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  FOR­WARD





  War­ren Mur­phy lives in New Jer­sey. He has been a news­pa­per­man, a se­quin pol­ish­er and

  a po­lit­ical con­sul­tant. His hob­bies are math­emat­ics, chess, mar­tial arts, opera,

  pol­itics, gam­bling, and sloth. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly mar­ried, he is the fa­ther of four

  chil­dren.




  He tells how the De­stroy­er se­ries got start­ed:




  “The first De­stroy­er was writ­ten in my at­tic in 1963. It fi­nal­ly got pub­lished in 1971

  and was an overnight suc­cess. In those days, Dick Sapir was my co-​au­thor and part­ner. He

  re­tired from the De­stroy­ers a cou­ple of years ago and took his name off the books when he

  de­cid­ed he didn’t want any­body to know he knew me. I helped him make this de­ci­sion by

  lock­ing him in my cel­lar for eight days with­out wa­ter.




  “Nev­er­the­less, he still hangs around. Var­ious char­ac­ters that ap­pear in these pages are

  Dick’s. Oc­ca­sion­al­ly, he writes sec­tions when some­one or some­thing an­noys him. Any­one

  who knows him knows that this guar­an­tees a cer­tain fre­quen­cy of ap­pear­ance.




  “Dick used to write the first half of books and I would write the sec­ond half. When he was

  mad at me, he would just send me 95 pages with­out a clue on how the book might be re­solved. He

  would nev­er write more than 95 pages. He stopped at the bot­tom of page 95 no mat­ter what.

  Once, he stopped in the mid­dle of a hy­phen­at­ed word.




  “We used to get a lot of let­ters and an­swer them, but then Dick took over an­swer­ing them

  and lost all the let­ters and for­got to pay the rent on our post of­fice box. He said he was

  sor­ry.




  “In an­swer to the ques­tions we get asked most: there re­al­ly is a Sinan­ju in North Ko­rea,

  but I wouldn’t want to live there. There re­al­ly isn’t a Re­mo and Chi­un, but there ought to

  be. Loud ra­dios are the most im­por­tant prob­lem fac­ing Amer­ica. The De­stroy­er is soon to

  be a ma­jor mo­tion pic­ture. We will keep writ­ing them for­ev­er.”




  AF­TER­WORD




  What have they done to Richard Sapir? And why is on­ly War­ren Mur­phy’s pic­ture on the

  cov­er? These and oth­er vi­tal ques­tions are cast­ing gloom over the tenth an­niver­sary of the

  De­stroy­er.




  By Richard Sapir




  Why am I ask­ing these ques­tions? Be­cause none of you did. For a year now, my by­line has

  failed to ap­pear on De­stroy­er, on the more than 20 mil­lion copies sold. These

  mind-​wrench­ing ques­tions have crossed ex­act­ly one oth­er mind be­sides mine. And I say to

  the fine, sweet, no­ble la­dy: “Thank you, Mom.”




  The trag­ic fact is none of you have missed me. Sales have in­creased. Read­er­ship has

  jumped. Com­pli­men­ta­ry let­ters abound.




  War­ren Mur­phy, whose name now ap­pears alone, has not even got­ten a phone call in the

  mid­dle of the night, per­haps say­ing: “You scum bag. Where’s Dick Sapir? You’re noth­ing

  with­out him.”




  War­ren claims his phone is as qui­et as a mid­night kiss over a ba­by’s crib. I know this is

  not so, but pro­fes­sion­al ethics for­bid me from re­veal­ing my source. Just for your

  in­for­ma­tion, how­ev­er, let it be known that he gulped and was stuck for an an­swer and

  want­ed to know who the caller was.




  Well, War­ren, I will tell you who it was. It was your con­science.




  Enough of that. I am not a belly­ach­er. But wherewere your let­ters to me? Where was

  the beg­ging I so rich­ly de­served? Is a sim­ple grov­el too much to ask?




  Did one of you pos­si­bly con­sid­er that you had done some­thing wrong? Did you think you

  were the cause of my leav­ing?




  Where was a sim­ple act of con­tri­tion? All I got was a wed­ding in­vi­ta­tion from an old

  friend now liv­ing in Col­orado . . . and that was three months late and said noth­ing about my

  leav­ing the se­ries. Just had some print­ed non­sense about his daugh­ter get­ting mar­ried.




  So I am gone.




  And you don’t care.




  Well, I don’t care that you don’t care. In fact, I nev­er cared that you didn’t care. I was

  just some­what tak­en aback by the depths of your not car­ing, its broad base and

  cross-​com­mu­ni­ty pen­etra­tion.




  But why should I be sur­prised at this time?




  In the ten years that my name ap­peared on the se­ries, did one of you ev­er ded­icate your

  lives to me? Where were the hal­lelu­jahs? What about a Richard Sapir fes­ti­val? I would have

  set­tled for nude pho­tos and ob­scene propo­si­tions.




  But get­ting back to the so-​called joy­ous tenth an­niver­sary-​I am above it all. And I’ll

  tell you some­thing else. I may come back for a book or two with or with­out your out­cry. And I

  still con­tribute sig­nif­icant­ly, and if it weren’t for my fa­ther’s pa­tience, the se­ries

  nev­er would have been bought, and I buy all the type­writ­er pa­per, and War­ren’s type­writ­er

  has a miss­ing key, and he can’t quit smok­ing and I have.




  And I know he went out with Geri a few years ago, and I don’t be­lieve noth­ing hap­pened.




  -Richard Sapir




  For the spe­cial an­niver­sary is­sue which didn’t car­ry his pic­ture or any­thing nice about

  him.




  PUER­TA DEL REY, HIS­PANIA




  (As­so­ci­at­ed Press In­ter­na­tion­al)




  A man claim­ing to be an agent of the Unit­ed States CIA held an an­tic press con­fer­ence

  here yes­ter­day and said the CIA was work­ing on an over­throw of the His­pani­an regime.




  The man, who was tak­en in­to cus­tody min­utes lat­er, was iden­ti­fied by Gen­er­al Ro­bar

  Es­tom­ago, head of the His­pani­an Na­tion­al Se­cu­ri­ty Coun­cil, as Bernard C. Daniels, an

  es­caped men­tal pa­tient. He had no con­nec­tion with the CIA, Es­tom­ago re­port­ed. This was

  con­firmed by the U.S. State De­part­ment.




  Dur­ing his ram­bling, in­co­her­ent press con­fer­ence, the man iden­ti­fied as Daniels, who

  was ob­vi­ous­ly in­tox­icat­ed, claimed he had been a CIA agent for 15 years, the last three in

  His­pania.




  Pri­or to that, he had worked in Chi­na, Japan and be­hind the Iron Cur­tain and in his

  trav­els had par­tic­ipat­ed in the as­sas­si­na­tion of 74 men, he said.




  Daniels ac­cused the CIA of tor­tur­ing and beat­ing him re­peat­ed­ly dur­ing a re­cent

  in­car­cer­ation on the is­land dic­ta­tor­ship, and showed news­men a grotesque scar form­ing

  the let­ters “CIA” on his ab­domen.




  Ac­cord­ing to Es­tom­ago, Daniels’s wounds were self-​in­flict­ed, and re­sult­ed in

  Daniels’s com­mit­ment to the men­tal in­sti­tu­tion.




  Ear­ly re­ports from the Amer­ican Em­bassy in­di­cate that Daniels will be re­turned to the

  U.S. for med­ical treat­ment.




  

    CHAPTER ONE





    It was a white neigh­bor­hood with clean, tree-​lined streets and mowed lawns, free of

    garbage and noise and scram­bling bod­ies. Halfway down Ophe­lia Street, a three-​sto­ry

    wood­en house winked through drawn blinds across the silent Hud­son to New York City,

    squat­ting like a gi­ant, crouch­ing gray an­imal.




    It was a nice house in a nice place, a place where a man would want to live. That is, if

    there were any­thing to live for in that house, such as a drop of tequi­la. Or even bour­bon.

    Gin, in a pinch. Any­thing.




    But for sev­en­ty-​five thou­sand dol­lars, a man had a right to sleep peace­ful­ly through

    the night in his own house, with­out be­ing shat­tered in­to con­scious­ness by a door­bell so

    di­abol­ical­ly de­signed as to sound like the squawks of a thou­sand mi­grat­ing ducks.




    He re­fused to open his eyes. If he should catch a glim­mer of light, it would de­stroy his

    sleep and then the squawk­ing would nev­er go away and then he would be awake.




    A man had a right to sleep if he paid for his own home. He cov­ered an ear with a palm and

    curled his legs up to­ward his chin, hop­ing that as­sum­ing thefe­tal po­si­tion would

    cat­apult him back to the womb, where there were no ducks.




    It didn’t. The door­bell con­tin­ued ring­ing.




    Bernard C. Daniels opened his eyes, brushed some of the dust from his white sum­mer tuxe­do

    and con­tem­plat­ed swal­low­ing. The taste in his mouth told him it was a bad idea.




    He pushed him­self off the wood­en floor that had once seen many coats of pol­ish, but was

    now cov­ered thick­ly from wall to wall with a gray film of dust. On­ly his rest­ing place and

    last night’s foot­prints broke the film. It was a bar­ren room with a high white ceil­ing and

    old un­used gas vents for light­ing the house dur­ing a past era. It was his room, in the

    Unit­ed States of Amer­ica, where there were laws, in the town of Wee­hawken, New Jer­sey,

    where he was born and where no one crept up on you in the mid­dle of the night with a ma­chete.

    It was a place where you could close your eyes.




    He was fifty years old and clos­ing his eyes was a lux­ury.




    His first night of lux­ury in many years shat­tered by a door­bell. He would have to get it

    dis­con­nect­ed.




    Daniels stum­bled to the win­dow and tried to open it. Age had sealed it more se­cure­ly

    than any latch.




    He need­ed a drink. Where was the bot­tle?




    He traced last night’s steps from the door to his rest­ing place to the win­dow. No

    bot­tle.




    Where was it? He couldn’t have put it in the large clos­et at the oth­er end of the room.

    There was no arc­ing sweep in the dust on the floor at the base of the clos­et doors. Where the

    hell was it?




    Squawk. Squawk. Squawk. The bell sound­ed again. Daniels mut­tered a curse and broke a pane

    in the win­dow with the emp­ty bot­tle he had in his pock­et.




    So that’s where it was. He smiled. A cool April breeze off the Hud­son Riv­er flowed through

    the bro­ken win­dow. Daniels filled his lungs with the cool, fresh air, then gagged and

    sput­tered. He would have to tape over the win­dow, he said to him­self, cough­ing. Too much

    air, and a man could breathe him­self to death. He’d been so much more com­fort­able breath­ing

    the homey dust of the floor.




    A sharp voice came from be­neath the win­dow. “Daniels!” the voice yelled. “Daniels, is that

    you?”




    “No,” Daniels qua­vered back, his voice hur­dling over a lake of ran­cid phlegm. At first he

    hadn’t known whether to an­swer in Span­ish or En­glish. For­tu­nate­ly, he re­al­ized, “no”

    was the same in both lan­guages.




    The bot­tle was wet in his per­spir­ing hands. He glanced at the la­bel. Jose Ma­cho’s Four

    Star Tequi­la. He could get a gal­lon for a buck in Mex­ico City. It had cost him nine dol­lars

    at a Wee­hawken bar.




    Squawk. Squawk. Squawk.




    “Damn it,” Daniels hollered through the shat­tered pane. “Will you stop that god­damn

    ring­ing!” “




    “I did,” came the voice. It was fa­mil­iar. Cold­ly, ef­fi­cient­ly, dis­gust­ing­ly

    fa­mil­iar.




    ”Wo es­toy aqui,” Daniels an­swered.




    “What do you mean you’re not home? What oth­er id­iot would smash a win­dow in­stead of

    an­swer­ing a door­bell?”




    Suc­cumb­ing to log­ic, Daniels dropped the bot­tle on the floor and left the room, the

    squawks still sound­ing in his ears. He de­scend­ed the wood­en stairs, slow­ly paus­ing to

    ex­am­ine all three dusty bar­ren floors.




    He walked with grace, each step the prod­uct of years of gym­nas­tics, built in­to a sol­id

    mus­cu­lar bodythat 35 years of fre­quent abuse had not man­aged to de­bil­itate. Daniels

    was a hand­some man. He knew this be­cause wom­en told him so. His rugged face was topped by a

    shock of short, steel-​gray wavy hair. His nose had been bro­ken six times, and the last

    frac­ture re­stored the dig­ni­ty that the first five had tak­en away.




    A cru­el face, wom­en called it. Some­times the per­cep­tive ones added, “But it fits you,

    you bas­tard.”




    Bar­ney would have smiled re­mem­ber­ing that, if he hadn’t been seek­ing des­per­ate­ly to

    burn out the barn­yard-​fla­vored coat­ing of his tongue with a blast of al­co­hol. Any de­cent

    rotgut would do. But there was noth­ing.




    Squawk. Squawk. He waved his arm in the oak-​pan­eled foy­er as though the man be­hind the

    stained glass win­dow could see his move­ments and would stop ring­ing. No good. He fum­bled

    with the three brass locks on the door, fi­nal­ly twist­ing the last in­to po­si­tion.




    Then, firm­ly grasp­ing the tar­nished door­knob as if it would fall to the floor if he let

    go, he pulled back hard and a gust of April swat­ted his face. “Ooh,” Bar­ney gasped.




    A man in a stylish Ivy League blue worsted suit stood in the door­way. He wore an

    im­mac­ulate white shirt and a striped tie, knot­ted tight­ly, and car­ried a black at­tache

    case. He had the kind of well-​bred, old-​mon­ey face that was ac­cept­ed ev­ery­where and

    for­got­ten im­me­di­ate­ly. Bar­ney would have for­got­ten it too, ex­cept that he’d seen its

    smug, vain, monotonous­ly snot­ty ex­pres­sion too many times.




    “Quit ring­ing the frig­ging door­bell,” Daniels de­mand­ed, re­fus­ing to let the wind blow

    him to the floor and amazed, as ev­er, that its force failed to muss the man’s care­ful

    Christo­pher Lee hair­do.




    “My hands are at my sides,” the man said with­out hu­mor.




    Daniels stared in­to the wind. They were. ‘




    Squawk. Squawk.




    He need­ed a drink.




    “You wouldn’t hap­pen to have a drink on you, would you, Max?”




    “No,” said Max Snod­grass em­phat­ical­ly. “May I come in?”




    “No,” said Bar­ney Daniels just as em­phat­ical­ly and slammed the door in Max Snod­grass’s

    face. Then, watch­ing the dark shad­ow on the oth­er side of the stained glass, he wait­ed for

    the out­rage.




    “Open this door, Daniels. I have your first pen­sion check. If you don’t open up you won’t

    get your check.”




    Bar­ney shrugged and tilt­ed his head back, look­ing at the sol­id beamed ceil­ings fif­teen

    feet high. They didn’t build them like that any more. It was a fine buy.




    “Open up now or Fm leav­ing.”




    And the pan­el­ing, thick oak. Who pan­eled with oak nowa­days?




    “I’m leav­ing.”




    Bar­ney waved good­bye. And the ceil­ing joints.




    “I’m se­ri­ous. I’m leav­ing.”




    Daniels opened the door again. “Don’t leave,” he said soft­ly. “I need your help.”




    Max Snod­grass stepped back slight­ly, a wary half step. “Yes?”




    “An old wom­an is dy­ing up­stairs.”




    ”I’ll call a doc­tor.”




    Daniels raised a shak­ing hand. “No. No. It’s too late for that.”




    “How do you know? You’re not a doc­tor.”




    “I’ve seen enough death to know, Max,” he in­toned somber­ly. “I smell death.”




    Daniels could see the pink neck stretch­ing, the flat gray eyes try­ing to peer in­to the

    house. “And you want me to do some­thing for her, is that right?”




    Daniels nod­ded.




    “And I’m the on­ly man in the world who can help, is that right? And it’s not a loan of a

    few dol­lars be­cause I have the check with me, right? Then it must be some­thing else. Could

    it be she wants one last glass of tequi­la for her dry old throat be­fore she pass­es on to

    that great desert up yon­der?”




    Snod­grass smiled, an evil, vi­cious, un­trust­ing smile. The smile of a man who would not

    give a dy­ing grand­moth­er a drink.




    “You have no heart,” Daniels said. “From a man who has no heart, I will not ac­cept the

    check.”




    “You’re not do­ing me any fa­vors.”




    “Yes I am, bud­dy. If I don’t take the check, your book­keep­ing will get all fouled up.” He

    grinned wicked­ly. “And we both know what your boss will think about that.”




    Your boss. Not ours. Thank God.




    “Ridicu­lous,” Snod­grass said in a ca­su­al voice that sud­den­ly squeaked. “Just add

    an­oth­er memo to the files.”




    “But the CIA doesn’t cot­ton to mem­os,” Daniels taunt­ed.




    The pink neck grew red and the gray eyes above it flashed. “Qui­et,” Snod­grass hissed.

    “Will you shut up?”




    “I’ll say it loud­er,” Daniels-​said. “Loud­er and loud­er. CIA. CIA. CIA.”




    Snod­grass, glanced quick­ly and des­per­ate­ly to both sides. He slapped the oak pan­el of

    the doorwith the flat of his hand. “All right, all right, all right. Will you shut up?

    Shh­hh.”




    “Mick­ey’s Pub will sell it to you, and it’s on­ly three blocks away. The liquor store’s six

    and a half blocks,” Daniels said help­ful­ly.




    “I’m sure you’ve count­ed the steps,” Snod­grass sneered as he turned to go.




    “Don’t for­get to bring two glass­es and a lemon.”




    “First take the check.”




    “No.”




    “All right. I’ll be back. And shut up.” Snod­grass pranced neat­ly down the steps to the

    cracked path that led to his well-​pol­ished Ford.




    Squawk. Squawk. Squawk. The ducks start­ed fly­ing through his head again. Damn it, when

    would Snod­grass get back?




    Snod­grass didn’t knock. He walked through the open door to the kitchen where Daniels sat on

    the sink des­per­ate­ly de­sir­ing a cigarette.




    “Got a smoke?”




    “One thing at a time,” Snod­grass said, open­ing his at­tache case and ex­tract­ing the

    tequi­la bot­tle.




    He of­fered the bot­tle as if throw­ing out a chal­lenge. Daniels ac­cept­ed it as if

    ac­cept­ing a gift from the al­tar of grace.




    “No glass­es?” Daniels asked.




    “No.”




    “How can you ex­pect a man to drink in his own pri­vate home straight from the bot­tle?”

    Daniels asked, twist­ing off the cap and drop­ping it in­to the white porce­lain sink. “What

    are you, Snod­grass? Some kind of an­imal that nev­er lived in a house? Where were you brought

    up, some South Amer­ican jun­gle or some­thing?”




    In­dig­nant­ly, Bar­ney Daniels raised the bot­tle to his lips and let the clear, fiery

    liq­uid pour in­to hismouth and singe it clean. He swished the tequi­la in his mouth,

    care­ful that it washed over each tooth and numbed the gums. Then he spat it over his right

    arm, twist­ing around so the spray splat­tered the sink. He soft­ly ex­haled, then in­haled. It

    was good tequi­la. Mag­nif­icent.




    Fi­nal­ly, he took a long swig and sucked it in­to his whole body. The ducks

    dis­ap­peared.




    “Cigarette,” he said weak­ly and took an­oth­er sip from the bot­tle.




    Snod­grass flashed open a gold cigarette case filled with blue-​ringed smokes. With deft

    hands, Daniels plucked out all of them, leav­ing the case shin­ing and emp­ty be­fore

    Snod­grass could close it. He stuffed one in his mouth and the rest in his pock­et.




    “Those are im­port­ed Turk­ish, my spe­cial blend,” Snod­grass whined.




    Daniels shrugged. “Got a light?”




    “I’d like some of them re­turned.”




    “I’ll give you two. Got a light?”




    “You’ll re­turn the rest.”




    “All right. Four.”




    “All of them.”




    “They’re crushed. You wouldn’t want crushed cigarettes, would you?”




    Snod­grass snapped the case shut and re­turned it to his vest pock­et. “You’re a dis­grace.

    No won­der up­stairs is so hap­py to get rid of you.”




    He did not look at Daniels when he said it, but bus­ied him­self tak­ing three form pa­pers

    and a small green check from his case. “Sign these and this is your check.”




    “I don’t have a pen.”




    “Re­turn this one,” Snod­grass said, of­fer­ing a gold pen.




    Daniels grasped the pen be­tween right thumb and fore­fin­ger, look­ing at it quizzi­cal­ly.

    “It’s not one of your id­iot gas gun de­vices, is it?”




    “No, it’s not. That was al­ways the trou­ble with you, Daniels. You were nev­er a team

    play­er. You nev­er learned to ad­just to mod­ern meth­ods.”




    Daniels stead­ied the bot­tle be­tween his knees and signed the pa­pers in long even

    grade-​school pen­man­ship strokes. He fin­ished with a flour­ish. “What did I sign?”




    “That you re­sign of­fi­cial­ly from Calchex In­dus­tries for which you have worked for

    twen­ty years, the on­ly firm for which you have worked.”




    “An three of them say that?”




    “No. The oth­ers say that you re­signed from the firm be­cause you em­bez­zled mon­ey from

    it.”




    “Pret­ty nice. Any­time I open my mouth, you can get a war­rant, pick me up nice and le­gal

    and no one will ev­er see me again.”




    “Well, if you want to be crude about it, yes,” Snod­grass said, his eye­brows arch­ing

    dis­dain­ful­ly. “Or­di­nar­ily, of course, such a thing would nev­er hap­pen. But you’re not

    an or­di­nary case.” He forced the pa­pers in­to his at­tache case, then, smil­ing as though

    some­one had just forced grav­el in­to his gums, he sur­ren­dered the check.




    “This should bring you up to date,” Snod­grass said. “Your next pen­sion check will ar­rive

    about May first.” He looked Daniels up and down as though Bar­ney were a ma­lig­nant tu­mor.

    “This is just my per­son­al opin­ion, Daniels,” Snod­grass added, “but, frankly, it makes me

    sick to see you col­lect a pen­sion at all, af­ter what you did to the com­pa­ny back there in

    His­pania.”




    “I know how you feel, Max,” Bar­ney said sym­pa­thet­ical­ly. “The com­pa­ny gave me the

    fan­tas­tic oppor­tu­ni­ty of be­ing tor­tured limb by limb for three months, hav­ing my

    fin­gers bro­ken at the hands of your lo­cal thugs, get­ting drugs poured down my throat, not

    to men­tion the exquisite plea­sure of feel­ing your em­blem burned in­to my bel­ly with hot

    irons, and I have the nerve to ac­cept a four hun­dred dol­lar check from you.” He shook his

    head. “Some peo­ple just got no grat­itude.” He drank deeply from his bot­tle.




    “You know we didn’t do that,” Snod­grass snapped.




    “Stuff it, Max.” He drank again. The liquor felt like a friend. “I don’t care. You and the

    rest of your clowns can do what­ev­er you want. I’m out.”




    “The com­pa­ny didn’t do it,” Max said stub­born­ly. Bar­ney waved him away.




    “Tell me some­thing, Snod­grass. I’ve al­ways won­dered. Is there re­al­ly a Calchex

    In­dus­tries?”




    “Cer­tain­ly,” Snod­grass said, glad to be off the sub­ject.




    “What does it do be­sides pro­vide pen­sions for cashiered CIA agents?”




    “Oh, we op­er­ate a very thriv­ing busi­ness. At our main plant in Des Moines, we

    man­ufac­ture toy au­to­mo­biles aimed at the over­seas mar­ket. We sell these to a ma­jor

    com­pa­ny in Dus­sel­dorf. There they are all melt­ed down and the steel is sold back to us to

    make more toys. All very up and up. We own both Calchex and the Ger­man com­pa­ny. Calchex

    hasn’t missed a div­idend in fif­teen years.”




    “Good old Amer­ican en­ter­prise.”




    “Are you plan­ning to work, Daniels?”




    “Yes, yes. Quit pee­ing your pants about what I’m go­ing to do with the rest of my life. I

    am plan­ning on de­vot­ing the ma­jor por­tion of it to re­search on the life­sav­ing

    prop­er­ties of tequi­la.”




    “I mean a job. We can’t have you run­ning around get­ting in­volved in wild schemes.” He

    looked wor­ried.




    “I’ve got a job,” Daniels lied.




    “Noth­ing in South Amer­ica, of course.”




    Daniels sipped some more tequi­la and nod­ded slow­ly. “I know what I’m al­lowed to do.”




    “Just so you know. Noth­ing con­tro­ver­sial and noth­ing out­side the bor­ders of the

    Unit­ed States.”




    “Don’t wor­ry about it. I’m go­ing to be a li­brar­ian.” .




    “I sup­pose you ex­pect me to be­lieve that.”




    “I do.”




    Snod­grass turned crisply to go. Be­fore he reached the kitchen door­way, he turned back to

    face Daniels. “I’m sor­ry things didn’t work out for you,” he said, sud­den­ly con­trite about

    his crack that Bar­ney didn’t de­serve his pal­try pen­sion. Daniels had been one of the best

    agents the com­pa­ny had ev­er used. And use him it had, over and over, in mis­sions where none

    of the CIA’s ex­pen­sive gad­getry was worth a fart in the wind next to Bar­ney’s courage and

    cun­ning.




    There had been no one bet­ter. And now there was no one worse. Snod­grass looked to Daniels,

    suck­ing on his tequi­la bot­tle like a gut­ter rum­my, and re­mem­bered the fi­nal episode in

    the pro­fes­sion­al life of Bernard C. Daniels. How he had crawled in­to Puer­ta del Rey more

    dead than alive af­ter God knew what un­speak­able hap­pen­ings in the His­pani­an jun­gle, how

    he drank him­self back to health, and then called a press con­fer­ence to an­nounce, be­tween

    hack­ing up blood and gig­gling drunk­en­ly: “Do not fear. The CIA is here.”




    In five min­utes, he spilled more about CIA op­er­ations than Cas­tro had learned in five

    years.




    Snod­grass looked at the bot­tle, then up at Bar­ney.




    “For­get it,” Bar­ney said, an­swer­ing the ques­tion in Snod­grass’s eyes. “It just

    hap­pened and there isn’t any why. And don’t knock the tequi­la. God’s great­est gift to

    tor­tured man.”




    He slid for­ward off the sink. “Now go home. I’ve got some se­ri­ous drink­ing to do.”




    And Max Snod­grass, whose in­come tax re­turn list­ed him as ex­ec­utive vice pres­ident of

    Calchex In­dus­tries, walked out of the house and drove away.




    Bar­ney won­dered, as he pol­ished off the last of the tequi­la and stag­gered back to his

    spot on the up­stairs floor, how long the vice pres­ident of Calchex In­dus­tries would wait

    be­fore hav­ing him killed.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO





    His name was Re­mo and he was buy­ing dirt.




    He was buy­ing dirt be­cause this was Man­hat­tan, and dirt didn’t come cheap here un­less

    it was New York City dirt, the kind that blew out of au­to­mo­bile ex­hausts or sift­ed out of

    the sky or fell from the bod­ies of its earth­ier in­hab­itants who made their homes on the

    side­walks. New York dirt was just too dirty.




    Re­mo need­ed clean dirt that flow­ers could grow in, even though those flow­ers would be

    grow­ing in awin­dow of a mo­tel room off Tenth Av­enue, where they would be aban­doned

    short­ly af­ter they were plant­ed and re­placed by can­dy wrap­pers and cigarette butts and

    used con­doms-​New York dirt.




    He was not a gar­den­er. He was an as­sas­sin, the sec­ond best as­sas­sin on the face of

    the earth.




    The best was fifty years old­er than Re­mo, fifty pounds lighter, with fifty cen­turies of

    lethal tra­di­tion. He was the gar­den­er.




    Re­mo hoist­ed a hun­dred-​pound plas­tic bag la­beled Amaza-​Gro on­to his shoul­der.

    Ac­cord­ing to the pres­sure on his del­toid mus­cle, it weighed ex­act­ly nine­ty-​one pounds.

    Well, what the hell, Re­mo thought. Nine­ty-​one pounds of dirt ought to be enough to hold down

    a cou­ple of gera­ni­ums. Nine­ty pounds, four­teen ounces. Re­mo glanced down at the oth­er

    bags in the pyra­mi­dal dis­play at the back of the five and ten cent store. A gold­en

    sun­burst on the front of each bag boast­ed that the soil was for­ti­fied with pure

    de­hy­drat­ed Ken­tucky horse ma­nure.




    Re­mo was im­pressed. Imag­ine that. New York was get­ting bet­ter all the time. Dirt plus

    pure de­hy­drat­ed Ken­tucky horse ma­nure, mixed to­geth­er in this plas­tic hun­dred-​pound

    bag weigh­ing nine­ty-​one pounds less two ounces, for on­ly $39.95. What a bar­gain. In

    mid­town Man­hat­tan, you could bare­ly get a steak sand­wich for that price. Then he no­ticed

    the pile of dirt on the floor where his bag of Amaza-​Gro had been. He did not need to use his

    eyes to dis­cern that the iden­ti­cal p’rod­uct, com­posed of earth, potas­si­um sul­fate,

    phos­pho­rus ad­di­tives, ni­tro­gen com­pounds, and a heavy dose of pure de­hy­drat­ed

    Ken­tucky horse ma­nure was trick­ling down the right side of his black tee shirt.




    “Yecch,” he said aloud and tossed the bag back on­to the floor. A young man wear­ing a

    cheapbrown suit and tint­ed glass­es over a nose bub­bling with fresh ac­ne passed

    by.




    “What’s your prob­lem, mis­ter?” he sighed, slap­ping his blank clip­board against his

    thigh.




    “My prob­lem,” Re­mo an­swered an­gri­ly, al­though he had not been an­gry un­til the

    pim­ply-​faced per­son stand­ing next to him opened his mouth, “is that this bag has just

    leaked horse­shit all over me.”




    “So?”




    With an ef­fort of will, Re­mo ig­nored him. His boss, Dr. Harold W. Smith, a man who knew

    more about trou­ble in Amer­ica than the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States did, had been on

    Re­mo’s back not to cause any more trou­ble than ab­so­lute­ly nec­es­sary. Un­less, of course,

    it was in the line of du­ty.




    “Du­ty” meant do­ing the dirty work for CURE, an or­ga­ni­za­tion de­vel­oped by a young

    pres­ident years be­fore to con­trol crime in Amer­ica by op­er­at­ing out­side the bounds of

    the Con­sti­tu­tion. He thought it was the on­ly means left to a na­tion that had be­come so

    civ­ilized, so fair, so le­nient, and so de­pen­dent on the whim of lob­by­ists, protesters and

    scared politi­cians that it could no longer func­tion ef­fec­tive­ly with­in the

    Con­sti­tu­tion. CURE was dan­ger­ous. But so were Amer­ica’s as­sailants. And there were many,

    many as­sailants around the world, peo­ple, or­ga­ni­za­tions and na­tions who de­spised

    Amer­ica for its wealth and pow­er and used its prin­ci­ple of fair­ness to crip­ple it.




    So CURE had been cre­at­ed. Of­fi­cial­ly, it did not ex­ist. On­ly three peo­ple on earth

    knew about it: the pres­ident, who passed along the .knowl­edge of CURE to his suc­ces­sor. The

    young pres­ident who be­gan CURE did not wait for an elec­tion to de­ter­mine who his

    suc­ces­sor would be. He told his vice pres­ident, be­cause he knew he would not live to

    theelec­tion, to such an ex­tent had crime grown out of con­trol. The young pres­ident

    was as­sas­si­nat­ed. But CURE would con­tin­ue, so that oth­er pres­idents and oth­er

    Amer­icans could live in safe­ty.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith was the sec­ond man who knew of CURE’s ex­is­tence. Smith worked alone

    in a sealed area of Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York, nurs­ing the most

    so­phis­ti­cat­ed com­put­er hookup known to man, try­ing to treat some of Amer­ica’s wounds.

    When greedy en­trepreneurs, un­der to­tal Con­sti­tu­tion­al sanc­tion, threat­ened to

    un­bal­ance Amer­ica’s hair-​trig­ger econ­omy by cor­ner­ing com­modi­ties on the stock

    ex­change, those com­modi­ties sud­den­ly de­val­ued dra­mat­ical­ly through the ef­forts of a

    thou­sand peo­ple who per­formed their reg­ular jobs with­out sus­pect­ing that Smith and CURE

    had be­gun the avalanche that top­pled the sand­cas­tle.




    When death stalked the streets in ri­ots, as­sas­si­na­tions, po­lit­ical plots, or

    or­ga­nized crime waves, CURE quelled it.




    When peo­ple sought to break Amer­ica’s back, those peo­ple were de­stroyed. That was CURE’S

    main job: to de­stroy evil.




    And there was one oth­er man who knew about CURE, a for­mer cop who was of­fi­cial­ly

    ex­ecut­ed in an elec­tric chair for a crime he did not com­mit, to be­gin a new life as the

    en­force­ment arm for the se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion, a life spent in the most ar­du­ous

    train­ing known to all the cen­turies of mankind to make him a hu­man weapon more dan­ger­ous

    than a nu­cle­ar bomb.




    His name was Re­mo.




    Re­mo Williams.




    The De­stroy­er.




    Re­mo brought un­der con­trol the al­most overwhelm­ing im­pulse to rid the young man in the

    five and ten cent store of the bur­den of ex­is­tence and de­cid­ed Harold W. Smith was a

    pain’in the ass.




    Killing forty-​three men in broad day­light at a union ral­ly was okay. Knock­ing off a fake

    army in­stal­la­tion, with the arms and legs of a com­plete squadron of trained thugs fly­ing

    dis­mem­bered through the breeze like link sausages, was peachy. But let Re­mo Williams pop a

    snot­ty dune store floor­walk­er in his ac­ned cauliflow­er nose, and Smit­ty would be on

    Re­mo’s case with ra­zor­blades for words.




    Re­mo picked up an­oth­er bag, weigh­ing eighty-​eight pounds. He picked up a third. It was

    al­so leak­ing. As he moved from one bag to the next, the floor be­neath his loafers took on

    the ap­pear­ance of Iowa farm­land. The sev­en­teenth bag emp­tied its con­tents at Re­mo’s

    feet be­fore it was two inch­es off the ground.




    “This is ridicu­lous,” Re­mo said. “These bags are all torn.”




    “You’re not sup­posed to han­dle them so rough, lunkhead,” the man sneered to Re­mo, who

    could count the legs on cater­pil­lars as they walked over his hands, whose fin­gers had been

    ex­er­cised by catch­ing but­ter­flies in flight with­out dis­turb­ing the pollen on their

    wings. “You’re just clum­sy. Now look at this mess you made. You’ve wrecked my dis­play. It

    took me three hours to set this up.”




    “To set me up, you mean. You knew these bags had holes in them.”




    “Look, it’s not my job to make sure your hands don’t get dirty.”




    “Oh yeah? What is your job, then?”




    The man smiled, push­ing a lock of greasy hair off his fore­head, rais­ing the cur­tain on

    an­oth­er field of ac­ne. “I’m the as­sis­tant man­ag­er, wise guy. Manager, hear? My job is to

    see to it that cus­tomers take what we got, or get out. You want some­thing, buy it. If you

    don’t like what we stock, blow. This is New York, jerk. We don’t need your busi­ness.”




    “Oh, ex­cuse me,” Re­mo said po­lite­ly. To hell with Smith. “I for­got my place. I must

    have been think­ing I was in a store, where the em­ploy­ees were sup­posed to be friend­ly and

    help­ful.”




    The as­sis­tant man­ag­er snort­ed a laugh, siz­ing up the thin man with the ab­nor­mal­ly

    thick wrists, fig­ur­ing that he would bul­ly him in­to buy­ing a half-​emp­ty bag of pot­ting

    soil for forty dol­lars, just as he had bul­lied his oth­er cus­tomers in­to buy­ing

    de­fec­tive irons, soiled ba­by clothes, torn pa­per­back books, dy­ing para­keets, dent­ed

    pots, and oth­er items which cus­tomers bought be­cause they knew they would be in

    ap­prox­imate­ly the same con­di­tion in oth­er stores where the em­ploy­ees would be just as

    rude.




    There was rude­ness, plain old run-​of-​the-​mill New York rude­ness, and there was that

    spe­cial rude­ness that sep­arat­ed the re­tail world from the rest of the cit­izen­ry. That

    spe­cial rude­ness, the as­sis­tant man­ag­er knew, could not be learned. It was a gift.




    The as­sis­tant man­ag­er had the gift. He was born to his call­ing, and he was a pro in his

    field. He knew how to make his cus­tomers feel “so mis­er­able, so beat­en, so help­less, that

    they would not dare spend their mon­ey else­where. Since he be­gan his job six months be­fore,

    sales had gone up more than fifty per­cent. In an­oth­er month, he would be man­ag­er. In a

    year, he’d be head­ing up the en­tire chain of thir­ty-​five New York stores.




    He was near­ly lost in his rever­ie when he no­ticed the thin man in the dirt-​spat­tered

    black tee shirt wasdo­ing an amaz­ing thing. He was pick­ing up one of the Amaza-​Gro

    bags with one hand. With his oth­er hand, the thin man was wrap­ping a green gar­den hose

    around the as­sis­tant man­ag­er from neck to an­kles. It all took place in less than three

    sec­onds.




    “Just tidy­ing up,” Re­mo said. “Don’t want you to be up­set be­cause of messy cus­tomers

    who dare to crit­icize your mer­chan­dise.” He yanked the as­sis­tant man­ag­er’s hair so that

    his eyes bulged and his mouth popped open and ev­ery folh’cle on his head screamed in

    an­guish.




    The as­sis­tant man­ag­er al­so screamed, but no one heard him be­cause Re­mo had stuffed

    his mouth with pure de­hy­drat­ed Ken­tucky horse ma­nure.




    “Yum, yum, eat ‘em up,” Re­mo said, kick­ing the as­sis­tant man­ag­er’s feet out from

    be­neath him so that he top­pled to the floor and bounced on his rub­ber tub­ing ex­te­ri­or

    like a beach toy.




    “Mff. Pfft,” said the as­sis­tant man­ag­er.




    “Beg par­don? Speak up.”




    “UHNNK! MMMB!”




    “Sec­onds, you say?” Re­mo dumped the rest of the bag’s con­tents in­to the man’s mouth.

    Since it didn’t all fit, Re­mo helped the Amaza-​Grow through the man’s quiv­er­ing esoph­agus

    with a near­by trow­el. The met­al spade broke in two, so Re­mo used the han­dle to tamp down

    the dirt.




    Whe the as­sis­tant man­ag­er stopped ask­ing for more and on­ly opened and closed his eyes

    in blind ter­ror, he saw Re­mo do an­oth­er amaz­ing thing. With no dis­cernible prepa­ra­tion,

    the thin man with the big wrists vault­ed over aisle af­ter aisle of fac­to­ry-​re­ject­ed

    mer­chan­dise, lay­ing waste to the con­tents of the store. Bro­ken kew­pie dolls zoomed across

    the length of the ceil­ing with the speed of jet fight­ers. Dog-​eared greet­ing cards

    sprin­kled thestore in a cloud of con­fet­ti. One fe­male check­out clerk screamed The

    oth­ers, see­ing the as­sis­tant man­ag­er im­mo­bi­lized, were too busy rob­bing the cash

    reg­is­ters.




    A very old la­dy, dressed in black and car­ry­ing a cane, looked up apolo­get­ical­ly to

    Re­mo as he sailed over a pile of plas­tic shoes tossed ran­dom­ly in a heap. The la­dy was

    hold­ing one of the shoes in her hands, the thin sole flap­ping apart from the rest of the

    shoe.




    “I didn’t break it, sir,” the old la­dy said quiv­er­ing­ly, of­fer­ing the shoe to Re­mo.

    “It just fell apart when I touched it.” She had tears in her eyes. “Please don’t make me pay

    for these, too.” Re­mo saw that she was wear­ing a sim­ilar pair on her feet, the soles held on

    by dozens of rub­ber bands. “I on­ly want­ed to see if they were all-​all-“Her wrin­kled old

    eyes crunched up around her tears. Re­mo grabbed the shoe away from her. It cracked and

    crum­bled in his hand. “La­dy,” he asked won­der­ing­ly, “Why don’t you wear sneak­ers? These

    shoes are worth­less.”




    “I can’t af­ford sneak­ers,” the la­dy said. “Do I have to pay for the one you broke, too,

    sir?”




    Re­mo reached in­to his pock­et. “I’ll let you go on two con­di­tions,” he said, hand­ing

    her a wad of bills. She stared at the mon­ey in as­ton­ish­ment. Hun­dreds peeked out. “That

    you buy your­self a good pair of shoes, and that you nev­er re­turn to this store again. Got

    it?”




    The old la­dy nod­ded dumb­ly. She be­gan to tot­ter away, but Re­mo pushed her gen­tly to

    the side when he heard the heavy breath­ing of a man with an obe­si­ty prob­lem wad­dling

    to­ward him three aisles away. Re­mo sensed from the man’s un­even foot­falls that he was

    car­ry­ing a gun. Re­mo wait­ed.




    When the man­ag­er ap­peared, the .38 poised am­ateur­ish­ly in his hand, Re­mo was leaf­ing

    through the pa­per­back book sec­tion, a pile of loose pages at his feet where they had fall­en

    as the book was be­ing opened. A sign above the books read No Brows­ing. The man raised his gun

    and fired. Re­mo yawned. “Missed,” he said.




    The store man­ag­er looked un­be­liev­ing­ly at the gun. He had fired it point blank at

    Re­mo’s chest, and he had missed. Di­rect­ly be­hind Re­mo, a bul­let hole smol­dered through a

    stack of school note­books with lines mis­print­ed di­ag­onal­ly down the page.




    “How’d you do that?” the man­ag­er asked. Re­mo felt no need to re­veal the ob­vi­ous: that

    he had moved faster than the bul­let. The man fired again. Again, Re­mo shift­ed his weight off

    his heels, and then back on­to them, and then there was an­oth­er hole in the note­books.




    “This is get­ting dull,” Re­mo said. And just as the fat man­ag­er was squeez­ing his fat

    fin­ger around the trig­ger for the third time, he saw Re­mo move and de­cid­ed not to shoot.

    As man­ag­er of a suc­cess­ful econ­omy-​bud­get chain store, he rec­og­nized his

    re­spon­si­bil­ity to the com­mu­ni­ty. He re­al­ized that in­no­cent peo­ple might get killed

    if he con­tin­ued to pur­sue this nut case. He re­con­sid­ered shoot­ing a de­fense­less man at

    point-​blank range. He al­so ob­served that Re­mo had twist­ed the bar­rel of his re­volver

    around so that it formed a per­fect U and was now point­ed di­rect­ly in­to his own pudgy

    face.




    He opened his hand to drop the gun but the gun did not drop and the hand did not open

    be­cause the butt of the gun was jammed in­to the metacarpals of his hand. Then came the pain.

    “Eeeeeeeee,” the man­ag­er cried.




    Re­mo tugged at his ear and shook his head. “That’s not E. That’s A-​flat. You tone

    deaf?”




    “Eeeeee,” the man in­sist­ed.




    “No, no,” Re­mo said. “Here’s E.” He twist­ed the man’s ear. The pain shot up eight

    notes.




    Re­mo nod­ded his head ap­prov­ing­ly. “Now I’ll make the pain go away, if you’ll do

    some­thing ha re­turn,” Re­mo of­fered.




    “Any­thing. One-​thir­ty-​five-​twen­ty-​four-​six­teen-​eight.”




    “What?”




    “That’s the com­bi­na­tion to the safe. Eeeeeeeee.”




    “Hal­lelu­jah,” said one of the check­out clerks who had come to watch the ac­tion. She ran

    off to­ward the safe in the back of the store, fol­lowed by the rest of the staff.




    “So much for your mon­ey,” Re­mo said. “Now I want you to do a lit­tle ad­ver­tis­ing, to

    let your cus­tomers know what an hon­est guy you are.”




    “Sure, sure,” the man­ag­er grunt­ed, the veins in his neck throb­bing. “Stop this . . .

    please.”




    “In a sec­ond. Right af­ter I give you your in­struc­tions. Are you lis­ten­ing

    care­ful­ly?”




    “Yes. YES!”




    “I want you to stand out­side this store and tell ev­ery­body on the street what kind of

    op­er­ation you’re run­ning. The markups, the mer­chan­dise, the help. Ev­ery­thing. And the

    whole truth, right?”




    “Right.” The man pant­ed to hold down the pain in his ear and his hand, but noth­ing

    helped.




    Re­mo es­cort­ed him to the door­way by the ear. “Okay, start talk­ing,” he said.




    “Pain,” the man yelped.




    “Oh. For­got.” Re­mo re­leased the ear and pressed a small nerve net­work be­neath the skin

    on the man’s wrist and the man’s arm went numb. The pis­tol clattered to the side­walk. He

    breathed in heav­ily with re­lief.




    “Can you move your arm?” Re­mo asked.




    “No.”




    “Good. Then it doesn’t hurt. But if I don’t like what you’re say­ing, I’ll make the

    numb­ness go away and the pain come back, un­der­stand?”




    “Yes.”




    “Okay. I trust you. Talk.”




    “Help!” the man yelled. “Eeeeeee!”




    “What’d I tell you?” Re­mo scold­ed. He touched the man­ag­er’s wrist.




    “B-​bad mer­chan­dise,” the man sput­tered.




    “Loud­er.”




    “Can’t,” the man sobbed.




    Re­mo numbed his arm again. “Try now.”




    “This store has been cheat­ing the pants off you ev­ery since it opened,” the man yelled

    with the zeal of an evan­ge­list. “I ought to know, I’m the man­ag­er. I buy re­ject­ed

    mer­chan­dise from fac­to­ries and don’t let you know about it when I sell it to you. All of

    these stores are stocked the same way.”




    “The clerks,” Re­mo re­mind­ed him, smil­ing and nod­ding to the be­wil­dered pedes­tri­ans

    on the side­walk.




    “The clerks are nasty as hell! You’d be crazy to shop here.”




    “Good work,” Re­mo said and pat­ted the man on the back. “Keep at it.” Re­mo strolled back

    in­to the store. He picked up a bunch of plas­tic flow­ers and walked over to the as­sis­tant

    man­ag­er who was still rolled up tight­ly in his sar­coph­agus of green rub­ber gar­den hose.

    “Look what I brought to cheer you up,” he said, and stuck the stems in­to the flow­er pot that

    used to be the as­sis­tant man­ag­er’s mouth.




    The petals fell off on con­tact. They just didn’tmake plas­tic like they used to. With

    a flick of his foot, Re­mo sent the ball of gar­den hose con­tain­ing the as­sis­tant

    ca­reen­ing to the ceil­ing, where it bounced spec­tac­ular­ly and veered off in a

    tra­jec­to­ry to­ward the door. It sped through the ex­it and came to rest ex­act­ly where

    Re­mo had planned, in the gut­ter in front of the man­ag­er.




    “It’s the worst store in New York!” the man­ag­er screamed so loud that his voiced cracked.

    “Maybe the world!” Re­mo flashed him the okay sign as he trot­ted past.




    “It’s the pits!” the man­ag­er yelled. “Save your mon­ey. Go some­place else!”




    But al­ready a small crowd was fil­ter­ing through the doors, anx­ious to buy. Af­ter all,

    it was New York, and a bar­gain was a bar­gain.




    Re­mo grum­bled as he pulled back the oars on the row­boat.




    “Don’t go so fast,” Smith said, his pinched lemon face squeezed tight against the wind as

    Re­mo plowed across the lake at forty knots. “You’ll at­tract at­ten­tion.”




    In­deed, a few boaters on the lake in Cen­tral Park turned their heads as the lit­tle

    row­boat flew past with the speed of a Harley David­son at full throt­tle.




    “At­tract at­ten­tion?” Re­mo looked across at his two pas­sen­gers. Smith was dressed in

    his usu­al three-​piece gray suit, which he would have worn even if the meet­ing had tak­en

    place un­der wa­ter. Next to Smith sat an aged Ori­en­tal, with skin like parch­ment and thin,

    cloud­like wisps of white hair on his head and face. He was swathed in a long robe of red

    bro­cade. “If this is your idea of an in­con­spic­uous meet­ing place, you’re nut­ti­er than I

    thought you were,” Re­mo said.




    “For­give him, Em­per­or,” the old Ori­en­tal said as he flicked his frail hand from the

    sleeve of his ki­mono, dis­play­ing fin­ger­nails as long as penknives. “He is an un­grate­ful

    child who does not un­der­stand that it is his hon­or to pro­pel this craft for the Amer­ican

    em­per­or and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.” He bowed his head to­ward Smith. “Al­so, he seeks to

    dis­guise his faulty breath­ing with this show of ir­ri­ta­tion.”




    “My breath­ing is per­fect,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “As you see, Em­per­or, he is al­so ar­ro­gant. Now, if the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had been

    giv­en a de­cent spec­imen to train in­stead of a fat meat eater with skin the col­or of a fish

    bel­ly-“




    “Bet­ter watch it, Chi­un,” Re­mo cau­tioned. “Smit­ty’s the white dev­il, too. Any­way,

    you’re just mad be­cause I didn’t bring back the pot­ting soil.”




    “You see? He ad­mits it. This oafish per­son who has failed to bring his old mas­ter the one

    item which would have filled the mas­ter’s fi­nal years with joy even brags to you that he is

    in­com­pe­tent. And what was that item, you may ask? It was not one of your air­planes which

    serve ined­ible food­stuffs and re­quire that one wait end­less­ly in line to use the

    lava­to­ry. It was not a tele­vi­sion set on which is shown vi­olence and pornog­ra­phy in

    place of its once serene day­time dra­mas. No. What the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had re­quest­ed as

    the fi­nal flick­er­ing light in his twi­light-​dimmed life was on­ly earth from the ground.

    Sim­ple dirt, Em­per­or, so that I might have had the plea­sure of grow­ing bright flow­ers to

    ease the pain of my weary life.”




    “I told you what hap­pened,” Re­mo said.




    “He was too oc­cu­pied en­gag­ing in a sense­less al­ter­ca­tion, in which not, even one

    in­di­vid­ual was prop­er­ly as­sas­si­nat­ed, to re­mem­ber his old mas­ter.”




    “I know about it,” Smith said flat­ly.




    “Lo, Re­mo. All the world knows of your loutish-​ness. An as­sas­sin who does not

    as­sas­si­nate is a use­less as­sas­sin. You are a slug­gish, for­get­ful, and un­grate­ful

    wretch who fails even to bring a small pot of earth to an old man.”




    “It was dis­grace­ful,” Smith said.




    “See? See?” Chi­un jumped up and down in the boat de­light­ed­ly. “I would be most

    grate­ful, Em­per­or, to ac­cept a new pupil at your com­mand. Maybe some­one young. The right

    col­or.”




    “You could have been caught, Re­mo. You know what that would mean. The end of CURE.” Smith

    turned his head in dis­gust.




    Re­mo said noth­ing. He knew Smith didn’t bring him out in the mid­dle of a lake to slap his

    wrists.




    And Smith was right. Not that Re­mo was bound by loy­al­ty to CURE, as Smith was. CURE was

    what sent Re­mo out to kill peo­ple he did not even know, against whom he held no grudge. CURE

    was re­spon­si­ble for the thou­sand mo­tel rooms in­stead of one home, for the near

    cer­tain­ty that he would nev­er have a wom­an of his own to love, or chil­dren to bear his

    name, for the plas­tic surgery that had changed his face and the un­end­ing stream of pa­per to

    change his iden­ti­ty.




    Who was Re­mo Williams? No­body. A dead po­lice­man with an emp­ty grave and a mark­er

    some­where in the east­ern Unit­ed States. On­ly the De­stroy­er re­mained. And CURE.




    But the end of CURE would mean the end of Smith, too. It was ar­ranged that way. To Smit­ty,

    the prospect of his own death was just an­oth­er item of in­for­ma­tion in his or­der­ly file

    clerk’s mind. If the pres­ident or­dered CURE to be dis­band­ed, Smith would press one but­ton

    on his com­put­er con­sole to de­stroy all of CURE’s in­for­ma­tion banks in six­ty seconds.

    Then he would de­scend un­hesi­tat­ing­ly to the base­ment of Fol­croft san­itar­ium, where his

    cas­ket and a small vial of poi­son wait­ed.




    For Smith, sui­cide was just an­oth­er rou­tine thing he would do one day when he was

    or­dered to. But some­how, and Re­mo would not have been able to say why, he would miss

    Smit­ty’s bit­ter face and acidic ways.




    “What’s the as­sign­ment?” Re­mo asked soft­ly, break­ing the si­lence.




    “A for­mer CIA agent named Bernard C. Daniels. He blew the lid on the agen­cy about a year

    ago in His­pania.”




    “A dou­ble?”




    “No,” Smith said. “A fine op­er­ative, re­al­ly, judg­ing from his past per­for­mance. But

    an al­co­holic now. His mem­ory is gone. Even un­der hyp­no­sis, Daniels draws a blank about

    the His­pania busi­ness. It seems he was sent there on a rou­tine mis­sion, re­quest­ed an

    ex­ten­sion, dis­ap­peared for three months, and then stag­gered in­to Puer­ta del Rey one

    morn­ing and an­nounced the CIA pres­ence there. A big in­ter­na­tion­al mess, and no­body

    knows any­thing about how it hap­pened or why. Daniels claims the CIA tor­tured him. They de­ny

    it. And now that the press has for­got­ten him, it’s time to re­move him be­fore he be­comes a

    fur­ther em­bar­rass­ment to the CIA.”




    “Par­don me for knock­ing your old al­ma mater, Smit­ty, but the CIA’s an em­bar­rass­ment

    to the CIA.”




    “No­body knows that bet­ter than I do.”




    “Since when do we do the CIA’s laun­dry?” Re­mo asked.




    “Wash­ing clothes is an ap­pro­pri­ate task for so in­com­pe­tent an as­sas­sin and so

    un­grate­ful a pupil,”




    Chi­un said, nod­ding ap­pre­cia­tive­ly to­ward Smith.




    “The agen­cy’s head of op­er­ations, Max Snod-​grass, has fam­ily con­nec­tions to the

    pres­ident. Or­di­nar­ily, I wouldn’t have tak­en this-​er-​project, but I served with

    Snod­grass in World War II, and if he’s any­thing like he used to be, Daniels could take out a

    full page ad­ver­tise­ment in the New York Times be­fore Snod­grass could man­age to get rid of

    him. Snod­grass doesn’t know about CURE or me or you, of course. As far as he’s con­cerned,

    he’s go­ing to iden­ti­fy Daniels to a free­lancer who will then take care of things.”




    “Iden­ti­fy him? Why not just give me Daniels’s ad­dress?”




    “Snod­grass in­sists on go­ing by the book and fin­ger­ing Daniels him­self.” Smith looked

    out over the wa­ter. “And so does the pres­ident.”




    “I thought CURE wasn’t sup­posed to be po­lit­ical.”




    Smith al­lowed him­self the briefest mo­ment to think about some­thing which was not on his

    day’s agen­da. It was a vi­sion of the base­ment of Fol­croft san­itar­ium. “We can get back to

    the dock now,” he snapped. “This should be an easy as­sign­ment.”




    “Why?”




    “Bar­ney Daniels is a di­nosaur at the CIA, an old-​fash­ioned agent. He didn’t use weapons,

    even at the peak of his ca­reer. You won’t have any kind of in­ter­fer­ence. And he’s an

    al­co­holic. He’ll be de­fense­less.”




    “That’s a ter­rif­ic in­cen­tive, Smit­ty. You re­al­ly know how to make your em­ploy­ees

    en­thu­si­as­tic about their work.”




    Smith shrugged. “Some­body’s got to do it.”




    That was the rea­son Re­mo usu­al­ly got when hewas sent out to kill. Some­body had to

    do it. Some­body had to look in­to a dy­ing man’s eyes and think: “That’s the biz,

    sweet­heart.”




    And Smith wasn’t of­ten wrong in pick­ing Re­mo’s tar­gets. Usu­al­ly they were ver­min that

    Re­mo was glad to get rid of. On sev­er­al oc­ca­sions, those ver­min had been dead­ly enough

    to oblit­er­ate the coun­try, if they had been al­lowed to live, and on those oc­ca­sions,

    Re­mo felt that he was some­body af­ter all, that he had some pur­pose in life be­sides

    elim­inat­ing strangers who were some­one else’s en­emy.




    But some­times it hurt to kill. And that was why Re­mo was not yet the per­fect as­sas­sin,

    al­though he was the best white man there was, and why he still had 80-year-​old Chi­un as his

    teach­er, and why he would kill Bernard C. Daniels very quick­ly and with no pain, but would

    think about it lat­er.




    “What hap­pens when I get too old to work for CURE, Smit­ty?” Re­mo asked as he eased the

    lit­tle row­boat next to the dock­ing plat­form.




    “I don’t know,” Smith an­swered hon­est­ly.




    “Don’t plan on be­ing a gar­den­er if you can’t even re­mem­ber to bring home dirt,” Chi­un

    said.


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE





    The phone rang twen­ty times. Twen­ty-​one. Twen­ty-​two. Twen­ty-​three.




    When he was cer­tain it would ring un­til he ei­theran­swered it or suc­cumbed to

    mas­sive brain dam­age from the noise, Bar­ney Daniels stum­bled over an ob­sta­cle course of

    emp­ty tequi­la bot­tles to pick up the re­ceiv­er.




    “What do you want,” he growled.




    A wom­an’s voice, laced with south­ern hon­ey, an­swered. “You didn’t call.”




    “I don’t love you any more,” Daniels said au­to­mat­ical­ly. That one usu­al­ly worked with

    uniden­ti­fi­able wom­en.




    “You don’t even know me.”




    “Maybe that’s why I don’t love you.”




    He hung up, sat­is­fied with a ro­mance end­ed well. He should drink a toast to that

    ro­mance, who­ev­er it was with. It had prob­ably been a glo­ri­ous night. It might even have

    been worth re­mem­ber­ing, but there was no chance of that now. He would give that ro­mance a

    prop­er posthu­mous trib­ute with a drink of tequi­la.




    Bar­ney root­ed through the moun­tain of emp­ty bot­tles. Not a drop.




    Booze-​guz­zling bitch, he thought. No doubt the un­re­mem­ber­able wom­an, self­ish wretch

    that she was, had sucked up the last ounce of his Jose Ma­cho, cal­lous­ly un­con­cerned about

    his morn­ing cock­tail. The whore. He was glad he was rid of her. Now he would drink a toast to

    hav­ing got­ten rid of her. If he could on­ly find a drink.




    His ea­gle eye spot­ted an up­right bot­tle in the cor­ner of the room with a good

    half-​inch left in­side. Ah, the queen, he said to him­self as he lum­bered to­ward it, arms

    out­stretched. A wom­an among wom­en. He raised the bot­tle to his lips and ac­cept­ed its

    soul-​restor­ing con­tents.




    The phone rang again. “Yes,” he an­swered cheer­ful­ly.




    “The CIA is go­ing to kill you,” the wom­an said.




    “Was it won­der­ful for you, too?” Bar­ney crooned.




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    “Last night.”




    “I’ve nev­er met you, Mr. Daniels,” the wom­an said sharply. “I called you last week, but

    you said you were too busy drink­ing to talk. You said you’d call me back.”




    “Call … me … un­re­li­able,” Bar­ney sang in a shaky bari­tone, snap­ping his fin­gers.




    “I am try­ing to tell you, Mr. Daniels,” the wom­an shout­ed, “that you have been marked for

    death by the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy, your for­mer em­ploy­er.”




    Bar­ney rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “You woke me up to tell me that?”




    “I am call­ing to of­fer you sanc­tu­ary.”




    “Do you have a bar?”




    “Yes.”




    “I’ll be right over.”




    “In re­turn for that sanc­tu­ary, I would like you to per­form a small task for me.”




    “Shit,” Bar­ney said. The world was right. There was no such thing as a free lunch. He was

    about to hang up when the wom­an added, “I will pay you a thou­sand dol­lars.”




    “Well, well,” he said, sud­den­ly in­ter­est­ed. There was still the bet­ter part of a month

    to go be­fore his next Calchex pen­sion check. All that re­mained of Snod­grass’s last pay­ment

    to Bar­ney were the emp­ty bot­tles on the floor.




    “For one day’s work,” the wom­an con­tin­ued tan­ta­liz­ing­ly.




    “Pro­vid­ed it is very le­gal and above board and does not in­volve pol­itics or

    es­pi­onage,” Bar­ney said.




    Who knew that the wom­an wasn’t a sec­re­tary in Snod­grass’s of­fice? Sneaky Snod­grass

    wouldn’t be above do­ing that.




    “I will dis­cuss your work when you get here.”




    She gave him de­tailed in­struc­tions on how to reach a large brown­stone build­ing on the

    north­ern end of Park Av­enue, a build­ing just across the so­cial­ly ac­cept­able line that

    sep­arates the very poor from the very rich in Fun City.




    “You will ar­rive be­tween mid­night and one A.M. by taxi. When you get out of the taxi you

    will place a white hand­ker­chief over your mouth three times. Pre­tend to cough. Then low­er

    the hand­ker­chief and walk up the stairs and stand at the door. I warn you. Don’t try to

    ap­proach the house any oth­er way.”




    “I’m just glad we’re not in­volved in any­thing il­le­gal,” Daniels said.




    The wom­an ig­nored him. “Do you un­der­stand ev­ery­thing I’ve said?”




    “Cer­tain­ly,” Bar­ney an­swered. “There’s on­ly one prob­lem.”




    “You’ll be paid very well for your prob­lems,” the wom­an said.




    “This prob­lem re­quires mon­ey. You see, I’ve in­vest­ed very heav­ily in Amer­ican Peace

    Bonds and I am with­out liq­uid cap­ital.”




    “That will be straight­ened out when you get here.”




    “That’s the prob­lem. If it’s not straight­ened out first, I won’t get there.”




    “You’re broke?”




    “Said bril­liant­ly.”




    “I’ll have a boy at your home in two hours.”




    He was the biggest boy Bar­ney had ev­er seen, six-​and-​a-​half feet tall with a shaved

    black head shapedlike a dum-​dum bul­let with­out a crease. He was mus­cu­lar and the

    mus­cles ap­par­ent­ly did not stop un­til they reached his toes, which were en­cased in

    gold­en slip­pers with toes curl­ing up to a metal­lic point.




    In the lapel but­ton hole of his black suit he wore a gold cres­cent with the ti­tle Grand

    Vizier stamped on it in er­satz Ara­bic let­ter­ing.




    “I am to es­cort you,” said the gi­ant. “Where are you from?” “The wom­an.”




    “I was sup­posed to re­ceive mon­ey, not an es­cort,” Bar­ney said.




    “I have my or­ders.”




    “Well, I don’t move with­out cash, All Ba­ba, so just hop back on your fly­ing car­pet and

    go tell her that.”




    “Will you come with me if I give you mon­ey?” The gi­ant’s eyes dripped ha­tred at the

    thought of ne­go­ti­at­ing with the white dev­il.




    “Of course. That will in­di­cate your good faith. That’s all I’m in­ter­est­ed in. It’s not

    the mon­ey, nat­ural­ly.”




    The Grand Vizier of the Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood took from his jack­et pock­et a

    hun­dred-​dol­lar bill. He of­fered it to Daniels cold­ly.




    “One hun­dred dol­lars?” Daniels screamed, edg­ing back in­to his foy­er. “One hun­dred

    dol­lars to go , all the way from Wee­hawken to New York? You must be out of your mind. What if

    I have to stop for some­thing to eat?”




    The Grand Vizier’s eyes kept hat­ing. “One hun­dred dol­lar too much for a lit­tle ride

    across the riv­er. It on­ly cost you thir­ty cent on the bus and an­oth­er six­ty cent for the

    sub­way. Maybe six buck by cab.”




    “That’s for peas­ants,” Daniels said and shut the door.




    The gen­tle knock­ing al­most shook the tim­bers of the large house. Daniels opened the

    door.




    “I give you two hun­dred dol­lar.”




    Daniels shrugged. A man had to earn a liv­ing, and any­how ev­ery­body cribbed on their

    ex­pens­es.




    The Grand Vizier hand­ed over an­oth­er hun­dred-​dol­lar bill. “Here,” he said, and the

    tone of his voice made it clear that he felt Bar­ney had come cheap, that he was just an­oth­er

    piece of chat­tel whose price the Grand Vizier car­ried as pock­et mon­ey.




    Catch­ing the im­pli­ca­tion in the Grand Vizier’s voice, Bar­ney looked in­to his fierce

    eyes and then tore the sec­ond hun­dred-​dol­lar bill in half with the fi­nesse of a

    courtier.




    “That’s what I think of your mon­ey,” Bar­ney said. He made a men­tal note to buy Scotch

    tape on the way back. Two lit­tle strips, and the bill would be good as new. “I just want­ed to

    see how bad you need­ed me.” When the Grand Vizier wasn’t look­ing, Bar­ney stuffed the two

    halves of the bill in­to his pock­et. One nev­er knew.




    Their co-​equal re­la­tion­ship es­tab­lished, Bar­ney opened the door to leave with the

    Grand Vizier. Out of the cor­ner of his eye, he spot­ted a shiny ob­ject in­ad­equate­ly

    con­cealed in the shrub­bery. Sun­light glint­ed off the ob­ject, which Bar­ney rec­og­nized as

    a mi­cro­phone. On­ly one man, Bar­ney knew, would be stupid enough to place met­al equip­ment

    in the one spot of shrub­bery ac­ces­si­ble to morn­ing sun­light. Max Snod­grass

    un­doubt­ed­ly found the best re­cep­tion there, and the CIA surveil­lance man­ual, which

    Snod­grass wrote, in­sist­ed that equip­ment be placed in a area of max­imum re­cep­tion.




    “Meet me in Mick­ey’s Pub,” Bar­ney said qui­et­ly. “Two blocks east, turn left. The right

    hand side.”




    “I per­mit no al­co­hol to en­ter my body,” the Grand Vizier said dis­dain­ful­ly.




    “Mick­ey’s Pub, or I keep the two bills and don’t show,” Bar­ney whis­pered. “And you can

    tell the Avon com­pa­ny that men’s cos­met­ics are for fag­gots,” he yelled for Max

    Snod­grass’s ben­efit.




    Amer­ica, thy name is per­fidy, Bar­ney lament­ed as he hoist­ed his bulky frame through the

    back bed­room win­dow and dropped fif­teen feet in­to the over­grown toma­to gar­den be­low. He

    land­ed crouched on his feet, then rolled in­to an easy som­er­sault to ab­sorb the shock.

    Cast­ing off your un­want­ed vet­er­ans, he thought bit­ter­ly, forc­ing them to ply their

    trade for a pit­tance to the high­est bid­der. On­ly the vi­sion of the wom­an’s well-​stocked

    bar kept him go­ing as he crawled through the jun­gle of his back yard in­to the woods

    be­hind.




    While re­liev­ing him­self be­hind a tree, he no­ticed a car with two men parked near his

    house. One was a thin, youngish man. The oth­er was a tiny, an­cient Ori­en­tal. Max’s

    hench­men, he thought, with no par­tic­ular emo­tion. He would doubt­less see them again.




    He am­bled off in­to the woods to take the scenic route to Mick­ey’s Pub.




    “This thing must be Em­per­or Smith’s in­for­mant,” Chi­un said as Max Snod­grass, hair

    plas­tered tight­ly to his head, tip­toed in­to view from be­hind the shrub­bery. Snod­grass

    looked to­ward the car and nod­ded crisply.




    “Dip­shit,” Re­mo said, nod­ding back. “He ought to be the tar­get in­stead of that poor

    used-​up drunk in­side. Any­body who combs his hair like that de­serves to work for the

    CIA.”




    “It is not your du­ty to crit­icize our Em­per­or’s com­mands, in­com­pe­tent one,” Chi­un

    said, his pa­pery face bland.




    “Lay off, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said ir­ri­ta­bly. To­geth­er they watched Snod­grass

    swag­ger up the steps to Daniels’s door and ring the bell. “I hope Daniels shoots this

    nin­com­poop.”




    Chi­un whirled around in his seat to face him. “Re­mo, you are in­dulging your­self in a

    dan­ger­ous game. There is noth­ing more dead­ly to an as­sas­sin than his own emo­tions.”




    “All right. Then you teU me. Why should I kill this guy?” Re­mo asked, his voice ris­ing.

    “All he ev­er did was to ex­pose the CIA as the clowns they are. Look at that cretin.” Max was

    tap­ping his foot on the door­mat im­pa­tient­ly, his hands on his hips.




    “Yes. I can hear his breath­ing from here.” Chi­un clucked dispirit­ed­ly. “Nev­er­the­less,

    it is not your place to ask why. You must per­form the task you have been trained for, so that

    Em­per­or Smith will con­tin­ue to send his year­ly trib­ute of gold to Si-​nan­ju.

    Oth­er­wise, the poor peo­ple of my vil­lage will starve and be forced to send their ba­bies

    back to the sea.”




    “Sinan­ju has got to be the rich­est vil­lage in Ko­rea by now,” Re­mo said. “How many

    sub­marines full of gold does it take to keep those bean­bags in your home­town from toss­ing

    their kids in­to the ocean, any­way? Why don’t they just use the Pill?”




    “Do not make light of the plight of my vil­lage,” Chi­un said. “Were it not for the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju, they would be des­ti­tute. We will do our work with­out com­plaint, dif­fi­cult as

    that must be to one whose fat white be­ing is mar­bled with will­ful­ness and dis­con­tent.” He

    snapped his jaws shut and was still.




    Max Snod­grass shrugged af­ter ten min­utes in front of the door and head­ed to­ward the

    car. Re­mo revved up the en­gine.




    “I sup­pose James Bond is go­ing to come over for a lit­tle chat now,” Re­mo said. “He

    prob­ably wants to let us in on the top se­cret in­for­ma­tion that Daniels isn’t home.” Re­mo

    wait­ed. He want­ed to peel away just as Snod­grass ap­proached the car, so that the wake of

    grav­el and dust would splat­ter over Sri­od­grass’s ex­pen­sive suit.




    But Snod­grass stopped halfway, look­ing in­tent­ly at Daniels’s mail­box. He opened it.

    There was a let­ter in­side, a big thick one in a chartreuse-​col­ored en­ve­lope. Gin­ger­ly

    he whisked it out. From the car, Re­mo could see a name in the up­per left cor­ner.




    A look of shock came over Snod­grass’s face as he stared at the name. His face seemed to say

    it couldn’t be. It couldn’t be.




    The name on the en­ve­lope was im­por­tant to Max Snod­grass, be­cause it was to be the last

    thought he ev­er had. At the very mo­ment when the synaps­es in Max Snod­grass’s brain were

    vi­brat­ing the lan­guage code for that name, the green en­ve­lope in his hand was ex­plod­ing

    with the force of two sticks of dy­na­mite and sprin­kling the flesh of Max Snod­grass across

    the lawn like pieces of shish ke­bab.




    “Daniels, you old rum­my, you did it,” Re­mo said. He turned on his wind­shield wipers to

    clean the red de­bris off the win­dow.




    “Very slop­py,” Chi­un said, his nose wrin­kled in dis­gust. “A boom de­stroys the pu­ri­ty

    of the as­sas sin’s art. This Daniels is al­so a loutish white fool, I see.”




    “You mean bomb,” Re­mo said. “And I hear the po­lice.” He dropped the car in­to gear.




    “One mo­ment.” Chi­un opened the door and rose slow­ly. “Sit­ting in an au­to­mo­bile is

    most un­pleas­ant for the hip joints.”




    “This is no time to stretch your legs, Lit­tle Fa­ther. We don’t want to have to mur­der the

    en­tire Wee­hawken po­lice force.”




    “The po­lice are still a quar­ter-​mile away,” Chi­un said, and then whirred through the

    mess of Snod­grass’s re­mains with a speed so fast even Re­mo could not fol­low all of his

    moves. “The po­lice are now two hun­dred yards in the dis­tance,” Chi­un said, re­turn­ing to

    the car. “Let us leave, Re­mo.”




    Re­mo tore down the street and on­to the high­way, the sirens grow­ing faint be­hind

    him.




    “What’d you do back there, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked as he turned on­to a dirt road and slowed to

    nine­ty.




    The old Ori­en­tal un­curled his del­icate hand, re­veal­ing a pile of small pieces of green

    pa­per, their edges charred brown. “These are from the en­ve­lope which con­tained the boom.”

    He turned the pieces over, one by one. “Some have writ­ing on them. This one has a name. It

    says ‘Denise Daniels.’ Who is that?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said, “but it sure seemed im­por­tant to Snot­lock­er or what­ev­er

    his name was. We’ll send it to Smith. And it’s bomb.” Chi­un put the pieces in­side the folds

    of his robe.




    “This looks like the place,” Re­mo said as he and Chi­un en­tered the side door of Mick­ey’s

    Pub, its win­dows dec­orat­ed with dirt and neon sham­rocks.




    “The stink of it as­saults the nos­trils,” Chi­un said. “I shall slow my breath­ing so as to

    in­hale as lit­tle of this un­whole­some odor as pos­si­ble.”




    In­side, a dozen fat, pink-​faced men were en­tertain­ing them­selves at the bar with jokes

    about the un­usu­al footwear of a tall black man stand­ing at the oth­er end of the bar,

    drink­ing gin­ger ale.




    Re­mo and Chi­un wound their way across the floor, lit­tered with peanut shells and bro­ken

    pret­zels, to a sticky ta­ble in the far cor­ner.




    “Is this in­deed the restau­rant at which this Amer­ican per­son, Daniels, par­takes of his

    meals?” Chi­un asked, in­cred­ulous.




    “That’s what Smit­ty says. But he doesn’t eat. He just drinks.”




    “How long must we wait in this in­iq­ui­tous sink?”




    “Till he shows up, I guess.”




    “Per­haps I will re­turn to the car.”




    “Hold it, Chi­un, that’s him com­ing in now. The one in the white suit.” Re­mo in­di­cat­ed

    Daniels, whose ap­pear­ance was on­ly slight­ly more pre­sentable than it had been in the

    news­pa­per pho­to­graph tak­en af­ter he had emerged from three months in the His­pani­an

    jun­gle.




    Daniels sat next to the Grand Vizier. The men at the bar stared. They were dressed in rough

    check­ered shirts, with short jack­ets and dirty fe­do­ras whose years of in­ter­nal sweat had

    clear­ly over­whelmed their sweat bands and stained the hats a dark­er shade. They all drank

    beer, slow­ly enough so that the foam was left in rings down to­ward the bot­tom of the glass

    where the beer looked dead and yel­low.




    As the Grand Vizier stared stoni­ly in­to his glass of gin­ger ale, the white men dis­cussed

    the worth­less-​ness of some per­sons who on­ly liked to drink, for­ni­cate and fight. That was

    all some per­sons were good for.




    This con­cept in­trigued Bar­ney and he asked if any of the gen­tle­men at the end of the

    bar had person­al­ly de­vel­oped a po­lio vac­cine, dis­cov­ered peni­cillin, in­vent­ed the

    ra­dio, dis­cov­ered atom­ic pow­er, in­vent­ed writ­ing, dis­cov­ered fire or made any great

    con­tri­bu­tions to the thought of man.




    The men at the oth­er end of the bar dis­closed that the late Pres­ident John F. Kennedy was

    not black.




    Bar­ney in­formed them that not on­ly was Pres­ident Kennedy not black, he was not re­lat­ed

    to the men at the end of the bar any more than he was to Bar­ney’s tall black friend.




    They said that per­haps the pres­ident was not re­lat­ed to them but that Bar­ney

    ob­vi­ous­ly was re­lat­ed to his dark friend. This, they thought, was very fun­ny. So did

    Bar­ney, who said that for a minute the men had giv­en him a fright be­cause he thought he

    might have been re­lat­ed to them in­stead of to the Grand Vizier, who knew how to dress like a

    hu­man be­ing, which they did not. Then he in­quired of them which ditch­es they had dug and if

    any of them had seen their wives sober in the last decade.




    For some rea­son the dis­cus­sion seemed to end there with some­one throw­ing a punch in the

    cause of Irish wom­an­hood, hon­est la­bor and killing the dirty nig­ger lover. It was a

    mag­nif­icent fight. Bot­tles, chairs, fists. Fast. Fu­ri­ous. De­struc­tion. Courage.




    Bar­ney watched ev­ery minute of it, and the Vizier did him­self proud. Sin­gle-​hand­ed­ly,

    he seemed to be able to fend off the en­tire pop­ula­tion of the es­tab­lish­ment. Chairs broke

    over his head, fists smashed in­to his nose, bro­ken bot­tles drew blood. But the Vizier did

    not fall, and con­tin­ued to drop men with sin­gle strokes of his oak­en arms.




    Bar­ney would have liked to have seen the fin­ish of the fight and to tell the Grand Vizier

    what a mag­nif­icent man he was, but this was im­pos­si­blesince he was al­ready out the

    front doors of the sa­loon, and knew that it was on­ly a mat­ter of sec­onds be­fore the thin

    young man and the old Ori­en­tal seat­ed in the far cor­ner would be able to fight their way

    through the melee to get to him.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOUR





    Re­mo blocked a body that came fly­ing to­ward him. “Ex­cuse me,” he said to two men who

    were punch­ing one an­oth­er’s faces. They did not move out of the way. “Ex­cuse me,” he said

    again.




    “This’ll ex­cuse you,” one of the men said, di­rect­ing a left hook at Re­mo. Re­mo caught

    the man by the wrist and snapped it in half.




    “Agh­hhh!” the man screamed.




    “Hey,” the oth­er man yelled, grab­bing the back of Re­mo’s tee shirt. “What do you think

    you’re do­ing to my bud­dy?”




    “This,” Re­mo said, break­ing the man’s wrist in two be­tween his thumb and in­dex

    fin­ger.




    “I seen that,” an­oth­er man shout­ed, charg­ing Re­mo with a pool cue. He swung it over his

    head and brought it down full force over where Re­mo was stand­ing, but the stick missed its

    tar­get and be­fore he knew it the man was lift­ed in an arc to­ward the ceil­ing and then was

    crash­ing in­to the dis­play of bot­tles at the back of the bar.




    Bernard C. Daniels, smil­ing be­nign­ly in the door­way, arched an eye­brow in ap­proval at

    Re­mo’s bar-​fight­ing abil­ities.




    Re­mo did not ac­knowl­edge it, al­though he felt a small flush of pride at the sub­tle

    dis­play of ad­mi­ra­tion. Al­most ev­ery­one who saw Re­mo in ac­tion was ei­ther awestruck or

    ter­ri­fied, ex­cept for Chi­un, who could find flaws in even the most per­fect­ly timed

    ma­neu­ver. Rarely did Re­mo get a sin­cere “well done” from any­body, and even if this one had

    been from a man whose life he was go­ing to snuff out in less than thir­ty sec­onds, it felt

    good.




    A thank­less job, Re­mo thought as he lodged the bridge­work of a man wield­ing a gal­lon

    jar of pick­led eggs in­to his gums. Shriek­ing the man threw the jar on­to a near­by ta­ble

    where it splin­tered in­to a thou­sand glass shards. The mauve-​col­ored eggs in­side rolled

    on­to the floor, caus­ing a half dozen men to slip and fall and con­tin­ue bat­tling one

    an­oth­er ly­ing down.




    Then came a high-​pitched wail so pierc­ing, so piti­ful, that Re­mo had to take his eyes

    off Bar­ney Daniels, who still stood in the door­way.




    It was Chi­un, lean­ing crooked­ly against the bar near where the Grand Vizier stood

    bat­tle, a heap of un­con­scious men at his feet. “Re­mo,” Chi­un cried. The front of the old

    man’s red ki­mono was stained dark. “Re­mo,” he said again, his voice a gasp.




    Re­mo broke the legs of a man who stood in his way. He sent bod­ies fly­ing across the room

    with his feet. He hacked his way through the crowd, drop­ping men like bowl­ing pins, the

    pan­ic in­side him boil­ing to his core.




    “I am here, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said soft­ly, pick­ing up the old man as if he were a small

    child. How light his bones are, Re­mo thought as he raced outside with his pre­cious bun­dle,

    weight­less as bird’s feath­ers.




    Out­side, he placed Chi­un care­ful­ly on his back on the side­walk. The old man’s eye­lids

    flut­tered. “That was the worst ex­pe­ri­ence of my life,” Chi­un said, shud­der­ing.




    “I swear I’ll kill ev­ery last one of them. How bad is it?”




    “How bad is what?” Chi­un asked.




    “The wound,” Re­mo said.




    “Wound? Wound?”




    Slow­ly, Re­mo opened the ki­mono where the deep red stain was.




    “What Re­mo ​stop that, you an­imal,” Chi­un sput­tered, slap­ping Re­mo’s hands.




    “I have to see, Lit­tle Fa­ther.” Re­mo pulled the ki­mono open over a flash of in­tact

    yel­low skin.




    Chi­un bound­ed to his feet, his eyes bulging. “You have be­come in­sane!” he screeched,

    jump­ing up and down wild­ly, the wisps of white hair on his head stream­ing out be­hind him.

    “The stench of that vile place has turned you in­to a per­vert.” He clapped his hands over his

    sunken cheeks. “And you choose to per­form your odi­ous acts with me, with the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju him­self. Oh, crazy one, this is the end. You have gone too far now.”




    He stomped off, spit­ting on the ground and curs­ing his fate to have wast­ed so many years

    on a pupil who dared to at­tempt the un­speak­able with his own mas­ter.




    “Chi­un .. ​Chi­un,” Re­mo called, rac­ing af­ter him. “I on­ly want­ed to see where you

    were hurt.”




    “Hurt! My heart is bro­ken. My very soul has been des­ecrat­ed. You at­tempt­ed to dis­robe

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju on a pub­lic side­walk. Oh, this day, this day is cursed. Nev­er should

    I have arisen this day. Firsta foul-​smelling meat eater toss­es pur­ple egg juice on­to

    my hand-​wo­ven ki­mono. Then my own son- no. Not my son. A per­vert­ed white man whom I was

    duped in­to be­liev­ing was my good cre­ation, whom I nur­tured and taught the se­crets of

    ages. With his own hands, this white beast dares to ex­pose my very flesh on the street. In the

    de­bris of a sa­loon. Oh, shame. The house of Sinan­ju will nev­er re­cov­er from this

    shame.”




    “Egg juice?”




    “As I was de­fend­ing my­self from the lu­natic as­sault of a drunk­en per­son with a

    bot­tle, a sea of pu­trid pur­ple egg juice struck my gar­ment. This is a foul day, a day I

    shall nev­er be able to for­get.” He shook his head.




    “You mean you’re not wound­ed?”




    “I am deeply wound­ed. Grievous­ly, ir­repara­bly wound­ed. I must go now to burn in­cense

    and seek pu­rifi­ca­tion.”




    “Wait here.” Re­mo ran back to the tav­ern, where a mul­ti­tude of uni­formed po­lice­men

    had gath­ered to es­cort the cus­tomers in­to a wait­ing pad­dy wag­on. He checked the wag­on,

    and he checked the bar, but Daniels was gone.




    “I’ve lost him,” Re­mo said. “I lost my tar­get be­cause of your egg juice. I just blew my

    as­sign­ment.”




    “Do not speak to me, per­vert­ed one,” Chum said as he strode briskly to­ward their parked

    car. “I wish to be re­turned to my flow­er­less domi­cile, where I will make prepa­ra­tions to

    re­turn to my vil­lage and ac­cept the dis­hon­or that has be­fall­en the House of

    Sinan­ju.”




    “Chi­un, will you please calm down? I wasn’t try­ing to ex­pose you. I thought you were

    bleed­ing, that’s all. I didn’t know you’d go to pieces over a pick­led egg.”




    “Ugh. The very thought of a pick­led egg is re­volt­ing. And my ki­mono is de­stroyed. It

    must be burned.”




    “You have at least a hun­dred more.”




    “And if a moth­er who has five chil­dren sees one of them drowned in egg juice, does she say

    mere­ly that she has four oth­ers and blot the fifth child from her mem­ory? This was my

    fa­vorite robe. It is ir­re­place­able. And all for your sil­ly as­sign­ment, which you did not

    even com­plete suc­cess­ful­ly. It should” not have been dif­fi­cult to as­sas­si­nate a man

    whose bel­ly had been re­cent­ly stuffed with bloody beef, white bread, and foun­tains of

    al­co­hol.”




    “How do you know what he eats?”




    “I smelled it.”




    “In the bar?”




    “No, no. Id­iot. One could smell noth­ing in that place to com­pare with its own

    stom­ach-​shat­ter­ing fra­grances. I smelled it out­side, just be­fore you at­tempt­ed to

    dis­play my bel­ly to the world.”




    “Out­side where?”




    “Fool. On the fire es­cape. Great bil­lows of bloody beef and an al­co­holic bev­er­age

    based on mesquite were em­anat­ing from his mouth. Had your breath­ing been ad­equate, you

    could have per­ceived it as well.”




    Re­mo looked at the fire es­cape plat­form just above the front door.




    “The fire es­cape? You saw him up there?”




    “Why are you con­stant­ly amazed by what I say?” Chi­un screamed. “I told you he was on the

    fire es­cape. There­fore, I ob­vi­ous­ly saw him. Per­haps you should join the ranks of your

    CIA. A per­son of your in­tel­li­gence should be most wel­come there.”




    Re­mo ex­haled deeply. “I don’t be­lieve it,” he said. “I just don’t be­lieve it. You knew I

    had to getto Daniels. You saw Daniels. And you didn’t tell me.”




    “It is not my re­spon­si­bil­ity to do your smelling for you,” Chi­un sniffed. “You have

    ev­ident­ly grown so ob­tuse and per­vert­ed that you can­not even sum­mon your ol­fac­to­ry

    sens­es to as­sist you. A fine as­sas­sin. Noth­ing but a thug. Why should I strain my pow­ers

    to as­sist a thug in elim­inat­ing such a mag­nif­icent spec­imen of a man?”




    “Wait a minute. Two hours ago, you were telling me that Daniels was just an­oth­er tar­get,

    just an­oth­er mis­sion for the good of Sinan­ju.”




    “I said noth­ing of the kind.”




    “You did too, Chi­un.”




    “Then I have changed my mind. Your Mr. Daniels is a great man. A su­perb man. His leap to

    the fire es­cape was as­ton­ish­ing, for one who has tor­tured his body for so long.”




    “I don’t get it,” Re­mo said. “Did he see you?”




    “Of course. One does not look up­on the glo­ry of Sinan­ju with­out no­tice.”




    “What did he do when he saw you?”




    “Do? Why, he did on­ly what was prop­er and fit­ting. He salut­ed me.”




    “I see. Thanks. Thanks a very large pile, Chi­un. He could be dan­ger­ous, you know.”




    “So could you, for­mer son, if you had not grown fat and sloth­ful and still knew how to

    treat the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju with re­spect to his per­son.”




    “One salute. You let him get away for one cheap lit­tle salute.”




    “It was a sign of re­spect,” Chi­un said stub­born­ly. “Al­so a work of art.”




    “Oh, come on. Now that’s re­al­ly too much. A work of art! A work-“




    “The salute was per­formed while Mr. Danielsbal­anced on the balls of his feet,

    exquisite­ly, on the rail­ing of the fire es­cape, out of the way of the win­dow up there.”




    “Big deal,” Re­mo said, open­ing the car door for Chi­un.




    “And he was danc­ing. The dance of the wind.” Chi­un demon­strat­ed, his arms wav­ing at his

    sides, his head turn­ing slow cir­cles.




    “That’s not danc­ing. That’s weav­ing. Daniels was drunk as a pig.” He slammed the door.




    “Oh, to have had this spec­imen as a youth. To have been able to pass on the wis­dom of

    Sinan­ju to one who dances even while poi­soned, in­stead of a crazed per­vert who de­sires to

    un­dress his mas­ter in the street.”




    They were silent all the way back to the mo­tel. “Are you go­ing to fix din­ner?” Re­mo

    asked.




    “Why should I eat? My body has al­ready been des­ecrat­ed.”




    “Okay, I’ll fix din­ner.”




    “What a spec­imen,” Chi­un rem­inisced, smil­ing dream­ily. He salut­ed the wall.




    “I wish you’d quit this.”




    Chi­un sighed. “It was on­ly an old man’s re­mem­brance of his one brief mo­ment of

    recog­ni­tion in this dis­re­spect­ful world,” he said. He salut­ed again.




    The phone rang. “Please an­swer the tele­phone, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. “I am too worn and

    bro­ken to ex­ert my­self.”




    Re­mo snort­ed. “You know I al­ways an­swer the phone.”




    It was Smith.




    “Have you com­plet­ed the as­sign­ment?” he asked, his voice tense.




    “No. Thanks to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his ap­pre­ci­ation of al­co­holic bal­let, I

    have not.”




    “Good.”




    “Good?”




    “You see.” Chi­un in­ter­ject­ed. “It is not on­ly I who ap­pre­ci­ates this fine hu­man.

    The em­per­or al­so sees his grace and seeks to re­ward him for it.”




    “You’ve got to keep him alive,” Smith said.




    “What for?”




    “Be­cause some­one’s try­ing to kill him.”




    “Yeah. I am.”




    “Not any more. That en­ve­lope you couri­ered to me was made from pa­per fab­ri­cat­ed in

    His­pania. There’s some kind of con­nec­tion. I can’t get a fix on Denise Daniels yet, but that

    could take a while. Any­way, if some­body is try­ing to kill Daniels, it may be that he knows

    some­thing-​some­thing of val­ue to the U.S. That be­ing the case, he ought to be kept alive

    un­til we know what he knows.”




    “This is crazy. I was sup­posed to kill Daniels, but now that some­body else is try­ing to

    kill him, I’ve got to save him. Maybe that makes sense to you, Smit­ty, but it doesn’t make

    sense to me.”




    “Just let him do what he wants to do. Maybe it will stir the pot. But keep him alive. And

    Re­mo?”




    “What?”




    “That was good work, re­mem­ber­ing to pick up the pieces of pa­per from the

    en­ve­lope.”




    Re­mo looked over to Chi­un, who was salut­ing passers­by on the street be­low with a

    jaun­ty flick of his wrist. “Thanks,” Re­mo said. He hung up.




    Chi­un was beam­ing.




    “I’m glad you’re hav­ing such a good time,” Re­mo said. “Per­son­al­ly, none of this makes

    any sense to me.”




    “It makes per­fect sense, brain­less one.” Chi­un leaped to his feet as light­ly as a cloud.

    “All em­per­ors are crazy, and Smith is the cra­zi­est of them all. I will cook din­ner.”




    He padded to­ward the kitchen hum­ming a tune­less Ko­re­an melody.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIVE





    Bernard C. Daniels awoke in a flop­house two doors down from Mick­ey’s, his home be­ing

    three blocks away and there­fore too far to walk af­ter sev­er­al days of ri­otous drink­ing

    through­out the town of Wee­hawken.




    He rum­maged around in his pock­ets. The two hun­dred dol­lars was miss­ing. Well, I hope I

    en­joyed some of it, he thought as he scratched the tracks of a flea that had made its home on

    his scalp.




    Then he dis­cov­ered some­thing that made him feel very sad. His cred­it at Mick­ey’s Pub.

    was no longer good.




    He should have asked the Grand Vizier for more, But then, that would have been gone by now,

    too, he re­al­ized.




    “What day is it?” he asked the bar­tender.




    “It’s Fri­day, Bar­ney.”




    He looked at the lu­mi­nous clock over the bour­bons, scotch­es and ryes which rest­ed atop

    planks ofwood where the bar’s mir­rors had been. It read 8:30. It was al­ready dark

    out­side. “I’d bet­ter go,” he said.




    If he didn’t hur­ry for his ap­point­ment with the wom­an, he would be late. Four days late

    in­stead of three.




    The cab fare came to $4.95.




    Bar­ney hand­ed the driv­er a five-​dol­lar bill the bar­tender had lent him. The driv­er

    swiveled his big neck, rolled and fold­ed to re­sem­ble the Miche­lin Tire Man, and yelled

    af­ter him: “You promised me a big tip. I nev­er would have came to this here neigh­bor­hood

    for a nick­el.”




    Bernard C. Daniels could not be both­ered with boor­ish taxi drivers, not amid the squalor

    sur­round­ing him.




    He checked the num­ber on the build­ing. It was cor­rect. It was wedged be­tween un­end­ing

    rows of dirty, drab brown­stones. Ev­ery win­dow on the block ap­peared dark, hid­ing fad­ed

    shades and cur­tains, when there were cur­tains.




    A weak street light glowed like a lone­ly torch high above the garbage cans and met­al

    grat­ings that pro­tect­ed cel­lars. A sin­gle dog scur­ried with un­due noise across the

    black-​topped gut­ter. Traf­fic lights blinked their use­less sig­nals,




    Bar­ney heard the cab pull away as he mount­ed the steps. It left with a grum­ble.




    The brown­stone seemed iden­ti­cal to the oth­ers un­til Bar­ney no­ticed the door and

    dis­cov­ered it was on­ly a dis­tant rel­ative of those stench-​filled hous­es sur­round­ing

    it.




    His knock told him. There was no door­bell. On­ly a thin lay­er of the door was wood. The

    knock sound­ed like steel, ex­treme­ly heavy steel. Then Barney no­ticed that the win­dows were

    not re­al­ly open­ings to the street at his lev­el. There were Vene­tian blinds, all right, but

    they were per­ma­nent­ly mount­ed on steel sheets that closed up the win­dow.




    He knocked again.




    His in­stinct warned him, but on­ly a split sec­ond be­fore he felt the gen­tle point

    against his back. How many times had he felt that ten­der pre­lude to pain, that first

    search­ing of a man un­sure of his blade? If he had thought, he might not have done what he

    did. But years of sur­vival did not al­low the mind time to think. There was a point at which

    the body took over, dic­tat­ing its de­mands.




    With­out will, Bar­ney’s right hand slashed around, twist­ing his body down and away from

    the blade and find­ing a tar­get for the line of bone from his pinky tip to his wrist. It was a

    black tem­ple. It cracked with a snap­ping sound.




    The man’s head took off, fol­lowed by his neat small body en­cased in a neat black suit. The

    spec­tre tot­tered mo­men­tar­ily, then fell back­ward and would have tum­bled down the steps,

    but for more than a dozen men iden­ti­cal­ly dressed in neat black suits.




    They were packed in­to the stair­case be­hind him and the mass of their bod­ies caught their

    com­rade.




    A small bright blade with bluish edges tin­kled be­neath their feet on the stone steps. They

    all held sim­ilar blades. And they closed in on Bar­ney al­most noise­less­ly, a sea of shaven

    skulls mak­ing waves un­der the yel­low light of the street lamp.




    Bar­ney pressed his back to the met­al door and pre­pared to die.




    Just then, two men mov­ing so fast they were lit­tle more than blurs shot out of the

    dark­ness and in­to the mov­ing sea of shin­ing black heads.




    In an in­stant, the qui­et street was filled withscreams and the groans of dy­ing men

    as blade af­ter shim­mer­ing blade dropped to the ground and bod­ies twist­ed like wire fell on

    top of them.




    For Bar­ney, it was a vi­sion of hell, wit­ness­ing the tor­ment of men con­vulsed by pain

    and glad to die in or­der to end that pain.




    Bar­ney thought about that pain as he fired up a cigarette and winked at the two white men

    who were caus­ing it. Bet­ter them than me, he thought philo­soph­ical­ly.




    But one of the men was not white. He was an aged Ori­en­tal sport­ing a turquoise ki­mono.

    “Je­sus Christ,” Bar­ney mut­tered.




    It was all very con­fus­ing to him. Here were two guys, the same two guys he was sure were

    out to hit him, sav­ing his life. And fight­ing like bas­tards to boot. He had nev­er seen

    fight­ing like that. It was ef­fort­less, art­ful, ut­ter­ly eco­nom­ical of move­ment,

    to­tal­ly ef­fec­tive. Were it not for the car­nage sur­round­ing them, the young white man and

    the old Ori­en­tal could have been danc­ing a bal­let.




    Very con­fus­ing. He would have to think about this mat­ter. He would think about it

    im­me­di­ate­ly, in fact, just as soon as he had a drink of tequi­la to help him think

    bet­ter.




    As the two men si­lenced the last of the mob, Bar­ney rose to dust him­self off. His eyes

    fol­lowed the move­ments of the men as they dashed out of sight. The thin young man

    dis­ap­peared like a bul­let. The old Ori­en­tal fol­lowed, his robe float­ing be­hind him.




    But just as Bar­ney was prepar­ing to knock again, the Ori­en­tal re­turned. Stand­ing

    be­neath the street lamp, grin­ning broad­ly, the old man stiff­ened like a tiny tin samu­rai

    sol­dier and flicked Bar­ney an el­egant salute.




    “Thank you, sir,” Bar­ney said, his voice echo­ingdown the street, and re­turned the

    salute. Then the old man was gone.




    Bar­ney knocked twice more. Af­ter a long si­lence, the door sur­ren­dered and opened to him

    over a field of white plush car­pet­ing. Stand­ing at the door was the Grand Vizier of the

    Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood, two flesh-​col­ored Band-​Aids dec­orat­ing his fore­head.

    Flesh-​col­ored here meant brown, but against the Vizier’s egg­plant skin, the two strips of

    tape stood out like an ac­cu­sa­tion.




    “Am I late?” Bar­ney asked.




    “What you done?” the Grand Vizier yelled, look­ing out over the heap of bro­ken bod­ies in

    the street. One of the Vizier’s large black hands came down to Bar­ney’s right shoul­der and

    lift­ed him like a toy.




    “Leave him alone, y’hear?” came a wom­an’s voice. “I’ll take care of him, Mal­colm.”




    “Yes, ma’am,” the Grand Vizier said and al­lowed Bar­ney’s feet to touch the floor.




    She wore white slacks and a white blouse and Bar­ney al­most couldn’t see her be­cause of

    the cam­ou­flage. The whole in­te­ri­or of the build­ing, fire­place, so­fa, lamps, walls,

    ceil­ing, steps lead­ing up­stairs, all were paint­ed bund­ing white. Mar­ble, wood and cloth,

    all as white as the in­side of a bath­tub fac­to­ry run amok with hos­pi­tal or­ders.




    Her plat­inum hair fit the decor per­fect­ly. Bar­ney shook his head as if to clear it.

    There was some­thing about her. Some­thing. He tried to think but couldn’t.




    Mal­colm, the Grand Vizier, stood out, as he left the room, like an ink blot on a snowy

    tow­el. In the room, a faint fra­grance of lilacs re­placed the stink of garbage out­side.

    Bar­ney sniffed. He pre­ferred the garbage.




    “Beau­ti­ful,” said the wom­an, peek­ing out thedoor. She reached for a tele­phone,

    which was hid­den by its ab­sence of col­or, on a white ta­ble Bar­ney could bare­ly make out

    against the white wall.




    “Yes,” she said. “Yes. Tell them, Mal­colm, that their friends have all gone to Al­lah and

    will be re-​ward­ed there. Don’t for­get to men­tion that it was a white dev­il who killed

    them. Very good. Was it clean? Im­me­di­ate death? Good. Well done, Mal­colm.”




    Bar­ney heard, rather than saw, her hang up. She smiled, a pale, thin-​lipped smile. “You

    killed all those men out there.”




    “I had some help,” Bar­ney ad­mit­ted. “A hun­dred-​year-​old Chi­na­man did most of

    it.”




    The wom­an laughed. “You’re charm­ing,” she said. “And the rest of the Peach­es of Mec­ca

    will be im­pressed.”




    “The what?”




    “The Peach­es of Mec­ca. The body­guard of a new rev­olu­tion, a free­dom move­ment so

    sweep­ing it as­tounds the imag­ina­tion and thrills the soul. Of course, you just wiped out

    most of the Peach­es. We’ll have to get some new re­cruits.”




    “Got a drink?”




    “You’re a cold, hard pro­fes­sion­al, aren’t you? Mon­ey is your grounds for loy­al­ty,

    isn’t it? You’re cool, pre­cise, knowl­edge­able about es­pi­onage, death, and de­struc­tion.

    You think on­ly of the dol­lar and the pow­er it gives you, isn’t that right?”




    “Sure. Got a drink?” he re­peat­ed.




    She walked over to a well-​cam­ou­flaged white bar. “What’ll you have?” she asked.




    “Tequi­la.” The very word touched his heart.




    She poured him a tum­bler full of very ex­pen­sive Bo­li­vian fire­wa­ter and hand­ed it to

    him.




    “You have quite a rep­uta­tion for be­ing a com­pe­tent agent, Mr. Daniels,” she said.




    He poured the con­tents of the glass down his grate­ful throat. “Agents with rep­uta­tions

    are not com­pe­tent, madam. They are dead. May I have an­oth­er?” He held up the glass.




    “Of course. I want you to know be­fore we be­gin, Mr. Daniels, that you will al­ways have a

    drink wait­ing for you in my home.”




    “That’s re­al south­ern hos­pi­tal­ity, ma’am,” Bar­ney said smooth­ly, ac­cept­ing his

    sec­ond drink.




    “Any­time you want one, you just come on over and help your­self to my bar, hear?”

    “Yes’m.”




    “Even if I’m not at home, I will leave in­struc­tions that you be ad­mit­ted any­time you

    need a lit­tle drinky-​poo.”




    “I’ll re­mem­ber that, ma’am.” She smiled at him like a sleek white cat. “I’m sure you will,

    Mr. Daniels.”




    She sat down next to him on a white so­fa. “That was clever, what you said about agents with

    rep­uta­tions be­ing dead.”




    “Pleased to hear it, ma’am.” “Be­cause you’re go­ing to be dead soon.” “So you tell me.”




    “Un­less I help you. And I plan to help you.” “That’s right neigh­bor­ly. How’s about a

    lit­tle blast?” He of­fered her his emp­ty glass again. “Tequi­la,” he said.




    “In a minute. We want to talk first.” “We do?”




    “What do you think the black man wants, Mr. Daniels?”




    Bar­ney fur­rowed his brow in con­cen­tra­tion.




    “Can’t say I know which black man you’re talk­ing about, ma’am,” he said.




    “You’re a big­ot, Mr. Daniels.” Her eyes flashed. “You don’t know any­thing about the

    free­dom move­ment, and you don’t care.”




    “I re­sent that,” Bar­ney said, ris­ing. He eased his way to­ward the bar. “I care about

    free­dom as much as any­body. There is noth­ing more im­por­tant to me than free­dom. At this

    very mo­ment, in fact, the prospect of re­ceiv­ing a free drink from your bar is fore­most in

    my mind.”




    “You get back here. Come back to this couch this sec­ond; or I’ll or­der Mal­colm to smash

    ev­ery bot­tle in the house.”




    “I’m com­ing, I’m com­ing.” He sat down, his emp­ty glass clutched in his hand.




    “You are a back­ward, white lib­er­al big­ot who doesn’t un­der­stand the free­dom

    move­ment. So I will ex­plain it .to you.”




    “I was afraid of that,” Bar­ney mum­bled.




    “It’s the great spir­it ris­ing from the new­ly emerged na­tions of Africa. It’s writ­ten on

    the wind. The black man is pure. Un­tram­meled by white cor­rup­tion, un­touched by ei­ther

    com­mu­nism or cap­ital­ism. He is the fu­ture.”




    Bar­ney sensed move­ment in the tight­ly wrapped milk-​col­ored stretch pants and the full

    blouse that tight­ened at the waist. “What’s so pure about him?” he asked, man­ag­ing to tear

    his gaze from the sight of the wom­an’s full bounc­ing breasts.




    “He nev­er had a past. The white man robbed him of it.”




    “Cer­tain­ly,” Bar­ney said, as though see­ing for the first time in the light shed by this

    dizzy daf­fodil. Nev­er­the­less, sur­round­ing this ripe al­bi­no plant wasgreen, green

    mon­ey, all wa­tered by liquor. The black man was pure, yes in­deedy. Bar­ney couldn’t ar­gue

    with that.




    “He’s like writ­ing on a clean black­board,” Bar­ney of­fered.




    “Ex­act­ly,” said the wom­an, flow­er­ing with sud­den hap­pi­ness. “He’s been robbed,

    whipped, raped, cas­trat­ed, and ci­phered as a hu­man be­ing.”




    Bar­ney nod­ded know­ing­ly. “That’d make any­one pure,” he said.




    “Right. Per­haps I was wrong about you, Mr. Daniels. Per­haps you are in­ter­est­ed in more

    than mon­ey.”




    “But of course,” Bar­ney said gal­lant­ly. “I nev­er would have come here if I didn’t

    be­lieve I would be work­ing for a good cause.”




    “Ah, won­der­ful. A man who wants more than mon­ey. Good. We’re run­ning short of funds now

    any­how.”




    Bar­ney start­ed for the door.




    “Stop,” the wom­an called, wedg­ing her­self be­tween Bar­ney and the door be­fore he could

    lo­cate the white door­knob. “We have plen­ty of mon­ey. Mil­lions,” she yelled in­to his

    face.




    “Mil­lions?” Bar­ney asked.




    “Mil­lions.” She pulled him to­ward her. He at­tempt­ed to fight his way free, but his left

    hand which was reach­ing for the door drew it­self in­ex­pli­ca­bly around her waist in­stead.

    And his right hand some­how be­gan play­ing brazen­ly with her jig­gling breast and his lips

    were la­bor­ing above, work­ing their in­de­pen­dent way from her mouth down her neck to her

    erect pink nip­ples, and oh, good­ness gra­cious, her pants were com­ing off.




    “Take me up­stairs and make love to me,” she whis­pered hoarse­ly.




    “Yes, yes,” Bar­ney obeyed, lift­ing her off the smooth car­pet­ing and head­ing di­rect­ly

    for the stair­well with on­ly a small de­tour to the bar to pick up a bot­tle.




    In the round white bed, Bar­ney worked his hands over the wom­an’s silky body. She teased

    his ear with her teeth.




    “You will kill for me,” she hissed, fired with pas­sion.




    “Yeah,” Bar­ney said.




    She pulled him on top of her. “You’ll spy for me.”




    “Yeah.”




    “You’ll do any­thing I say.” With ag­oniz­ing slow­ness, she opened her legs to him.




    “Yeah.”




    “Any­thing.”




    “You name it,” Bar­ney said, bring­ing her to full gal­lop.




    “Any­thing,” she moaned.




    With in­tox­icat­ing re­lief, Bar­ney spent him­self. “Well, al­most any­thing, hon­ey,” he

    said, puff­ing. “Can’t rush in­to things, you know.”




    She was mad, but not too mad. About as mad as a sat­is­fied wom­an can get. “Roll over,” she

    said, tweak­ing his cheek.




    Bar­ney did, and his eye fell on the bot­tle he had brought up with him. It was bour­bon.

    What the hell, he thought. He would start cul­ti­vat­ing a taste for the stuff. It was eas­ier

    than trekking nude past Mal­colm to re­trieve the tequi­la.




    “For­got the glass­es.”




    “Drink from the bot­tle. Give me a cigarette.” She sat up in bed, her firm, sharp breasts

    peer­ing out above the sheets. Bar­ney hand­ed her a pack of smokes.




    He took a swig. It went down hot and good. It was fine bour­bon. There was much to be said

    about the drink.




    “How about me?” the wom­an asked. She ex-’ tend­ed her hand for the bot­tle.




    Bar­ney ex­am­ined the hand. It had fine lines. It was a fine hand. If he had an­oth­er

    bot­tle of bour­bon, he cer­tain­ly would have put it in­to that hand.




    “Well, how about me?”




    It was a good ques­tion. Bar­ney took an­oth­er swal­low, a long one. She had a right as his

    bed part­ner to share in the bour­bon. An in­alien­able right. She cer­tain­ly had that right.

    And it was her bour­bon. Bar­ney swal­lowed again and moved her hand away.




    She set­tled for a cigarette. They lay back con­tent­ed­ly, she smok­ing, Bar­ney drink­ing,

    and she told him about the Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood.




    Her name was Glo­ria X and she was its lead­er al­though on­ly a hand­ful of peo­ple knew

    it. It was a se­cret so­ci­ety aimed at fo­ment­ing a sense of out­rage among the black

    peo­ple, to make them an­gry enough to re­volt against their white op­pres­sors.




    “Enough, enough,” Bar­ney said, wav­ing away her pre­pared speech. “What is it you want me

    to do? Paint my face with shoe pol­ish and join the Peach­es of Mec­ca?”




    “I want you to kill some­one.”




    “Any­one spe­cial?”




    “A promi­nent civ­il rights lead­er whose mid­dle-​of-​the-​road pol­icy is hold­ing back

    the cause of black na­tion­al­ism and the free­dom move­ment.”




    “How do you know I won’t go rac­ing off to the po­lice with this in­for­ma­tion?”




    “Be­cause, Mr. Daniels.” She smiled evil­ly.




    “Be­cause what?”




    She stared di­rect­ly in­to his eyes, her cold­ness reach­ing to the pit of Bar­ney’s

    stom­ach. “Be­cause I know what hap­pened in Puer­ta del Rey. That’s an in­ter­est­ing scar you

    car­ry,” she said, touch­ing the “CIA” brand on his bel­ly.




    Bar­ney turned to­ward her. He was about to speak. He was about to tell her that he him­self

    did not re­mem­ber what hap­pened in His­pania that led him through the jun­gle and in­to the

    hut where he had been tied and cut and burned with the glow­ing pok­er, that he did not

    re­mem­ber the thing buried deep in his brain, the event that caused him not to care when they

    cut him and beat him and brand­ed him and yet kept him alive in spite of the tor­ture.




    He was go­ing to tell her, but she cut him off. “So I know, Mr. Daniels, that you have no

    love forchis gov­ern­ment or its agen­cies or, for that mat­ter, for white men.”




    So she didn’t know. She didn’t know any more than he did.




    “And be­sides, Mr. Daniels,” she con­tin­ued, “if you refuse I will have you killed. Now

    hush up. The news is com­ing on.”




    Glo­ria X flipped a switch at the bed ta­ble and a tran­sis­tor­ized tele­vi­sion set on the

    op­po­site wall in­stant­ly lit up.




    Bar­ney sipped the bour­bon, once again try­ing to re­mem­ber His­pania but fail­ing, as

    al­ways. Some­thing had hap­pened there. Some­thing.




    The news­cast re­port­ed on the usu­al go­ings on of the plan­et. A rev­olu­tion in Chile, a

    flood in Mis­souri. A drought threat­ened in New Jer­sey, and a civ­il rights threat in New

    York.




    Glo­ria X be­gan to emit hap­py lit­tle squeals as the tele­vi­sion flashed a pic­ture of a

    fat black man. Daniels had seen him sev­er­al times on TV in SouthAmer­ica. He was called

    a na­tion­al civ­il rights lead­er. He spoke a lot, but was nev­er shown with a fol­low­ing of

    more than forty per­sons, most of them white Epis­co­pal min­is­ters.




    He was Calder Raisin, na­tion­al di­rec­tor of the Union of Racial Jus­tice, com­mon­ly

    called URGE, fat, pompous, in­vari­ably mak­ing wild in­ac­cu­rate state­ments cal­cu­lat­ed to

    of­fend whites and at best amuse blacks who paid him no at­ten­tion any­way.




    The af­fect­ed voice bel­lowed out of the TV set. “The Block Mon,” Raisin shout­ed, “will

    not tol­er­ate lily-​white hos­pi­tal staffs. At least one out of ev­ery five doc­tors must be

    black, in both pub­lic and pri­vate hos­pi­tals.” It took Bar­ney a while to un­der­stand that

    “Block Mon” meant “black man.” Maybe Raisin’s gulp­ing ade­noidal pro­nun­ci­ation was a new

    proof of high cul­ture.




    “Mr. Raisin,” the tele­vi­sion re­porter quizzed, “where will the coun­try get all these

    black, doc­tors?”




    “Af­ter cen­turies of ed­uca­tion­al de­pri­va­tion, the Block Mon must be giv­en doc­tor’s

    de­grees. I de-​mah­nd a mas­sive med­ical ed­uca­tion pro­gram for Blacks, and, if need be, an

    eas­ing of the dis­crim­ina­to­ry stan­dards of med­ical boards.”




    “Would you name these dis­crim­ina­to­ry stan­dards?”




    “I would be glad to. Be­cause of seg­re­gat­ed and in­fe­ri­or ed­uca­tion, the Block Mon

    has more dif­fi­cul­ty get­ting in­to med­ical school, let alone pass­ing tests giv­en by white

    med­ical boards of ex­am­ina­tion;




    “I demah­nd im­me­di­ate abo­li­tion of en­trance ex­am­ina­tions for med­ical schools. I

    demah­nd the end of test­ing to pass. I demah­nd the end of the strict stan­dards of med­ical

    schools as just an­oth­er tech­nique of Jim Crow seg­re­ga­tion, north­ern style.”




    “And if your demah­nds-​er, de­mands-​are not met by the med­ical schools?” the re­porter

    asked.




    “We shall be­gin a sick-​in, uti­liz­ing ev­ery bad­ly need­ed hos­pi­tal bed. I call up­on

    ev­ery­one, Block Mon and white alike, who has a pas­sion for racial jus­tice to reg­is­ter at

    a hos­pi­tal. I have here a list of pho­ny symp­toms guar­an­teed to get you ad­mit­ted. When

    the tru­ly sick are dy­ing in the streets be­cause there are no beds for them, per­haps then

    the med­ical schools will face up to the need to cre­ate more black doc­tors.”




    The cam­era panned back, re­veal­ing the port­ly Mr. Calder Raisin clad in a white

    hos­pi­tal gown, stand­ing by an emp­ty bed. His voice was tak­en off the au­dio and a

    com­mer­cial for throat lozenges went on.




    “Oh. Oh,” squealed Glo­ria X. “He’s great. Great. Just great. Great.”




    With each great, Bar­ney felt her squeeze a ten­der spot of his anato­my.




    “Great,” Glo­ria X said.




    Bar­ney pinched her hand. She ig­nored the pinch. “Great, he was great, dar­ling. Wasn’t he

    won­der­ful?”




    Bar­ney sipped the bour­bon and grunt­ed. “He’s not my type.”




    “Well, he is mine,” Glo­ria X said. “He’s my hus­band.”




    Bar­ney looked at her.




    She’leaned over, brushed the bot­tle away from Bar­ney’s mouth on­to the floor, and ran her

    tongue over his lips.




    “He’s re­al­ly great,” she whis­pered. “It’s a shame you’re go­ing to have to kill him.”




    Bar­ney pushed her away from him. “Now wait asec­ond. First you tell me you’re

    mar­ried to this choco­late donut-“




    Glo­ria nod­ded. “He’s great,” she said.




    “And then you tell me to go out and kill him.”




    She smiled.




    “May I ask why?” he said af­ter a pause.




    “To fur­ther the cause of black free­dom,” she said. “To elim­inate Raisin’s

    mid­dle-​of-​the-​road pol­icy from the ris­ing black con­scious­ness. To demon­strate to my

    fol­low­ers that per­son­al sac­ri­fice in the cause of free­dom is glo­ri­ous-“




    “And to col­lect the in­sur­ance mon­ey?”




    “It’s a bun­dle, big boy.” She winked.




    “That’s what I thought,” Bar­ney said. He took a deep swig from the bour­bon bot­tle and

    rolled away from her.


  




  

    CHAPTER SIX





    The Grand Vizier of the Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood held open the door for Bar­ney as he

    tip­toed out of Glo­ria X’s house at five in the morn­ing.




    “Thanks, Mal­colm,” he said, try­ing not to slur his words too much.




    “Once you out on the street, you ain’t my prob­lem,” Mal­colm an­swered. “Plen­ty of bloods

    be hap­py to see your white face this time of day. Ain’t no way Al­lah be look­ing out for you,

    white scum.”




    “Hare Kr­ish­na,” Bar­ney said with a bow.




    Bar­ney wasn’t afraid of mug­gers. He could stillfight when he had to. He wasn’t

    afraid of killers. He had killed too many times him­self not to know that killers were

    gen­er­al­ly more fright­ened than their-​vic­tims un­less the killers were very well trained,

    and if the Peach­es of Mec­ca were the best fight­ing men in the neigh­bor­hood, he was in no

    dan­ger. And, with noth­ing in his pock­et but the five-​dol­lar bill Glo­ria X had giv­en him

    to in­sure his re­turn, he wasn’t par­tic­ular­ly afraid of get­ting robbed.




    What Bar­ney Daniels was afraid of was that crazy old Ori­en­tal guy who seemed to

    ma­te­ri­al­ize mag­ical­ly on the dim street cor­ner ahead. He pre­pared to run in the

    op­po­site di­rec­tion, but the old man was stand­ing be­side him be­fore Bar­ney could

    ex­ecute the about-​face.




    “You sure are fast, Pops,” Bar­ney said.




    “Thank you. Greet­ings. I am Chi­un.”




    “Bar­ney Daniels.”




    “Yes, I know.”




    “Where’s your friend?”




    “He is near­by.”




    Bar­ney looked around him, but saw no one. “I don’t mean to be nosy, Chi­un, but are you

    plan­ning to kill me?”




    “No.”




    Bar­ney breathed eas­ier. “That’s good. You know, Chi­un, for some rea­son you don’t look

    like you live in the neigh­bor­hood.”




    “I do not. My home is the vil­lage of Sinan­ju, in Ko­rea.”




    “I see,” Bar­ney said, as though that ex­plained ev­ery­thing. “Go­ing my way?”




    “Yes,” They walked silent­ly for an­oth­er half block.




    Bar­ney tried again. “Lis­ten, I know this sounds weird, but-“




    “Yes?”




    “No, it’s too weird.”




    “Go ahead. You may ask.”




    “Okay.” He felt fool­ish even think­ing it. “It’s just that I saw you fight. You were

    pret­ty good, know what I mean?”




    Chi­un smiled. “It was noth­ing.”




    “So I was won­der­ing, if you can fight like that, and if you’re not go­ing to kill me, well

    . . .”




    “Yes?”




    “Are you my fairy god­fa­ther or some­thing?”




    A voice be­hind him snick­ered. Bar­ney jumped in­to the air, his heart thud­ding. “Good

    re­flex­es,” Re­mo re­marked.’




    “How long have you been back there?”




    “Since you left the house.”




    Bar­ney shook his head. “You two are re­al­ly some­thing,” he said, ex­tend­ing his hand to

    Re­mo. “Bar­ney Daniels.”




    “Idi Amin,” Re­mo said, de­clin­ing the hand.




    “One of us is the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un elab­orat­ed. “The oth­er is a rude per­vert

    who is bare­ly use­ful for house­hold tasks.”




    “And the third is a drunk we’ve had to stay up all night watch­ing while he humped his way

    to heav­en,” Re­mo growled.




    “How could you watch?”




    Re­mo shrugged. “No scru­ples, I guess.”




    “I mean, the sides of the build­ing were sheer faces of poured con­crete. You couldn’t have

    looked in the win­dow.”




    “Suit your­self.”




    “What did you hear?” Bar­ney asked, test­ing.




    “Noth­ing spe­cial. Grunts, groans, a cou­ple of gig­gles from Blondie, a belch or two from

    you-​the usu­al.”




    “Hm­mm.”




    “And your promise to knock off Cold­er Raisin for her.”




    Bar­ney winced. “You from the CIA?” he asked.




    “That does it,” Re­mo said. “He’s go­ing back un­con­scious, like I said.” There was a

    flur­ry of dis­cus­sion in Ko­re­an be­tween the old man named Chi­un and the young wise

    guy.




    “No!” Chi­un said fi­nal­ly in En­glish. “He is a man. He will walk.”




    “Walk where?” Bar­ney asked bel­liger­ent­ly.




    “Tenth Av­enue in mid­town.”




    “What for?”




    “We’re sup­posed to keep you alive.”




    “On Tenth Av­enue? I’d have a bet­ter chance of stay­ing alive in the Klondike wear­ing a

    jock­strap.”




    “Breathe in the oth­er di­rec­tion,” Re­mo said.




    “Who sent you here?”




    “Your fairy god­fa­ther. Get mov­ing.”




    Bar­ney bris­tled. “Look, you guys, I ap­pre­ci­ate what you did for me back there, but I

    want to know where I’m go­ing and why.”




    Re­mo sighed. “Let me knock him out,” he said to Chi­un.




    “You are in no dan­ger with us,” Chi­un ex­plained. “How­ev­er, our em­ploy­er feels that

    oth­ers will at­tempt to do you harm. We are to pro­tect you.”




    “So why do you have to pro­tect me on Tenth Av­enue? Why not just fol­low me home to

    Wee­hawken?”




    “Be­cause you’ve de­cid­ed to mur­der some­body,” Re­mo said, dis­gust­ed. “And I’ve got to

    ask Up­stairs if you’re al­lowed to. Com­pli­ca­tions. Al­ways com­pli­ca­tions.”




    Chi­un smiled proud­ly. “I knew he was an as­sas­sin.”




    “A fel­low’s got to earn a liv­ing,” Bar­ney said.




    They turned left on 81st Street, where muf­fled mu­sic leaked from a cel­lar door. “Oh,”

    Bar­ney said ex­cit­ed­ly. “I al­most for­got about this place. A ter­rif­ic af­ter-​hours

    club. Care to join me for a cock­tail?”




    He veered off. Re­mo col­lared him.




    This up­set Bar­ney. Did they know that he might not make the trip back to Tenth Av­enue

    alive with­out some liq­uid re­fresh­ment to quench his thirst? Did they know they might well

    be de­liv­er­ing a corpse to their em­ploy­er? Did they want that?




    “Walk,” Re­mo said.




    “If I fought you, you’d win, right?”




    “Wouldn’t be sur­prised,” Re­mo said.




    “If you knocked me out, would you car­ry me?”




    “I sup­pose I’d have to,” Re­mo said. “Where on Tenth Av­enue are we go­ing?”




    “Forty-​fourth Street.”




    “That’s too far. A cock­tail, or I go un­con­scious.” He of­fered his neck to Re­mo.




    Just then, a gang of eight Puer­to Ri­can street toughs ap­proached them. One of them was

    pick­ing his teeth with a stilet­to. They cir­cled the three strangers in the

    neigh­bor­hood.




    “Hey, man, you got any change?” the one with the stilet­to asked Chi­un, teas­ing the knife

    around his wrin­kled throat.




    “You are an­noy­ing me with that toy,” Chi­un said.




    The eight of them laughed.




    “Tell them to go suck a man­go,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed to Chi­un.




    “How about this toy?” an­oth­er asked, nick­ing out his stilet­to with a pop. Six more pops

    punc­tu­at­ed thenight. Eight blades flashed. The cir­cle closed more tight­ly.




    Bar­ney moved in­to po­si­tion, but Re­mo pulled him away. “He can take care of him­self,”

    he said.




    “What do you say, old man?” the lead­er sneered. “Got any last words?”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. “Twice this night I have been in­con­ve­nienced by groups of hooli­gans

    with knives. It is get­ting to be im­pos­si­ble to walk these streets, and I plan to com­plain

    about it. I sug­gest you stop both­er­ing in­no­cent pedes­tri­ans and go home. Al­so, it is

    dis­re­spect­ful to call me old.”




    The lead­er poised his stilet­to at Chi­un’s throat. On the oth­er side, an­oth­er gang

    mem­ber crept up be­hind Chi­un, pre­pared to slash at Ms back. “Those your last words,

    man?”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. And then he kicked be­hind him to re­lo­cate the man­hood of the

    ap­proach­ing man in­to the man’s kid­neys and the gang lead­er was thrust­ing his stilet­to

    in­to thin air as he hur­tled above the heads of his as­so­ciates and came to rest around a

    tele­phone pole, which he en­cir­cled like a wreath halfway up the pole.




    Two gang mem­bers fled im­me­di­ate­ly. The re­main­ing four bashed their heads to­geth­er

    with the per­fect syn­chro­niza­tion of a Bus­by Berke­ley cho­rus line as Chi­un whirled

    around them. Their skulls cracked and flat­tened on im­pact.




    The man with re­lo­cat­ed tes­ti­cles rolled over once with a groan and then was silent. The

    man hug­ging the tele­phone pole slid bone­less­ly to the ground.




    “Ir­ri­tat­ing,” Chi­un mut­tered, turn­ing back to Re­mo and Daniels. “Egg juice. Knives.

    Name-​call­ing. It is enough to cause in­di­ges­tion. And you,” he said, point­ing

    men­ac­ing­ly to­ward Bar­ney. “You will walk.”




    “Yes, sir. Noth­ing like a good walk to perk up the old cir­cu­la­tion. That’s what I

    al­ways say. A good walk stills the nerves.” “And be silent.”




    Bar­ney walked to Tenth Av­enue as the dawn rose. In ut­ter qui­et.




    Bar­ney stuck a cigarette in his mouth as he en­tered the mo­tel room. Re­mo crushed it

    in­to pow­der, so that Bar­ney stood in the door­way hold­ing a match to a one-​inch fil­ter.

    Then Re­mo reached in­to Bar­ney’s coat pock­et and pul­ver­ized the rest of the pack.




    “You could have just said you pre­ferred I didn’t smoke,” Bar­ney said. He looked around the

    room. “Re­al cozy. Where’s my room?” Re­mo point­ed.




    Bar­ney looked in­side. “That’s the bath­room.”




    “That’s right.”Go take a show­er. You smell like a brew­ery.”




    “Okay, okay,” Bar­ney said. “You don’t have to be rude about it.”




    “Be sure to lock the door,” Chi­un said. “One nev­er knows what a per­vert might try.”




    “Got a drink?”




    “No,” Re­mo said, glow­er­ing.




    “Just asked, that’s all No rea­son to get touchy.” Bar­ney head­ed off to­ward the bath­room

    and turned on the show­er.




    Re­mo called Smith. “We’ve got Daniels here,” he said.




    “What­ev­er for?”




    He told Smith about Glo­ria X and the Peach­es of Mec­ca and Bar­ney’s as­sign­ment to kill

    Calder Raisin.




    “It doesn’t make any sense,” Smith said.




    “Glad you agree.”




    “What does any of this have to do with His-​pa­nia?” Smith won­dered aloud.




    “Prob­ably noth­ing. He’s prob­ably just try­ing to pick up a few bucks. The ques­tion is,

    what do we do with this rum pot?”




    “Hang on to him un­til I can put ev­ery­thing in­to the com­put­er. Don’t let him kill

    Raisin. What’s Glo­ria X’s ad­dress?”




    Re­mo gave it to him as Smith punched the in­for­ma­tion in­to the com­put­er con­sole.




    “And what’s her re­al last name?”




    “Raisin.”




    “What?”




    “She’s Raisin’s wife. That’s what she said.”




    Smith was silent for a long mo­ment be­fore he said, “She can’t be.”




    “Why not? In­ter­ra­cial mar­riages and mur­der be­tween spous­es has nev­er been big

    news.”




    “Be­cause Calder Raisin’s wife lives in, Westch­es-​ter with their two kids un­der an­oth­er

    name, and they’re all as black as Raisin is. He keeps their pro­file low for se­cu­ri­ty

    rea­sons, but he spends the week­ends there. That in­for­ma­tion is in ev­ery per­son­al

    bi­ograph­ical print­out on ev­ery com­put­er in the coun­try.”




    “Maybe he’s got two wives,” Re­mo of­fered.




    ”I’ll check it out. How old is Glo­ria?”




    “Mid-​twen­ties. South­ern ac­cent. Fa­nat­ic about the up­com­ing black rev­olu­tion.”




    “Good,” Smith said, key­ing in the ma­te­ri­al. “I’ll go through the SDS and black

    or­ga­ni­za­tions lists. Any­thing else?”




    Re­mo thought for a mo­ment. “She talks a lot while screw­ing.”




    Smith’s key­board fell silent. “Is that ev­ery­thing?” he asked dri­ly.




    “I guess so.” Re­mo heard the phone click off.




    It just didn’t make sense.




    Smith read the print­out on the video screen for the third time:




    RAISIN, CALDER B.




    B. 1925, BIRM­ING­HAM, ALA.




    AT­TEN­DANCE, MERI­WETHER COL­LEGE, 1 YR.




    PRESENT OCC: DI­REC­TOR, UNION RACIAL JUS­TICE (URGE)




    FOR­MER OCC: ASST. DIR., RAY THE JUNKMAN, INC., NEW YORK CITY.




    FOR­MER OCC (2): SAN­ITA­TION PER­SON­NEL, CITY OF NEW YORK




    MAR­RIED 1968, LOR­RAINE RAISIN, FORM. DAL­WELL




    CHIL­DREN (2) LA­MONTE, B. 1969, MAR­TIN LUTHER, B. 1974.




    NO PREV. MAR­RIAGE OR OFF­SPRING




    IN­COME: $126,000




    HEALTH: POOR




    SUB (1) HEALTH




    CAN­CER, COLON. TER­MI­NAL HOSP: ROO­SEVELT, 8/79




    ROO­SEVELT, 5/79




    ROO­SEVELT, 3/79




    LENOX HILL, 12/78




    A.B. LO­GAN, 9/78




    N.Y. UNIV. HOSP, 2/78




    “Can­cer,” Smith said out loud. What rea­son would any­one have for as­sas­si­nat­ing a

    ter­mi­nal can­cer pa­tient?




    The ob­vi­ous an­swer, that Glo­ria X and her Peach­es of Mec­ca didn’t know about Raisin’s

    ill­ness, was too re­mote for Smith to con­sid­er. Any or­ga­ni­za­tion, par­tic­ular­ly a

    black or­ga­ni­za­tion, will­ing to hire an as­sas­sin would know enough about Raisin to know

    he wasn’t go­ing to live long. But then the Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood wasn’t an of­fi­cial

    or­ga­ni­za­tion. In fact, the first traces of the Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood that the

    com­put­er was able to pick up had ap­peared less than a year be­fore. Dur­ing the same month

    that Bar­ney Daniels had been re­turned from His­pania to the Unit­ed States.




    Blam­ing the as­sas­si­na­tion of a civ­il rights lead­er on an ex-​CIA agent might make

    some sense as part of some larg­er scheme. It could make the agen­cy look even worse to the

    pub­lic than it al­ready did.




    But as part of what larg­er scheme? What could His­pania, a ba­nana re­pub­lic no larg­er

    than Rhode Is­land, with a gross na­tion­al prod­uct so small that most of its in­hab­itants

    lived hi jun­gle huts-​what could His­pania do to Amer­ica?




    Amer­ica could wipe it out with a sneeze.




    And even if His­pania were con­nect­ed to the Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood in some way, how

    could Smith ex­plain the His­pania en­ve­lope filled with plas­tic ex­plo­sive-​the en­ve­lope

    that was de­liv­ered to Bar­ney? And the name on the en­ve­lope, Denise Daniels. Who was she?

    There had been 122 Denise Danielses on Smith’s print­out, and none of them were re­lat­ed ha

    any way to Bernard C. Daniels with the ex­cep­tion of a third cousin of Bar­ney’s un­cle who

    lived in Toron­to. Smith would have to cre­ate a new code to tap in­to in­ter­na­tion­al

    per­son­al bi­ograph­icalda­ta banks. He would be­gin with His­pania. But it could take

    years to sift through the names of ev­ery per­son, liv­ing or dead, in the en­tire world.




    None of it made sense. But the weird­est piece of the puz­zle was right in New York

    City.




    Glo­ria X.




    Who was Glo­ria X?




    “A po­lit­ical ge­nius with the body of a god­dess, that’s who you are,” rum­bled Gen­er­al

    Ro­bar Es­tom­ago as Glo­ria rose from be­tween his legs. “Al­so you give the best head in

    Puer­ta del Rey,” he added with a chuck­le.




    “The best in the world, Ro­bar hon­ey,” she said, rub­bing her jaw. “Tak­ing me out of that

    whore­house and set­ting me loose back in Amer­ica were the smartest things you ev­er did. Now

    I’m all yours.” She re­ar­ranged her­self on the bed in Es­tom­ago’s of­fice at the end of the

    His­pani­an Em­bassy build­ing.




    “No, my hot puff pas­try, not all mine. You are His­pania’s. When you com­plete this

    mis­sion, El Pres­idente De Cu­lo will erect a stat­ue of you.”




    “Hope it’s more erect than El Pres­idente,” she gig­gled.




    “Your plan is go­ing well, I take it?”




    “Per­fect­ly. I told you the bomb in the en­ve­lope wouldn’t work. Daniels is too smart to

    be bumped off so eas­ily. This way, we get rid of him nice and le­gal, and crack this two-​bit

    coun­try apart while we’re at it. This place’ll be so torn up with ri­ots and demon­stra­tions

    that no­body will even see us com-​ing.”




    “Boom,” Es­tom­ago said, ges­tur­ing wild­ly. “El Pres­idente will love that. And so will

    our Rus­sian spon­sors.”




    “That’s right, sweet­ie. And you’re go­ing to love this.”




    At that, Glo­ria X nes­tled her head against the bel­ly of the His­pani­an am­bas­sador and

    be­gan to prove her­self again.




    Gen­er­al Ro­bar Sal­va­tore Es­tom­ago, chief emer­itus of the Na­tion­al Se­cu­ri­ty

    Coun­cil of the Re­pub­lic of His­pania, cur­rent am­bas­sador to the Unit­ed States, and

    re­cip­ient of the con­sid­er­able per­son­al fa­vors of Glo­ria X, had come a long way from

    flip­ping Big Macs at the lo­cal Mc­Don­ald’s fran­chise in Puer­ta del Rey.




    The short-​or­der stint was a post he had held im­me­di­ate­ly pri­or to his ap­point­ment

    as head hon­cho of His­pania’s se­cret po­lice un­der El Pres­idente Cara De Cu­lo.




    He shift­ed his ro­tund low­er bel­ly to grant Glo­ria bet­ter ac­cess to his leg­endary

    tool which, were it not for its ex­em­plary size, would be all but hid­den from view by the

    porcine pro­por­tions of his tor­so.




    Her head bobbed en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly, her blonde hair spilling out over his swarthy skin

    like a gold­en cloud. All his life he had fan­cied gringo wom­en, white as di­amonds. And

    Glo­ria was white to the core. She em­bod­ied ev­ery­thing he had ev­er dreamed or feared about

    white wom­en. Glo­ria was beau­ti­ful, cru­el, de­ceit­ful, du­plic­itous, self­ish, spoiled,

    and un­ac­cus­tomed to any sort of work. She was al­so ut­ter­ly con­temp­tu­ous of her

    home­land, and sought to de­stroy Amer­ica with more zeal than El Pres­idente and the Rus­sian

    pre­mier com­bined.




    Es­tom­ago knew he’d found a trea­sure in Glo­ria the minute she walked down the ramp of the

    Amer­ican ship on­to the docks at Puer­ta del Rey, whistling as she stripped to the skin and

    start­ed so­lic­it­ing the dock work­ers.




    She had come with a shipload of wom­en, vol­un­teers anx­ious to get out of Amer­ican

    pris­ons, even if it meant a long re­ha­bil­ita­tion work pro­gram in His­pania. But the work

    was top-​se­cret and all the work­ers were fat­ed for dis­pos­al and since Glo­ria was blonde

    and Es­tom­ago lust­ed for her, he saved her from the nor­mal work de­tails, and put her in an

    oc­cu­pa­tion more suit­ed to her tal­ents. He set her up in the biggest whore­house in town,

    with in­struc­tions to re­port on ev­ery im­por­tant Amer­ican who vis­it­ed the place.




    It was a good move. Be­cause of one Amer­ican, a CIA agent who knew more than agents in

    His­pania were sup­posed to know, Es­tom­ago was now am­bas­sador to the Unit­ed States. Al­so

    be­cause of that one Amer­ican-​Bernard C. Daniels-​a grand scheme was now com­ing in­to play,

    a scheme de­vised by Glo­ria to dis­rupt the Unit­ed States, up­set the bal­ance of pow­er in

    the world, and to thrust His­pania to world pow­er, just as sure­ly as Es­tom­ago was

    thrust­ing now un­der the ex­pert guid­ance of Glo­ria’s tongue and lips.




    “Ah yes,” Es­tom­ago sighed, fan­ning him­self with a framed pho­to­graph of El Pres­idente,

    which he kept by the bed. “You sure know your busi­ness.”




    “De­stroy­ing Amer­ica is my busi­ness,” she said curt­ly, wip­ing her mouth. “In spite of

    these black fools you have sad­dled me with.”




    “The Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood is a good cov­er for us,” Es­tom­ago said. “Be­sides, you

    were the one who thought of cre­at­ing it in the first place.”




    “It’ll serve its pur­pose,” she said. “I’m send­ing Daniels out to bump off Calder Raisin.

    That ought to work the nig­gies in­to a ram­page.”




    “And Daniels? Did he ob­ject?”




    “That poor drunk­en thing? I told him I was Raisin’s wife and that I was af­ter the

    in­sur­ance mon­ey.”




    “An Amer­ican will al­ways be­lieve in greed,” Es­tom­ago said lofti­ly.


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVEN





    “Gone? What do you mean he’s gone?” Re­mo ran in­to the bath­room where Chi­un stood on the

    toi­let lid, peer­ing out the open win­dow. “A true as­sas­sin,” Chi­un said, glow­ing.

    “Noth­ing can de­ter him from his goal.”




    “I’ve got to get to Raisin,” Re­mo said.




    The lead­er of URGE stood on the front steps of Long­worth Hos­pi­tal. He was wear­ing a

    short white hos­pi­tal gown tied by two bows in the back, re­veal­ing a pair of red and green

    striped shorts. Be­fore him, a dozen demon­stra­tors sim­ilar­ly at­tired sprawled across the

    ex­panse of mar­ble steps read­ing com­ic books and pass­ing mar­ijua­na joints. Ahead of them,

    tele­vi­sion cam­eras record­ed the pro­ceed­ings.




    “My fel­low free­dom fight­ers,” Raisin in­toned in­to the mi­cro­phones in front of him. A

    breeze shim­mied through the thin gown he was wear­ing, caus­ing it to rip­ple at his

    knees.




    “I stand be­fore you to­day in the cause of jus­tice.”




    He turned aside and hissed, “Sheeit, broth­er, it cold out here. Go get rne my robe.”




    A white man whose hos­pi­tal gown was adorned with but­tons ad­vo­cat­ing peace, the

    abo­li­tion of nu­cle­ar pow­er, the ex­ecu­tion of the Shah of Iran, the ex­pul­sion of whites

    from South Africa, the elim­ina­tion of noise from ur­ban cen­ters, and a very old one

    de­mand­ing the death of any­one over thir­ty years of age, shuf­fled in­to the hos­pi­tal to

    get Raisin the robe.




    “I urge you to join us here at Long­worth Hos­pi­tal to help us meet our de­mands for

    equal­ity in the med­ical pro­fes­sion. I urge you to par­tic­ipate in our call to ac­tion. I

    urge you to an­swer that call with us. Be­cause, fel­low sup­port­ers of this na­tion’s

    op­pressed Block Mon, the URGE must be met.”




    He. point­ed his fin­ger in the air and scowled fe­ro­cious­ly at the cam­eras. “And I tell

    you now as I stand be­fore you, that I have more than a dream. I tell you, with four hun­dred

    years of black servi­tude echo­ing these words through the ages: I’VE GOT THE URGE!”




    The peo­ple on the steps stirred. A young cou­ple groped each oth­er. Sev­er­al of the pot

    smok­ers lay snor­ing. A tall black man wear­ing mir­rored sun­glass­es shook a tam­bourine in

    time to dis­co mu­sic play­ing on his trunk-​sized portable ra­dio. “And you know, all of you

    who seek to break the chains of in­equal­ity, that when you’ve got the urge, you’ve got to do

    your du­ty!”




    Re­mo walked up to Raisin. He wore a hos­pi­tal gown un­tied over black chi­no pants and a

    tee shirt. He of­fered Raisin his robe. “Some­one’s go­ing to try to kill you soon,” Re­mo

    whis­pered, his back to the cam­eras.




    “Who you?”




    “Nev­er mind. Get back in­side the hos­pi­tal.”




    “Fel­low free­dom fight­ers,” Raisin shout­ed in­to the mi­cro­phones. “I have just been

    in­formed that an at­tempt is be­ing made on my life.”




    The grop­ing cou­ple squeezed clos­er to­geth­er, their lips part­ed in ec­sta­sy. The

    tam­bourine play­er rolled off to sleep.




    “Would you shut up?” Re­mo said.




    “And I say to you. I do not fear death from the hands of an as­sas­sin.”




    “Be qui­et, will you? Just get in­side.”




    “For what does a life sig­ni­fy with­out the full achieve­ment of free­dom for the Block

    Mon? I stand ready to die. And ev­ery Block Mon, wom­an and child stands ready to die in the

    cause of free­dom.”




    Raisin’s chest puffed out. His chin jut­ted for­ward. One shoul­der rose high­er than the

    oth­er and he plant­ed one foot out in front of him as though he were a mold for a bronze

    stat­ue. “Free­dom now,” he shout­ed.




    The young cou­ple be­gan to cop­ulate and rolled in­to the range of the cam­eras. “Cut!”

    some­body yelled from be­hind the TV equip­ment. “Get those two screw­ers out of here, will

    you?”




    As the cou­ple was be­ing rolled out of sight, Re­mo once again re­quest­ed that the

    di­rec­tor of URGE re­turn to his hos­pi­tal bed where he could be pro­tect­ed while Re­mo

    searched out his as­sas­sin.




    “Thank you, boy, but no­body go­ing to kill me ‘fore the Lord do his­self. Be­sides, they

    all these TV cam­eras around. Ain’t no­body go­ing to do noth­ing se­ri­ous on TV.” He pat­ted

    Re­mo on the shoul­der. “You just go about your busi­ness. I’ll get in­side quick as I can. And

    thanks for the tip. It make agood speech. Free­dom now!” he re­peat­ed in­to the

    cam­eras, which had been turned on again, the screw­ers hav­ing been re­moved.




    Re­mo walked through the sparse crowd. No sign of Daniels. If Bar­ney hadn’t come di­rect­ly

    to Calder Raisin, Re­mo rea­soned, he must have gone back to see Glo­ria X for in­struc­tions.

    He would be back in Harlem.




    Bar­ney eased him­self out of the taxi, his head pound­ing. Eight o’clock in the morn­ing,

    and not one drink since be­fore dawn.




    Some pro­tec­tors, Bar­ney thought, re­mem­ber­ing Re­mo and Chi­un. They might be able to

    fight, but no­body who would refuse a drop of tequi­la to a thirsty man was any friend of

    his.




    He pound­ed on the door to Glo­ria X’s house. The Grand Vizier Mal­colm opened it at once.

    Obey­ing or­ders, Mal­colm stepped aside to al­low Bar­ney to race to the bar in the liv­ing

    room.




    Perched on top of the bar was a sil­ver hip flask of tequi­la with a note at­tached. It

    read: “Im yours when­ev­er you want me.”




    He un­screwed the cap and sniffed. The wel­come aro­ma of fine tequi­la filled his nos­trils

    and coursed down his throat, beck­on­ing for more. “Oh, ba­by, do I want you,” he said to the

    flask.




    He let the glo­ry gal­lop down his throat. Then he filled it up again af­ter lo­cat­ing the

    tequi­la bot­tle.




    “Dat’s all, whitey,” the Grand Vizier said, strid­ing across the white room. “You com­ing

    with me now.”




    “Hold it, Ba­by Huey,” Bar­ney said. “I am to be ad­mit­ted to the bar any­time I feel like

    it. Your mas­sa told me.”




    The Grand Vizier lift­ed Bar­ney over his head andcar­ried him aloft out the door and

    in­to a black au­to­mo­bile, where two Peach­es of Mec­ca snort­ed awake. Bar­ney would have

    slugged it out with all of them were it not for the fact that he still held the cap to the hip

    flask in one hand and had to screw it back on so that the tequi­la in the flask would not be

    spilled.




    As soon as he was tossed in­to the car, Bar­ney was en­veloped in a rough wool burnoose and

    hand­cuffed.




    “I re­al­ize I ought to be get­ting used to this, but do you mind telling me where we’re

    go­ing?” he asked.




    “We go­ing to the Mosque,” one of the Peach­es said rev­er­ent­ly. “You keep that hood over

    your face when we go in, else you get killed.”




    The Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood mosque, about twen­ty min­utes from Glo­ria X’s, was

    iden­ti­fi­able by a hand paint­ed sign on un­var­nished plankboard nailed over an­oth­er sign

    read­ing: Con­demned Build­ing. Do not en­ter.




    “Open, doors of the faith­ful,” the two Peach­es cried in uni­son. The doors swung open

    heav­ily. Aw­ful­ly heav­ily, Bar­ney not­ed, for a con­demned build­ing that looked as though

    it would crum­ble to dust at a touch. And the doors were new. Frag­ments of steel shav­ings

    still clung to the hinges.




    Bar­ney was led through a maze of hall­ways, stair­wells, past closed doors and gi­ant

    emp­ty rooms. The build­ing had ev­ident­ly been some kind of pub­lic build­ing at one time,

    aban­doned af­ter Harlem ceased to be a qui­et sub­ur­ban re­treat for mid­dle-​class white

    pro­fes­sion­als and be­came the black Harlem it was to­day.




    Bar­ney could tell by the sound of his feet against the floor­ing that he was walk­ing on a

    steel base. Hebumped a wall with his el­bow. Again steel. There were no win­dows.




    The mosque was as well for­ti­fied as Glo­ria X’s house.




    Flanked by his two body­guards, Bar­ney ground to a halt in front of an enor­mous hall where

    a speak­er, wrapped in pur­ple swaths of silk, en­treat­ed , his au­di­ence.




    “Who keep you down?”




    The an­swer was a soft grum­ble from five hun­dred black throats: “Whitey.”




    “Who kill our kids in these dirty slums?”




    “Whitey.”




    “Who rob you, rape you, steal your bread?”




    “Whitey.”




    “Who plan to wipe out the black man?”




    “Whitey.”




    The speak­er roared on, his voice ris­ing above wom­en in pur­ple scarves on the left side

    of the old am­phithe­ater, and above the dark, clean-​shaven heads of the black-​suit­ed men on

    the right.




    The speak­er yelled. He plead­ed. He cried put in the tra­di­tion of the black preach­er.

    The tem­per­ature in­side the old the­ater rose with the speak­er’s vol­ume, man­ufac­tur­ing

    waves of per­spi­ra­tion. It flowed from black fore­heads, black backs, black cheeks. It

    swamped brown armpits. It trick­led down tan legs and tan spines. Yet no one moved. They sat

    rigid as sol­diers, a the­ater full of zom­bies. Their on­ly sign of life was the move­ment of

    their mouths as they mur­mured “Whitey.”




    “Whitey own this world,” the speak­er con­tin­ued, “and he hate you. He hate your pure

    black­ness which re­mind him of his own ug­ly white skin.




    “He hate your strength and your courage and your wis­dom. That why he want to kill you.”




    He paused a mo­ment and smiled, a gold-​toothed smile, a smile that cost him $4,275, from a

    white den­tist in the Bronx, a smile he had bought while preach­ing for the Pen­ta­costal­ist

    Gospel­ry Church. And that had paid well. But this paid un­be­liev­ably. That white wom­an with

    the blonde hair sure knew how to get his or­ato­ry mov­ing.




    “Whitey. want to kill you, but we not gonna let him. You know why?” The hall was

    tomb-​silent “Be­cause we gonna kill him, dat’s why. We gonna end this blue-​eyed tyran­ny over

    our lives.




    “What we gonna do?” he asked. Af­ter a dra­mat­ic pause, he an­swered him­self in a stage

    whis­per. “We gonna kill, kill, kill.” And then to the au­di­ence: “What we gonna do?”




    Men stood to scream, re­leased at last from the tor­ture of their hot wood­en seats. Wom­en

    clapped their hands joy­ous­ly. They all screamed, “Kill, kill, kill!”




    “What ya gonna do?” the speak­er asked again.




    “Kill, kill, kill!”




    “Say it again, chil­dren!”




    “Kill, kill, kill!”




    “Let Whitey hear you tell it.”




    “Kill, kill, kill!”




    “Nice to see a com­mu­ni­ty work­ing to­geth­er,” Bar­ney said to the two men at his sides.

    He reached for his hip flask, for­get­ting that his hands were cuffed to­geth­er. As he was

    en­tan­gling him­self in the folds of his burnoose, a fig­ure veiled thick­ly in white tulle

    passed by, leav­ing a scent of lilacs in her wake. The Peach­es of Mec­ca fol­lowed her,

    press­ing Bar­ney be­tween them.




    She led them through an­oth­er maze, up a con­crete stair­way, down a long hall, through an

    emp­ty room, and up an­oth­er stair­case. The stairs end­ed atyet an­oth­er stair­well,

    this one a spi­ral of pre­ci­sion-​made struc­tural steel.




    “You may wait here, gen­tle­men,” the wom­an said, her voice drip­ping with plan­ta­tion

    charm. The two Peach­es nod­ded im­pas­sive­ly. One of them hand­ed her the key to Bar­ney’s

    hand­cuffs.




    He fol­lowed her in­to an apart­ment of sparkling white, iden­ti­cal to her -house in ev­ery

    de­tail ex­cept for a world map on a wall be­hind a white desk. There she re­moved her

    vo­lu­mi­nous veil and white cloak. As Bar­ney watched, she pulled off her opera-​length white

    gloves. She un­tied a white rope belt around her waist. The dress she wore draped over one of

    her creamy shoul­ders and cas­cad­ed in Gre­cian folds to the floor, cling­ing to her curves

    all the way down. Smil­ing in­to Bar­ney’s hun­gry eyes, she pulled at the clasp over her

    shoul­der with her man­icured nails and let the dress fall to Her feet.




    She was naked be­neath. Slow­ly, she stretched her arms over her head so that her breasts

    lift­ed be­guil­ing­ly. Then she brought her hands down over the length of her body,

    ca­ress­ing her­self, her hips un­du­lat­ing, as Bar­ney looked on, his hands chained

    to­geth­er. It was a strange­ly fa­mil­iar mo­tion. Had he seen it be­fore?




    “I’m go­ing to free your bonds now, Mr. Daniels,” she purred.




    “Al­lah be praised,” Bar­ney said. He was sweat­ing hard in his woolen monk’s robe.




    She pressed one of her breasts in­to Bar­ney’s mouth as she un­locked the hand­cuffs. He did

    not take his lips from her as his hands searched out and found the trea­sure they were look­ing

    for. Then he moved his mouth away from her shiny wet nip­ple and wrapped it over the open­ing

    of the hip flask hehad raised and was now emp­ty­ing in­to his gul­let. “Great stuff,” he

    said ap­pre­cia­tive­ly.




    Glo­ria pulled him over to the bed and sat­ed her­self on him. As she came, scream­ing,

    Bar­ney’s hand fum­bled over the sur­face of the night­stand for the bot­tle of tequi­la she

    had wait­ing for him. He took a swig, care­ful not to knock the bot­tle on Glo­ria’s still

    thrash­ing head.




    “That was great,” she said dream­ily.




    “Best tequi­la I’ve ev­er had,” Bar­ney said.




    “You don’t care for me at all, do you?” Her voice grew sud­den­ly cold.




    Bar­ney shrugged. “As much as I care for any­thing else,” he said.




    It was the truth. He would sit on Glo­ria’s white Dis­ney­land bed and fake love with her

    and let her dic­tate the part he would play in her lit­tle dra­ma, be­cause he had no oth­er

    part to play. Bar­ney’s part had been left in Puer­ta del Rey a life­time or two ago, and what

    he had now was his tequi­la, and noth­ing more.




    He had got­ten in­to this on a drunk­en whim and now he was a pris­on­er as sure as if he

    were in jail. It was a plush prison, to be sure, but a prison nonethe­less, and Bar­ney knew

    the sen­tence would be death, ei­ther from Glo­ria X and her trained seals or from the two men

    who had tried to help him.




    He didn’t want help. He didn’t care if his death came soon or late. It was al­ready long

    over­due. He had al­ready been dead for a long, long time.




    So why was he think­ing about Puer­ta del Rey again? There was no an­swer to that most

    el­emen­tary ques­tion, the on­ly ques­tion he ev­er asked: What hap­pened? What hap­pened? He

    forced his mind away from it. He made him­self con­cen­trate onthe satin cush­ions around

    him on the bed, and on the tequi­la, and the tequi­la and the tequi­la.




    And be­fore the bot­tle was emp­ty, the world was good and fine with Bernard C. Daniels.




    Then he smelled the lilac per­fume. “Wake up,” Glo­ria said, shak­ing him. “It’s night.”




    “Hell of a time to wake up.”




    “It’s time.”




    “Time for what?”




    “For killing Calder Raisin.” She smiled, her lips stretched tight across her teeth. Blurred

    through Bar­ney’s drunk­en vi­sion, her face ap­peared to him like a grin­ning death’s head

    skull through a misty fog. “I had you moved here when I heard you’d made con­tact with your CIA

    friends.”




    “Don’t have friends in the CIA,” he said, his mouth still fuzzy.




    “Those two on the cor­ner. My men saw you. But now they don’t know where you are, so they

    won’t be able to help you, poor ba­by. You’re go­ing to have to kill poor Calder all by

    your­self.” She pat­ted his cheek. “Get up now. You have an ap­point­ment with Mr. Raisin at

    the Bat­tery.”




    “What if I don’t kill him?” Bar­ney asked.




    “Then you don’t get the thou­sand dol­lars, dar­ling,” she said sweet­ly. “And you lose your

    life very painful­ly in the pro­cess. You know what ‘painful­ly’ means, don’t you? Do you

    re­mem­ber the pain, Mr. Daniels, or has the scar on your stom­ach healed com­plete­ly?”




    He leaped at her. “What do you know?” he de­mand­ed. “Tell me!” But her body­guards were in

    the room, and pulled him away from the wom­an as she shrieked laugh­ter as cold and shrill as

    the wail of a ban­shee.




    There were no tele­vi­sion cam­eras on the pier, as the two black re­porters dressed in neat

    black suits had promised Calder Ri­aisin back at the hos­pi­tal. Nor were there any

    mi­cro­phones on the creak­ing boards of the de­sert­ed place where a group of demon­stra­tors

    was sup­posed to be wait­ing for him.




    As soon as the limou­sine filled with over­ly friend­ly re­porters de­posit­ed Raisin at the

    pier and sped away in­to the dark­ness, he knew the black re­porters were fakes and he had been

    brought to this iso­lat­ed spot to be killed.




    Calder Raisin shook his head. He had been warned.




    A man was wait­ing for him, sit­ting on the planks, his back rest­ing against a

    bar­na­cle-​en­crust­ed dock sup­port.




    On­ly one man, thought Calder Raisin. But then it would on­ly take one man to kill him. It

    was his own fault, Raisin rep­ri­mand­ed him­self, for not lis­ten­ing to the young white man

    at the hos­pi­tal ral­ly. Well, there wasn’t much he could do now. He would just try to get it

    over with as fast as he could.




    “What you want?” Raisin asked, turn­ing up the col­lar of his bathrobe to pro­tect him­self

    from the wind. He shift­ed his weight from one hos­pi­tal slip­per to an­oth­er to fend off the

    chilly wind. His hands were stuffed deep in­side the pock­ets of the robe from which, at the

    bot­tom, a half-​inch of hos­pi­tal gown pro­trud­ed.




    “I said, what you want,” Raisin re­peat­ed. “Look, you gonna kill me or what?”




    Bar­ney looked up, first at Raisin, and then off over the glis­ten­ing black wa­ter.




    “See here. I didn’t come all this way to stare at New York Har­bor with you. Now, you gonna

    ’sassi­nate me, or I go­ing to walk away?”




    Bar­ney looked out over the wa­ter. It re­mind­ed him of a gi­ant inkwell. A place where all

    the words of his life could be oblit­er­at­ed in an in­stant. Words like hon­or. De­cen­cy.

    Love. Words he had lived by once, when he had had a rea­son for liv­ing. One jump, and he could

    be as dead and as mean­ing­less as those words. The wa­ter would swal­low him up, and the

    re­mains of Bar­ney Daniels would dis­ap­pear in­to it. The wa­ter. The cold, bleak,

    un­for­giv­ing, wel­come wa­ter.




    “Snap to, boy,” Raisin said,” bend­ing over to slap Bar­ney on the shoul­der. “It’s cold out

    here. You gonna freeze.”




    Bar­ney stared out over the wa­ter.




    Raisin’s voice soft­ened. “Hey, want to grab a cup of cof­fee some­wheres?” the port­ly

    black man asked.




    But Bar­ney on­ly stared.




    Raisin picked up his red ter­rycloth slip­per and bounced it on Bar­ney’s head. “Look alive,

    man,” he shout­ed. “What is this stupid­ness? I get hauled out here in the mid­dle of nowheres,

    get­ting the crap scared out of me ’cause I think­ing you gonna kill me, and now you ain’t

    about to do noth­ing. You on junk, boy?”




    Bar­ney didn’t an­swer.




    “You wast­ing my time. I got a sick-​in demon­stra­tion go­ing, so if you ain’t go­ing to

    rub me out, I bet­ter get back to it ‘fore I die of the cold.”




    Bar­ney of­fered Raisin his flask. “Have a drink,” he said. “It’ll warm you.”




    Raisin drank. “Man, what is that shit? Tastes like poi­son.”




    “Tequi­la,” Bar­ney said, re­gain­ing pos­ses­sion of the sil­ver con­tain­er. “But it could

    have been poi­soned.”




    “Sure as hell tast­ed like it.”




    Ig­nor­ing the crass com­ment, Bar­ney lift­ed the flask to his lips and let the liq­uid

    pour down his throat. “I could have poi­soned you, you know,” he said.




    Raisin shrugged.




    “Your wife wants me to kill you.”




    “Lor­raine? What she want to do that for? Who gonna pay the bills on that split-​lev­el

    mon­ey-​eater in Whiteyville?”




    “Not Lor­raine. Glo­ria. Your wife. The blonde.”




    “My wife ain’t no blonde,” Raisin protest­ed. “Least­ways she wasn’t four days ago.

    Lor­raine look mighty sil­ly a blonde. I gonna slap her sil­ly if she done dyed her hair.

    Blonde. Hmmph.”




    “Glo­ria,” Bar­ney said, loud­er.




    “I don’t know no Glo­ria, stupid white ig­no­ra­mus. You done come down here to kill the

    wrong man. Good thing you spaced out.”




    “Her name is Glo­ria, I tell you,” Bar­ney shout­ed, “and she’s pay­ing me a thou­sand

    dol­lars to kill you.”




    Raisin hopped up and down, his jaw thrust for­ward. “Well, then, you do that, smar­tass. You

    just try and kill me.” He put up his fists. “Weirdo white junkie.”




    “Oh, get lost,” Bar­ney said.




    “I ain’t leav­ing till you ‘pol­ogize for call­ing my wife a white wom­an.”




    “I won’t apol­ogize. Go.”




    “I ain’t go­ing.”




    “Then you’ll have to die here on the pier, be­cause the drink I gave you was poi­soned.”

    Bar­ney stood up to leave.




    “Woah,” Raisin said, re­strain­ing Bar­ney with a shaky black arm. “You ly­ing. Speak­ing

    false­hoods. You ly­ing, ain’t you?”




    Bar­ney am­bled to­ward the end of the pier and sat down, his legs dan­gling off the edge.

    The wa­ter. The black, for­get­ful wa­ter.




    “Wait, man,” Raisin said, run­ning to him and grab­bing his arm.




    “That’s my drink­ing arm,” Bar­ney said. He yanked it free and took a long swal­low from his

    flask.




    “You ain’t put noth­ing in that drink you give me, did you? I mean, you drank it your­self.

    Ain’t noth­ing in it, right? Did she pay you in ad­vance, or is she wait­ing for you to fin­ish

    me off?”




    Daniels pon­dered a mo­ment, peered in­to the des­per­ate eyes of a fel­low hu­man be­ing,

    con­tem­plat­ed the obli­ga­tion of all mankind to be re­spon­si­ble for all mankind, the true

    mean­ing of broth­er­hood, mer­cy and love and fi­nal­ly de­cid­ed that if he were to re­lieve

    Raisin’s doubts it might be whole sec­onds be­fore he could get back to his flask of

    tequi­la.




    “Yes,” Bar­ney said with fi­nal­ity. “It was poi­soned.”




    “Oh, Lordie Lord!” Raisin’s hands clutched around his throat.




    “And I’m go­ing to sit right here and die with you,” Bar­ney said, thump­ing on the rot­ted

    wood of the pier. ”The per­fect mur­der-​sui­cide.”




    Calder Raisin ran off in­to the night, up the length of the pier and deep in­to the shad­ows

    be­hind. But it was on­ly a mat­ter of sec­onds af­ter Raisin scur­ried away un­til Bar­ney

    heard a thud, and then the whoosh­ing of air a man makes when his lungs are col­laps­ing, and

    then a small moan. And an­oth­er thud.




    Then they were on him, around him, be­hind him, hun­dreds of them, it seemed.




    Then Bar­ney felt the sharp, sear­ing pain, acidpain, oh, beau­ti­ful, numb­ing,

    ter­ri­ble, shak­ing pain.




    Fran­tic foot­steps tore away in­to the black­ness. Bar­ney felt be­neath his shoul­der

    blades for the wounds. Just a lit­tle ooz­ing damp­ness from all three cuts. He had not lost

    much blood, but oh God, the pain. Bar­ney leaned against a dock sup­port, fought to bring air

    in­to his lungs, then stag­gered up the ramp like a drunk.




    And then he thought he saw her again. Once again, as though she had nev­er gone.




    “Denise,” he whis­pered. Her face was in front of him again and she was smil­ing and the

    smell of her was on him, warm and giv­ing and for­ev­er, be­fore she be­gan to fade again,

    in­to the black sea and the fetid air of the har­bor.




    “Denise,” he called in­to the cold wind. But she was gone. Again.




    He fell. And then there was black­ness, the black­ness for which he was grate­ful af­ter an

    end­less life­time of wait­ing.


  




  

    CHAPTER EIGHT





    When Glo­ria X en­tered her house in East Harlem, Mal­colm was not at the door to greet her.

    He was in­side, at the base of the stair­well, his neck bro­ken so that Ms head joined his

    mas­sive body at a per­fect right an­gle. Sur­round­ing him and lead­ing upthe stairs

    were the corpses of six oth­er Peach­es of Mec­ca, their arms and legs splayed over the steps

    like bro­ken dolls, their blue-​edged knives glint­ing be­side them.




    Silent­ly, she pulled a small re­volver out of her pur­sue and fol­lowed the trail of

    bod­ies up to her bed­room.




    The door was open. She lis­tened. Noth­ing. Slow­ly she stepped in­side, her re­volver

    steady in her out­stretched hand, po­si­tioned low for fir­ing.




    There was no one in the room. She cir­cled it once, care­ful to keep one eye on the

    door­way. No one. Not a sound.




    Then he came through the win­dow as sud­den­ly as a breeze, and the gun left her hand and

    soared out of reach as Re­mo clasped her wrists to­geth­er be­hind her with one hand and held

    her throat with the oth­er.




    “Where is he,” he said qui­et­ly. “I haven’t got much time.”




    She closed her eyes with a shud­der. Re­mo squeezed. “Bar­ney Daniels,” he said, press­ing

    the veins in her. neck. “I know you’ve sent him out to kill Calder Raisin. Where are they?”




    “I don’t know who you’re talk­ing about,” she said lev­el­ly. “I nev­er heard of him. And I

    don’t know any­thing about Cald-“




    Re­mo’s grip tight­ened un­til her eyes bulged. “You have three sec­onds,” he said. Her

    tongue be­gan to ease out of her mouth, en­cir­cled by white foam.




    “One,” Re­mo said. “If you faint first, I’ll kill you any­way. “Two.”




    “At the pier,” she croaked. Re­mo soft­ened the pres­sure slight­ly. “The aban­doned pier at

    Bat­tery Park, near the Stat­en Is­land Fer­ry.”




    “Good girl.” Re­mo took his hand away and threw her in­to a cor­ner of the room as if he

    were toss­ing a wet washrag.




    She spun around on her knees. Crouched on all fours, she raised her head and laughed like a

    mad dog, her hate-​filled eyes glis­ten­ing. “You’ll be too late,” she spat, her voice still

    grav­el­ly. “Raisin’s dead by now. And so’s your friend.”




    “Then I’ll be back,” Re­mo said cold­ly.




    He found Raisin first, crum­pled in a heap with his head bashed in­to bloody mush. On the

    pier, the sil­hou­ette of Daniels’s body, dou­bled over, stood out stark­ly against the

    hori­zon.




    There was an odd smell about him as Re­mo rolled him over to look at the knife wounds in his

    back. A fa­mil­iar smell, but faint in the musky night air of the wa­ter­front.




    Re­mo held two fin­gers to Bar­ney’s tem­ple. The weak­est trace of a pulse re­mained.




    Then he spot­ted the knife. Still hold­ing Bar­ney, he picked it up. To­ward the base of the

    blade a blue stain shone in the moon­light. Re­mo lift­ed it near his face.




    Cu­rare. That was the blue on the knives of the well-​dressed black men around Glo­ria’s

    house. This was the scent they car­ried.




    The pulse was fad­ing fast. Too late for a doc­tor. Too late for any­thing now. “Looks like

    your last binge, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said to the un­con­scious form in his arms. He picked up

    Bar­ney’s sil­ver flask ly­ing on its side a few feet away, and knew it didn’t mat­ter any

    more. “Have a drink, bud­dy.”




    He raised the flask care­ful­ly to Bar­ney’s parched lips. He would wait with him un­til the

    end came. He would wait, be­cause he knew that one day it wouldbe Re­mo ly­ing alone on a

    pier or in a street or be­hind a build­ing in some place where he would be a stranger, since

    their kind were al­ways strangers. He would wait be­cause when that day came, per­haps there

    would be some­one-​a ca­su­al passer­by, maybe, or a drunk­en derelict who made his home

    near­by-​who would hold him as he now held Bar­ney Daniels, and who would of­fer him the warmth

    of hu­man con­tact be­fore he left his life as he had lived it. Alone.




    Bar­ney’s lips ac­cept­ed the last of the al­co­hol. He stirred. One hand moved slow­ly

    to­ward Re­mo’s and clasped it weak­ly.




    “Doc,” Bar­ney said, so soft­ly that nor­mal ears could not have heard it




    “Bar­ney?” Re­mo asked, sur­prised at the restora­tive pow­ers of the drink. “Wait here.

    I’ll get a doc­tor.”




    “Lis­ten,” Bar­ney said, his face con­tort­ed with the ef­fort. Re­mo leaned clos­er.

    Bar­ney whis­pered a tele­phone num­ber.




    Re­mo left him on the pier as he ran in­to Bat­tery Park to reach a pay phone.




    “Jack­son,” a man’s bass voice an­swered.




    Re­mo gave the man di­rec­tions to the pier, then went back to Bar­ney, whose breath­ing was

    so la­bored that, even in the chilly night, drops of sweat dot­ted his up­per lip and

    fore­head. “Hang on,” Re­mo said. “Doc’s com­ing.”




    “Thanks . . . friend,” Bar­ney said, the mus­cles in his neck strain­ing.




    As the gray Mer­cury skid­ded to a halt by the pier, Bar­ney’s head dropped back­ward and he

    slumped un­con­scious again in Re­mo’s arms.




    A tall black man, el­egant­ly dressed, ap­proached them with a stride faster than most men’s

    at a fullrun. “I’m Doc Jack­son,” he said with au­thor­ity. “Get him in the car.”




    “I don’t think he’s go­ing to make it,” Re­mo said.




    “I don’t care what you think,” Doc an­swered, his lips tight­ened in grim de­ter­mi­na­tion

    as they sped away. Be­hind them, rolling to a stop at the pier, Re­mo could see the flash­ing

    red lights of po­lice and emer­gen­cy ve­hi­cles and the car­ry-​all vans of New York’s

    tele­vi­sion sta­tions.


  




  

    CHAPTER NINE





    Robert Hansen Jack­son was born on a lit­tle is­land off the Car­oli­nas in 1917. His

    fa­ther ran the on­ly ho­tel there. His moth­er was a seam­stress.




    “Your dad­dy can read, Robert. He’s a man,” his moth­er would say of­ten. And then she would

    tell him about the Blessed Vir­gin and say the rosary and make him say it with her.




    Robert Jack­son would move his mouth and pray that the ses­sion would soon be over.




    One day, his moth­er told him that the Span­ish priest would leave the is­land be­cause San

    Sendro was now an Amer­ican pos­ses­sion. It had been for years, since what she called the big

    war over Cu­ba, but now they would be get­ting an Amer­ican priest be­cause San Sendro had

    be­lat­ed­ly be­come part of the Arch­dio­cese of Charleston.




    The is­land turned out with bright ban­ners and clean­est dress­es and shirts for the

    Amer­ican priest.




    Robert’s fa­ther was to give the wel­com­ing ad­dress. The may­or would present a sil­ver

    bowl of new­ly picked fruit. The may­or’s wife and the town’s lead­ing ladies, in­clud­ing

    Robert’s moth­er be­cause she was mar­ried to a man who could read, would es­cort the

    Amer­icano priest to Maria de Do­lores Church.




    Ev­ery­one had a part in the wel­come, even lit­tle Robert. He and sev­en oth­er boys, four

    on each side, would push open the doors as the priest en­tered the church.




    Fa­ther Fran­cis X. Duffy seemed im­pressed with his greet­ing. That’s what ev­ery­one said.

    He said it was the most wel­come greet­ing he had ev­er seen.




    Then Fa­ther Duffy, who had been born in Myr­tle Beach, South Car­oli­na, gave the is­land

    some Amer­ican­iz­ing. He told them San Sendro was now part of the land of the free and the

    home of the brave. And he proved it by es­tab­lish­ing an­oth­er church, St. Au­gus­tine’s, and

    made all the dark-​skinned peo­ple go there.




    That was when Robert dis­cov­ered he was a Ne­gro. Fa­ther Duffy told him so.




    San Sendro had been wal­low­ing for decades in Span­ish deca­dence, un­aware of the

    im­por­tance of racial pu­ri­ty. One of Fa­ther Duffy’s ear­li­est and most dif­fi­cult tasks

    in set­ting this straight was to de­ter­mine who was black and who was not.




    In their back­ward­ness, the peo­ple had failed to sus­tain the pu­ri­ty of their blood

    lines. But Fa­ther Duffy kept at it. Church reg­is­tra­tion dwin­dled, not on­ly from the

    new­ly dis­cov­ered Ne­groes but from whites, too. Still Fa­ther Duffy per­se­vered. And

    bythe time of his death, a vis­itor couldn’t tell the dif­fer­ence be­tween San Sendro

    and Charleston.




    He knew he had done right, even though some med­dling for­eign priests ex­pressed sur­prise.

    The pre­vi­ous pas­tor, whom Fa­ther Duffy sus­pect­ed of hav­ing Ne­gro blood him­self, cried

    when he saw his is­land again.




    He cried be­fore the al­tar, and he cried while say­ing mass. And he cried when he tried to

    tell Fa­ther Duffy that what he was do­ing was wrong. Fa­ther Duffy so lost his tem­per that he

    called Fa­ther Gon­za­lez a nig­ger.




    Then, mak­ing an act of con­tri­tion, he apol­ogized to Fa­ther Gon­za­lez the next day.




    “You need not apol­ogize to me,” Fa­ther Gon­za­lez an­swered. “In this parish, in your

    world, if I had a choice, I would be noth­ing but a nig­ger. For I tell you, if your world

    should pre­vail, and if it were bound in heav­en as it is on earth, in sep­ara­tion of peo­ple

    by the col­or of their skins, then I would dread the last judg­ment if I had lived my life in a

    white skin.




    “You have done more than sep­arate peo­ple. You have de­cid­ed who can be rich and

    pow­er­ful and who must be poor. And I tell you, just as it is dif­fi­cult for a rich man to

    en­ter heav­en, so will it be for a white man in your parish. It would be eas­ier for a camel

    to pass through the eye of a nee­dle. I do not pray so much for the blacks here. I pray for the

    whites. And I pray most of all, and I weep, for you, Fa­ther Duffy.”




    The trou­ble with some priests, Fa­ther Duffy thought, is that they take things too

    lit­er­al­ly. They might as well be­come Bap­tists if they weren’t go­ing to use their

    rea­son.




    Robert Hansen Jack­son used his rea­son. He nev­er set foot in a Catholic church again. His

    moth­er, how­ev­er, con­tin­ued to pray the rosary and at­tend mass, even when St.

    Au­gus­tine’s Church showed a leak in the roof. She sat be­neath the drip­ping wa­ter in the

    church, call­ing it God’s sweet rain, and the holi­est wa­ter of all.




    And when she died, she was buried in the new Ne­gro ceme­tery, nev­er hav­ing missed mass a

    day in her life. Robert Jack­son left the is­land. He was four­teen.




    He float­ed around the Charleston docks for a year, but break­ing his back for sur­vival was

    not his game. One night, by him­self, he climbed in­to a win­dow of a doc­tor’s of­fice where

    he knew a large sup­ply of mor­phine was kept. He could sell it big in New Or­leans, while the

    po­lice would un­doubt­ed­ly look for a black man trav­el­ing north.




    He was caught. An el­der­ly white man with a pis­tol in­ter­rupt­ed the thrust of a bot­tle

    in­to Robert’s brown pa­per bag. He did it with a bul­let.




    Then he moved Robert to a ta­ble, turned on the lights, and pro­ceed­ed to re­move the

    bul­let.




    “Why are you tak­ing it out?” Robert asked. “If you leave it in, there’d be one less nig­ger

    to dirty up your world.”




    “If I don’t take it out,” said the doc­tor, “there’d be one more doc­tor who has vi­olat­ed

    the Hip­po­crat­ic oath.”




    “That Greek guy, huh?”




    “That Greek guy.”




    “Well, I’ve seen it all now,” said Robert, who sud­den­ly dis­cov­ered he would live. “A

    white man who does what he says he be­lieves in. Wowee. Oh boy. I got­ta tell this to the

    folks.” He made ob­scene nois­es.




    “We’re no worse than any oth­er race,” the doc­tor said even­ly.




    “And bet­ter than mine, right? You think you’re bet­ter than me, don’t you?”




    “Not nec­es­sar­ily. But for the sake of what I know, I’ll say yes.”




    “Thought you would,” Robert sneered.




    “You were steal­ing from me, not me from you.”




    Robert straight­ened up. “Okay. I’ll buy that, Doc. But why was I steal­ing from you?

    Be­cause you had what I want­ed. Why did you have it? And not me? Be­cause I’m black, that’s

    why.”




    “I had mor­phine in my pos­ses­sion be­cause I’m a doc­tor. You ob­vi­ous­ly want­ed it to

    sell. Your body has no nee­dle marks.”




    “Well, why ain’t I a doc­tor?”




    “Be­cause you nev­er went to school to be­come a doc­tor. And don’t say ain’t.”




    “Well, why didn’t I get to school to be a doc­tor?”




    “Be­cause you nev­er ap­plied, I imag­ine.”




    “Bull­shit. Schools stink. I nev­er ap­plied be­cause I nev­er had the mon­ey. And if I did

    have the mon­ey, I wouldn’t spend it on any damn doc­tor’s school be­cause a black doc­tor is

    just as poor as a black lawyer or a black any­thing else.”




    “Lie still. You’re open­ing the wound.”




    “I’m open­ing a lot more,” Robert said. “Now, I’m the smartest, tough­est guy I know. And I

    know I could be a bet­ter doc­tor than you. That is, if my skin was white.”




    “Is that so?” the doc­tor said, smil­ing so small a show of amuse­ment that Robert had

    nev­er felt more in­sult­ed, not even when some peo­ple called him “boy.”




    “Yes, that’s so. You just give me one of yourfan­cy med­ical books and I’ll show you.

    That green one, up there on the top shelf.”




    “Turn my back on you, son? With that scalpel you’re hid­ing un­der your shirt?”




    Robert glared.




    “Give it back han­dle first. That’s the right way.”




    Of­fer­ing a scalpel the cor­rect way was the first thing Robert Hansen Jack­son learned

    about medicine. The sec­ond was that the green book con­tained a lot of words that didn’t make

    sense. The third was that with a lit­tle bit of ex­pla­na­tion they did.




    The doc­tor was so im­pressed that he did not sur­ren­der Robert to the po­lice. Robert was

    so grate­ful that he hid on­ly one bot­tle of mor­phine in his trousers when he left, just

    enough for mon­ey to get to New York, where he ex­pand­ed his drug dis­tri­bu­tion long enough

    for him to be the first Ne­gro to grad­uate from the Man­hat­tan School of Medicine; the first

    Ne­gro to prac­tice at the Man­hat­tan Gen­er­al Hos­pi­tal; the first Ne­gro to have an

    op­er­ational pro­ce­dure con­cerned with the su­tur­ing of blood ves­sels ac­cept­ed

    na­tion­al­ly.




    That he was sim­ply “the first doc­tor” to have in­vent­ed the pro­cess was hard­ly

    men­tioned. By the time World War II blos­somed in­to Amer­ican par­tic­ipa­tion, he was tired

    of be­ing “the first Ne­gro.”




    He didn’t wait for the draft. He vol­un­teered. Not be­cause he cared which white na­tion

    won the war, but be­cause it gave him an ex­cel­lent, con­science-​salv­ing ex­cuse to leave

    his wife and oth­er peo­ple who were ashamed of be­ing born black.




    His per­fect knowl­edge of Span­ish, the lan­guage of his child­hood, his knowl­edge of

    medicine, es­pe­cial­ly surgery, got him rank in the young OSS. And he stayed on, in­to the

    years of the cold war.




    The col­or of his skin got him to South Amer­icawhere he could blend in with oth­er

    bril­liant Ne­gro sur­geons, name­ly none. Doc Jack­son didn’t blend, least of all where there

    was an ab­sence of med­ical bril­liance of any va­ri­ety, black or white.




    He stood out as he had stood out all his life, as “the best damned man around.”




    For four months once, on a jun­gle as­sign­ment in Brazil de­signed to make con­tact with a

    prim­itive tribe and show them, as one of the chiefs put it, “the white man’s medicine and let

    them know where fa­vors come from,” Doc was struck with a com­par­ative­ly sen­si­tive agent

    with an ex­traor­di­nary abil­ity to care about what hap­pened to peo­ple, in­clud­ing

    him­self.




    Oth­er than that, Bernard C. Daniels was sober, in­dus­tri­ous, and con­sci­en­tious, as

    well as re­li­ably and thor­ough­ly sneaky. He was white.




    It was dis­like at first sight. Then it be­came ha­tred. Then grudg­ing tol­er­ance, and

    fi­nal­ly the on­ly friend­ship Doc Jack­son ev­er had in his life.




    When Daniels fi­nal­ly left mil­itary ser­vice, so did Jack­son, leav­ing be­hind them

    scores of dead bod­ies of men who had in­ter­fered with their mis­sions. Doc picked up a few

    rou­tine and bor­ing threads of his past, es­tab­lish­ing a clin­ic in Harlem be­cause he was

    tired, lest he be­come “the first Ne­gro” again.




    Daniels joined the CIA. Doc heard from him on­ly once, in a let­ter brim­ming with

    hap­pi­ness, an­nounc­ing his im­pend­ing mar­riage.




    He did not hear from Daniels again, even though he had mailed him his phone num­ber and

    ad­dress sev­er­al times af­ter read­ing about Bar­ney’s bizarre turnaround on the is­land of

    His­pania.




    He had want­ed to see Bar­ney, to vis­it his house in Wee­hawken and force his friend­ship

    back on a man who need­ed a friend. But Jack­son would not forceBar­ney to lean on him.

    He re­spect­ed his own pri­va­cy too much to in­vade an­oth­er’s, es­pe­cial­ly that of a man

    as lone­ly and trou­bled as Bar­ney Daniels. When Bar­ney need­ed him, he would call.




    And when that call came, from a stranger say­ing that Bar­ney was dy­ing from cu­rare

    poi­son­ing on an aban­doned pier in the dead of night, Doc Jack­son was ready.


  




  

    CHAPTER TEN





    Bar­ney’s peace­ful death was shat­tered sud­den­ly by blind­ing lights and nau­sea.

    Throb­bing nails in the skull. Pain pins in the chest. Breath­ing hard. So hard.




    “Breathe, Bar­ney, damn it, you drunk­en Irish son of a bitch.” The voice was harsh. Two

    strong hands worked over him. His mouth tast­ed of salt. That was a cu­rare de­pres­sant. Had

    he been slashed with cu­rare? Where would any­one up here get cu­rare? Was the past fol­low­ing

    him?




    Au­ca. In­ca. Maya. Ji­varo. Who still ex­ist­ed? Who used cu­rare? Agony be­hind his

    pupils. Both arms numb. No, not numb, Bar­ney re­al­ized as he fad­ed in­to

    se­mi-​con­scious­ness. His arms were strapped down. So were his legs.




    Was he back? Was it the hut in the jun­gle again, the pok­er glow­ing in the fire at the

    cen­ter, thema­chete poised above him, his arms and legs tied with hemp? Or had he nev­er

    left? Would it nev­er end?




    “Breathe, damn it.”




    The ma­chete! It was com­ing down, slow­ly now, in­to his arm. He tried to fo­cus.




    Not a ma­chete. A tube, a tube from above, slid­ing painless­ly in­to his left arm.




    Then he saw Doc Jack­son’s face, per­spir­ing and mad, the high black cheek­bones, the

    deepset dark eyes, the ris­ing fore­head and short kinky hair. A face with­out fat, just taut,

    hard skin, with thick lips now grown tight and hard and curs­ing. “Damn you, you fuck­er,

    breathe, I said.”




    Doc, Bar­ney won­dered. How did Doc find the hut in the mid­dle of the jun­gle? He’d left

    long be­fore. Did he come back, just to save him?




    The hands worked on his chest as the tube in Bar­ney’s arm re­placed the poi­soned blood in

    his body with fresh.




    “Bar­ney,” Doc’s voice com­mand­ed. “Bar­ney, make your­self breathe. Force it.” He beat

    down hard on Bar­ney’s chest.




    Bar­ney opened his mouth to scream when the pain, like cym­bals in a tun­nel, banged through

    him to the tips of his fin­gers.




    “Good,” Doc said, re­lieved. “You know you’re alive when you feel pain. That’s the on­ly way

    you know. Dumb bas­tard. Don’t talk. Just keep breath­ing.”




    “Doc,” Bar­ney said.




    “Shut up, you stupid fuck. Breathe hard.”




    “Doc. Denise is dead.”




    “I know that. This isn’t His­pania. You’re in Harlem. In my clin­ic.”




    “She’s dead, Doc.”




    “Keep breath­ing.”




    Bar­ney breathed. And Doc Jack­son’s face dis­ap­peared in­to the lights above and Bar­ney

    smelled hos­pi­tal smells and then it was the smell of the Puer­ta del Rey wa­ter­front, like a

    sew­er be­neath the sun, fer­ment­ing.




    “How can you be here?” Was Bar­ney talk­ing? Was Doc an­swer­ing? Who was an­swer­ing?




    “Keep breath­ing.”




    It was Denise who was talk­ing. Oh, what a beau­ti­ful sun­ny day. What bright col­ors the

    wom­en be­neath the win­dow were wear­ing. Oh, how beau­ti­ful if you could for­get the smell,

    which you did when you had been there long enough and didn’t think about it.




    “The whole coun­try knows why you’re here, Bar­ney,” she said in her pleas­ant sing-​song

    way.




    Bar­ney leaned against the win­dow sip­ping a cup of rich black cof­fee. His hair was

    tou­seled and he wore a pair of striped un­der­shorts and a shoul­der hol­ster with a

    long-​bar­relled .38 po­lice spe­cial.




    He wait­ed to look around, be­cause he knew that when he did, his heart would jump and he

    would want to sing when he saw her again. He was so hap­py he could have blown his brains

    out.




    He had stalled head­quar­ters for three weeks to stay in Puer­ta del Rey af­ter a rou­tine

    as­sign­ment was fin­ished. It had to do with ship­ping and the CIA had flood­ed the area,

    tak­ing no pains to dis­guise its pres­ence. El Pres­idente Caro De Cu­lo, the dic­ta­tor of

    record, had been served no­tice not to in­ter­fere with ba­nana ship­ments.




    De Cu­lo had re­ceived the no­tice, re­spond­ed fa­vor­ably, and the sur­face net­work of

    the CIA left the is­land with as much os­ten­ta­tion as it had ar­rived.




    Not Bar­ney. He had con­coct­ed a tale about a fictitious group seek­ing to over­throw De

    Cu­lo, and the CIA left him there for a re­port. When the re­port was com­plet­ed, he was to

    leave.




    The re­port sto­ry had kept him afloat in His­pania for three weeks now. Three beau­ti­ful,

    glo­ri­ous weeks.




    “The whole coun­try knows what you’re do­ing, Bar­ney. You haven’t both­ered to keep it much

    of a se­cret.”




    Some peo­ple said Denise had a raspy voice, but they didn’t re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate the soft

    tim­bre tones flow­ing from her exquisite throat. They didn’t know Denise.




    Ear­ly on the reg­ular as­sign­ment, Bar­ney had been de­tailed to es­cort the

    vice-​pres­ident of a large Amer­ican fruit-​ship­ping firm to a plush broth­el and see that he

    re­turned with most of his mon­ey. More im­por­tant, he had been told, was to see that the

    ex­ec­utive didn’t get car­ried away with the lit­tle leather whip he liked to use. Main­ly, it

    had been an as­sign­ment to smooth over what­ev­er wrath the ex­ec­utive’s per­ver­sions

    in­curred.




    It was not a pleas­ant as­sign­ment. But it was not a pleas­ant busi­ness. And the

    ex­ec­utive was a ma­jor fig­ure in the ba­nana tri­an­gle. So Bar­ney had brought him to the

    house, had whis­pered a word of cau­tion in the right places and the right girl fol­lowed the

    ex­ec­utive up a red car­pet­ed stair­way.




    And then, for the first tune, he had heard De-​nise’s voice. “Don’t you want some­one?”




    She was beau­ti­ful, breath­tak­ing­ly beau­ti­ful, even though she dressed her­self

    plain­ly, al­most as though to hide her ripe, shape­ly body. And her face. Un­adorned by

    make­up or jew­el­ry, it pos­sessed all of the finest fea­tures of ev­ery race on earth,

    blend­ed to­geth­er in un­ob­tru­sive per­fec­tion.




    Her eyes were faint­ly al­mond shaped, col­ored light gray with sparks of blue and brown.

    Her skin was gold­en, slight­ly dark­er than Ara­bia, but lighter than Africa. It hint­ed of

    sun­light and moon­light at the same time, of Eu­rope and the Ori­ent. There was In­di­an in

    her, too, ap­par­ent by her promi­nent, strong bones and shape­ly lips, red and full and

    curv­ing play­ful­ly at the cor­ners.




    She re­peat­ed her ques­tion, al­most taunt­ing. “Don’t you want some­one?”




    Bar­ney looked at her, let his gaze rise from her neat red leather shoes, up the bare legs,

    across the sim­ple knit dress, and met her eyes. He smiled. “No, noth­ing. I’m here on

    busi­ness.”




    “What is your busi­ness?” she asked.




    “Look­ing out af­ter per­verts, like the one up­stairs.”




    “Yes, we know him. There is no wor­ry. The girl can take care of her­self. She is very well

    paid. There is no need for you to wait here, dis­turb­ing the oth­er guests.”




    “I’m not leav­ing with­out him.”




    “I could have you thrown out. But I know you peo­ple would come back. Ev­ery­one knows your

    or­ga­ni­za­tion is here in num­bers. Why don’t you take one of the rooms up­stairs?”




    “I don’t want one of the rooms up­stairs.”




    Her smile of gen­tle con­de­scen­sion did some­thing to Bar­ney’s gut. “Well, agent

    who­ev­er-​you-​are, there re­al­ly isn’t too much I can do to stop you from stand­ing here in

    the mid­dle of the re­cep­tion room and an­noy­ing the guests. Would you care for some­thing to

    drink while you’re ru­in­ing my busi­ness?”




    Bar­ney shrugged his shoul­ders un­com­fort­ably. The oth­er is­land girls he had known were

    dif­fer­ent-​gig­gling, pret­ty birds who teased and playedand flut­tered away. This one

    had a strength that un­nerved him. It filled the room. It com­mand­ed.




    “The bar is be­hind the stair­case.”




    “I’ll have cof­fee. Where’s the kitchen?”




    “I’ll make it. Come with me.”




    They walked through a door in­to the rear of the build­ing. Two uni­formed maids play­ing

    cards sud­den­ly jumped from their chairs and erupt­ed in a geyser of ex­cit­ed and ner­vous

    Span­ish.




    “They’re not used to see­ing me here,” Denise said. Nei­ther was the cook who spilled hot

    soup on him­self or a bus­boy who al­most dropped a tray.




    “Leave us alone,” she said qui­et­ly, and the kitchen be­came va­cant hi an in­stant.




    “I hate agents, po­lice­men, as­sas­sins, ex­tor­tion­ists, sol­diers, and pimps,” she said.

    She made the cof­fee from fresh ground beans in a cop­per pot.




    Bar­ney sat on a cut­ting board, dan­gling his legs, feel­ing his butt get­ting moist from

    re­cent­ly butchered meat. He didn’t care. He was watch­ing Denise. For some rea­son, the sight

    of this wom­an mak­ing cof­fee was more thrilling to Bar­ney than a forty-​girl cho­rus line of

    nude beau­ties.




    “You know, I don’t find you at all at­trac­tive,” she said.




    “You don’t ap­peal to me ei­ther.”




    Then they laughed. Then she served the cof­fee.




    They talked a lot that night, Denise about the fi­nan­cial prob­lems of pay­offs, the

    dif­fi­cul­ty she had in se­lect­ing bed part­ners, Bar­ney about the bore­dom of his

    busi­ness, on­ly kept in­ter­est­ing by its stakes, his suc­cess with wom­en which some­how was

    nev­er suc­cess, and the state of His­pania which nei­ther of them cared very much about.




    With the dawn, Bar­ney left to es­cort the ex­ec­utive to a ho­tel and then a con­fer­ence.

    They walkedthrough streets of al­most naked chil­dren. “One drop of nig­ger blood,” the

    ex­ec­utive said, “and it de­stroys a race.”




    “I guess they be­come per­verts,” Bar­ney said. He could see the ex­ec­utive

    con­tem­plat­ing a com­plaint to his su­pe­ri­ors.




    He re­turned to the whore­house and Denise Sara-​ve­na for three beau­ti­ful weeks.




    One night, she said: “Bar­ney, I want your ba­by. I could have it if I want­ed with­out

    telling you. But I want you to know when we make love that I’m try­ing to con­ceive your

    child.”




    Bar­ney didn’t know why he couldn’t speak. He tried to say some­thing, any­thing, but all he

    could do was cry, and tell her that he could nev­er be a fa­ther to her ba­by be­cause he

    wasn’t go­ing to be around much longer. He want­ed their ba­by to have a fa­ther.




    Then Bar­ney said that they were go­ing to get mar­ried very soon be­cause he did not want

    to do it with­out mar­riage any­more.




    She laughed and told him he was ro­man­tic and fool­ish and love­ly, but no, mar­riage was

    im­prac­ti­cal.




    Bar­ney told her she was right, it would be high­ly im­prac­ti­cal, and that they wouldn’t

    make love any more un­til they were mar­ried.




    Denise pre­tend­ed to think this was very fun­ny, that he sound­ed like a young girl

    wait­ing for a ring. That night she tried to se­duce him as a game. It did not work. The next

    day they knelt be­fore a priest in a small church near the Amer­ican em­bassy and be­came

    hus­band and wife.




    So he found him­self, stand­ing near a win­dow on a bright morn­ing, dressed in shorts and a

    shoul­der hol­ster, lis­ten­ing to the mag­nif­icent words of his com­plain­ing wife and

    lov­ing ev­ery minute of it.




    “They all know we’re mar­ried, Bar­ney. Ev­ery­one does. Soon­er or lat­er, even the CIA

    will find out.”




    Bar­ney had sa­vored the plea­sure of gaz­ing up­on Mrs. Denise Daniels long enough that

    day. With a firm pirou­ette, he wheeled to em­brace his wife, and, still hold­ing his cof­fee,

    kissed her. Morn­ing mouths and all, it was won­der­ful.




    “Dar­ling,” she said, es­cap­ing long enough from his lips to talk, “I know this coun­try.

    The mo­ment you are with­out your coun­try’s pro­tec­tion, Pres­ident De Cu­lo and his gang

    will close on you. Dar­ling, lis­ten to me,” she urged as he waved her wor­ries aside like so

    many an­noy­ing flies. “He per­mit­ted your in­ter­fer­ence with the ba­nana ship­ments on­ly

    be­cause he had no choice. This regime does not wish to be un­der Amer­ican in­flu­ence. De

    Cu­lo rose to pow­er from noth­ing, by of­fer­ing mon­ey and food to his army.”




    “Amer­ican mon­ey.”




    Denise shook her head. “For one” so in­tel­li­gent, my dar­ling, some­times you look no

    fur­ther than your own CIA does. The mon­ey De Cu­lo us­es now for his army is Amer­ican

    mon­ey. Some of it.”




    Bar­ney screwed up his face. “What are you talk­ing about?”




    “Some of the mon­ey is Amer­ican,” she re­peat­ed qui­et­ly. “Not all. What the Unit­ed

    States can­not un­der­stand is that no pop­ula­tion on earth out­side of the Amer­ican peo­ple

    re­quire so much mon­ey for min­imal sub­sis­tence. What you Amer­icans call ‘poor’ is

    colos­sal wealth for us, and for ev­ery oth­er peo­ple in the world. De Cu­lo’s mon­ey from the

    Amer­ican gov­ern­ment is a far greater amount than what is need­ed for the main­te­nance of

    his troops, and cer­tain­ly more than nec­es­sary for De Cu­lo’s civ­il pro­grams, since he

    gives noth­ing to the peo­pleto keep them from starv­ing. All the mon­ey goes to the

    army. And there is more, much more.”




    “Like what?”




    “Am­mu­ni­tion. Arms. Guns, grenades, food sup­plies. They are all stored un­der­ground,

    deep in the jun­gle. I know these things, Bar­ney. My girls tell me. They are of­fered many

    presents in the course of a drunk­en evening with De Cu­lo’s swag­ger­ing of­fi­cers, most of

    whom were starv­ing and ragged as the rest of us be­fore De Cu­lo’s mys­te­ri­ous ap­pear­ance

    with enough mon­ey to or­ga­nize an army and take over the gov­ern­ment.”




    “We don’t give arms to His­pania.”




    “No, you do not. You give mon­ey. De Cu­lo buys the arms with Amer­ican mon­ey. His

    gen­er­al, Ro­bar Es­tom­ago, makes the ar­range­ments with the Rus­sians.”




    “But there aren’t any Rus­sian in­stal­la­tions here,” Bar­ney said stupid­ly. “No treaties,

    no pacts . . .”




    Denise smiled and shook her head. “No, there are no of­fi­cial agree­ments with the

    Rus­sians,” she said sad­ly. “De Cu­lo could not get the Amer­ican mon­ey if there were.

    His­pania is too small and poor a coun­try to be con­sid­ered dan­ger­ous by the pow­er­ful

    Unit­ed States. And so your CIA nev­er looked for the Rus­sian in­stal­la­tion. And nev­er saw

    the Rus­sian guns. They have been well hid­den. Your^peo­ple want­ed on­ly to see the ba­nana

    ship­ments, and so you saw ba­nanas on­ly.”




    “Je­sus,” Bar­ney whis­pered. “I sup­pose De Cu­lo’s orig­inal mon­ey to start his army came

    from the Rus­sians.”




    “Of course. And your gov­ern­ment, which views His­pania as harm­less and im­pov­er­ished,

    viewed what they saw of De Cu­lo’s ragged lit­tle army, with­out uni­forms and made up of the

    vil­lage poor, as afee­ble at­tempt at pride. They did not see the guns. They did not

    even look at a map.”




    She walked over to a bat­tered cy­press wood chest in the cor­ner of the room and took from

    it a world map, its creas­es worn to holes from fold­ing and re­fold­ing. She opened it flat on

    the ta­ble in front of Bar­ney. On the map was drawn a net­work of fine red lines orig­inat­ing

    from Moscow and fan­ning out in­to the Mid­dle East, Eu­rope, Asia and South Amer­ica, with a

    sep­arate se­ries of blue lines to Cu­ba. From Cu­ba, oth­er blue lines em­anat­ed to­ward

    Puer­ta del Rey.




    Bar­ney sucked in his breath as he traced each line from Moscow to known Rus­sian mil­itary

    in­stal­la­tions around the globe. Al­though there were no codes on the map, there could be no

    mis­tak­ing the mean­ing of the lines. Bro­ken red lines to France and Italy in­di­cat­ed peace

    treaties and pos­si­ble al­lies in the event of full-​scale nu­cle­ar war. Bro­ken blue lines

    lead­ing to strate­gi­cal­ly ad­van­ta­geous ar­eas in the Mid­dle East had to mean pos­si­ble

    in­stal­la­tions, or par­tial­ly com­plet­ed in­stal­la­tions, in coun­tries where the Rus­sian

    army could seize the gov­ern­ment by force when it de­cid­ed to. Iran was a bro­ken blue line.

    So was Af­gan­istan. And so was His­pania.




    But the most promi­nent line on the map was a hand drawn wob­bling, drunk­en line

    orig­nat­ing with a small ink blob on an un­in­hab­it­ed jun­gle bor­der of His­pania, no more

    than three hours on foot from the spot where Bar­ney and Denise were sit­ting at that very

    mo­ment, and lead­ing di­rect­ly on a straight course over Cu­ba to Wash­ing­ton, D.C.




    “I took this from one of the girls here,” Denise said. “Gen­er­al Es­tom­ago’s fa­vorite. It

    had fall­en un­der the bed. I found it af­ter they had both left the room. The next day, one of

    Es­tom­ago’s men camearound to ask if I had found a map out­lin­ing po­ten­tial ba­nana

    routes. Es­tom­ago must have thought I was stupid. His­pania has no rea­son to ship ba­nanas to

    Cu­ba.”




    “This is a mil­itary map,” Bar­ney said. “Some of this in­for­ma­tion is so clas­si­fied

    that the CIA doesn’t even have it on file yet.”




    Denise nod­ded. “Yes, that line to His­pania is new. And so is that line from His­pania to

    Wash­ing­ton.”




    “You know what it means?” Bar­ney said.




    “Yes. It means that the Rus­sians have wait­ed for the right time and now have built a

    mil­itary in­stal­la­tion on His­pania. A nu­cle­ar in­stal­la­tion which they will un­veil at

    the right mo­ment and use to in­tim­idate the Unit­ed States. El pres­idente De Cu­lo and

    Gen­er­al Es­tom­ago have been work­ing on this for two years. Ev­ery­body knows about it.”




    Bar­ney fin­gered the old map. “If ev­ery­body on this is­land knows about the Rus­sian

    in­stal­la­tion, why hasn’t any word leaked out by now?”




    Denise sighed. “You still do not un­der­stand,” she said. “His­pania is a poor coun­try. We

    do not care whether the Rus­sians con­trol our ba­nanas or the Amer­icans con­trol our

    ba­nanas. Who­ev­er is on the di­ca­tor’s throne at the mo­ment will see to it that we do not

    get mon­ey for our ba­nanas any­way, no mat­ter what coun­try he is al­lied with. We do not

    care about pol­itics, be­cause we are hun­gry. De Cu­lo is a wicked man, but ev­ery dic­ta­tor

    who has come to gov­ern His­pania has been a wicked man. He is no more wicked than the rest.

    And in his army he feeds many of the young men of our vil­lages. These are men whose fam­ilies

    would starve, were it not for the scraps of Amer­ican and Rus­sian food sup­plies which they

    are able to steal and bring home to theirpeo­ple. It is the on­ly way we live. No, we

    will not talk about the Rus­sian in­stal­la­tion. Star­va­tion of our en­tire coun­try is too

    high a price to pay for one con­ver­sa­tion with a drunk­en Amer­ican am­bas­sador.”




    “You said Es­tom­ago has a fa­vorite girl here,” Bar­ney said. “Who is she?”




    “She is a strange one. An Amer­ican. I do not trust her.”




    “Why’d you take her on?”




    “Es­tom­ago told me that I was to give her shel­ter and em­ploy­ment to cus­tomers of his

    choos­ing. She is not a reg­ular work­ing girl here. She is on­ly for Es­tom­ago. And for

    oth­ers whom he se­lects.”




    “Like who?”




    “The most promi­nent of your CIA men, usu­al­ly. At first I thought she was a CIA agent

    her­self, but I do not be­lieve that is so. Her ha­tred for Amer­ica is very deep. She slashed

    a young Amer­ican vis­itor with a knife once.”




    “An agent?”




    “No. For­tu­nate­ly, he was a run­away sol­dier from the Amer­ican army, so I was able to

    cov­er up the in­ci­dent. But the girl is vi­cious. I dis­missed her af­ter the stab­bing, but

    Es­tom­ago in­sist­ed that I take her back. He said he would close my house if I didn’t. So she

    re­mains.”




    “I want to talk to her,” Bar­ney said, rush­ing to throw on a shirt and a pair of pants. “I

    want to see her right now.”




    “Be care­ful, dar­ling,” Denise warned. “She is Es-​toma­go’s wom­an. And you are al­ready

    be­ing watched here, since you are the last Amer­ican agent on the is­land. If she sus­pects

    that you know any­thing, Es­tom­ago will kill you.”




    “Tell her I’m on my last fling be­fore head­ing home to the bad old USA.”




    “But she must know that we’re mar­ried.”




    “That’s per­fect. Say you mar­ried me to get a pass­port out of this stink­hole, and you’ll

    be leav­ing with me, just as soon as I have my fill of young poon-​tang.”




    Denise led him up­stairs to the girl’s room. The door was closed.




    “She is very pri­vate,” she said. “This one nev­er chats with the oth­er girls or even dines

    with us. Al­ways alone.”




    She rapped sharply on the door. Af­ter a few min­utes, it was opened by a young,

    plat­inum-​haired, thin-​faced girl dressed all in white, her thin lips stretched taut against

    her teeth to re­sem­ble a skull.




    “Yes,” she drawled sul­len­ly, the hint of the Amer­ican South draw­ing out her word.




    “I have a vis­itor for you,” Denise said crisply. The girl turned her back on them and

    walked word­less­ly to­ward the bed, un­but­ton­ing her blouse.




    Denise closed the door be­hind her as she left. “What’s your name?” Bar­ney asked, still

    stand­ing in­side the door, his hands in his pock­ets.




    “Glo­ria,” the girl said with a bored half yawn. “Come on. Get this over with.”




    “Glo­ria what?”




    “Sweeney,” the blonde said. “You come here to talk or screw?”


  




  

    CHAPTER ELEVEN





    Bar­ney Daniels’s arm jerked up­ward with such force that it shred­ded the gauze wrap­ping

    which held it to the I.V. board bolt­ed to the side of the bed.




    The lone nurse mon­itor­ing the small sec­tion of the clin­ic rushed over. She pressed a

    but­ton over the bed that rang a bell in Dr. Jack­son’s of­fice.




    “It’s Bar­ney,” Jack­son said to Re­mo as he took off at a run.




    “Let me talk to him, Doc. If he’s con­scious, I want to talk to him.”




    “I don’t want you ag­gra­vat­ing my pa­tient with any CIA bull­shit,” Jack­son said as he

    burst through the dou­ble doors in­to Bar­ney’s room.




    Thrash­ing un­der the hands of the nurse, his plas­tic bag of plas­ma jig­gling

    pre­car­ious­ly above him, Bar­ney Daniels screamed.




    It was an un­con­scious scream, wild and fright­ened. “The map,” he shrieked, his voice

    break­ing. “The map.”




    The night nurse watched the video mon­itors fran­ti­cal­ly as Bar­ney’s life sig­nals peaked

    in jagged, un­even moun­tains. “There, there,” she said un­cer­tain­ly.




    “Move aside,” Jack­son said as he ap­proached thebed. “Nurse, pre­pare two hun­dred

    thou­sand CC’s of tho­razine on the dou­ble.”




    He grabbed Bar­ney by both flail­ing arms. “Set­tle down, Bar­ney. It’s Doc. I’m here.”




    “The map,” Bar­ney shrieked.




    “Shut up, I said “




    The nurse swung around to retie the gauze strips around Bar­ney’s arms as Doc’s hands held

    them in place. Bar­ney’s hos­pi­tal gown was drenched with sweat. His hair was mat­ted with it,

    and it poured down his face in shiny streams.




    “He’s un­der­go­ing some kind of in­tense men­tal ac­tiv­ity,” the nurse said. “It’s al­most

    like a pen­tathol re­ac­tion.”




    “It’s the cu­rare,” Jack­son said as he ac­cept­ed the nee­dle from the nurse.




    “No, Doc,” Bar­ney pant­ed, his eyes rolling. “Lis­ten to me. Lis­ten . . . liss . . .” He

    forced his eyes to work.




    “Let him talk,” Re­mo said. “He could tell us some­thing im­por­tant.”




    Jack­son looked over to Re­mo, his hy­po­der­mic poised in the air. “All right,” he said.

    “Go ahead.”




    Re­mo touched Bar­ney’s arm. “The map,-Bar­ney.”




    “Map,” he croaked.




    “What map?”




    “Glo­ria’s map.” He licked his cracked lips slow­ly. “Glo­ria’s apart­ment. The mosque.

    Glo­ria in His-​pa­nia.”




    He smiled slow­ly, his eyes clos­ing. “I re­mem­bered, Doc.”




    “You’re bet­ter off for­get­ting all that, Bar­ney,” Jack­son said qui­et­ly. “What­ev­er it

    was, it hasn’t done you any good.”




    “I … re­mem­bered.”




    “Who is Glo­ria?” Re­mo asked. “What’s her name?”




    “Glo­ria . . .”




    Jack­son checked the mon­itor. Its lines were still peak­ing dan­ger­ous­ly.




    “Glo­ria who?”




    “That’s enough,” Jack­son said. “He’s go­ing to go in­to shock if you don’t stop.” He moved

    for­ward to press the nee­dle in­to Bar­ney’s in­tra­venous tube.




    “Glo­ria . . .” Bar­ney’s chest heaved. His nose ran. Tears streamed from his eyes. “She was

    one of them, Doc. She helped kill Denise.” He sobbed.




    Jack­son shot the last of the hy­po­der­mic in­to the tube. “It’ll just take a sec­ond,

    Bar­ney.”




    “Glo­ria who?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Get out of here!” Jack­son raged.




    The nurse tugged at Re­mo’s arm. He didn’t move.




    “Glo­ria . . .” The drug start­ed to take ef­fect. Bar­ney’s mus­cles re­laxed. The mon­itor

    be­gan to re­sume its nor­mal wave pat­tern.




    Got to tell him, a voice deep in­side Bar­ney prod­ded. Tell Doc. Try. Try for Denise.




    “Sw- Sw-” Bar­ney whis­pered. It was so hard to move his lips. So hard. Swim­ming so low,

    cir­cling the bot­tom . . .




    “Don’t talk,” Jack­son said.




    Tell him for Denise. If you die, she de­serves that much.




    “Sweeney,” he gasped, hear­ing his own voice so far away that it sound­ed like an echo. Then

    he gath­ered to­geth­er all the strength in his body and tried again.




    “Sweeney,” he shout­ed, so that Doc could hear him, so the world could hear, so that even

    Denise, or what was left of her in her un­marked grave, could hear.




    “Sweeney!” he screamed again, as if by pro­nounc­ing the name he could ex­pi­ate all the

    sins of the past and re­turn to that time in his wife’s kitchen when the sun was shin­ing and

    the world was beau­ti­ful.




    Then the tho­razine took over, and he was back.




    The in­stal­la­tion had been carved out of moun­tain rock, lined with lights, floored with

    tile, heat­ed by a vast steam sys­tem and cam­ou­flaged by the ex­te­ri­or of the moun­tain.

    The Rus­sians had plant­ed a new for­est of trees in lay­ers sur­round­ing the en­trance to

    cov­er the traces made while con­struct­ing the site. There was no road, how­ev­er; since all

    of the equip­ment used for set­ting up the in­stal­la­tion had been care­ful­ly hauled in by

    sea. It was a mag­nif­icent sta­tion, and undis­cov­er­able.




    “Moth­er of God,” Bar­ney whis­pered as he snapped a roll of film. He and Denise sat

    crouched in the jun­gle for­est in front of the bril­liant­ly il­lu­mi­nat­ed in­stal­la­tion

    where hun­dreds of His­pani­an and Cuban sol­diers worked.




    “Now that you have seen it for your­self, we must leave quick­ly,” Denise said. “It is very

    dan­ger­ous for us to re­main here.”




    Bar­ney looked at the sun lick­ing through the trees above their heads. “It’s hard to

    be­lieve that this lit­tle is­land has the ca­pa­bil­ity to blow up half the world,” he said

    al­most to him­self.




    “But of course these bombs nev­er will have to be used,” Denise said.




    Bar­ney nod­ded. He un­der­stood well what she meant. For years, Amer­ica had main­tained a

    rough equiv­alence with the So­vi­ets in nu­cle­ar might and by this stand­off had main­tained

    an un­easy peace inthe world. Each side knew that it faced al­most to­tal

    an­ni­hi­la­tion in the event of war. There had been an un­spo­ken agree­ment be­tween the

    su­per­pow­ers not to try to ex­pand their nu­cle­ar in­flu­ence in­to ar­eas where they had no

    re­al ge­ograph­ical or his­tor­ical stake. The Rus­sian at­tempt to move mis­siles in­to Cu­ba

    was a fla­grant vi­ola­tion of this rule, and Pres­ident Kennedy had backed the Rus­sians

    down.




    But times had changed. Kennedy had owned the mil­itary mus­cle to force the Rus­sians to

    blink. Too many years of a White House that thought Amer­ica could be guard­ed by good

    in­ten­tions had since re­duced the coun­try to a poor al­so-​ran in the mil­itary might

    de­part­ment, and there would be no forc­ing this in­stal­la­tion out of His­pania just by

    words. It would stay there. And the bal­ance of pow­er in the world would for­ev­er have

    shift­ed. Mis­siles could be launched from His­pania any­where in the Unit­ed States or

    Caribbean and the Rus­sians could say, “Who? Us? We didn’t do it. His­pania did it on its own,”

    and an Amer­ican pres­ident, faced with an in­ad­equate ar­se­nal of his own, would have to

    de­cide: would he at­tack Rus­sia in re­tal­ia­tion, know­ing that the re­sult would be the

    Unit­ed States’ de­struc­tion?




    And so Rus­sia would have con­quered the world. With­out a shot.




    “Come,” Denise said to Bar­ney.




    Tak­ing him by the hand, she led him through the tan­gle of jun­gle rain for­est to­ward

    their home in Puer­ta de Rey. Just as the two of them were ap­proach­ing the out­skirts of the

    lush, steam­ing jun­gle, silent but for the screams of ex­ot­ic birds and chat­ter­ing mon­key

    nois­es from the heights of the tall ba­nana trees, Bar­ney whirled around, man­ag­ing in one

    swift mo­tion to knock Denise to the soft groundwith one hand while draw­ing his .38 with

    the oth­er.




    “Don’t fire,” Denise hissed, clutch­ing at his shirt. “One sound, and they will kill us

    with­out ques­tion.”




    Bar­ney wasn’t lis­ten­ing to her. His ears were trained on an­oth­er sound, a soft rustling

    of leaves, a third set of foot­falls. He had heard it on­ly mo­men­tar­ily, but to Bar­ney’s

    well-​honed sens­es, once was enough ver­ifi­ca­tion. He stalked.




    “Bar­ney, no!” Denise called to him, try­ing to keep her voice at a whis­per. “It is al­most

    dawn. Some­one will see us re­turn­ing. De Cu­lo’s men will re­port us. Come,” she plead­ed.

    “Please.”




    There was no one in the im­me­di­ate vicin­ity, al­though Bar­ney knew that the dense,

    wa­ter-​laden earth and the star­less night could twist and change sounds like a

    ven­tril­oquist so that you couldn’t pin­point a noise with any ex­ac­ti­tude, no mat­ter how

    care­ful­ly you lis­tened. For all he knew, the vague rustling of heavy leaves he heard could

    have orig­inat­ed a mile or more away.




    As he stood help­less­ly, lis­ten­ing for an­oth­er noise, Denise came over to him, her eyes

    sad and fright­ened, her legs and pat­terned skirt smeared with black mud. She put her hand on

    his arm. “Let us go, my hus­band,” she said. “Be­fore it is too late.”




    Re­luc­tant­ly, Bar­ney re­placed his pis­tol hi its hol­ster and fol­lowed her out.




    Then, deep in the jun­gle, a voice sighed, a tan­gle of rub­ber plants rus­tled freely, a

    small white hand wiped a band of bead­ed per­spi­ra­tion from be­neath a white-​blonde brow,

    and then Glo­ria was run­ning in a straight, fa­mil­iar course to­ward the gleam­ing mouth of

    the moun­tain in­stal­la­tion.




    Safe again in her kitchen with the dawn pour­ing through the wavy glass of the win­dows like

    a rainbow, Denise wrapped her arms around her hus­band and kissed him on his mouth.




    “I am glad you came back with me,” she said, smil­ing. “I was afraid for a mo­ment that our

    son would be with­out a fa­ther be­fore he was even born.”




    Bar­ney felt his heart­beat skip. “Our son?” he asked qui­et­ly.




    She took his hand and led it lov­ing­ly to her bel­ly. It was still taut, but when Bar­ney

    looked in­to her eyes, he could see that they were glow­ing and full of promise and new

    life.




    “Denise,” he said, laugh­ing as he picked her up in his arms like a doll and twirled her

    around the room. “Oh, Denise. I didn’t think I could ev­er love you more than I did yes­ter­day

    morn­ing. Now I love you twice as much.”




    “He is still so tiny,” she said, kiss­ing his neck as a tear slid down her cheek and in­to

    her mouth. Then she laughed. “Oh, look at us, kiss­ing like two street beg­gars. We are as

    dirty as the ba­nana pick­ers dur­ing the big rains.”




    “You’re the clean­est, most per­fect thing that’s ev­er come in­to my life,” Bar­ney said.

    And he led her to the bed­room they had shared for love many times be­fore. He set her on the

    edge of the bed and knelt to kiss her face and un­but­toned her ruf­fled blouse. It fell off

    one shoul­der. He brought his lips to her creamy, gold­en skin and brushed them against

    her.




    This wom­an, he thought, so good, so warm and ready, all the wom­an he would ev­er want.

    This wom­an was his.




    He loved her then, on the big squeaky bed, this clean wom­an who car­ried his ba­by and

    would love him for all time. He loved her be­tween her strong legs and count­ed him­self among

    the rich­est men.




    When they were fin­ished and she lay flushed and sat­is­fied in his arms, he kissed her

    closed eyes and said, “Aren’t you go­ing to ask me what I did with the girl yes­ter­day? The

    blonde?”




    “No. I am not go­ing to ask.”




    “Afraid, huh?” he teased.




    “Not afraid. I knew you had busi­ness to do. You would not stop lov­ing me for a whore.”




    He pressed her hand in his. “I couldn’t stop lov­ing you for any­one or any­thing,” he said.

    “I couldn’t if I tried. But I want you to know I didn’t do any­thing with her.”




    “Why not?” she asked, new wor­ry lines creas­ing her face. “Now she will be

    sus­pi­cious.”




    Bar­ney shrugged. “I found out what I need­ed to know. Be­sides, she was too re­pul­sive.

    Some­thing pale and snaky about her.” He shud­dered. “I don’t know. I just couldn’t do it. It

    would have been like rub­bing up against a dis­ease.”




    “That was very stupid of you. You will have to leave His­pania im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “Not with­out you, I won’t.”




    “I’ve got to sell the busi­ness.”




    “To hell with the busi­ness.”




    “It’s worth $20,000 Amer­ican.”




    “To hell with $20,000 Amer­ican.”




    “Oh, you are so stupid, Bar­ney.”




    “Yeah? Well, I hap­pen to think I’m the smartest guy in the world.” He tick­led her. Af­ter

    all, I end­ed up with you, didn’t I? I think that qual­ifies me for some heavy hon­ors.”




    “Bar­ney,” she gig­gled. “Stop that.”




    “I must be the smartest, luck­iest, hap­pi­est guy who ev­er lived, and you are com­ing with

    me to Wash­ing­ton to­mor­row, where I will turn in my pic­ture and get a nice, bor­ing job

    that will keep mealive long enough to see our son grown and mak­ing his own mis­takes.

    How does that sound?”




    She hugged him hard. “Bar­ney,” she said, her eyes flash­ing sparks of gold.




    “What?”




    “I will go.”




    “You bet­ter. You’re my wife.”




    “I will make cof­fee.”




    “What for? Get us packed. I’ll go in­to town and make the ar­range­ments.”




    “First we will have cof­fee,” she said.




    There were no beans for cof­fee in the kitchen.




    “For­get the cof­fee,” Bar­ney said.




    “No. I will buy the beans.”




    “Send some­one for them.”




    “No. I know the right beans.”




    “You’re the most stub­born wom­an I’ve ev­er met,” he said as she wrapped a light shawl

    around her shoul­ders.




    “Are you sor­ry you mar­ried me, my hus­band?”




    Bar­ney smiled. “No. I’m not sor­ry.”




    “Then I will get the beans.”




    Bar­ney shook his head as she walked out the door. He set two cups on the ta­ble in

    prepa­ra­tion. He brought out two spoons. He poured milk in­to a col­or­ful ce­ram­ic pitch­er,

    which Denise said her moth­er had giv­en her. He spooned the brown, coarse sug­ar in­to a thick

    bowl.




    He wait­ed.




    An hour lat­er, he walked in­to the gar­den to pick an or­chid for the ta­ble. He placed it

    in a minia­ture vase Denise had bought a few days be­fore.




    He lit a cigarette. He wait­ed.




    With­in an­oth­er hour, Bar­ney knew he would nev­er see his wife again.




    In­stead, some­one hurled a piece of her cot­tonshawl, torn and blood­ied, through the

    win­dow. Smeared on the shawl was a small brown­ish-​red pulp. There was a note at­tached:

    “This is your wife and child.”




    The red­dish pulp turned out to be tis­sue from Denise’s uterus. Who­ev­er had killed her

    had ripped open her bel­ly to kill her ba­by. Bar­ney’s ba­by.




    With a scream of vengeance, he worked his way through the house, de­stroy­ing ev­ery­thing

    in his path. He saved the blonde girl’s room for last. She was not there. As pun­ish­ment for

    her not be­ing there, Bar­ney smashed ev­ery item in the room un­til ev­ery shred of

    fur­ni­ture, of cloth­ing, of glass was in­dis­tin­guish­able from ev­ery oth­er.




    Then he be­gan.




    He walked the streets qui­et­ly, look­ing, search­ing, hop­ing no stranger would ap­proach

    him to talk, be­cause he would kill any­one who came with­in killing dis­tance of him. No one

    ap­proached.




    He en­tered the rain for­est.




    This time, when the sound came, he was ready. It was a clum­sy sound, de­lib­er­ate. If

    Bar­ney were think­ing, he would have known it was a trap. The sound had been too care­less for

    a mis­take. But the rage in­side Bar­ney heard the sound be­fore his in­tel­lect did, and his

    rage re­spond­ed ea­ger­ly, wan­ton­ly. He want­ed to kill. He want­ed to die.




    The first man to show him­self, a dark, squat young man who teetered out of the bush

    hes­itant­ly, got a bul­let square in the ab­domen. The sec­ond caught one in the mid­dle of

    his face.




    Bar­ney’s rage fed on it. The sight of the man’s fea­tures ex­plod­ing in­to a foun­tain of

    blood drove him for­ward, want­ing more.




    Out of the cor­ner of his eye he spot­ted a curved killing knife, the kind the jun­gle

    na­tives carved fromgyp­sum found deep in a moun­tain’s in­te­ri­or, fly­ing above him in

    an arc. He ducked and rolled at just the mo­ment when it would have sliced off the top of his

    head, and fired ran­dom­ly in­to the bush. A way­ward arm popped in­to view, then dropped

    heav­ily to the ground with a dy­ing scream. It rang out in the wet for­est, a fad­ing echo

    that came from ev­ery di­rec­tion and min­gled with the fright­ened bird sounds be­fore

    sur­ren­der­ing to the vac­uum si­lence.




    He walked over to the near­est dead man, who lay on his back, an ex­pres­sion of be­nign

    sur­prise on his face. His stom­ach was cov­ered with blood, al­ready con­geal­ing in the

    fe­ro­cious swampy heat. Bar­ney kicked him.




    Si­lence. They were all dead. On­ly three men. Then he knew it was a trap.




    He could feel the eyes now, dozens of them, wait­ing in si­lence for Bar­ney to emp­ty the

    rest of his bul­lets in­to dis­pens­able re­cruits. It was a trap, but he didn’t care.




    He fired three times in­to the air, then tossed the re­volver to the side. “Come get me, you

    bas­tards!” he called.




    “Bas­tards . . . Bas­tards . . . Bas­tards,” the jun­gle echoed all around him.




    “This is Bernard C. Daniels of the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica, and I am go­ing to kill your

    pres­ident, so you had bet­ter come and take me to him,” he called in Span­ish.




    “Glad­ly,” a voice an­swered in En­glish. A fat man gaudi­ly dressed in a fairy­tale

    uni­form of blue and gold and a feath­ered tri­corn hat straight­ened his knees with great

    dif­fi­cul­ty and rose from be­hind a eu­ca­lyp­tus tree. “You will come with me, Mr. Daniels

    of the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy,” he said.




    The of­fi­cer snapped an or­der to the bush­es andtrees around him, and twen­ty-​odd

    men, their bod­ies bare­ly cov­ered by ragged shards of cloth, ap­peared from nowhere. They

    were all young men, Bar­ney no­ticed. Hun­gry men. They avoid­ed his stare. Many of them had

    known Denise, he guessed. But hunger is a greater mo­ti­va­tion than friend­ship.




    He spat in the face of a young man who tied his wrists to­geth­er with thick rope. The man

    said noth­ing.




    “I curse your wife and child,” Bar­ney said soft­ly in Span­ish. He could feel the man’s

    hands trem­bling as he com­plet­ed the knot. ‘They will die as my wife has died.”




    The man backed away, fear grip­ping his fea­tures.




    “Get him mov­ing,” the of­fi­cer or­dered. Some­one shoved Bar­ney ahead. The man who had

    tied the rope around his wrists stood root­ed to his spot, shak­ing.




    “You. Move,” the of­fi­cer called. The man did not move.




    The of­fi­cer drew a gi­gan­tic mag­num from a hol­ster strapped to his thigh and fired

    point-​blank at the young sol­dier. His chest opened up like a red, smok­ing mouth as he was

    thrust back­ward by the force of the bul­let, his legs stretch­ing out in front of him. The

    blast pro­pelled his dy­ing body in­to the ranks of the oth­er sol­diers. One screamed. “The

    cursed one,” he screamed. “I have been touched by the blood of the cursed one!”




    Quick­ly the oth­er sol­diers ran ahead, leav­ing him iso­lat­ed and pan­icked, try­ing

    des­per­ate­ly to wipe the dead man’s blood from his hands and chest.




    The of­fi­cer fired an­oth­er shot and dropped him in his tracks. “Stupid jun­gle beasts,”

    the of­fi­cer said. “Move the pris­on­er along.”




    Mum­bling to one an­oth­er, sol­diers guid­ed Bar­neyto the moun­tain cave. At the

    en­trance they dropped be­hind as the of­fi­cer grabbed the rope around Bar­ney’s wrists and

    raised his mag­num to Bar­ney’s tem­ple. “Blind­fold him,” he com­mand­ed, and a man rushed

    for­ward with a scrap of rough­ly wo­ven cloth to tie around his eyes.




    Bar­ney stum­bled in dark­ness around the cave, not­ing its enor­mous size from the

    dis­tance of sounds in­side. There was al­most no hu­man noise with­in the in­stal­la­tion, he

    no­ticed. Ei­ther none of the sol­diers re­cruit­ed from Puer­ta del Rey was per­mit­ted

    in­side, or the dis­ci­pline of De Cu­lo’s army was tremen­dous. The noise all orig­inat­ed

    from ma­chin­ery, vast amounts of it, some small and whirring, some huge and pow­er­ful,

    belch­ing with the drone of earth movers. The place was still grow­ing, still mak­ing room for

    more equip­ment and am­mu­ni­tion … or for some­thing even big­ger.




    He was shoved in­to a room to the left of all the noise, where the air was dri­er and more

    wel­com­ing. A door sealed pre­cise­ly be­hind him. He was pushed down­ward in­to a hard

    wood­en chair. The blind­fold was re­moved.




    In front of him sat a small man be­hind a desk. His thin hair was combed for­ward in

    neo­clas­si­cal curls. His uni­form, like that of the of­fi­cer who brought Bar­ney to this

    place, was blue and white, and of an­tique mil­itary de­sign. Yards of gold braid adorned his

    epaulets. A jew­el­er’s case of an­cient mil­itary dec­ora­tions gleamed across ‘his chest. A

    silken ban­ner of red, white, and blue slashed a di­ag­onal line from shoul­der to waist. On a

    ta­ble be­side the desk rest­ed an ex­act repli­ca of Napoleon’s bat­tle head­dress, trimmed

    with os­trich plumes.




    As the slight, round-​faced man rose from be­hind his mas­sive desk, he slid his right hand

    in­to the closure of his coat, just be­neath the sec­ond but­ton. He smiled, his hard,

    in­tel­li­gent eyes sparkling.




    “I am El Pres­idente Cara De Cu­lo,” he said, his neck cran­ing to pos­ture in an

    aris­to­crat­ic pro­file. “And this is Gen­er­al Ro­bar Es­tom­ago, chief of the His­pani­an

    po­lice. The gen­er­al in­forms us that you seek au­di­ence.”




    “I’m go­ing to kill you, pig,” Bar­ney said.




    “Said like a true Amer­ican, Mr. Daniels. In truth, it is I who seek au­di­ence with you. I

    sin­cere­ly hope you will be able to spare a small amount of time to speak with me and my men

    about your-​shall we say-​ac­tiv­ities in our is­land par­adise.” He opened a draw­er of his

    desk and pro­duced Bar­ney’s cam­era. He opened the back of it and ex­tract­ed the film.




    “I am giv­en to un­der­stand that this con­tains pho­tographs of this in­stal­la­tion,” he

    said, hold­ing the roll dain­ti­ly be­tween fore­fin­ger and thumb. “I am flat­tered that a

    rep­re­sen­ta­tive of such a tech­no­log­ical­ly ad­vanced na­tion as yours would ex­hib­it an

    in­ter­est in our small makeshift en­ter­prise. How­ev­er, I re­gret to in­form you that we are

    not yet pre­pared for pub­lic­ity pic­tures. They would not con­vey the cor­rect im­pres­sion

    of the base. Dirt in the cor­ners, in­com­plete mold­ing, that sort of thing. You un­der­stand.

    Bad pub­lic re­la­tions. No, un­for­tu­nate­ly, these can­not be shown to your friends in

    Wash­ing­ton.”




    His smile froze on his face, he yanked the film from its cylin­der. “Alas,” he said soft­ly,

    “the pic­tures are spoiled.” He swept the cam­era to the floor with a flick of his hand.




    Slow­ly, De Cu­lo cir­cled his desk to stand in front of Bar­ney. He fold­ed his arms in

    front of him. He rest­ed his chin on his fist. He stared in­to Bar­ney’s eyes. “So you see,” he

    said in his qui­et, brood­ing voice, “now that the film you took has been destroyed, the on­ly

    ev­idence the world will have that our in­stal­la­tion ex­ists will be based on your

    tes­ti­mo­ny. I pre­sume you in­tend to in­form your su­pe­ri­ors about the events of the past

    sev­er­al days, Mr. Daniels?”




    “Go fuck your­self.”




    “I amend my ques­tion. I do not pre­sume you will re­turn to Amer­ica with this

    in­for­ma­tion. In point of fact, Mr. Daniels, I do not be­lieve you will re­turn to Amer­ica

    at all. If I may haz­ard a guess, I pre­dict that you will be quite dead in rather a short

    tune.” He smiled again, a chill­ing, hu­mor­less smile. “Or a longer time. That will be up to

    you. Of course, my men will wel­come the op­por­tu­ni­ty to con­verse with you first. We wish

    to know to what ex­tent your gov­ern­ment is aware of His­pania’s re­la­tions to oth­er world

    pow­ers.” He held up a hand quick­ly. “Now, Mr. Daniels, I’m sure you do not wish to be pressed

    on this mat­ter, so I would not think of ask­ing you to re­veal this in­for­ma­tion to me

    im­me­di­ate­ly. You will have am­ple op­por­tu­ni­ty, as our guest, to talk with us when­ev­er

    you wish.”




    In the cor­ner, Gen­er­al Ro­bar Es­tom­ago snick­ered. “Si­lence, jack­ass,” De Cu­lo

    hissed. The gen­er­al snapped to at­ten­tion.




    “Be­fore you re­tire to our guest room, how­ev­er, I would like to tell you that we have

    been aware of your ac­tions for some time. Through the ini­tia­tive of Gen­er­al Es­tom­ago

    here, we learned that you had prob­ably seen a map de­tail­ing some in­for­ma­tion which was

    not for pub­lic pe­rusal. We al­so knew about your pho­to­graph­ic ex­pe­di­tion here, about

    your de­sire to leave the coun­try. My, my. The very walls have ears. We even knew about your

    piti­ful lit­tle wed­ding to the vil­lage whore.”




    Bar­ney leapt to his feet, “You pig-​suck­ing murder­er!” he screamed. Es­tom­ago knocked

    him in­to the chair again and pulled Bar­ney’s blind­fold tight around his throat.

    “I’ll-​kill-​you,” he gur­gled in spite of the pres­sure around his neck.




    De Cu­lo laughed.




    The pres­sure eased. “What have you done with my wife?” Bar­ney de­mand­ed.




    De Cu­lo shrugged. “Why, haven’t you heard, Mr. Daniels? She met with a dread­ful

    ac­ci­dent.”




    “The body,” Bar­ney man­aged. “Where is the body?”




    “Nowhere spe­cial. A ditch, per­haps, or a swamp. Where she be­longs.”




    This time, Bar­ney moved be­fore Es­tom­ago could re­strain him. With one leap, he hurled

    him­self to­ward De Cu­lo and placed an ex­pert kick at his head. But the pres­ident ducked in

    time and took the blow in the meaty part of his back. Still, it stag­gered him and he reeled

    crazi­ly in­to the cor­ner of the room. Bar­ney didn’t have an­oth­er chance. Es­toma-​go’s

    mag­num was drawn and lodged in­side his mouth be­fore he could rise from the spot on the floor

    where he had fall­en.




    “Take the Amer­ican scum away,” De Cu­lo said, dou­bled over from the pain in his back.

    Es­tom­ago yanked Bar­ney to his feet.




    “Wait,” De Cu­lo shout­ed as the two men reached the door. “There is one more thing I wish

    to give our guest. A wel­com­ing gift.” His eyes vi­cious, he stum­bled over to the desk and

    threw open a draw­er. “I was sav­ing this for lat­er, but I think that now would be per­fect­ly

    ap­pro­pri­ate.”




    He reached deep in­to the draw­er and pulled out some­thing soft and ashen. He tossed it

    to­ward Bar­ney. It hit him on the cheek, feel­ing Mice a cold leather bag, then dropped to the

    floor.




    And there, at his feet, rest­ed Denise’s sev­ered hand, its thin gold wed­ding band still

    en­cir­cling the third fin­ger.




    “She wouldn’t take the ring off,” De Cu­lo spat. “So we took it off for her. Get hin­rout of

    my sight.”




    Dazed, Bar­ney al­lowed him­self to be dragged out of the room where De Cu­lo’s laugh­ter

    grew loud­er and loud­er, where the lit­tle hand with its cheap ring lay on the floor.




    She wouldn’t take it off, Bar­ney said to him­self as he felt him­self be­ing shoved in­to a

    small stone cell drip­ping with cave wa­ter. Two rats scur­ried in­to the cor­ners at the

    in­tru­sion. A sol­id door closed slow­ly and fi­nal­ly, first nar­row­ing the light to a thin

    line and then oblit­er­at­ing it.




    He sat on the cold stone floor in the dark­ness, with the squeal­ing of the rats be­hind

    him, and thought on­ly: She wouldn’t take my ring off.
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    SWEENEY, GLO­RIA P.




    B. 1955, BILOXI, MISS.
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    IN­CAR­CER­ATION: MISS. STATE PEN­ITEN­TIARY, 1973-76




    SUB (1) IN­CAR­CER­ATION




    MANSLAUGH­TER, DE­GREE 1, 15 YRS.-LIFE, COM­MUT­ED WHEN SUB­JECT SUB­MIT­TED TO VOL­UN­TARY

    WORK PRO­GRAM IN PUER­TA DEL REY, HIS-​PA­NIA, 1978




    Harold W. Smith stopped the print­out. “I think I’ve found her,” he said in­to the phone.

    “Hold on, Re­mo.”




    He keyed in:




    SUB (2) VOL­UN­TARY WORK PRO­GRAM, PUER­TA DEL REY.




    IN­STI­TUT­ED 1978 BY ES­TOM­AGO, GEN, RO­BAR S.,




    CHIEF, NATL SE­CU­RI­TY COUN­CIL,




    CURR. AM­BAS­SADOR TO U.S. VOL. WORK PRO­GRAM FOR




    FE­MALE PRISON IN­MATES IN LIEU




    OF MAX­IMUM SEN­TENCE. NA­TURE




    OF WORK: DO­MES­TIC. NUM­BER:




    (1978) 47




    (1979) 38




    (1980) 39




    “That’s odd,” Smith said, stop­ping the ma­chine. “What’s odd?” Re­mo asked. “Look, I don’t

    haveall day to hang on the phone while you play tunes on your com­put­er. There’s still

    the busi­ness of De-​nise Daniels and some kind of map on Glo­ria Swee ney’s wall and some

    mosque some­where-“




    “The mosque is at 128-26 West 114th Street,” Smith said. “If Denise Daniels was Bar­ney’s

    wife, that’s noth­ing to wor­ry about,” he mut­tered offhand­ed­ly. “Just a per­son­al mat­ter.

    Nat­ural­ly, he would have been con­cerned by her death, so he would have opened the en­ve­lope

    with the bomb in it, since it car­ried her name on the re­turn ad­dress. It was ob­vi­ous­ly

    in­tend­ed for Daniels, al­though Max Snod­grass beat him to it. But in it­self, this Denise

    Daniels is re­al­ly . . . noth­ing . . .”




    He trailed off as his eye caught the last line of the print­out. “Re­mo, when Daniels was

    talk­ing, did he say any­thing about see­ing a lot of Amer­ican wom­en on the is­land?”




    “On­ly Glo­ria Sweeney.”




    “Fun­ny. The CIA doesn’t have any records about them, ei­ther. Ac­cord­ing to this

    print­out, there are at least 120 fe­male Amer­ican prison in­mates in Puer­ta del­Rey.”




    “I didn’t know there were pris­ons in Puer­ta del Rey. I thought they shot crim­inals first

    and tried them lat­er.”




    “That’s not far from the truth,” Smith said. “Nev­er­the­less, Glo­ria Sweeney was sent to

    His­pania as a pris­on­er serv­ing a life sen­tence. She’s back in the States now,

    il­le­gal­ly. My guess is that she’s in­volved with Es­tom­ago, the His­pani­an

    am­bas­sador.”




    “Then why all the black free­dom busi­ness, and the Peach­es of Mec­ca and all that? And why

    did she have Calder Raisin killed? And what about the map Daniels keeps hol­ler­ing about?”




    “I have a the­ory or two, but noth­ing sub­stan­tial. You find that out,” Smith said. “I

    have to scan some prison records. Re­mo?”




    “What?”




    “Be quick about it.” He hung up.




    It could be noth­ing. All of the in­for­ma­tion gath­ered so far through Smith’s records and

    Bar­ney’s deliri­ous tes­ti­mo­ny, might mean noth­ing more than that the lead­er­ship of a

    dis­sat­is­fied ba­nana re­pub­lic de­cid­ed to make Amer­ica un­com­fort­able by stir­ring up

    its black pop­ula­tion. Just an­oth­er case of the mouse chew­ing be­tween the ele­phant’s

    toes.




    But some of the print­outs Smith had pulled from the CURE com­put­er banks late the night

    be­fore didn’t sit well. Like the three bul­letins from Amer­ican air surveil­lance over the

    At­lantic con­firm­ing the pres­ence of Rus­sian freighters head­ing to­ward Cu­ba. Or the

    flut­ter of ac­tiv­ity on ba­nana boats be­tween His­pania and Cu­ba. There had been too many

    in­ci­dences of His­pani­an boats get­ting lost in Cuban wa­ters for Smith to ac­cept,

    es­pe­cial­ly since nei­ther His­pania nor Cu­ba need­ed to trade ba­nanas with one

    an­oth­er.




    There was noth­ing def­inite, noth­ing to cause any­thing more than idle spec­ula­tion on

    the part of Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    Idle spec­ula­tion, Smith re­peat­ed to him­self as he keyed in the code for pen­iten­tiary

    in­mate files. Still, time should not be wast­ed. He made a point of ac-​cel­ebrat­ing his

    typ­ing speed from forty words a minute to forty-​three.


  




  

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN





    Bar­ney was starv­ing.




    Had it been a week? A month? No, he rea­soned, with what was left of his rea­son. He

    couldn’t go a month with­out food.




    One thing he knew for cer­tain: his wa­ter was drugged. Af­ter his first scream­ing,

    shak­ing ex­pe­ri­ence with the wa­ter, he tried to ig­nore the lit­tle met­al pan that slid

    through a rub­ber open­ing on­to a small shelf in his cave cell, but when his thirst over­came

    him he drank. He took as lit­tle as pos­si­ble to moist­en his parched, raw mouth and throat

    be­cause he knew that af­ter he drank, he would have to sub­mit to the dreams.




    Ter­ri­ble dreams they were, con­fus­ing, non­sen­si­cal hal­lu­ci­na­tions that stabbed at

    his brain and burned it from in­side. When they came, he tried to re­mem­ber Denise, Denise in

    her kitchen, Denise mak­ing cof­fee. Denise kept him alive through the dreams while he

    con­vulsed and retched and screamed. She watched him. She smiled. She com­fort­ed.




    It must be a month, Bar­ney thought as he dabbed one fin­ger on­to the sur­face of the

    wa­ter and car­ried the drop to his lips. The drug was less vir­ulent at the top of the pan,

    Bar­ney learned, if he let it sit. Heal­lowed him­self no more than ten drops ev­ery time

    he drank, and he drank as in­fre­quent­ly as pos­si­ble. Still, the dreams and nau­sea passed

    through him ‘like air through a screen, and there was noth­ing Bar­ney could do ex­cept to

    sum­mon the name of his dead wife.




    “Denise,” he whis­pered. “Help me.”




    Light ap­peared. For the first time in the count­less days of ab­so­lute dark­ness since he

    was first brought to his cell, the door opened.




    The flash of high-​wattage in­te­ri­or light­ing hurt his eyes. He shield­ed them. “Come,” a

    voice said. So loud. It sound­ed like can­nons to Bar­ney’s sound-​de­prived ears.




    Hands groped for him on the cold slime of the floor. He tried to pull him­self to his feet.

    He couldn’t stand.




    Out­side, he curled him­self in­to a tight ball to pro­tect his eyes from the blind­ing

    light. A boot kicked him in the groin. “Move.”




    With the help of four men, Bar­ney stum­bled through a vast emp­ty-​sound­ing cave, his eyes

    closed for fear of be­ing blind­ed, and out in­to the wel­come dark­ness of the jun­gle.




    Bar­ney heard the jun­gle, teem­ing with noise. The flap­ping of birds’ wings. Their songs.

    The pierc­ing wails of an­imals dy­ing miles away. The rus­tle of sala­man­ders on leaves

    fall­en to the earth. The earth it­self ex­plod­ed with sound: the rush of wind from the ocean,

    the mu­sic of mov­ing wa­ter. And the smell. The won­der­ful smell of green things. The smell

    of life.




    “Wa­ter,” he said. “Agua. Agua.” The young men es­cort­ing him turned to their com­man­der,

    a swarthy guer­ril­la in Cuban-​style fatigues and com­bat boots. He was the on­ly one be­sides

    Bar­ney who wore shoes,




    “Move,” the sol­dier re­peat­ed, push­ing Bar­ney for­ward.




    For a mo­ment, Bar­ney’s eyes met those of a young bare­foot re­cruit to his right. He was

    still a boy, no more than six­teen. The boy’s eyes were sad. They re­mind­ed him of Denise.




    Es na­da,” Bar­ney said to him. “It is noth­ing.”




    The jun­gle grew more dense, un­til on­ly an in­ci­den­tal patch of sky could be seen at the

    very tops of the trees. Ahead, Bar­ney spot­ted a small fire.




    It glowed like a coal in the dark­ness, be­com­ing brighter as the squadron dragged him

    to­ward it. The fire was in a thatched bam­boo hut. In­side the hut, a cot wait­ed for

    Bar­ney.




    His shoes were re­moved and he was tied down with hemp rope. The young re­cruit with the sad

    eyes stoked the fire. Why they felt Bar­ney need­ed a fire in the swel­ter­ing heat of the

    jun­gle was be­yond him. Then they left him alone.




    At night­fall, the mu­sic of the jun­gle changed. The chat­ter­ing be­guine of the day birds

    gave way to the more somber, dan­ger­ous rhythms of night. Night was for the screams of

    vul­tures, the ravenous com­paints of the big cats.




    It was at night that El Pres­idente Cara De Cu­lo came to Bar­ney.




    “Fan­cy meet­ing you here, Mr. Daniels,” he said smooth­ly. “Isn’t it a small world?” He

    wait­ed for an an­swer. Bar­ney could no longer speak.




    “I see you’re not feel­ing talkative this evening. Too bad. I was hop­ing your days of

    re­lax­ation might prompt you to par­tic­ipate in a dis­cus­sion of your coun­try. Rather for

    old times’ sake, you know.




    Af­ter all, some­day soon it may not ex­ist any more. Tsk, tsk. Things come and they go,

    don’t they Mr. Daniels?”




    He sighed. “Yes, they come and they go. Just like your dear, de­part­ed wife. Re­mem­ber

    her? The one who spread her legs for half the is­land?”




    Bar­ney closed his eyes. Denise in the kitchen mak­ing cof­fee, Denise smil­ing.




    “She went so bad­ly, too,” De Cu­lo said with mock con­cern. “First the hand. Ugh, ghast­ly.

    Noth­ing ugli­er than a scream­ing wom­an with a bloody stump for an arm.”




    Denise in her shawl, Denise car­ry­ing his ba­by.




    “Then, of course, she was still alive when the men raped her. Boys will be boys, you know.

    Al­though I think she se­cret­ly en­joyed it. They all do, the ex­perts say.”




    “Denise,” Bar­ney croaked, the dry sobs rack­ing him.




    “As a mat­ter of fact, I dis­tinct­ly re­mem­ber some­one telling me she was alive when the

    knife cut her open. Ap­par­ent­ly she called out ‘my ba­by’ or some such driv­el. God on­ly

    knows who the fa­ther was.”




    “I will kill you if it takes all my lif e and the next,” Bar­ney said slow­ly, the words

    rasp­ing out of him like rust­ed nails.




    “Very po­et­ic,” De Cu­lo said, smil­ing. “Well, I must be off. I on­ly stopped by to bring

    you an­oth­er present. You left the first on my of­fice floor. Per­haps this will be more to

    your lik­ing.”




    He picked an iron pok­er up off the floor and thrust it in­to the fire. “These are rare

    around here,” he said. “It’s from my own per­son­al fire­place. I want you to know that.”




    Then he stood over Bar­ney and with both hands bashed the low­er part of his ab­domen.

    “Stink­ingslime,” De Cu­lo said. “I’ll see to it you stay alive as long as

    pos­si­ble.”




    “I’ll stay alive long enough to kill you,” Bar­ney wheezed, his bel­ly knot­ted and

    cramp­ing vi­olent­ly from the blow.




    With­in a half hour, Es­tom­ago en­tered, along with the four men who had brought him to the

    hut. Once again, the young boy with the sad eyes was with them. Once again he stoked the

    al­ready blaz­ing fire.




    Es­tom­ago loos­ened the top but­ton of his uni­form and ran a fin­ger along his red,

    sweat­ing neck. “It’s hot as hell in here,” he said to no one in par­tic­ular. He looked down

    at Bar­ney, shriv­eled to al­most half his weight, his wrists raw and bleed­ing from the rope

    around them.




    “Wa­ter,” Bar­ney rasped.




    “No wa­ter,” Es­tom­ago said. “It is not per­mit­ted.”




    The boy stok­ing the fire looked over to the two of them.




    “This is a bad way to die,” Es­tom­ago said with­out a trace of De Cu­lo’s sar­casm. “Tell

    us who else knows about the in­stal­la­tion, and I will see that you die quick­ly, with a

    bul­let.”




    It would have been so easy for Bar­ney to tell him the truth, that the Unit­ed States knew

    noth­ing about the in­stal­la­tion. He would die then. It would all be over.




    But he could not die. Not un­til De Cu­lo was dead. Not un­til his wife’s death had been

    avenged.




    “Let me go,” Bar­ney said. “Then I will tell you.”




    Es­tom­ago shook his head. “I can­not do that. You must die, soon or late.”




    “Late,” Bar­ney said.




    “As you wish.” He mo­tioned to the sol­dier in army fa­tigues. “Dom­in­quez. The whip.”




    The sol­dier ap­proached Bar­ney’s cot, a long lizard whip in his hands. He tapped it on his

    palm ex­pert­ly, a small smile of an­tic­ipa­tion play­ing on his face.




    Es­tom­ago moved out of the way.




    Slow­ly, with sen­su­ous plea­sure, the sol­dier teased Bar­ney’s skin with the end of the

    whip. It glis­tened ir­rides­cent green in the light of the fire as it snaked across Bar­ney’s

    chest and legs. The sol­dier be­gan to breathe heav­ily. His lips moved, wet with sali­va. His

    eyes half-​closed as he played the whip on Bar­ney’s gen­itals. Then he raised the whip, and,

    with a cry of plea­sure, let it fly with a skin-​split­ting crack on Bar­ney’s bel­ly.




    Denise. Oh, help me, Denise.




    The sol­dier raised the whip again, his own sex now ob­vi­ous­ly hard and throb­bing, and

    threw out his arm to his right. The whip coiled and sank in­to the ten­der skin on the in­steps

    of Bar­ney’s feet.




    Sparks flew in­side Bar­ney’s brain. The pain was aflame, burn­ing, burn­ing. End­less pain.

    Denise. Don’t go. Don’t leave me.




    The whip snapped high over­head. It slashed him be­tween his legs.




    Up from the pit of his stom­ach, black bile gushed from Bar­ney’s mouth and bub­bled on his

    lips. Then he was un­con­scious.




    In a fury, the sol­dier tore his can­teen from his belt and threw its con­tents on Bar­ney’s

    face to bring him back to con­scious­ness. “You will not sleep now,” he roared in al­most

    in­co­her­ent Span­ish. “Not un­til I am fin­ished.”




    Bar­ney’s tongue reached for the droplets of wa­ter on his face, the pain re­turn­ing with

    hor­ri­ble in­ten­si­ty. The sol­dier beat him again and again, each time bring­ing the whip

    down with the force of a lover’s thrust. “Now!” he screamed. “Now!” He curled thewhip in

    a gi­ant loop that cir­cled the ceil­ing and brought it down so that it caught the length of

    Bar­ney’s torn body and sent it in­to con­vul­sive spasms. As Bar­ney’s mus­cles jerked in

    re­flex­ive agony, the sol­dier bucked and groaned un­til he lay spent on the dirt floor,

    moan­ing with plea­sure.




    Bar­ney did not re­gain con­scious­ness for sev­er­al hours. He came to with the taste of

    cold moun­tain wa­ter trick­ling down his throat. He sput­tered and coughed, but kept

    drink­ing, for fear that it would be tak­en away be­fore he could drink enough to stay alive

    through the night. Hands that smelled of earth and green plants smoothed more of the wa­ter on

    Bar­ney’s eyes and fore­head.




    He opened his eyes. The boy whose job it had been to stoke the fire in the hut made a

    sig­nal for him to be silent, and gave him an­oth­er bowl of wa­ter to drink.




    “I will not for­get you, my son,” Bar­ney mut­tered in Span­ish. Im­me­di­ate­ly a rustling

    sound out­side the hut alert­ed him to the fact that guards were post­ed. The boy ducked. The

    guard peered in­side. “He’s deliri­ous,” he said to an in­vis­ible com­rade, and went back to

    his watch.




    The boy made a face at Bar­ney as he got up off the floor, then of­fered him the bowl once

    again. Bar­ney shook his head. The boy doused his wounds with the wa­ter left in the bowl,

    warn­ing Bar­ney not to cry out in pain.




    It hurt, but Bar­ney would not let the boy be killed for help­ing him. He held his breath

    and let the wa­ter do its work. Then the boy slith­ered through a slim crack in the rush­es of

    the hut and was gone.




    The days went on. The beat­ings, the in­ter­ro­ga­tions, the whip. Al­ways the whip. Each

    day, a manwould ap­pear with a clamp to break one of Bar­ney’s fin­gers. And each night,

    the whip.




    “What does the CIA know?”




    “Eat shit.”




    “What have you told them?”




    “That your moth­er is a whore.”




    “Are there any oth­er agents hid­den on the is­land?”




    “May your rec­tum be a pool for the love juice of ditchdig­gers.”




    Some­times Bar­ney spoke in En­glish, some­times in Span­ish. It didn’t mat­ter. As long as

    he spoke. As long as he stayed alive.




    Af­ter all of his ringers were bro­ken, Es­tom­ago gave him wa­ter. It was the drugged

    wa­ter of the cave prison, poi­soned and fear­ful. It made the dreams come.




    He be­gan to have a spe­cial dream, one that re­curred with pre­dictable reg­ular­ity. The

    dream was of wom­en.




    Each night since he was forced to drink the drugged wa­ter, .a host of beau­ti­ful wom­en,

    naked and shim­mer­ing in the fire­light, danced in­to the hut and sur­round­ed him, smooth­ing

    their fra­grant hands on his face, rub­bing their breasts and lips on him. Each night they came

    and left with­out a word, to re­turn the next night, feath­ery and love­ly.




    The beat­ings stopped. He was giv­en wa­ter four times a day. Dur­ing the day­light hours,

    the sol­diers would come to stoke the fire and give him wa­ter, and at night they were

    re­placed by the wom­en, smil­ing, danc­ing, tan­ta­liz­ing.




    He be­gan to heal. His rope-​burned wrists were ban­daged, so that his on­ly bondage was a

    rope around one an­kle. He be­gan to crave the wa­ter.




    The dreams were not so ter­ri­ble any more. Theywere pleas­ant. Con­fus­ing, crazy,

    col­or­ful dreams. Who cared? What was so great about re­al­ity, any­way? Bar­ney looked

    for­ward to his four bowls of wa­ter. They made the world fuzzy and pret­ty. They made the

    world nice.




    Even the sol­diers were nice. They be­gan to smile at him. They brought him food, first an

    eas­ily di­gestible paste made of mashed veg­eta­bles, then soft bread and fruit, then good

    meals of army ra­tions. And through­out all the dish­es was laced the de­li­cious dreams in the

    wa­ter.




    Ev­ery­one smiled. Ev­ery­one was hap­py. Ex­cept for the young boy who stoked the fire.

    What was with him, any­way, al­ways star­ing at Bar­ney as if he wor­ried the sky was go­ing to

    fall? Such a wor­ry wart, for such a young boy. Maybe he was just a gringo hater. Well, it took

    all kinds of peo­ple to make a world, good and bad, and what dif­fer­ence did it make,

    any­way?




    Bar­ney be­gan to won­der what life was like out­side the hut. Had he ev­er been out­side?

    It seemed that his world be­gan and end­ed there, hi that thatched roof par­adise with the

    won­der­ful wa­ter. Well, that was fine with him. Es­pe­cial­ly if the wom­en kept com­ing

    around.




    They did. Now they spoke to him, too, sweet words of com­fort and flir­ta­tion.




    “We like you very much,” a very blonde girl said. Did she look fa­mil­iar? Of course, she

    had been com­ing in­to the hut since day one. No, a voice in­side Bar­ney said. Fa­mil­iar from

    some­where else. Get lost, Bar­ney told his voice. There is nowhere else. The voice went

    away.




    “I like you too,” Bar­ney said hap­pi­ly. “I like ev­ery­thing.”




    “Well, I’m go­ing to do some­thing you’ll likeex­tra-​spe­cial,” the thin blonde said,

    and the oth­er girls gig­gled.




    “Oh, boy,” Bar­ney said, clap­ping his hands to­geth­er. “What is it? A cook­ie?”




    “Bet­ter than that, hon­ey.” She knelt be­tween his legs and took him in her mouth,

    rock­ing, pulling, send­ing shiv­ers up his back with her naughty lit­tle tongue.




    “Gee whiz,” Bar­ney said. “You sure were right. This beats just about any­thing. Think I

    could have some wa­ter?”




    “Sure, an­gel,” an­oth­er wom­an said, and gave him a big, long drink. It made ev­ery­thing

    even bet­ter.




    Then, be­fore he knew it, a whole lot of oth­er gor­geous naked wom­en were mak­ing love to

    him, too, laugh­ing, prob­ing, kiss­ing, touch­ing. And all he had to do was lie there and

    drink that mag­ic wa­ter. Heav­en on earth.




    They played games. If Bar­ney won the game, the wom­en would see to it that he felt good. If

    he lost the game, they would make him feel good any­way. The games were fun.




    “Okay,” the blonde girl said one night. “I have a new game to play.”




    “Oh, boy,” Bar­ney said.




    “First, you may have wa­ter.”




    “Yea.” Bar­ney drank. “I drank it all down,” he said proud­ly.




    “That’s a very good boy, Bar­ney.”




    “Good good Bar­ney,” the girls chant­ed in cho­rus of ap­proval. Bar­ney beamed. He knew

    this was go­ing to be a fun game.




    “Now, I’m go­ing to say a word, and then you say the first thing that comes. Okay?” “Sure,”

    Bar­ney said. “That’s easy.” “Good. Now here’s the word. Ready?”




    Bar­ney nod­ded en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly.




    “Girls.”




    “Fun,” Bar­ney said, rolling his eyes. The wom­en all laughed.




    “That’s cor­rect, Bar­ney,” the blonde said. “Girls are fun. Now, here’s an­oth­er

    word.”




    “Ready, set, go.”




    “Okay. El Pres­idente Cara De Cu­lo.”




    “Huh?”




    “De Cu­lo.”




    “I don’t know that word,” Bar­ney said, his face squish­ing up to burst in­to tears.




    “There, there,” the blonde girl said, stroking Bar­ney’s head. “It’s all right. That was a

    hard word.” The rest of the wom­en made sym­pa­thet­ic nois­es. “I’ll tell you what it means,

    and then you can say the right thing, okay?”




    “I love you,” Bar­ney said.




    “You lit­tle sweet thing. El Pres­idente Cara De Cu­lo is the great­est man on earth. Who is

    he?”




    “The great­est,” Bar­ney said.




    “Won­der­ful. You get a kiss.” All the wom­en milled around to kiss him. “Ready for

    an­oth­er word?”




    “Sure.”




    The blonde looked in­to his eyes. “Denise,” she said. The wom­en were silent as Bar­ney

    strug­gled with his thoughts.




    At last, his face lit up. “I got it! I got it!”




    “What?” the blonde wom­an asked flat­ly, her eyes cold.




    “De niece is de daugh­ter of de un­cle,” Bar­ney said. And ev­ery­one kissed and hugged

    him.




    “That’s won­der­ful, Bar­ney. You’re such a smart boy.”




    “You bet.”




    “How about this? CIA.”




    “CIA?” Bar­ney was con­fused. “I think I work for the CIA.” He stuck his fin­ger in his nose

    to think. “But I don’t work. I play.”




    “You used to work for them, dar­ling. But they were bad, bad peo­ple.”




    “Very bad?”




    “Aw­ful. They beat you up.”




    “The sol­diers beat me up.”




    “They did not!” The wom­en frowned. Some turned their backs on him. “You’re bad, Bar­ney.

    Bad for think­ing the sol­diers hurt you.”




    “They whipped me with the big snake. They hurt my hands,” Bar­ney said help­less­ly.




    “That was the CIA. Not the sol­diers.”




    Bar­ney’s eyes widened in con­fu­sion. He was sure it was the sol­diers. “Maybe they were

    dif­fer­ent sol­diers,” he of­fered.




    “That’s right,” the blonde said, bright­en­ing. All the wom­en kissed him. “Good Bar­ney,”

    they said.




    “Yeah. Oth­er sol­diers. CIA sol­diers. Bad.”




    “De Cu­lo, the great­est man on earth, made them stop. Now sol­diers are nice to you.”




    “De Cu­lo good, CIA bad,” Bar­ney said.




    “The CIA is still near,” the wom­an whis­pered.




    “Here? Here?”




    “Yes.”




    “Where?” He looked anx­ious­ly around the room.




    “We don’t know. Tell us, Bar­ney. Tell us where they are, so they don’t come again to hurt

    you.”




    “I-I don’t know. What’s the an­swer, la­dy?”




    “Come on. You know.”




    “Huh-​unh.” Bar­ney shook his head ve­he­ment­ly.




    “Maybe he’s the on­ly one,” the wom­an said qui­et­ly to her as­so­ciates. “Okay,” she said

    loud­er. “Here’s an­oth­er word.”




    “I’m tired of this game.”




    “Just one more. In­stal­la­tion.”




    Bar­ney yawned. “In­stal­la­tion is what dad­dy puts around the house to keep out the snow,”

    he said. “Hey, when’s it go­ing to snow?”




    The wom­en ig­nored him, chat­ter­ing among them­selves.




    “That’s all, Bar­ney. You’ve been a good boy.”




    “How about some ficky-​fick?” , “Lat­er, sweet­heart. We have to look for CIA men, so they

    don’t come to harm our Bar­ney.”




    “CIA bad,” Bar­ney con­firmed. “Ficky-​fick good.”




    “Drink some wa­ter,” the blonde said, and led the wom­en out­side.




    “He doesn’t know any­thing,” the blonde lat­er told Es­tom­ago. “You might as well kill him

    and get it over with.”




    “El Pres­idente wants us to go through with this.”




    “It’s point­less.”




    “But it is a di­rect or­der, Glo­ria.”




    Glo­ria Sweeney shrugged. “Have it your way.”




    “My way keeps you out of work­ing at the in­stal­la­tion, re­mem­ber,” Es­tom­ago said with

    a threat­en­ing swag­ger.




    “Yeah. Thanks a heap, big shot. I sup­pose work­ing at that whore­house was your idea of a

    great ca­reer op­por­tu­ni­ty.”




    “Bet­ter than be­ing shot, like the oth­er wom­en. Or per­haps you would pre­fer their

    fate.”




    A ner­vous tin­gle shot through Glo­ria’s spine. “Not at all, Ro­bar, hon­ey. You know I was

    just josh­ing. I’m grate­ful for ev­ery­thing you’ve dene for me.” She ca­ressed his thigh.

    “And I just love be­ing sweet to you.”




    “That’s enough,” Es­tom­ago said, clear­ing his throat. “We’ll save it for lat­er.”




    “Any­time you say, jum­bo.” She left him to bathe in a stream and wash the stink of fear off

    her.




    That night, a sol­dier wear­ing a big paint­ed sign read­ing CIA hang­ing around his neck

    en­tered the hut to re­move Bar­ney’s fin­ger­nails.




    The next night, an­oth­er sol­dier, sim­ilar­ly iden­ti­fied, came to beat him with­in an

    inch of his life.




    The food stopped com­ing. The wom­en stopped com­ing. The smiles ceased. On­ly the wa­ter

    re­mained. And the smol­der­ing fire.




    Bound again by abra­sive rope around his wrists, Bar­ney cried and asked for his

    moth­er.




    “We hate your moth­er,” a sol­dier said, and slapped him hard across the face. “This is what

    the CIA thinks of you and your moth­er. Your moth­er fucks go­ril­las.”




    “CIA bad, bad,” Bar­ney wailed.




    “You didn’t tell the good sol­diers that we were here,” the sol­dier said, “so we came to

    hurt you.”




    Bar­ney looked from face to face around the hut. They were all in there with him, all the

    sol­diers and wom­en. They shook their heads sad­ly as the bad CIA man walked de­lib­er­ate­ly

    to the fire and re­moved the glow­ing pok­er.




    “The CIA is go­ing to hurt you now un­less you tell us where the oth­er CIA men are.”




    “Don’t know,” Bar­ney said as the man walked clos­er and clos­er to him, the pok­er

    gleam­ing red.




    “We’re very bad men,” he said, step­ping so close that Bar­ney could smell the burn­ing

    cy­press wood stick­ing to the end of the pok­er. “We want you to re­mem­ber who we are.”




    “CIA,” Bar­ney said. “Very bad.”




    The sol­dier Lift­ed the pok­er di­rect­ly above Barney’s stom­ach. “Very bad,” he said.

    “For you.” And he brought it down to trace the let­ters CIA on Bar­ney’s burn­ing bel­ly, the

    stench of in­cin­er­at­ed flesh fill­ing the hut as Bar­ney screamed his last mem­ories

    away.




    Two days lat­er, Bar­ney’s eyes opened to see the bar­rel of a mag­num point­ed di­rect­ly

    at them.




    “He knows noth­ing,” Es­tom­ago said. “Let us end this cha­rade now and be done with

    it.”




    “Hey, I’ve got an idea,” Glo­ria said. “Want to have some fun with him be­fore he goes?”




    “Fun. You al­ways think of fun.”




    “No, re­al­ly. This’ll be a gas.” She whis­pered in­to Es­tom­ago’s ear.




    He laughed. “Why not?” he said, tuck­ing the mag­num back in­to his thigh hol­ster. “It will

    be amus­ing for the men.”




    He shook Bar­ney out of the fog that had come back to re­claim him. “You. Get up. You are

    free.”




    “Free?” Bar­ney said, not sure what the word meant.




    The sol­diers un­bound his wrists and led him, wob­bling, to the grounds out­side the hut.

    There they tied an­oth­er length of rope around one arm, this time a longer, thin­ner one.




    “You will per­form the rit­ual of the bat,” Es­tom­ago said. “For it, you will fight a man

    while blind­fold­ed and bound to him by this length of rope. If you kill him, you will be set

    free.”




    “Fight,” Bar­ney mum­bled, look­ing vague­ly at the red gash­es on his stom­ach which had

    al­ready filled up with pus.




    The blonde wom­an gig­gled. “Find him some­one cute to fight, hon­ey. That’ll make it more

    in­ter­est­ing.”




    Es­tom­ago point­ed to the young re­cruit with the sad eyes. “Him?”




    “Per­fect.”




    He sig­nalled the boy to ad­vance. Silent­ly he came in­to the cir­cle where Bar­ney

    wait­ed, weav­ing un­steadi­ly on his feet. The boy’s arm was tied to the rope. Blind­folds

    were placed on both men.




    “Here are the knives,” Es­tom­ago an­nounced, plac­ing a curved killing knife in each of

    their hands. “When I give the com­mand, the two of you will fight to the death.” He turned to

    one of the sol­diers. “Get your ri­fle ready,” he said qui­et­ly. “If the Amer­ican should win

    by a freak ac­ci­dent, I do not want him to leave alive.”




    “Yes sir.” The sol­dier obeyed, dis­en­gag­ing the safe­ty catch on his ri­fle.




    “Very well,” Es­tom­ago shout­ed. “Be­gin!”




    In a crouch, the boy cir­cled Bar­ney, who poked hes­itant­ly at the air. The crowd

    laughed.




    “Hsss!” the boy whis­pered. “This way.” He led Bar­ney to the edge of the cir­cle. The

    spec­ta­tors cleared the way. He slashed at Bar­ney, nar­row­ly miss­ing him, even though

    Bar­ney could bare­ly walk.




    “That boy fights al­most as poor­ly as the Amer­ican,” Es­tom­ago said, his bel­ly shak­ing

    with mirth.




    The boy slashed again, this time falling to the ground and rolling close to the jun­gle

    edge.




    “Birds,” Bar­ney said.




    “We are close to the for­est,” the boy whis­pered. “Pre­tend to fight me. I will take you

    out of here.” He cut in­to the air again and inched clos­er to the edge of the clear­ing.




    Bar­ney fell.




    “Kill him, kill him!” the wom­en in the crowd shout­ed.




    The boy lunged. “Get up. Quick­ly. Hur­ry. It is time.”




    Bar­ney scram­bled to his feet as the crowd crooned with ex­cite­ment. “Per­haps he will

    give us a show, af­ter all,” Es­tom­ago said. “But you are both too far away for us to see

    well,” he shout­ed to the two men. “Come back this way.”




    “Now,” the boy said, tear­ing off his blind­fold and Bar­ney’s. “Try to keep up with me.” He

    sprint­ed through the jun­gle like a gazelle on his long young legs while Bar­ney dragged

    be­hind, the rope forc­ing him to keep pace. “Come.” Two shots rang out be­hind them.




    Branch­es tore at Bar­ney’s open wounds. Each step burned his dam­aged feet like hot coals.

    His bro­ken hands could bare­ly hold the knife, but he knew he must hold it. He knew noth­ing

    any more, re­mem­bered noth­ing ex­cept that this boy was a friend and that he had to hold on

    to the knife and run, run as he had nev­er run be­fore.




    The boy cut the rope be­tween them. “I know a small clear­ing not far from here,” he said.

    “You can rest there, and drink good wa­ter to make you well.” He pushed Bar­ney ahead.




    At the clear­ing, where a small wa­ter­fall fed in­to a stream from un­der­ground caves,

    they stopped. “Do not drink yet,” the boy said. “We will wait in the cave for night­fall.

    Es­tom­ago’s men are not far be­hind.”




    Bar­ney opened and shut his eyes to try to clear his head. Ev­ery­thing was filmy, un­re­al.

    “Trust me,” the boy said as he pulled Bar­ney in­to a small cave to wait.




    It was damp in the cave, and Bar­ney’s cramped po­si­tion hurt his burns, but the boy had

    said to trusthim, so he trust­ed him. In time, he slept while the boy watched and

    guard­ed.




    He shook Bar­ney awake. “Come. It is time for us to leave.”




    “Wait,” Bar­ney said, touch­ing the boy’s arm. “Why are you help­ing me?”




    The boy looked at him with his sad, dark eyes. “Denise Sar­ave­na was my friend,” he said.

    “Af­ter my moth­er died, Denise brought us food un­til I was old enough to join the army.”




    “Who is Denise?” Bar­ney asked.




    Af­ter a mo­ment, the boy said, “Let us wash your wounds and drink at the wa­ter­fall. Then

    we must go. I know a small moun­tain vil­lage north of Puer­ta del Rey where we will be

    wel­come.”




    They drank at the foot of the wa­ter­fall. Bar­ney let the cold wa­ter run over his bare

    feet and stom­ach, wash­ing away the pu­tre­fac­tion that had be­gun to de­vel­op in the

    burns.




    It felt good. Bar­ney’s head be­gan to clear. He tore his shirt to make a ban­dage for his

    hand so that he could hold the knife bet­ter. He tore off strips of cloth to cov­er his feet.

    As he was splash­ing wa­ter over his head and neck, the boy whirled around, his knife poised

    for throw­ing.




    Out of the for­est am­bled a chim­panzee, chat­ter­ing and run­ning in a zigzag. The boy

    sighed.




    “You know what you’re do­ing with that knife,” Bar­ney said, re­lieved.




    The boy lay on his stom­ach to drink. “No man knows more than the jun­gle,” he said. He

    wad­ed in­to the wa­ter to wash. Then the shot came and sent the boy sprawl­ing in­to the mud

    at the oth­er side of the stream, a hole the size of a grape­fruit in his back, his thin legs

    twitch­ing for a mo­ment be­fore he lay still.




    Bar­ney saw the sol­dier be­fore he had a chance to turn around, so by the time he turned,

    his knife was al­ready spin­ning in the air and came to rest with a thwack in the sol­dier’s

    chest. The chim­panzee at the oth­er end of the stream screamed and scur­ried nois­ily in­to

    the jun­gle as Bar­ney scram­bled back in­to the cave. Mo­ments lat­er, when the oth­er

    sol­diers ap­peared, they fol­lowed the noise of the chim­panzee. And Bar­ney was safe to look

    on the life­less form of his friend, a boy young enough to have been his son.




    He wait­ed an hour, star­ing all the while at the dead boy who had saved his life. None of

    it made any sense to him any more. Strangers come and then they go, and some of them hurt you

    along the way and some help you. And some even die for you. But why, God, why him? Why not me?

    I don’t re­mem­ber half my life, and this boy didn’t even get to live it. Why didn’t you take

    me in­stead? he said to him­self, as he dug a shal­low grave for the boy with a rock be­side

    the stream.




    Then, with­out think­ing, with­out car­ing, he wan­dered aim­less­ly in­to Puer­ta del Rey

    the next morn­ing, stop­ping to spend a day and a night in a sleazy cafe that served him three

    bot­tles of tequi­la in ex­change for his brass belt buck­le.




    And af­ter the three bot­tles were emp­ty, Bar­ney felt good for the first time in all the

    life he could re­mem­ber. He felt so good that he called a press con­fer­ence in the mid­dle of

    town to say that the CIA was bad. The CIA was in His­pania. The chief of po­lice, some­body

    named Es­tom­ago, looked sur­prised to see him, al­though Bar­ney didn’t know the man from

    Adam. He didn’t want to know any­body. The CIA was here. The CIA was bad. And who the hell

    cared?


  




  

    CHAPTER FOURTEEN





    Smith placed two pieces of pa­per side by side. One was the front page of the New York

    Dai­ly News. The head­line read:




    NA­TION­WIDE MARCH ON




    WASH­ING­TON




    Mil­lions of Blacks Protest Mur­der of Civ­il Rights Lead­er Cold­er Raisin




    The oth­er pa­per was an en­large­ment of a mi­crofiche from the Wom­en’s Cor­rec­tion­al

    In­sti­tu­tion in Abbey’s Way, In­di­ana:




    Mr. George Bar­ra, War­den Wom­en’s Cor­rec­tion­al In­sti­tu­tion




    Dear Mr. Bar­ra:




    This is to in­form you that your in­mate #76146, Pamela An­drews (armed rob­bery, 25-life),

    con­tin­ues to serve out her sen­tence sat­is­fac­to­ri­ly un­der His­pania’s vol­un­tary work

    pro­gram.




    May I ex­tend my con­grat­ula­tions to you for your par­tic­ipa­tion in this pro­gram. By

    per­mit­ting your pris­on­er to serve her term by per­form­ing much need­ed work in our

    coun­try, you not on­ly save your tax­pay­ers many dol­lars in pris­on­er up­keep, but take a

    great leap for­ward in pro­gres­sive pe­nal re­form as well.





    I shall con­tin­ue to in­form you about the well-​be­ing of your in­mate who has been

    trans­ferred to our pro­gram, and of­fer you my best wish­es.




    Gen­er­al Ro­bar Es­tom­ago Chief, Na­tion­al Se­cu­ri­ty Pa­trol Re­pub­lic of

    His­pania




    A stack of sim­ilar let­ters, all dat­ed two years ear­li­er, were piled on the side of

    Smith’s desk. He looked down at the notes he had made while read­ing.




    -All the pris­on­ers sent to His­pania on Es­tom­ago’s vol­un­tary work pro­gram were

    wom­en.




    -All were or­phans,




    -All the let­ters to the pris­ons had been signed by Es­tom­ago.




    -All the pris­on­ers were serv­ing max­imum sen­tences.




    -All were do­ing well, ac­cord­ing to the let­ters. No deaths, not even ac­ci­den­tal.




    -But not one of the CIA agents sta­tioned in His­pania with Bar­ney Daniels had re­called

    see­ing any white wom­en work­ing on the is­land.




    He looked again at the news­pa­per.





    Calder Raisin, an in­ef­fec­tive lead­er in life, was a mar­tyr in death. Blacks

    ev­ery­where were ral­ly­ing. Ri­ots in Wash­ing­ton were feared.




    The au­top­sy re­port on Raisin showed that he died from mul­ti­ple con­tu­sions of the head

    caused by a va­ri­ety of weapons. Daniels had been sent out to kill Raisin, yet Raisin had been

    killed by more than one man.




    Glo­ria Sweeney had been in His­pania with Bar­ney. Glo­ria Sweeney was now in New York, and

    prob­ably tied up with Es­tom­ago.




    A bomb in an en­ve­lope man­ufac­tured in His­pania had been placed to kill Bar­ney

    Daniels.




    And the blacks were march­ing.




    The CURE di­rec­tor wheeled in his chair and looked out through his win­dows of one-​way

    glass at Long Is­land Sound. The pieces of the puz­zle were com­ing to­geth­er and the pic­ture

    that was form­ing was chill­ing.




    First, there had been the ap­point­ment by His­pania’s Pres­ident De Cu­lo of the

    Amer­ican-​hat­ing Es­tom­ago as his U.N. am­bas­sador.




    And then, there were grow­ing signs of His­pania draw­ing clos­er and clos­er to the

    So­vi­et Union.




    Then, there was the ship. A Rus­sian mil­itary ship, car­ry­ing what might have been

    nu­cle­ar equip­ment, had sim­ply van­ished on its way to Cu­ba. One day, it had been six­ty

    miles from Cu­ba’s shore. The next day, high al­ti­tude spy flights and spies in­side Cas­tro’s

    em­pire couldn’t find the ship. It had nev­er ar­rived.




    The re­port had ar­rived on Smith’s desk and at first, he was will­ing to think it

    ac­ci­dent at sea. The ship had sunk. But as the days had gone on and the Rus­sians had not

    an­nounced the ac­ci­den­tal loss ofthe ship, he had be­gun to won­der. And then, three

    weeks lat­er, agents in Eu­rope re­port­ed that the ship was re­turn­ing through the Baltic

    sea.




    So, where had it been?




    Was it pos­si­ble that the ship had swerved from its ex­pect­ed course at the last minute

    and ar­rived in His­pania to un­load a ship­ful of nu­cle­ar weapons sup­plies?




    Smith drummed a pen­cil against the back of his left hand. Or­di­nar­ily, he would had have

    dis­count­ed such a scare prospect as nu­cle­ar arms in His­pania. But there were oth­er things

    that made it dif­fi­cult to dis­count.




    In Eu­ro­pean cap­itals, agents were pick­ing up tips and ru­mors-​ru­mors about a strike

    against the Unit­ed States now be­ing pos­si­ble.




    Was it pos­si­ble? Could Rus­sia be plan­ning a strike against the Unit­ed States? A

    mis­sile strike launched from His­pania?




    Glo­ria Sweeney and Es­tom­ago had been be­hind the killing of Raisin. There­fore they were

    re­spon­si­ble for the hun­dreds of thou­sands of blacks march­ing on Wash­ing­ton, D.C., right

    now. Was that part of some plan, to try to cre­ate such chaos and con­fu­sion in Wash­ing­ton

    that the na­tion’s de­fens­es might some­how be slack­ened? And what was the map that Bar­ney

    Daniels had been talk­ing about?




    The CURE di­rec­tor sighed. So many ques­tions; so few an­swers.




    He would just have to wait for Re­mo to come back with some an­swers.




    It did not oc­cur to Smith to wor­ry that while he was wait­ing, plans might be mov­ing

    along to blow up a piece of the Unit­ed States. Wait­ing was the cor­rect thing to do.

    There­fore he would wait. And he would tell no one be­cause the bur­den of re­spon­sibil­ity

    was his and no one else’s. So he put the prob­lem out of his mind, turned back to his desk, and

    be­gan to look through the month’s vouch­ers for Fol­croft San­itar­ium.




    He shook his head in an­noy­ance. For the sec­ond straight month, the bill for bread had

    gone up and he was get­ting pret­ty sure that one of the kitchen work­ers was steal­ing some of

    those food sup­plies. Some­thing would have to be done.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIFTEEN





    The big mosque on 114th Street was closed. Two black-​suit­ed guards watched the en­trance,

    which was chained and pad­locked.




    Whistling, Re­mo strolled over to the chain and snapped it as though it were a pep­per­mint

    stick.




    “Wuf­fo you do­ing that shit,” one of the Peach­es of Mec­ca said as Re­mo walked through

    the gates to­ward the mosque. “I mean halt, man. Halt in the name of the Afro-​Mus­lim

    Broth­er­hood.”




    “No time, boys,” Re­mo called over his shoul­der. “Catch you lat­er.”




    “You gonna catch us right now,” the oth­er Peach said, and the two of them ex­ecut­ed a

    fly­ing tack­le at Re­mo’s knees.




    He caught them in mid-​air. Us­ing one of them as a club, he twirled the man high over­head

    andsmacked him in­to his com­pan­ion’s mid­sec­tion with a thud. Two pairs of dazed brown

    eyes shone, un­fo­cused, be­neath their sweat-​glis­ten­ing shaved heads.




    “You one mean moth­er,” one of them said. The oth­er shook the fuzz out of his brain and

    stag­gered to his feet.




    ‘ “In the name of Al­lah,” he said as he pulled a blue-​tinged knife out of his in­side coat

    pock­et, his eyes locked in­to Re­mo’s.




    Re­mo kicked. With one stroke the knife was lodged in­to the guard’s throat, a stream of red

    trick­ling on­to his white shirt col­lar and spread­ing. The man stiff­ened and trem­bled. His

    mouth opened and closed like a fish, but no sound came out.




    He wob­bled a few paces in a zigzag line to­ward Re­mo, then reeled and stum­bled. His mouth

    formed half a word: “Moth­er …”




    Re­mo blew, and the small gust of air sent the man ca­reen­ing down­ward with a crash.

    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart,” he said.




    “Holy shit,” the oth­er Peach gasped as Re­mo turned to face him. “Look, man, I ain’t got no

    knife, see?” Shak­ing, he opened his jack­et. “No knives, no zip guns, not even a pea shoot­er.

    Just a coun­try boy up here vis­it­ing my aunt Min­nie, yes suh.” He backed away. “Me, I’m

    strict­ly for non­vi­olence. Amen. Free at last.” He took off at a brisk trot, peer­ing be­hind

    him to see if Re­mo was fol­low­ing.




    He wasn’t. He didn’t have any time to lose. He paused at the heavy dou­ble doors lead­ing to

    the in­te­ri­or of the mosque just long enough to be im­pressed with the pre­ci­sion of their

    con­struc­tion. It was air­tight in there, and the doors must have weighed a half ton apiece.

    Who­ev­er de­signed these doors was build­ing a fortress, and prepar­ing for siege.




    Us­ing a thrust from the el­bow, he wedged his hand in­to the hair­line crack be­tween the

    two doors. It was sol­id steel, more than two inch­es thick. Feel­ing with his fin­ger­tips, he

    lo­cat­ed the lock­ing mech­anism and jammed three fin­gers in­to it, re­leas­ing the lock with

    a deep pop, like a small ex­plo­sion oc-​cur­ing far un­der­ground. Then he pushed with his

    shoul­der to dis­lodge the in­te­ri­or bolt.




    In­side, the mosque was as cold and silent as a cave. He passed room af­ter emp­ty room as

    he strode silent­ly down the vast net­work of hall­ways and stair­ways, his feet bare­ly

    touch­ing the gleam­ing pol­ished floors. He tapped on one of the walls. Steel. In a cor­ner of

    the build­ing, he felt with the balls of his feet for the un­der­ly­ing struc­ture be­neath the

    tile floor­ing. Again steel.




    At the base of a small white met­al stair­well, he saw the on­ly oth­er peo­ple in the

    mosque: two black-​suit­ed young men, their faces ex­pres­sion­less, their heads shaved and

    gleam­ing blue-​black un­der the dun light­ing. They ap­praised Re­mo cool­ly, ac­knowl­edg­ing

    his pres­ence by no more than a cold glance from heavy-​lid­ded eyes.




    They moved to­ward him like two pan­thers, silent, dead­ly. They were the best of the lot,

    thought Re­mo as he watched them move. Ob­vi­ous­ly trained to stay with Glo­ria as her

    per­son­al guard.




    With­out a word, one of them snaked to­ward Re­mo in a fly­ing arc, legs tucked tight­ly to

    his chest. Re­mo stood still, wait­ing for the in­evitable foot to come jut­ting out at his

    so­lar plex­is. When it did, Re­mo caught the heel of the man’s foot and swept it up­ward to

    lock the knee. Then, with the leg straight and locked, he pressed the foot with his palm in a

    small, po­tent move that dis­lo­cat­ed the man’s hip and sent him howl­ing down the length

    ofthe cor­ri­dor as fast as a bowl­ing ball, un­til he came to rest with a splat on the

    far wall.




    The oth­er man moved, nev­er tak­ing his eyes from Re­mo, his face reg­is­ter­ing

    noth­ing.




    He was fast. As he pre­pared his blow-​a shoul­der spin de­signed for use with a

    weapon-​Re­mo no­ticed the man had good bal­ance. “Not bad,” Re­mo said. “Shame to have to kill

    you just to get to that white kit­ty in there.”




    The man be­gan the spin, as even­ly weight­ed as a cat.




    “Beau­ti­ful,” Re­mo said, as he pulled a pack­et of match­es from his pants pock­et and

    tossed them to the floor. They slid pre­cise­ly be­tween the tiles on the floor and the man’s

    shoe. It threw his bal­ance to­tal­ly, so that when he came out of the spin all his en­er­gy

    had spun in­to his feet to stay up­right. The man twirled to a stop, mo­men­tar­ily drained.

    Re­mo stepped in close to the man.




    “Hold it, sweet­heart,” Glo­ria called from the land­ing. She was dressed in a di­aphanous

    white sari that on­ly part­ly con­cealed her body, and she car­ried a re­volver.




    Re­mo stopped. “At your ser­vice,” he said with a bow.




    “That’s bet­ter,” she said, and squeezed the trig­ger.




    As Re­mo saw the ten­sion in her hand, the small mus­cles of her in­dex fin­ger be­gin­ning

    to con­tract over the trig­ger, he col­lared the re­main­ing guard. In a mo­tion too swift for

    the guard to re­sist or Glo­ria to see, he put the man’s body be­tween him­self and the

    bul­let, and be­fore the guard could reg­is­ter sur­prise, he was dead and Re­mo was up the

    stairs, the gun crum­bling to pieces in his hands.




    “Get in,” he said to Glo­ria, shov­ing her in­side her apart­ment.




    “What for? There’s no­body else around,” she said dis­gust­ed­ly. “You knew that.”




    “I want to see the map . . . Miss Sweeney.”




    “Map?” She laughed. “Sure. Help your­self.” She threw out her arm in a Bette Davis ges­ture

    to in­di­cate the map on the wall. “Have an eye­ful, sug­ar.”




    It was an or­di­nary world map. A lit­tle old, maybe, Re­mo thought as he scanned its worn

    folds, but noth­ing spe­cial.




    “Bar­ney Daniels is alive and talk­ing, I sup­pose,” Glo­ria said, a look of res­ig­na­tion

    set­tling over her fea­tures and ren­der­ing them hag­gard as she slumped in­to an over­stuffed

    white chair.




    “That’s right. His mem­ory’s back.”




    She lift­ed a weary eye­brow. “It was bound to hap­pen. Care for a drink?” She cocked a

    frosty glass in his di­rec­tion.




    “No thanks.”




    “It’s on­ly min­er­al wa­ter. Here. Try some.” She eased her­self out of the chair and

    poured a tall tum­bler for Re­mo at the bar.




    The glass felt cold in his hand. The mois­ture on the out­side of the glass wet his skin. “I

    guess wa­ter wouldn’t hurt,” he said.




    Then he smelled it. It was faint, al­most nonex­is­tent, just a tinge. “Ethyl chlo­ride,” he

    said, be­wil­dered. “And some­thing else. Some­thing com­mon.”




    “Don’t be sil­ly. That’s just plain old H2O, straight from the hid­den springs of New Yrok

    City. Now bot­toms up.” She drained her own glass in one ner­vous gulp.




    “And what was that?” Re­mo asked.




    “Gin. I’m ta­per­ing off wa­ter,” she said with a smile.




    Re­mo smiled, too. He held his glass to­ward her. “Go on. Have a taste.”




    “No, thanks.”




    “Come on,” Re­mo said. “You on­ly live once.” He squeezed her jaw open and poured the

    liq­uid down her throat.




    “Ethyl chlo­ride and mesquite,” Re­mo said. “Mesquite like in tequi­la. That’s what you

    hooked Daniels on, wasn’t it? The mesquite. First, you fudged up his brain with ethyl

    chlo­ride, then hooked him on the mesquite. And he kept get­ting enough of it in his tequi­la

    to keep the chlo­ride pump­ing in his tis­sues, keep­ing him un­der. Un­til he dried out in the

    clin­ic.”




    Glo­ria sput­tered and coughed. Re­mo squeezed the junc­tions of her jaws hard­er. Her mouth

    popped open wider. “Let’s try this all one more time,” Re­mo said and poured the rest of the

    de­canter in­to Glo­ria’s mouth. “Let’s see what’s in your sys­tem.”




    The liq­uid bub­bled over her teeth. It sprayed. It drib­bled down her chin and plas­tered

    her gauze drape to her breasts.




    Abrupt­ly, the wom­an stopped strug­gling. As Re­mo watched, a wild, hap­py glint lit her

    eyes. He re­leased her jaw and she winked and smiled at him. She seemed un­aware of the

    spit­tle run­ning down her face.




    “It good,” she said, clap­ping her hands to­geth­er.




    “The ethyl chlo­ride’s in you too,” Re­mo said. “Is that why you’re in­volved in this? They

    got you with drugs?”




    “Just a lit­tle drinkie now and then,” Glo­ria said.




    “Want to talk now?” Re­mo asked.




    “Rather play feel­ies,” she said. She raised her breasts to­ward Re­mo.




    “Where is ev­ery­body?”




    Coy­ly, she wag­gled a fin­ger at Re­mo. Her face was twist­ed in a leer that she must have

    thought was a smile. “No, no, nev­er tell.” She gig­gled, then said, “All the nig­gies gone.

    Nig­gies, nig­gies, nig­gles. All gone to Wash­ing­ton to get blown up.”




    “Who’s go­ing to blow them up?”




    Her face lit up. “Me. Glo­ria. And Ro­bar.”




    “Es­tom­ago?”




    She nod­ded. “The one with the big hose.” She rolled her eyes ap­pre­cia­tive­ly.




    “Why do you want to blow them up?” Re­mo asked.




    “Not just them. Ev­ery­body. All in Wash­ing­ton.”




    “I thought you loved the Afro-​Mus­lim Broth­er­hood,” Re­mo said.




    She blurt­ed a rasp­ber­ry. “A game. Nig­gies got me sent to jail. Ro­bar got me out.”




    “What’d you do to go to jail?”




    She bent her neck down, then peered up at Re­mo as if she were look­ing over a fence. “Shot

    me a nig-​gie and they sent me to jail.”




    “Poor lit­tle thing,” Re­mo said.




    “Poor Glo­ria,” she said. She sniffed elo­quent­ly. Sud­den­ly a tear blos­somed from the

    cor­ner of her eye. “Gonna blow them up; gonna blow ev­ery­body up.”




    “How are you go­ing to blow them up?”




    Glo­ria gig­gled. “With bombs, sil­ly, Ro­bar’s got bombs. Lots of bombs. Let’s play

    ficky-​fick. Too much talk.”




    “First talk,” Re­mo said, “then ficky-​fick. Are the bombs in His­pania?”




    She nod­ded. “At the in­stal­la­tion. The girls put them to­geth­er. Built the camp

    too.”




    “What girls?”




    ‘The girls Ro­bar got from the pris­ons. Like me.




    On­ly I didn’t have to work at the camp ’cause I’m so pret­ty.” She pat­ted her plat­inum

    hair.




    “When are you go­ing to ex­plode the bombs?”




    “Maybe next week. Maybe nev­er. When­ev­er the Rus­sians say so.”




    “What’s go­ing to hap­pen to His­pania?” Re­mo asked.




    Glo­ria shrugged. “Who cares? Ro­bar and me, we go­ing away. El Pres­idente, he go­ing to

    Switzer­land. Who cares? We got lots of mon­ey and we get lots more when the Rus­sians come

    in­to His­pania and take the is­land over.”




    “Where are the girls now?”




    “All dead. We shot ‘em. Bang. I like shoot­ing.”




    “Then why didn’t you shoot Bar­ney Daniels?”




    Her eyes opened wide. “Cause he got away and came to Amer­ica. So we sent him a bomb, but he

    didn’t blow up. And then we made him kill Calder Raisin so he would go to jail and rile up the

    nig­gles. But he didn’t kill Calder Raisin. He can’t do any­thing right.”




    “Just a dead­beat, I guess,” Re­mo said.




    “Good ficky-​fick though,” Glo­ria said.




    Re­mo walked once around the room. “I on­ly want to ask one more thing,” he said. “What’s so

    im­por­tant about that map on the wall?”




    “Dopey,” she said, flut­ter­ing over to the map. “It’s a bomb map.” She pressed a tiny

    but­ton on the desk be­low the map and an over­head track light came on, il­lu­mi­nat­ing the

    map with an eerie green light




    As the light glowed stronger, lines on the map be­gan to emerge. Blue lines. Red lines.

    Dot­ted lines. And a thick, wob­bling stroke from a jun­gle bor­der of His­pania to

    Wash­ing­ton, D.C.




    “El Pres­idente had it coat­ed, so that you can’t seethe lines with­out this spe­cial

    light.” She smiled. “He’s so smart.”




    “A re­al whip,” Re­mo said.




    Glo­ria seat­ed her­self on the win­dow sill. “You gonna stay and play with me?”




    “No.”




    “Aw, c’mon,” she teased, un­fas­ten­ing the top of her sari and let­ting the gauzy fab­ric

    un­rav­el and flut­ter in the breeze out­side the open win­dow. “Nice jugs, huh?” she

    asked.




    “Good enough for gov­ern­ment work,” Re­mo said.




    She un­rav­elled more of her sari, un­til a long stream of fab­ric float­ed in the wind like

    a white riv­er. She stood up on the win­dow sill and lift­ed her arms to her sides.




    “Look, I’m a flag,” she squealed, stretch­ing out her arms to grasp the bil­low­ing sheath.

    “I’m an an­gel! I’m fly­ing! Death to the nig­gies!” she shout­ed. “The an­gel of death is

    fly­ing! Death to Amer­ica! Ficky-​fick for­ev­er.”




    Then her feet left the floor and she soared down­ward, down the sheer face of the build­ing,

    her gar­ment un­wind­ing be­hind her in bril­liant white stream­ers as she fell naked to the

    ground be­low.




    Re­mo shook his head. “Freak­ing nut­case,” he said. “Ev­ery­body in this deal is a

    nut­case.”


  




  

    CHAPTER SIXTEEN





    Bar­ney Daniels sat up in bed, rub­bing the sore spot where the in­tra­venous feed­ing

    nee­dle had been tak­en out.




    “Just a cou­ple more days, Mr. Daniels,” said the black nurse. “Then you’ll be out of here.

    Can’t hap­pen too soon, ei­ther. If some of our reg­ulars found out we had a white man here, I

    don’t know what’d hap­pen.” She smiled at him.




    “No,” said Bar­ney, shak­ing him­self to life. “Now.”




    “Now, now . . .” the nurse be­gan.




    “Just once,” Bar­ney said. “Now. I’m go­ing. Get Doc.”




    “Doc­tor Jack­son is busy at the-“




    “Get him in here.” Bar­ney’s voice re­ver­ber­at­ed through the small pri­vate room.

    “Oth­er­wise I’ll run out front and tell the whole neigh­bor­hood that you’re treat­ing white

    folks. You’ll nev­er live it down.”




    “Just you calm down,” the nurse said. “I’ll get the doc­tor.”




    Jack­son was har­ried and tired look­ing and Bar­ney re­al­ized he could not re­mem­ber a

    time when Jack­son hadn’t been over­worked, over­tired and un­der­ap­pre­ci­at­ed.




    “What is it now, you hon­key pain in the ass?” Jack­son said.




    “Sit down, Doc.”




    “C’mon, I’m busy.”




    Bar­ney sat up and cleared a space on his bed. “Talk to me for a minute. We both need

    it.”




    Doc Jack­son sat, his knees creak­ing as he bent them.




    “Bad one?” Bar­ney asked.




    Jack­son nod­ded. “Bul­let wound. Some ass­hole went on a toot and shot his girl­friend in

    the face. I thought I could save her.” He closed his eyes, the lids weight­ed by decades of

    sleep­less nights and lost caus­es.




    “Ev­er hear from your wife?” Bar­ney asked.




    “Sure.” His grim black face cracked in­to a sem­blance of a smile. “When she wants more

    mon­ey.”




    “Your kid?”




    “Ivy League. Ma­jor­ing in rev­olu­tion, rel­evance and hate. I’m not one of her fa­vorite

    peo­ple. What’s this all about any­way?”




    Bar­ney shift­ed on the bed. “No rea­son. I’ve just been think­ing. Won­der­ing how things

    might have turned out, you know, if Denise-“




    “Stop it. Now. All the what if s and what-​might-​have-​beens in the world aren’t go­ing to

    bring her back, no mat­ter how bad you want her.”




    “I re­mem­bered, Doc. I re­mem­bered ev­ery­thing.” There was such pain on his friend’s face

    that Jack­son could not ease it. All he could do was to spend this mo­ment with Bar­ney and

    lis­ten to him.




    “I re­mem­bered when things used to be im­por­tant. Or­di­nary things, just liv­ing. Ev­ery

    day when I’d wake up, I’d be glad that I made it through again. Do you re­mem­ber?”




    “Me?” Jack­son thought. “I don’t know. I guessso. But ev­ery­body gets over be­ing

    young. That’s all it is. You get old­er, you see things dif­fer­ent­ly. You ex­pect less.” He

    shrugged.




    “Bull­shit,” Bar­ney said. “There’s not a day goes by that you -you per­son­al­ly, Robert

    Han­son Jack­son-​don’t won­der what the hell you’re do­ing here.”




    “Oh, re­al­ly?” Jack­son mocked. “What makes you think you know so much about me?”




    “Be­cause we’re the same guy. You’re black and ug­ly and I’m white and hand­some, but

    ex­cept for that you couldn’t tell us apart.”




    “You nat­ter your­self,” Jack­son said. “So what’s next?”




    “I’m go­ing to His­pania. Tonight.”




    “No, you’re not,” Jack­son bel­lowed. “You’re not leav­ing this bed for two days.”




    “I’m leav­ing now,” Bar­ney said.




    “No way,” Jack­son said.




    “Doc, I’m a lit­tle weak and maybe I can’t take you. Ac­tu­al­ly, I guess I nev­er could.

    But I can sure as hell wait un­til your back is turned, then punch the face off that nurse of

    yours. I’m go­ing.”




    Doc sighed. “It can’t wait? You’re hi no shape for a trip.”




    “You heard me talk­ing un­der the drugs,” Bar­ney said. “You know what hap­pened to me-​what

    hap­pened to Denise. I’ve got to start col­lect­ing some due bills. I can’t wait any more.”




    Doc stood up with a sigh. “All right, you crazy bas­tard. Leave. I won’t try to stop

    you.”




    “I’ll need a cou­ple of things too,” Bar­ney said. He picked up a note pad from the

    night­stand next to his bed. He tore off the top sheet and hand­ed it to Jack­son.




    “Rope? What the hell kind of sup­ply item is that?”




    “I just need it,” Bar­ney said. He smiled at Doc. “Want to go on an is­land va­ca­tion?”




    Doc snort­ed, his nos­trils flar­ing. “That float­ing patch of par­rot shit? His­pania?

    Shove it, pal.”




    He went to the door­way and stood there for a mo­ment.




    “The trou­ble with you, Bar­ney, is that you don’t know that you’re an old man. It’s all

    over for you. For me. We’ve just got to find some­thing to keep us busy, some­thing that

    doesn’t make us feel too much like thieves. Some­thing that lets us sleep at night.”




    “Like you,” Bar­ney said. “The first black ev­ery­thing. And your wife left you and your kid

    hates you. That’s re­al­ly some­thing to live for.”




    “Bet­ter than noth­ing,” Jack­son said. “We’re not thir­ty years old any­more. Nei­ther of

    us,” he said. “Wise up, Bar­ney. Vengeance is a young man’s game.”




    “Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord,” Bar­ney re­cit­ed. He smiled at Doc, who hit the side

    of the door with the heel of his hand.




    “I’ll have your god­dam sup­plies where you want them,” Doc said.




    Bar­ney hurt.




    He hurt walk­ing out of the clin­ic, his clothes bag­gy and out­sized on his now-​bony

    frame. He hurt get­ting in­to the taxi that Doc Jack­son had called and was wait­ing out front.

    He hurt as he stood across the street from the gates of the His­pani­an Em­bassy, prepar­ing

    his mind for what he must do. The thumb of his right hand pressed re­as­sur­ing­ly against the

    steel han­dle of the scalpel he had filched from an in­stru­ment tray in Doc Jack­son’s

    clin­ic.




    Bar­ney breathed. He con­cen­trat­ed. He wait­ed.




    And then Denise came to him again, a shad­ow ina life­time of shad­ows. She spoke to

    him deep with­in the re­cess­es of his mind.




    “You have come back to me, my hus­band,” she said. “I am proud of you this day.”




    And then Bar­ney didn’t hurt any more.




    He walked across the street, to­ward the guard who was stand­ing out­side the locked gates,

    his ri­fle at port arms across his chest.




    The guard stepped in front of him at the gate and pushed at Bar­ney with the stock of the

    ri­fle. Bar­ney’s hand was out of his pock­et, scalpel tight­ly in his fin­gers, and slash­ing

    across the man’s throat




    Be­fore the man hit the ground, Bar­ney had the gate key from his pock­et and let him­self

    in­to the em­bassy grounds.




    An­oth­er guard in­side the front door tried to stop Bar­ney. He reached out his hands to

    grab the lapels of Bar­ney’s jack­et.




    As he grabbed, Bar­ney’s hands moved up be­tween his and caught the man’s throat. With­out

    his even think­ing, Bar­ney’s well-​prac­ticed fin­gers moved in­to the right po­si­tion, his

    thumbs press­ing hard in­ward on the Adam’s ap­ple. He felt the man’s hands loosen and Bar­ney

    kept up the pres­sure un­til he heard a crack­ing sound, then a gur­gle, and the man slumped

    slow­ly to the floor.




    Daniels looked down at the body. How did he feel about hav­ing killed again? He looked at

    his hands. He smiled.




    He felt good and he was just get­ting start­ed. There were a lot of bills to be paid.




    He re­moved the gun from the hip hol­ster of the guard and walked down the long hall. At the

    end was Es­tom­ago’s of­fice, the door closed. Bar­ney placed the heel of his foot near the

    lock and kicked hard. The door flew open.




    Es­tom­ago sat alone at his ma­hogany desk. When he saw Bar­ney, his face showed, first,

    sur­prise. Then ter­ror.




    “It’s been a long time com­ing, you piece of garbage,” Bar­ney said in gut­ter Span­ish.




    “Wha . . .”




    “You have a bill to pay for the death of my hon­ored wife, Denise Sar­ave­na. And for the

    boy you killed for his help to me. I have come to ex­ecute you and send you to hell.”




    Es­tom­ago lunged for his desk draw­er, for the warm re­as­sur­ing mag­num that he kept in

    there. But he was too slow and too late.




    Be­fore he could put his hand around the gun, Bar­ney was lean­ing across the desk, the

    bar­rel of the .38 po­lice spe­cial pressed in­to Es­tom­ago’s fore­head, di­rect­ly be­tween

    his eyes.




    “It is not go­ing to be that easy,” Bar­ney said. With his oth­er hand, he slapped the desk

    draw­er shut, then he yanked Es­tom­ago rough­ly to his feet and shoved him to­ward the

    door.




    “Where are you tak­ing me?” Es­tom­ago squeaked, his eyes round and glassy with fright.




    “To the park,” Bar­ney said. “We fin­ish as we be­gan. With the rit­ual of the bat.”




    The tele­phone rang in Smith’s of­fice. He brushed an im­per­cep­ti­ble mous­tache of

    mois­ture from his up­per lip as he picked up the in­stru­ment.




    Re­mo said, “Lis­ten, this is all some kind of bull­shit about nu­cle­ar weapons in

    His­pania be­ing aimed at the U.S.”




    “Who is be­hind it?” Smith asked.




    “Es­tom­ago,” Re­mo said.




    “Find Es­tom­ago,” Smith said cold­ly. “Find out ifan at­tack is planned. If so, when.

    And then re­move Es­tom­ago.”




    “Got it,” Re­mo said. “You know some­thing?”




    “What?” asked Smith.




    “This whole deal is all screwy as a can of worms,” Re­mo said, “twist­ing and turn­ing. I

    don’t re­al­ly un­der­stand it all.”




    “You don’t have to,” Smith said. “It’s enough that I do.”




    “Glo­ria ad­mit­ted that Daniels had been drugged by them in His­pania.”




    “Oh,” Smith said. “What else did she say?”




    “She said she could fly,” Re­mo said.




    “Could she?”




    “No,” Re­mo said as he hung up.




    When Re­mo and Chi­un reached the His­pani­an em­bassy, a row of am­bu­lances was lined up

    in front of the build­ing.




    Re­mo flashed a state de­part­ment card and asked a po­lice of­fi­cer: “What’s go­ing

    on?”




    “Don’t know. Whole staff is dead or in­jured. Es­tom­ago’s sec­re­tary is scream­ing some

    shit about a mad­man who tore in and took the am­bas­sador, hol­ler­ing some­thing about a bat

    in the park.”




    Re­mo turned to Chi­un and shrugged his shoul­ders. Mak­ing sure no one else could hear,

    Chi­un whis­pered to Re­mo: “It is the rit­ual of the bat. A way of du­el­ing prac­ticed by

    many of the Span­ish tongue. Daniels is no com­mon killer.”




    “Daniels is in Doc Jack­son’s clin­ic,” Re­mo said.




    “Not any longer,” Chi­un said. “We will go to what­ev­er park is near­est. When you find

    this Es­to­mucko per­son, you will find Daniels.”




    The clear­ing in the wood­ed area near one of the small­er ponds in Cen­tral Park bore a

    re­sem­blance to the His­pani­an camp from which the young boy had helped Bar­ney es­cape. It

    was near­ly the same size. The shape of the clear­ing was iden­ti­cal. It was all back in

    Bar­ney’s head now, all the mem­ories, the mur­ders, the tor­tures, the jun­gle, the young

    bride who had gone out to buy her man cof­fee and nev­er came back.




    And Es­tom­ago, this sav­age, who had killed her and Bar­ney’s un­born child.




    Doc Jack­son wait­ed for Daniels and Es­tom­ago in the clear­ing, the bag of sup­plies on

    the ground be­side him.




    “You’ve been fol­lowed,” Jack­son said, as Bar­ney shoved Es­tom­ago in­to the dirt. “His

    goons are right be­hind you.”




    “I know,” Daniels said. “Tie us up and then clear out. They won’t fire with him in the

    way.”




    “We can use him as a shield and get out of here,” Jack­son said.




    “I’m stay­ing,” Bar­ney said. “Get out that rope.”




    Jack­son bound the wrists of the two men to­geth­er with the length of rope. He

    blind­fold­ed Es­tom­ago, then Bar­ney, and placed a long knife in each of their hands.




    “Leave now, Doc,” Bar­ney said. “Use us for cov­er.”




    Doc didn’t an­swer.




    “Don’t try any hero­ics. Just get out. And Doc.”




    “What, fool?”




    “Thanks for sav­ing my life. I need­ed it for this.”




    Bar­ney be­gan to stalk Es­tom­ago in a slow cir­cle around the clear­ing, lis­ten­ing for

    his foot­falls and fright­ened breath­ing.




    “You will not live through this,” Es­tom­ago shout­ed, his voice trem­bling. “My men have

    in­struc­tions to fol­low me wher­ev­er I go. Half the His­pani­an em­bassy is wait­ing near­by

    to slay you.”




    “You will not live through this,” Es­tom­ago




    The slash of a blade sang past Es­tom­ago’s ear. He would not let the sound of his voice

    be­tray him again.




    The two men cir­cled. And Bar­ney Daniels in his bag­gy clothes, his bel­ly aching for food,

    heard once again the slip­pery an­imal nois­es of the jun­gle, smelled the lush trop­ical

    green­ery. He was back out­side the hut, fight­ing again for his life. On­ly this time he was

    not drugged, and he was not fight­ing a boy who had saved him from dy­ing of thirst, and the

    crowd of spec­ta­tors was not cheer­ing.




    This time he had to win.




    Es­tom­ago stepped and thrust like a fencer, then jumped back and slashed around him.

    Bar­ney heard the knife cut­ting through the air. He at­tacked from the oth­er side, but

    Es­tom­ago was ready. He whirled out of the way with the grace of a bull­fight­er.




    Ro­bar Es­tom­ago had grown up fight­ing with knives. De­spite his fear, he knew that the

    Amer­ican was not ac­cus­tomed to the blind fight­ing used in the rit­ual of the bat.




    And Daniels was sick­ly. The past year, the con­stant abuse, the con­tin­uous con­sump­tion

    of tequi­la to sat­is­fy the drug crav­ing in his body, had all done their work.




    Es­tom­ago breathed eas­ier. He moved quick­ly on the balls of his feet, his poise

    re­turn­ing.




    Bar­ney swung at him with the knife but the at­tack was slow and Es­tom­ago dodged

    eas­ily.




    “You have made a mis­take,” he hissed. “You know noth­ing of the rit­ual. I will kill you

    like a flyon the wall.” With that, he lunged for­ward with a low thrust. It caught the

    edge of Bar­ney’s left side. Es­tom­ago ripped out­ward.




    Bar­ney sup­pressed a scream and on­ly grunt­ed with the pain.




    Doc turned to see Re­mo and Chi­un stand­ing along­side “him, watch­ing the bat­tle. Across

    the clear­ing stood eight men, His­pani­ans, al­so watch­ing.




    “I can’t help, can I?” Re­mo asked Chi­un.




    “No. It would be a dis­hon­or to Daniels to be aid­ed. We must wait,” said Chi­un.




    Doc Jack­son shook his head. Soft­ly, he said, “He can’t win. He’s too weak. Too sick.”




    Chi­un touched the big black man on the shoul­der. “You for­get,” he said, “that there are

    such things as char­ac­ter and cause. He rights now for some­thing be­sides al­co­hol poi­sons.

    Watch. He fights like the man he once must have been.”




    Across the clear­ing, Re­mo could hear the breath­ing of men wait­ing, their sweat sour with

    an­tic­ipa­tion. He looked at Daniels, blood flow­ing from the wound be­neath his ribs.




    “Come, drunk­ard,” Es­tom­ago said, a smile on his lips. “Per­mit me to kill you quick­ly

    be­fore you bleed to death. It is more re­spectable, al­though why a whore’s hus­band would

    care about re­spectabil­ity, I would not know.”




    He laughed as he par­ried again. His knife nicked Bar­ney’s shoul­der. The rope tight­ened

    as Bar­ney re­coiled from the sec­ond blow. Es­tom­ago moved in quick­ly, prepar­ing to slit

    Bar­ney’s stom­ach agape with one long slash.




    He missed. As Bar­ney ducked and rolled, coat­ing the grass with his blood, he yanked on the

    rope and sent Es­tom­ago sprawl­ing to the ground.




    “Pig,” the am­bas­sador spat, bring­ing him­selfslow­ly to his feet. “Now I kill you.

    For my­self and for El Pres­idente.” He threw him­self at Daniels.




    He held the knife over­head, then slammed it down to­ward Daniels’s face. At the last

    mo­ment, Bar­ney turned his head and the knife slid along­side his cheek, bury­ing it­self

    in­to the ground.




    Es­tom­ago reached be­hind him to re­move the blind­fold.




    As he did, Bar­ney’s right hand reached over and his knife cut clean­ly across Es­tom­ago’s

    throat. The am­bas­sador’s last vi­sion was of a wound­ed specter of a man watch­ing him with

    hate-​filled eyes, his blind­fold pressed to the cut in his arm, stand­ing in front of a

    puls­ing foun­tain of bub­bling blood. He heard Daniels say: “For Denise.”




    The knife dropped from Es­tom­ago’s hand as he be­gan to choke on his own blood, spurt­ing

    with each heart­beat and stain­ing the ground dark. His eyes rolled back in his head as he

    with­ered to the earth. Then, one quick con­vul­sion, and the gen­er­al lay still, the gash in

    his throat smil­ing up­ward like a gi­ant red mouth.




    And then the men came from across the clear­ing, armed with knives, stripped

    cer­emo­ni­al­ly for jun­gle fight­ing.




    With a wave of the knife, Bar­ney slashed the rope, free­ing his wrist from Es­tom­ago’s,

    Then he went in­to a crouch, hold­ing the knife in front of him in his right hand. His left

    hand ges­tured to­ward the His­pani­ans, taunt­ing them, urg­ing them to come on, to join

    bat­tle with him.




    Re­mo looked at the gray-​haired man in his dirty blood­stained clothes and knew this was

    some­one he had nev­er seen be­fore. The Bar­ney Daniels he had known had been a worth­less

    drunk, done, washed out, fin­ished with life.




    But this man stand­ing alone in the clear­ing was some­thing more than that. Faced with

    death, he throbbed with life. He grinned as he wait­ed for the eight killers.




    And then he was not alone. To his right stood Doc Jack­son. On his left stood Re­mo and

    Chi­un.




    “I don’t need any help from you. From any of you,” Bar­ney snarled over his shoul­der at

    Re­mo.




    “Any­thing I hate, it’s a surly civ­il ser­vant,” Re­mo said. Be­fore he could say more, the

    eight men were on them, and the dozen men were turned in­to a hu­man anthill, squirm­ing with

    wild ac­tiv­ity. Next to him, Re­mo saw Bar­ney take down two of the His­pani­ans with

    straight-​ahead knife thrusts that part­ed their bel­lies like a comb. One His­pani­an soared

    out of the anthill like a rock­et, fly­ing free and scream­ing un­til he hit the trunk of a

    tree. He had found Chi­un.




    An­oth­er at­tack­er leaped at Re­mo with his hands try­ing to close on Re­mo’s throat.

    Re­mo rolled back­ward and put the man up and over. Just be­fore the man’s back hit the ground,

    Re­mo reached back and wrapped his arm around the man’s throat. The man’s back went down, but

    his head and neck stayed up, across Re­mo’s up­per arm and shoul­der. There was a sat­is­fy­ing

    snap as the spinal col­umn splin­tered.




    Re­mo rolled up to his feet. To his right, he saw Doc Jack­son strug­gling be­neath the

    weight of a man with a blue-​tinged dag­ger aimed at his eye.




    He leaped for­ward to­ward the man, but be­fore he could reach him, Bar­ney Daniels whirled

    past him. With the side of his right hand, he swung at the tem­ple of the man astride Doc

    Jack­son. The hand hit with a loud clap, al­most thun­der­ous, and the mandropped the

    knife, and slow­ly keeled over on his side, his skull shat­tered by Bar­ney’s killing

    stroke.




    “Good work,” Re­mo said.




    They stood side by side and turned around. Jack­son scram­bled to his feet. The three saw

    the last two His­pani­ans ad­vanc­ing on Chi­un.




    “Shouldn’t we help?” Daniels said.




    Re­mo shook his head. “Don’t wor­ry about it.” He called out. “Chi­un. Be sure to keep your

    el­bow straight.”




    Chi­un did, straight through one His­pani­an face, straight through the back of the skull,

    straight in­to the next His­pani­an face, and then the two men’s bod­ies were ly­ing at his

    feet.




    “Fair, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “Just fair.” He turned to look at Daniels, but Doc

    Jack­son was al­ready kneel­ing along­side him, check­ing the wound in his side.




    “You are the luck­iest son of a bitch in the world,” Jack­son said. “An­oth­er inch and

    bin­go.”




    “I’ve got to be lucky,” Daniels said. “I’ve got work to do.” Then he looked at Re­mo.




    “You know what’s go­ing on?” he asked.




    Re­mo nod­ded. “The whole thing. Rus­sian bombs. Threats to Amer­ica. The works.”




    “Are you here now to kill me?” Daniels asked. When he said that, Jack­son got quick­ly up to

    his feet, stand­ing along­side Daniels, fac­ing Re­mo.




    “Naaah,” Re­mo said. “I don’t know any more. First it was kill you. Then it was don’t kill

    you. I don’t know any­more. I don’t care. The next thing they tell me to do with you, they’re

    go­ing to have to do it by reg­is­tered mail, re­turn re­ceipt re­quest­ed. You’re more

    trou­ble than you’re worth.”




    “He al­ways was,” Doc Jack­son said.




    Bar­ney looked at Re­mo and the eyes were clear and bright. “I know you don’t want to tell

    me who you’re work­ing for,” he said. “That’s all right. But tell me this. Can you give me some

    time?”




    “For what?”




    “To fin­ish my busi­ness in His­pania,” Bar­ney said.




    “How much time you need?”




    “Twen­ty-​four hours,” Bar­ney said. He looked hard in­to Re­mo’s eyes. “Please,” he said.

    “I need this one.”




    Re­mo searched Daniels’s eyes. He felt Chi­un’s soft hand touch his back.




    Re­mo nod­ded. “For the next twen­ty-​four hours, I think I’m go­ing to be busy,” he

    said.




    “With what?” asked Jack­son.




    “Teach­ing Chi­un to keep his el­bow straight,” Re­mo said with a smile.




    “Thank you,” Bar­ney said. He turned to Jack­son. “You didn’t have to fight, Doc,” he

    said.




    The black nos­trils flared. “I don’t have to go to His­pania with you ei­ther, but I’m

    go­ing.”




    “That makes you as big a fool as I am.”




    “No,” Jack­son said. “Just an­oth­er guy who’s tired of wast­ing his time and wants to do

    some­thing good for a change.”




    “We’ve got two things to do,” Bar­ney said. “The in­stal­la­tion and El Pres­idente.”




    “We’re not get­ting them done here,” Jack­son said.




    He turned away. Daniels looked at Chi­un. “Thank you. Thank you both. This is some­thing

    that’s got to be done. Our gov­ern­ment won’t be able to get rid of that in­stal­la­tion. Not

    with those lightweights in Wash­ing­ton. But it’s got to go. You know that.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. “Let us know if you need help.”




    “Thank you. But we won’t.”




    “No,” Re­mo said slow­ly. “I don’t think you will.”




    He nod­ded at Daniels who turned and put his arm around Doc Jack­son’s shoul­ders. At the

    edge of the clear­ing, the two old sol­diers, off to chase their biggest, most fright­en­ing

    wind­mill, turned around for one last look at the thin young white man and the aged Ori­en­tal

    smil­ing be­nign­ly in his flow­ing robes.




    Bar­ney waved. Chi­un nod­ded, then salut­ed them both.


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





    “It’s about time,” Smith said. “Where have you been? It’s been twen­ty-​four hours. Have you

    seen the pa­pers? Do you know what’s been go­ing on?”




    “Which ques­tion should I an­swer first?” Re­mo said.




    “What has hap­pened?” Smith said. “You might try that one.”




    “I think ev­ery­thing has been tak­en care of,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh, you do, do you? Well, let me tell you . . .” but the tele­phone had clicked off and Dr.

    Harold W. Smith lis­tened to a di­al tone for four sec­onds. It took him those four sec­onds to

    re­al­ize that he had not slept in sev­en­ty-​two hours and had not eat­en

    inthir­ty-​six.. He had not seen his wife for three days. He had not played golf in

    five-​and-​a-​half months. He had not tak­en a va­ca­tion in ten years.




    Af­ter the four sec­onds were up, Smith pursed his lips in his lemon face and stood up

    grave­ly from the desk.




    “Re­mo,” he mut­tered, then swung the chair out of the way. He walked across the room,

    opened a cab­inet and swung his golf bag over his shoul­der.




    As he walked out of his of­fice, he glanced back and saw the New York Times fold­ed neat­ly

    on his desk, the small bul­letin in the cor­ner of page one cir­cled in red Mag­ic Mark­er. For

    a mo­ment, he thought of tak­ing the clip­ping with him, then shrugged and walked out the door.

    All was well that end­ed well.




    PUER­TA DEL REY, His­pania (API)-A mas­sive ex­plo­sion rocked the south­west­ern cor­ner of

    this is­land to­day. U.S. gov­ern­ment sources said the ex­plo­sion oc­curred in a se­cret

    So­vi­et mil­itary in­stal­la­tion, and Wash­ing­ton in­stant­ly sent U.S. Marines to the

    site.




    Whether the se­cret in­stal­la­tion con­tained So­vi­et nu­cle­ar war­heads could not

    im­me­di­ate­ly be de­ter-​mind­ed, be­cause of the widespread de­struc­tion of the

    ex­plo­sion. But, in a ghast­ly corol­lary, a mass grave was found near the in­stal­la­tion

    where more than two hun­dred fe­male bod­ies-​ap­par­ent­ly work­ers on the project-​were

    buried.




    El Pres­idente Cara De Cu­lo, in the fi­nal de­vel­op­ment in this macabre se­ries of

    events, was found dead in his palace on­ly hours af­ter word of the ex­plo­sion at the se­cret

    in­stal­la­tion.




    De Cu­lo’s right hand had been cut off, and his body was found im­paled on a large jun­gle

    knife. Whether the pres­ident took his own life by throw­ing him­self on his knife was not

    known, but there were teports from gov­ern­ment in­sid­ers that two men, one white and one

    black, were seen leav­ing the gov­ern­men­tal­palace min­utes be­fore the pres­ident’s body was

    found. Who they were is not known, but al­ready the streets of this small cap­ital city are

    be­gin­ning to ring with tales of the ex­ploits of “the demons of the north.”
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