Then, who knows? Maybe next my feet.

    Maybe they’ll want some­body to do some­thing with his feet.”




    “Like a mon­key,” said Chi­un. “They do things with their feet.”




    “What was the name of that gad­get you ad­ver­tised?” asked Smith, reach­ing for a

    news­pa­per from the desk.




    “The Ve­ga-​Chop­pa,” said Re­mo.




    Smith looked at the news­pa­per. “I don’t think you’d bet­ter count on them to sup­port

    you,” he said.




    “Why not? Let me see that.”




    He glanced at the sto­ry that Smith had cir­cled




    Twen­ty-​sev­en law­suits, to­tal­ing over forty-​five mil­lion dol­lars, had been filed

    against the Ve­ga-​Chop­pa man­ufac­tur­er by house­wives whose fin­gers and hands had been

    man­gled us­ing the de­vice. They charged that the tele­vi­sion com­mer­cials show­ing the

    prod­uct’s ease of op­er­ation were mis­lead­ing and had ob­vi­ous­ly been filmed at slow speed

    and then speed­ed up.




    When the man­ufac­tur­er de­nied this, the at­tor­neys rep­re­sent­ing the in­jured wom­en

    amend­ed their com­plaints to in­clude among the de­fen­dants a John Doe, who was the

    demon­stra­tor of the de­vice. They ac­cused him of us­ing man­ual dex­ter­ity to give

    house­wives “a false sense of se­cu­ri­ty that the uten­sil was safe for nor­mal hu­man be­ings

    to use.”




    Re­mo looked at Smith and, if he had been smil­ing, Re­mo might have killed him then and

    there. But Smith was as somber as usu­al.




    “Let’s see, Re­mo. Your share of forty-​five mil­lion dol­lars in dam­ages should come to

    twen­ty-​two point five mil­lion. You’re go­ing to have to sell a lot of car­rot cut­ters to

    make up for that.”




    Re­mo sighed. “I’ll find some oth­er work.”




    Ru­by tapped him on the shoul­der. “Could I talk to you please ?”




    “Talk,” said Re­mo.




    “In­side,” Ru­by said.




    In the oth­er room, he said “What do you want?”




    “Don’t be so grouchy.”




    “It’s easy for you to say. You nev­er just lost your chance to be a rich tele­vi­sion

    star.”




    “You’ll get an­oth­er chance some­day.”




    “Now what am I gonna do?” Re­mo asked.




    “I don’t care what you do,” Ru­by said. “I want to talk about what you did.”




    “Which was?”




    “Free­ing Lu­cius. Those oth­er men.”




    “A fa­vor to you. I owed you one.”




    “No, it wasn’t. It was a du­ty to your coun­try,” Ru­by said. “That was a good thing you

    did.”




    Re­mo sat heav­ily on the edge of the bed. He was silent for a mo­ment be­fore look­ing

    up.




    “You re­al­ly think so?”




    Ru­by nod­ded.




    “It was a good thing. To­day you made Amer­ica a bet­ter place to live in. We should all

    have the chance to do that some­times.”




    “You re­al­ly think that, don’t you? Re­al­ly.”




    “I re­al­ly do. I’m proud to know you.”




    Re­mo stood up. “You know, you’re right. Get­ting rid of that creep to­day was worth a lot.

    It takes away a lot of the stench.”




    “It was a good thing,” Ru­by said again.




    Re­mo took her hands. “You know, maybe Chi­un’s on­to some­thing. About me and you,” he

    said.




    Ru­by smiled. “We’ll just have to see about that.”




    “We will,” Re­mo said. “We will.”




    He walked back in­to the main room of the ho­tel suite. Ru­by fol­lowed close­ly be­hind

    him.




    Chi­un looked past Re­mo at her. She held up her fin­gers to make an okay ring.




    As she passed Chi­un, she leaned over and whis­pered, “You lose. He was easy. Where’s my ten

    dol­lars?”




    Chi­un hand­ed her the ten dol­lars he had filched from Re­mo’s pock­et.




    Ru­by tucked it in­to her dress and she and Chi­un watched as Re­mo ap­proached Smith.




    “Smit­ty,” said Re­mo. “I’ve de­cid­ed to give you an­oth­er chance.”




    Smith al­most smiled.




    “But if you blow this one, that’s it. Right, Chi­un?”




    “For the first time,” Chi­un said.




    “Right, Ru­by?”




    “Any­thing you say. Do­do.”


  


OEBPS/images/img0001.jpg
THNDRATION
7 by Richard apie G Warren Murphy





