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    Chapter One




    Aman­da Bull did not be­lieve in Uniden­ti­fied Fly­ing Ob­jects and nev­er gave the

    sub­ject any thought what­so­ev­er. But on the day she mar­ried John Schutz, a high school

    sci­ence teach­er from George­town, she took the first step to­ward con­tact with the alien

    force that would trans­form her in­to an in­stru­ment of des­tiny. She just didn’t know it.




    Had some­one tak­en her aside that day and men­tioned UFOs, Aman­da would have snort­ed,

    “Fly­ing saucers? You’ve got to be kid­ding. On­ly mo­rons be­lieve that crap. Be­sides, I’m

    get­ting mar­ried. The on­ly saucers I’m wor­ried about are the ones my hus­band’s go­ing to

    wash.”




    And so she wed. But not be­fore tak­ing her fa­ther aside to give him a long-​over­due piece

    of her mind. Even though old Ed­mond Bull had sup­port­ed Aman­da right up to her

    thir­ty-​third birth­day– which had been two weeks be­fore– while she at­tend­ed an end­less

    string of wom­en’s rights con­fer­ences, ERA ral­lies, and protest march­es, and he nev­er

    com­plained when Aman­da re­fused to take even a part-​time job so the old man wouldn’t have to

    work week­ends to make ends meet, Aman­da Bull ac­cused her fa­ther of be­ing self­ish,

    in­sen­si­tive, a male chau­vin­ist pig, and an op­pres­sor of wom­en.




    Af­ter lis­ten­ing open­mouthed to al­most an hour of stri­dent in­vec­tive, 68-year-​old

    Ed­mond Bull, who had sin­gle-​hand­ed­ly raised Aman­da af­ter his wife had died giv­ing birth

    to her, stam­mered, “But– but, Mandy. I’ve nev­er spo­ken a harsh word to you in my life. Why

    are you say­ing these ter­ri­ble things to me?”




    “Why? You ask why?” Aman­da Bull screeched. “I’ll tell you why. In 1977 I asked you for a

    lousy $210.55 to fly to Kansas City for an abor­tion rights ral­ly and you re­fused me your own

    damn daugh­ter!”




    “But, dear, I told you we didn’t have the mon­ey. And you know how I feel about abor­tion.

    Your poor moth­er“




    “Don’t you dare ‘poor moth­er’ me, you hyp­ocrite. If you hadn’t self­ish­ly got­ten her

    preg­nant, my moth­er would be alive to­day.”




    “But, Mandy“




    “For­get it. I’ve been wait­ing years to tell you off to your face. Now that I have a

    po­lit­ical­ly con­scious hus­band, I don’t have to put up with your vi­cious an­tifem­inism

    any­more. And af­ter to­day, I don’t want to see you ev­er again.”




    And with that, Aman­da Bull, armed with the courage of her con­vic­tions and know­ing that

    she would nev­er have to re­ly on her fa­ther for sup­port again, stormed in­to the Church of

    the Over­pow­er­ing Mo­ment, and mar­ried John Schutz, the on­ly man who ev­er un­der­stood

    her, and whom she had met at an ERA ral­ly two years be­fore.




    All through the cer­emo­ny in the con­vert­ed gro­cery store, old Ed­mond Bull wept

    un­con­trol­lably, and on­ly Aman­da knew the re­al rea­son for his tears, but she told

    her­self that her fa­ther was mere­ly pay­ing the price for the way he and all his male

    an­ces­tors had treat­ed wom­en. Ac­tu­al­ly she sort of liked hear­ing his sob­bing. Screams

    would have been nice too.




    John Schutz and Aman­da hon­ey­mooned in Los An­ge­les, where a hook­er tried to pick up

    John, prompt­ing the new­ly­weds to demon­strate on be­half of that city’s pros­ti­tute

    pop­ula­tion, “who are be­ing cru­el­ly ex­ploit­ed by men of­fer­ing large amounts of mon­ey

    for their ser­vices and then op­pressed by the pigs sim­ply for do­ing their work,” as Aman­da

    ex­plained to her new hus­band. “If men of­fered fifty dol­lars an hour for of­fice work, these

    wom­en wouldn’t have to walk the streets.”




    John Schutz agreed that it was a wor­thy cause– al­though he felt un­com­fort­able when two

    hook­ers in the protest line propo­si­tioned him and then stole his wal­let when he de­clined

    their ser­vices. John Schutz was a fem­inist, too, and he un­der­stood when Aman­da re­fused to

    make love on their wed­ding night be­cause she was ex­haust­ed from demon­strat­ing.




    He un­der­stood when Aman­da re­fused to wear her wed­ding ring be­cause it “rep­re­sent­ed

    man’s en­slave­ment of wom­ankind” but in­sist­ed that John wear his as proof of his

    com­mit­ment to her.




    He un­der­stood when Aman­da in­sist­ed that from now on, she would not use birth con­trol

    be­cause for cen­turies men had placed that un­fair bur­den on wom­en for­get­ting that

    the pro­phy­lac­tic pre­dat­ed the Pill by sev­er­al cen­turies.




    But he had sec­ond thoughts when she an­nounced that, in their mar­riage, she was to be

    ad­dressed as Aman­da Bull-​Schutz.




    “I think it would be bet­ter if you didn’t, dear,” John sug­gest­ed qui­et­ly.




    “Why not? And don’t call me dear. It’s de­grad­ing to my self-​im­age.”




    “It’s on­ly an ex­pres­sion of af­fec­tion, Mandy. But, re­al­ly, don’t you think Aman­da

    Bull-​Schutz sounds a bit… awk­ward?”




    Aman­da thought for a sec­ond. “Hm­mmm. I see what you mean…” She paced the ho­tel room,

    which gave an ex­cel­lent view of 23 cu­bic yards of Cal­ifor­nia smog. She was a tall,

    wil­lowy blonde with eyes the col­or of a gray cat’s fur, and a clear, un­blem­ished

    com­plex­ion. Her on­ly vis­ible phys­ical flaw was the sin­gle dark hair that grew flat along

    the bridge of her pa­tri­cian nose, just above the tip. Al­though the hair an­noyed her, she

    re­fused sug­ges­tions to pluck it or re­move it by elec­trol­ysis be­cause she wasn’t about to

    do any­thing of the sort “just to please men and their stupid stan­dards of fe­male beau­ty.”

    She rubbed the bridge of her nose while she thought.




    “All my mar­ried friends com­bine their mar­ried and maid­en names,” Aman­da said.




    “Un­der the cir­cum­stances, I think they’ll un­der­stand if you drop your maid­en name,”

    John said.




    “Don’t call it a maid­en name. That’s dis­gust­ing,” she said. “It’s my un­mar­ried name.

    And it rep­re­sents my her­itage as a wom­an. It rep­re­sents the cen­turies of wom­en who have

    borne me.”




    “Your maid un­mar­ried name isn’t your moth­er’s name. It’s your fa­ther’s name,” John

    point­ed out po­lite­ly.




    “Are you be­com­ing one of them, too?” she snapped.




    He wasn’t sure who they were, but he knew he didn’t want to be one of them, so he shrugged.

    “I won’t think less of you if you just use your un­mar­ried name,” he said.




    Aman­da thought quick­ly. What would hap­pen if she kept her name Aman­da Bull and then met

    some­one she’d gone to col­lege with? They might think that she had not been able to snare a

    hus­band and was still sin­gle.




    “No! No! It just doesn’t work. It had to be hy­phen­at­ed. It has to be Aman­da

    Bull-​Schutz. There’s no oth­er way.”




    And so she be­came Aman­da Bull-​Schutz. It was not so dif­fi­cult when they were with

    Aman­da’s fem­inist friends, be­cause they sel­dom smiled and nev­er laughed even among each

    oth­er. But when they were with John’s friends, it was more of a prob­lem. At par­ties, Aman­da

    al­ways in­tro­duced her­self in a loud voice, as if her very loud­ness could drown out

    crit­icism. Most peo­ple wait­ed un­til she was out of earshot be­fore snick­er­ing, but

    oth­ers laughed in her face– and John’s face, too. This on­ly made Aman­da an­gri­er. And the

    an­gri­er she got, the more de­ter­mined she was to be ac­cept­ed as Aman­da Bull-​Schutz. She

    took to in­tro­duc­ing her hus­band as John Bull-​Schutz.




    John found him­self los­ing his friends. Be­fore long, the on­ly friends he had left were

    Aman­da’s fem­inist friends, but af­ter one of them tried un­suc­cess­ful­ly to se­duce him,

    Aman­da wouldn’t al­low her hus­band to at­tend any more ral­lies and blamed him for the

    in­ci­dent.




    Three months and six­teen days af­ter they were joined in wed­ded bliss, Aman­da

    Bull-​Schutz re­turned home to find a note at­tached with a mag­net­ic smile but­ton to the

    door of the av­oca­do-​green re­frig­er­ator:




    Dear Aman­da,




    I can’t stand it any­more. The house is yours. The bank ac­count is yours. I just want my

    free­dom. My lawyer will con­tact you.




    I’m sor­ry.




    Your lov­ing hus­band, John (no Bull) Schutz




    Aman­da was crushed. Then her nat­ural anger rose to the sur­face. She paced the floor of

    her mod­el kitchen, which was equipped with year-​round air-​con­di­tion­ing, and tore

    sav­age­ly at her long blonde hair.




    “That creep! I gave that man ev­ery­thing. I catered to him. I trust­ed him. I shared with

    him. That mis­er­able creep! There prob­ably isn’t enough mon­ey to sup­port me for a year in

    that stupid bank ac­count.”




    And there wasn’t. Nor in Aman­da’s per­son­al ac­count ei­ther– the one her hus­band had set

    up and main­tained be­cause Aman­da had de­mand­ed an ac­count of her own so she could

    con­tin­ue to feel in­de­pen­dent while her hus­band worked.




    The first thing Aman­da did was to run to the George­town Wom­en’s Cri­sis Cen­ter. When the

    coun­selor there found out that Aman­da hadn’t been beat­en or raped by her hus­band at any

    time, the coun­selor want­ed to send her home be­cause she was con­vinced Aman­da was

    ly­ing.




    “All hus­bands beat their wives,” ex­plained the coun­selor, who had lis­tened to hor­ror

    tales of abuse of wom­en by men for the sev­en years she had worked at the George­town Wom­en’s

    Cri­sis Cen­ter and as a re­sult had as­sumed that all men were de­spi­ca­ble and beat their

    wives or girl­friends reg­ular­ly each Fri­day night.




    “But John didn’t,” cried Aman­da, who was in tears by now.




    “How long have you two been mar­ried?” the coun­selor de­mand­ed firm­ly, while pre­tend­ing

    to take notes.




    “About three months.”




    “In that case, I’m sure your hus­band hadn’t got­ten around to beat­ing you yet. Some men

    ac­tu­al­ly wait a few years be­fore they start. It’s some kind of game they play.”




    That fit in with Aman­da’s cur­rent at­ti­tude to­ward men, but it didn’t help her

    sit­ua­tion and she said so.




    “Well, I’m sor­ry, but there’s noth­ing I can do for you if you haven’t been raped or

    beat­en,” the coun­selor re­peat­ed stern­ly.




    “But I just want some­one to talk to!” Aman­da cried.




    “Sor­ry.”




    The next thing Aman­da did was to go home to her fa­ther. She knew she couldn’t af­ford the

    mort­gage pay­ments on the house her hus­band had left her with, so she went home telling

    her­self that her fa­ther would take her back in a minute.




    “Be­sides, he owes me for what he did to Mom.”




    Ex­cept that Ed­mond Bull didn’t owe any­one any longer. He had died on­ly a few weeks

    be­fore.




    He had writ­ten her sev­er­al let­ters from the hos­pi­tal as he lay dy­ing, but she had

    torn them up un­opened.




    She went to their fam­ily house but found that it had been pur­chased by strangers a few

    days be­fore. She went to the fam­ily lawyer to claim her in­her­itance.




    “Your fa­ther had a mod­est num­ber of re­al es­tate hold­ings and some stocks and bonds,”

    the lawyer said.




    “When do I get it?”




    “You don’t,” the lawyer said.




    “What do you mean?”




    “Your fa­ther left his mon­ey in equal amounts to the Amer­ican Le­gion, the Moral

    Ma­jor­ity, the Cit­izens Against Abor­tion, and to the lo­cal Po­lice Ath­let­ic League,” the

    lawyer said.




    “He left me noth­ing, the rat bas­tard?”




    “Well, he left you this.” The lawyer hand­ed her an en­ve­lope. In­side was a crisp new $1

    bill and an item­ized ac­count­ing of all the mon­ey Ed­mond Bull had spent on his daugh­ter

    since high school, feed­ing her, buy­ing her clothes, send­ing her to school, fi­nanc­ing her

    one-​wom­an rev­olu­tion. The amount to­taled $127,365.12.




    “I’ll fight the will,” she said.




    “You don’t have a chance,” the lawyer said.




    “You’re just an­oth­er wom­an-​op­press­ing flunky, just like my fa­ther,” she said.




    “Yes, in­deed,” the lawyer said with a smile.




    Aman­da was crushed. In just a few short hours, her life had been turned up­side down.

    Aman­da’s faith in men– one man, any­way– had been de­stroyed. And her faith in wom­en was a

    lit­tle shaky, too. Af­ter wan­der­ing George­town’s stu­dent-​filled streets in a con­fused

    state, she de­cid­ed it had some­thing to do with the cor­rupt­ing in­flu­ence of near­by

    Wash­ing­ton. Maybe some kind of con­spir­acy. What kind wasn’t ex­act­ly clear, but late­ly

    even the wom­en she met were as bad as the worst MCP she’d ev­er met. There had to be an

    ex­pla­na­tion some­where.




    Be­cause it nev­er oc­curred to her that the prob­lem might not be one of men ver­sus

    wom­en, but of hu­man na­ture, Aman­da de­cid­ed to head west to seek a bet­ter life.




    At the point when Aman­da Bull, no longer Bull-​Schutz, load­ed her most prized

    pos­ses­sions in­to a back­pack and set out in search of truth and equal­ity, she still didn’t

    be­lieve in fly­ing saucers, but she un­know­ing­ly took her sec­ond step to­ward forces

    be­yond her com­pre­hen­sion.




    “Maybe if I be­came a les­bian…” Aman­da mused as she trudged back­ward along In­ter­state

    High­way 81 with her thumb cocked. It wasn’t long be­fore a la­dy truck­er of­fered to take

    Aman­da as far as Lit­tle Rock, Arkansas. She jumped in and be­gan telling her tale of woe. By

    the time they rolled in­to Arkansas the next day, Aman­da was won­der­ing aloud if gay might

    not be the way af­ter all. Her en­thu­si­asm got a rude shock and turned to in­dig­na­tion when

    the la­dy truck­er pulled over and made an ag­gres­sive pass at her.




    “Keep your hands off me!” Aman­da yelled. “Who do you think you are, any­way?”




    “Hey, now. What was all that crap you’ve been feed­ing me since Mem­phis?”




    “That was dif­fer­ent! I’m not ready yet,” Aman­da said, and bolt­ed from the truck. She ran

    off in­to the red oak for­est, which was clot­ted with dark­ness. She was too shocked by her

    re­cent ex­pe­ri­ence to fear any­thing that might be wait­ing in those woods. And so she

    picked her way, her flash­light chas­ing rab­bits and owls and the shad­ows of rab­bits and

    owls.




    The moon, a sil­very moon like a far­away dime, came up be­fore Aman­da re­al­ized she was

    hope­less­ly lost.




    “Damn all men!” she said. “I think I’m on­ly mak­ing things worse the deep­er I go.”




    But, hav­ing no oth­er choice, she con­tin­ued on.




    Her flash­light ex­pired not long af­ter that. Then she saw the light. It was a hazy,

    mel­low kind of light a dis­tance off in the trees. Low to the ground, it made the red oaks

    look like dark ghosts be­fore a witch’s caul­dron.




    Fig­ur­ing the light to be a house, Aman­da crept for­ward. But be­fore she even got to the

    cir­cle of light, a fig­ure came out of nowhere and shone a light in her face.




    “Halt!” a voice chal­lenged. “Friend or Foes?”




    “Uh… Friend– friend!” Aman­da said. “And there’s on­ly one of me.”




    “Hah! Wrong an­swer. You should have said FOES.”




    “But I don’t even know you,” Aman­da protest­ed.




    “That’s okay.” The light flipped up to re­veal a beard­ed, jovial face, like a wood gnome

    with an ac­ned past. “I’m Orville Sale, with FOES.”




    “Foes?”




    “Yep. It stands for Fly­ing Ob­ject Eval­ua­tion Cen­ter.”




    “Cen­ter doesn’t start with an S,” Aman­da said.




    “Well, we came up with the ini­tials first and then had prob­lems find­ing words that fit.

    Some­one sug­gest­ed Cen­ter be­cause the C sounds like an S, so we used it but kept the

    ini­tials as FOES. Any­way, that’s us in the clear­ing yon­der. We’re scan­ning.”




    “Scan­ning what?” Aman­da want­ed to know.




    “The skies, of course,” Orville Sale said. “We do this ev­ery Thurs­day night.”




    “I don’t get it,” said Aman­da, who didn’t get it.




    “Well, c’mon. I’ll show you.” Orville said, lead­ing Aman­da to­ward the clear­ing. “What’s

    your name?”




    “Aman­da Bull-​Sc– uh… Aman­da Bull.”




    “Hey, all you folks! Meet Aman­da.”




    There were about a dozen peo­ple of vary­ing ages in the clear­ing. Al­though it was one

    o’clock in the morn­ing, there were blan­kets and open pic­nic bas­kets on the ground, as well

    as a bun­dle of portable search­lights aimed in­to the sky. Most of the group had binoc­ulars,

    and oth­ers were tak­ing turns look­ing in­to the eye­piece of an eigh­teen-​inch New­to­ni­an

    tele­scope, which would have pro­vid­ed an ex­cep­tion­al view of the skies if it weren’t for

    all the ground il­lu­mi­na­tion. They stopped their ac­tiv­ity long enough to wave or shout in

    greet­ing when they saw Aman­da and Orville ap­proach. Then a mi­nor ar­gu­ment de­vel­oped

    over who was next at the tele­scope.




    “We’re hop­ing for a Close En­counter of the First Kind tonight,” Orville told Aman­da with

    a broad, toothy smile.




    “Close en­counter? You mean like in that movie?”




    “That’s right. A Close En­counter of the First Kind is a vi­su­al sight­ing, a Close

    En­counter of the Sec­ond Kind means a land­ing, and a Close En­counter of the Third Kind–

    which is the best of them– is ac­tu­al con­tact with alien be­ings from an­oth­er world.”




    “We’re talk­ing about fly­ing saucers, right?”




    “Well,” Orville said in his aw-​shucks voice, “we don’t call ‘em that. We like to re­fer to

    them as Uniden­ti­fied Fly­ing Ob­jects UFOs for short.” He pro­nounced UFOs as “U-​foes.”




    “There’s been a heap of sight­ings in this area the last few days. That’s why we’re

    here.”




    “I don’t be­lieve in that crap,” said Aman­da, who had a dis­tinct knack for re­lat­ing to

    new friends.




    “Look! I see one,” a fe­male voice called out sud­den­ly.




    Through the open patch of night sky di­rect­ly over­head, a clus­ter of red and white lights

    could be seen mov­ing against the stars.




    “I don’t hear any sound,” one per­son whis­pered. “It must be a space­ship fly­ing by

    mag­net­ic pow­er.”




    “I nev­er saw any­thing like it be­fore,” some­one in a jog­ging suit added, while the

    oth­ers scram­bled to ad­just the big tele­scope. Be­fore they got or­ga­nized enough to see

    that the lights be­longed to a 747 fly­ing to Nashville, the ob­ject had passed from sight.




    “You peo­ple do this ev­ery Thurs­day?” Aman­da asked.




    “That’s what I said,” Orville grinned. “We’re the Lit­tle Rock Chap­ter of FOES; there’s

    dozens all over the coun­try, though. But, zowie, wasn’t that the most ex­cit­ing thing you

    ev­er saw in all your life? That was the first gen­uine sight­ing in the six­teen years of our

    chap­ter– un­less you count the one back in Au­gust 1975, which the Air Force claimed was the

    plan­et Jupiter.”




    “That’s great,” Aman­da said. “How far to the near­est town?”




    “Oh, about three miles due north. Why?”




    “Be­cause that’s where I’m go­ing. Thanks. Good-​bye.”




    Aman­da Bull nev­er made it to town. She had bare­ly cov­ered three-​quar­ters of a mile

    when the black Arkansas night seemed to close in on her. At first that was all she felt. A

    strange sen­sa­tion of pres­sure, as if the trees were crowd­ing close like liv­ing crea­tures.

    Then there was a heav­iness in the air, but that might have been the warmth of the night.




    Aman­da re­al­ly didn’t be­come con­cerned un­til she heard the hum­ming sound. Then, as it

    grew loud­er, she re­al­ized that the hum­ming was con­nect­ed with the op­pres­sive feel­ing

    that had come over her.




    She ran.




    Run­ning brought her to an open space be­fore she could re­act to the sud­den ab­sence of

    trees. Some­how she knew that one thing she didn’t wish was to be caught in a clear­ing. But

    one minute Aman­da was tear­ing blind­ly through the for­est and the next there was a

    hun­dred-​foot clear­ing, and above that, sud­den­ly, there was light.




    A thou­sand arc lights might have gen­er­at­ed such il­lu­mi­na­tion. But she knew arc

    lights weren’t red and green and blue and bril­liant white, and they didn’t clus­ter to­geth­er

    like soap bub­bles sus­pend­ed in the air. But that was ex­act­ly what Aman­da saw. A clus­ter

    of bright, glob­ular lights float­ing at tree­top lev­el above her.




    Aman­da Bull screamed. Then the lights moved aside with a wob­bling mo­tion, and be­gan to

    de­scend. With­out a sound they de­scend­ed, for the hum­ming had stopped. There was no flame

    or rush of air to in­di­cate propul­sion. And through fin­gers held in front of her eyes,

    fin­gers that helped screen out some of the aw­ful bril­liance, Aman­da saw the shape be­hind

    the lights– the dark shape of a squashed-​down bas­ket­ball.




    Then the lights dimmed, and she made out the rod­like pro­jec­tions as they touched the

    ground, dig­ging in­to the earth, and sup­port­ing the gen­tly set­tling ob­ject.




    When the ob­ject was at rest, Aman­da thought she heard a voice, and the voice, she was

    cer­tain, came from with­in the thing that had land­ed. The thing that looked like a fly­ing

    saucer.




    “Greet­ings,” the voice called out reed­ily, as if the words were trans­lat­ed through a

    wind in­stru­ment, like a flute.




    “Um­mm… I don’t be­lieve in fly­ing saucers,” Aman­da said in a strange voice.




    “I am the World Mas­ter,” the voice said, ig­nor­ing her re­mark.




    “My– my name is Aman­da Bull.”




    “Yes. I know,” the voice said mu­si­cal­ly.




    “You do?” Aman­da said, her gray eyes wide with sur­prise.




    “Yes, Aman­da Bull. I have looked in­to your mind and seen con­fu­sion and un­hap­pi­ness,

    but I have al­so seen beau­ty and hon­esty and truth.”




    “You have?”




    “You have been cho­sen, Aman­da Bull, to pre­pare the world. You shall be the in­stru­ment

    by which the Earth will en­ter in­to a new age.”




    And then Aman­da Bull saw the light­ed rect­an­gle, like a win­dow in the ob­ject’s side,

    and the shad­owy fig­ure be­hind it. The fig­ure’s head didn’t look quite the way a hu­man head

    is sup­posed to. When the smooth hull be­neath the fig­ure cracked and let out gold­en light

    along three edges and a sec­tion of that hull fell for­ward, the voice is­sued from the gold­en

    in­te­ri­or with greater clar­ity.




    “En­ter, Aman­da Bull. And dis­cov­er your des­tiny.”




    And Aman­da Bull walked in­to the beau­ti­ful light with the mu­si­cal voice vi­brat­ing

    deep in her soul, the voice that seemed to speak the very lan­guage of her soul, and she smiled

    for the first time in weeks. As she dis­ap­peared in­to that light, she spoke two words very

    soft­ly:




    “I be­lieve…”


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and shoes an­noyed him.




    He was stand­ing on the burn­ing roof of a burn­ing build­ing. Tar on the rooftop was

    bub­bling from the heat, and now the soft live leather of his shoes was start­ing to give off

    lit­tle puffs of steam, and the soles were stick­ing in­to the tar. Like strolling through

    quick­sand, he thought.




    So he kicked off the soft Ital­ian loafers, stood in the hot tar in his bare feet and looked

    around through the thick haze of smoke for the man he had chased up to the roof.




    He saw him on the far edge of the build­ing. D. Desmund Dorkley was poised on the roofs

    edge, look­ing over, look­ing for some way to es­cape be­ing roast­ed alive.




    He ob­vi­ous­ly hadn’t count­ed on Re­mo Williams. No one ev­er count­ed on Re­mo Williams.

    Who would count on a dead man?




    Once he had been pa­trol­man Re­mo Williams, a beat cop in Newark, New Jer­sey, who

    ex­pect­ed to re­tire on a po­lice pen­sion if he made it to age 55. Un­til he be­came one of

    the last per­sons to be sen­tenced to die in the elec­tric chair, for the mur­der of a drug

    push­er Re­mo hadn’t killed. He had been framed, and it wasn’t un­til he woke up with slight

    elec­tri­cal burn marks on his wrists and was in­formed that the chair had been rigged not to

    kill him, that Re­mo Williams learned who had set him up.




    It had been the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment– or, rather, a se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion with­in

    that gov­ern­ment known on­ly as CURE. Re­mo had been cho­sen as Amer­ica’s se­cret

    en­force­ment arm to han­dle an out-​of-​con­trol crime sit­ua­tion be­fore that sit­ua­tion

    swamped Amer­ican democ­ra­cy.




    “Then I’m not dead?” Re­mo had asked.




    “Yes, you are,” he was told. “For all in­tents and pur­pos­es.”




    And he was. Re­mo Williams, an or­phan, had of­fi­cial­ly ceased to ex­ist. He be­came just

    Re­mo, whom CURE had code-​named “the De­stroy­er,” and so be­gan in­ten­sive train­ing

    de­signed to make the ex-​cop a hu­man weapon. Re­mo had had no choice, but he went through

    with the whole deal, and it had changed him in ways even Re­mo didn’t al­ways un­der­stand. But

    all that was long ago, and all D. Desmund Dorkley knew was that a skin­ny guy with very thick

    wrists was run­ning bare­foot to­ward him, and there was no ex­pres­sion of pain in the man’s

    eyes as there should have been. The eyes just looked dead.




    For D. Desmund, it was to have been an or­di­nary torch job. A pile of rags in a cor­ner of

    an old ware­house, a can of gaso­line and a flick of a Bic. No prob­lem.




    Un­til the un­ex­pect­ed Re­mo Williams stepped out of the shad­ows and asked, “Got a light,

    pal?”




    That was just as the rag pile went or­ange with a whooosh! D. Desmond, who nev­er car­ried a

    gun be­cause loud nois­es fright­ened him, dived out the near­est ex­it, which

    un­for­tu­nate­ly led to the roof. It was a fun­da­men­tal mis­take. You do not go up in­to a

    build­ing that is about to go up. You get out. But some­thing about the cold, dead eyes of

    Re­mo Williams un­nerved D. Desmund. So, he made his first pro­fes­sion­al mis­take.




    It was to have been an or­di­nary job for Re­mo Williams, too. He hadn’t count­ed on the

    ar­son­ist get­ting the fire start­ed, but Re­mo was de­layed be­cause his train­er had

    in­sist­ed on ac­com­pa­ny­ing him on an or­di­nary hit.




    “Damn Chi­un,” Re­mo mut­tered as he shift­ed to a less hot part of the ware­house roof,

    where the tar wouldn’t stick to his feet. There, the roof was on­ly hot enough to broil a

    steak, not cook the skin from his feet in slid­ing chunks. Re­mo wore a black T-​shirt that

    left his arms bare. It was the less­er evap­ora­tion of sweat from his left arm that told Re­mo

    that it was cool­er to his left, and so he veered left.




    Re­mo could do these things be­cause of his train­ing. It worked this way: Re­mo ran in a

    long-​legged stride in which on­ly one foot touched the ground at a time. The prin­ci­ple

    de­pend­ed en­tire­ly on rhythm, which is what made Re­mo’s move­ments look so grace­ful, as if

    his feet float­ed from mo­tion to mo­tion. The rhythm de­mand­ed that Re­mo keep mov­ing and

    that one foot re­main in the air for the ex­act length of time the oth­er touched the hot roof

    sur­face. With each step, Re­mo felt the brief flash of heat sig­nal­ing con­tact, but on­ly

    long enough to touch, find trac­tion, and pro­pel him for­ward an­oth­er step. Then the oth­er

    foot took over. Yes, Re­mo felt the heat but, no, Re­mo’s feet were not burned. They were not

    in con­tact with a heat source long enough to be burned. As for the pain, what lit­tle Re­mo

    felt in the soles of his bare feet was drawn up his legs, through the nerves, where it was

    dif­fused in­to a tin­gling sen­sa­tion. Cor­rect breath­ing tech­nique en­abled Re­mo to

    han­dle pain in this man­ner.




    It was not much dif­fer­ent from the way Hin­du fire walk­ers moved over hot coals– ex­cept

    that they had the tech­nique sec­ond­hand and were some­times burned. Re­mo had the tech­nique

    from its orig­ina­tors, which is to say he had it in its pure form and not the Hin­du style,

    which de­pend­ed in part on the heat-​ab­sorb­ing prop­er­ties of hu­man sweat and some­times

    on ar­ti­fi­cial salves. And he knew that as long as on­ly one foot touched at a time and he

    didn’t break stride, he could run across the burn­ing roof safe­ly.




    Re­mo knew how to make the tech­nique work, but he didn’t un­der­stand how it worked. His

    train­er un­der­stood, but Re­mo had a long way to go be­fore he com­plete­ly mas­tered the art

    of Sinan­ju, of which fire walk­ing was but a part. On the oth­er hand, he had on­ly a short

    way to go across the roof, and he got to the cool­er edge just as D. Desmund Dorkley, with a

    hor­ri­fied scream, tried to jump out and down to the next roof.




    “Uu­urk,” said D. Desmund, when he found him­self hang­ing in midair by his green jack­et

    col­lar, his yel­low bow tie look­ing like a bright, vam­pirit­ic but­ter­fly at his

    throat.




    “Let me go. Let me go. God, put me down,” D. Desmund screeched. His legs kicked like a

    swim­mer’s over emp­ty space, and his blond hair was limp with sweat. He didn’t look like a man

    who had torched a mu­se­um, a church, two of­fice build­ings, a fast food restau­rant and a

    school for the blind in just three weeks, and all in the Bal­ti­more area, which showed up on

    CURE’s com­put­ers as an aber­ra­tion sig­nif­icant enough to call for dras­tic at­ten­tion.

    Those same com­put­ers had worked out a prob­abil­ity pat­tern that pin­point­ed the ware­house

    as the ar­son­ist’s next tar­get so that Re­mo Williams could be there.




    And now Re­mo, who had sim­ply ex­tend­ed his hand and caught D. Desmund’s coat col­lar,

    stood on the edge of the roof and held the ar­son­ist out at arm’s length. Al­though Re­mo did

    this ca­su­al­ly, it didn’t seem pos­si­ble. For one thing, Re­mo’s arm was too thin and held

    at too awk­ward an an­gle for him to be able to stand on a precipice and hold up a strug­gling

    man with­out both of them top­pling over the edge.




    If D. Desmund hadn’t been scared com­plete­ly out of his mind, he would have re­al­ized that

    fact and pos­si­bly point­ed this out to Re­mo Williams.




    Re­mo, had he been so in­clined, might have in­formed him that his arm re­al­ly wasn’t

    hold­ing up a 200-pound man by main strength. No, it just looked that way to West­ern eyes

    be­cause West­ern­ers al­ways thought in terms of just us­ing their arms and then on­ly the

    mus­cles in those arms, as if mus­cles alone pro­vid­ed strength and weren’t re­al­ly sim­ply a

    sys­tem of pul­leys– which was ex­act­ly what a mus­cle was when you thought about it. A

    pul­ley.




    No, Re­mo was hold­ing D. Desmund up with Re­mo’s en­tire body– from the strong toes, which

    hooked over the roof edge for pur­chase, to the straight legs and locked knees; and to the

    stiff spinal col­umn, which pro­vid­ed a ful­crum for the arm, which was held in po­si­tion by

    mus­cle ten­sion, but whose strength re­al­ly came by the bones with­in that arm. Bal­ance had

    some­thing to do with it all. Bal­ance was im­por­tant in Sinan­ju, but strength came from the

    cor­rect align­ment of bones that in­ter­locked and spread the drag­ging weight of D. Desmund’s

    body through­out Re­mo’s body. Bal­ance, bones, mus­cles, and breath­ing. All of Re­mo

    func­tion­ing in per­fect har­mo­ny with its parts and cre­at­ing a uni­ty which was greater

    than the sum of those parts, tap­ping Re­mo’s in­ner po­ten­tial. This was Sinan­ju.




    And so D. Desmund did not fall to his death, tak­ing Re­mo with him.




    When D. Desmund fi­nal­ly stopped scream­ing and flail­ing, and said, “Oh dear God almighty”

    once weak­ly and shut his eyes, Re­mo hauled him back to the roof edge, care­ful not to

    dis­turb the har­mo­ny of his own body.




    “I want the truth,” Re­mo said, af­ter his cap­tive again opened his eyes.




    “Sure,” D. Desmund said. “You got it. Any truth you want. Just name it.”




    “Good. I’m glad you’re be­ing co­op­er­ative. Why did you set that fire?”




    “I didn’t set any fire,” D. Desmund told him.




    “I saw you, re­mem­ber?”




    “Oh. That’s right.”




    “Now, why did you do it?”




    “I didn’t,” D. Desmund said with a straight face.




    “Right,” said Re­mo. “Let’s try a dif­fer­ent ap­proach, okay?”




    “Okay,” said D. Desmund ea­ger­ly.




    “Lis­ten care­ful­ly,” Re­mo said. “You’re go­ing to have one chance to an­swer this

    ques­tion, and then I’m go­ing to push you off this roof. Okay?”




    “Okay,” re­peat­ed D. Desmund, who was as fright­ened as he’d ev­er been in his life, which

    meant he was very, very fright­ened.




    “Good. Stay with me, now. Here’s the big ques­tion: Did you torch all of those build­ings

    be­cause some­one paid you or be­cause you want­ed to?”




    “Be­cause I want­ed to. I like to watch stuff burn.”




    “That’s fine. Thank you for lev­el­ing with me. Good­bye.” And Re­mo pushed D. Desmund off

    the roof.




    But D. Desmund, act­ing by re­flex, grabbed Re­mo’s thick right wrist, which felt like a

    skin-​cov­ered gird­er.




    “Wait a minute... you said if I an­swered your ques­tion you wouldn’t push me.”




    “No, no,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed. “You weren’t lis­ten­ing. I didn’t say ‘You’re go­ing to have

    one chance to an­swer this ques­tion or I’m go­ing to push you off this roof.’ I said, ‘You’re

    go­ing to have one chance to an­swer this ques­tion and then I’m go­ing to push you off this

    roof.’ “




    “But that’s not Fa– AAAAI­IIR­RRR…” said D. Desmund just be­fore he went splat on the hard

    pave­ment be­low.




    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart,” said Re­mo as he jumped across to the next roof and slid down

    its brick sur­face like a spi­der to join the ki­mono-​clad in­di­vid­ual who was wait­ing for

    him.




    “Hear, hear,” said Chi­un, who was Re­mo’s train­er and, al­though 80 years old, the most

    dan­ger­ous man on earth. “Ex­cel­lent­ly done, Re­mo.” He was a small, frail Ko­re­an with

    clear hazel eyes in a wrin­kled old face to which clung tiny wisps of hair above each ear and

    from his chin. A black night ki­mono con­cealed most of his form.




    Re­mo, who was not used to praise from his teach­er, nev­er­the­less ac­cept­ed the words

    gra­cious­ly. “You do me great hon­or, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un. “Your tech­nique, es­pe­cial­ly on the burn­ing roof, was ex­em­plary.

    Your feet are not even singed.”




    “I lost my shoes,” replied Re­mo, who was be­com­ing sus­pi­cious.




    “Shoes are shoes, but cor­rect tech­nique is art. It is beau­ty. It is per­fec­tion. And you

    on­ly re­cent­ly were giv­en the gift of fire walk­ing.”




    “Yeah, but the fire­bug man­aged to torch this place be­fore I got to him,” Re­mo point­ed

    out.




    Chi­un shrugged. “It is unim­por­tant in the face of your skill. Be­sides, this struc­ture

    is ug­ly. Some­one should burn them all.”




    “Yeah, right,” said Re­mo vague­ly. “Can we con­tin­ue this back at the ho­tel? The fire

    de­part­ment will be here any minute now.”




    “Very well, then,” said Chi­un, a smile mul­ti­ply­ing the wrin­kles of his old face. “Let

    us re­turn home.”




    “We will have duck tonight,” Chi­un said when they had en­tered the suite of their

    Bal­ti­more ho­tel, which was one of the best in the city even though it was on­ly two blocks

    away from a peep show par­lor. For some rea­son, al­though the city of Bal­ti­more had a

    wa­ter­front area in which its adult en­ter­tain­ment es­tab­lish­ments were con­gre­gat­ed,

    there were few sec­tions of the city not blight­ed by mas­sage par­lors and adult

    book­stores.




    “I think duck in apri­cot sauce would be ap­pro­pri­ate,” Chi­un added, hum­ming hap­pi­ly

    to him­self as he dis­ap­peared in­to the kitch­enette.




    “I’ve got­ta tell Smith the fire­bug was work­ing on his own,” Re­mo said, pick­ing up the

    phone. Smith was Dr. Harold W. Smith, the di­rec­tor of CURE and Re­mo’s em­ploy­er, al­though

    Smith was os­ten­si­bly the di­rec­tor of Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York, from which

    he and his bat­ter­ies of com­put­ers se­cret­ly ran CURE. Be­cause Smith was wait­ing in Rye

    for Re­mo’s re­port, Re­mo called a num­ber in North Quin­cy, Mas­sachusetts, which in­stant­ly

    rerout­ed his call through Blue Ball, Penn­syl­va­nia, but which rang a se­cure phone on

    Smith’s desk.




    “Re­mo,” Smith’s lemo­ny voice de­mand­ed be­fore Re­mo could so much as say hi. “What

    hap­pened? I have a re­port the tar­get ware­house was torched.”




    “Do you have a re­port that a body was found next to the ware­house?” Re­mo asked,

    won­der­ing how Smith’s voice could sound as bit­ter as a lemon wedge and as dry as a gra­ham

    crack­er both at the same time.




    “No,” Smith said.




    “Well, there was. And be­sides, the build­ing was ug­ly. So get off my case,” said Re­mo

    be­fore he hung up.




    When Chi­un re­turned a few min­utes lat­er, he was still hum­ming, so Re­mo de­cid­ed to

    get to the bot­tom of that, too.




    “Is there some rea­son for this cel­ebra­tion I should know about?” he asked

    sus­pi­cious­ly.




    Be­fore he an­swered, Chi­un stepped over to his sleep­ing mat, which had been set in the

    mid­dle of the floor, and set­tled on­to it like a leaf falling from an au­tumn tree.




    “Yes, my son,” Chi­un said, his long fin­ger­nails tap­ping to­geth­er hap­pi­ly. “Come, sit

    at my feet. We must talk. This is a hap­py day.”




    “Why?” asked Re­mo, even as he sat on the floor.




    “Be­cause, my son, you have come far in Sinan­ju. Be­cause you are about to take a ma­jor

    step for­ward in Sinan­ju, and I am pleased with you.”




    Re­mo thought a mo­ment. “I thought I’d tak­en a ma­jor step about a year ago. Re­mem­ber?

    The Dream of Death? You told me then I’d be in this phase for a long time.”




    “This is true, Re­mo,” Chi­un said, his voice solemn. “You are still young in the eyes of

    Sinan­ju and must walk the tra­di­tion­al path. But to­day you showed me that you are ready to

    move for­ward along that path more swift­ly. To run ahead, but with­out stray­ing from that

    path. Your work with the fire walk­ing told me this.”




    “It is a good tech­nique,” Re­mo said. He was de­bat­ing whether or not to add “taught by an

    ex­cel­lent teach­er” when Chi­un said, “Yes, a good tech­nique, and taught by an ex­cel­lent

    teach­er. But you know this. What you do not know, for I have not told you, is that fire

    walk­ing is not usu­al­ly taught to one as young as you. But in ten years you have ab­sorbed

    bet­ter than any Ko­re­an what I have taught you of Sinan­ju. This gives me hope that cer­tain

    oth­er lessons can be taught ahead of their prop­er time. This is im­por­tant, Re­mo, be­cause

    the more you know, the safer is your life and mine, and it is up­on our safe­ty and skills that

    my poor vil­lage de­pends. You are their fu­ture, af­ter me. And one day you will be the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in­stead of me. Thus, you are ready for a new tech­nique.”




    Re­mo had lis­tened many times to the sto­ry of the poor vil­lage of Sinan­ju on the West

    Ko­re­an Bay, which lent out its best men as hired as­sas­sins to the great thrones of

    his­to­ry so that star­va­tion would not force the vil­lage to “send its ba­bies home to the

    sea” be­cause there was not food for them. The House of Sinan­ju de­vel­oped the as­sas­sin’s

    art of Sinan­ju– which was the source of all less­er mar­tial arts– in­to a tra­di­tion that

    Re­mo and Chi­un cur­rent­ly car­ried on in ser­vice to CURE. Re­mo just nod­ded and asked

    flat­ly, “Which tech­nique, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    In­stead of an­swer­ing, Chi­un made as if to stand up and, legs poised un­der his ki­mono,

    sent his stiff­ened in­dex fin­ger flash­ing out and snipped off a lock of Re­mo’s dark hair

    be­fore Re­mo could re­act.




    Be­fore the lock fell to Re­mo’s thigh, Chi­un had seat­ed him­self again, arms fold­ed.




    Re­mo, his re­flex­es blind­ing­ly fast for a hu­man be­ing, caught him­self in mid-​strike.

    He had been too slow block­ing Chi­un’s thrust, and the tips of his man­icured fin­gers froze a

    cen­time­ter in front of Chi­un’s parch­ment coun­te­nance.




    “I am still reign­ing Mas­ter,” said Chi­un, amused that Re­mo’s coun­terthrust had been

    ini­ti­at­ed be­fore Re­mo be­came con­scious of the need to de­fend or strike. It was on­ly

    Re­mo’s brain catch­ing up with his re­flex­es that stopped the death blow.




    The lock of hair fell to Re­mo’s crossed thigh as he dropped his arm.




    “You know the art of the Killing Nail,” said Chi­un.




    “Yeah. It’s not re­strict­ed to Sinan­ju. Oth­ers have used it, too.”




    “And an­imals,” added Chi­un. “The fin­ger­nail is a nat­ural tool. Be­fore the club, there

    was the nail. But Sinan­ju, re­al­iz­ing the pow­er of the nail prop­er­ly used, cul­ti­vat­ed

    the grow­ing of the nail to a cer­tain length, learned how to hard­en it through di­et and

    ex­er­cise, and used the nail as it was meant to be used. To per­form our art.”




    While he spoke, Chi­un sep­arat­ed his hands and dis­played them, palms in­ward, so that

    Re­mo could see the long, slight­ly curv­ing knives that grew from Chi­un’s fin­gers and that

    Re­mo knew could open a man’s jugu­lar. Re­mo knew this be­cause he had seen Chi­un do

    that.




    “Old­er Mas­ters have tra­di­tion­al­ly tak­en to the use of the Killing Nail. It is the

    sym­bol of the ul­ti­mate as­sas­sin, the man whose weapons grow from his body and, if bro­ken,

    will grow back. The Knives of Eter­ni­ty, they are called.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther…” Re­mo be­gan.




    Chi­un raised one del­icate nail for si­lence. “Al­though you are young and a white, Re­mo,

    you are ready to take up the weapons of the el­dest Mas­ters. You are ready to let your nails

    grow. It is a hap­py day.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I can­not,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly.




    “Can­not? Can­not?” Chi­un squeaked ques­tion­ing­ly. “Do not be fear­ful of this hon­or,

    Re­mo. You need on­ly trust me. I will guide you through the most dif­fi­cult stages.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I am not ready for this.”




    “But you are ready, Re­mo. I know this,” Chi­un said firm­ly.




    When Re­mo just sat there un­com­fort­ably, Chi­un was puz­zled. “What trou­bles you, my

    son?”




    “It is not my way to wear my fin­ger­nails long,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly.




    “Way?” snapped Chi­un. “Way? Sinan­ju is your way. You are a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. And the

    Killing Nail is the way of Sinan­ju. I do not un­der­stand you.”




    “In Amer­ica,” Re­mo ex­plained, know­ing that Chi­un would not un­der­stand Amer­ican

    cus­toms, or else would dis­miss them as unim­por­tant if he did, “men clip their nails short.

    They do not wear their nails long. On­ly wom­en do. It is con­sid­ered un­man­ly to have long

    fin­ger­nails.”




    “I know this. Have I not lived in your un­civ­ilized coun­try since be­fore our first

    meet­ing?”




    “Then you un­der­stand what I am try­ing to tell you, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said

    hope­ful­ly.




    “No. I un­der­stand on­ly that I am talk­ing to an id­iot. Re­mo, I am of­fer­ing you

    some­thing no one of Sinan­ju has ev­er been of­fered so young. Some­thing no white could ev­er

    com­pre­hend, and what ob­vi­ous­ly no white will ev­er ap­pre­ci­ate. Es­pe­cial­ly you, who

    could not even stop a fat white fire-​in­sect from de­stroy­ing an im­por­tant and beau­ti­ful

    build­ing.” At that point, Chi­un lapsed in­to abu­sive Ko­re­an in which the phrase “pale

    piece of pig’s ear” was the least of­fen­sive re­mark made.




    Re­mo knew there would be no talk­ing to Chi­un now, and there wasn’t.




    “I apol­ogize, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Per­haps when I am old­er. Per­haps if we sur­vive and that

    day comes when I take over as reign­ing Mas­ter– maybe then I will be able to do this

    thing.”




    “Why not now?” Chi­un de­mand­ed in En­glish.




    “Be­cause the work that I do for Smith calls for se­cre­cy. That is why I am dead.”




    “You are dead be­cause you are the dead night tiger,” Chi­un snapped back, for­get­ting that

    by ac­knowl­edg­ing Re­mo as the dead night tiger of Sinan­ju– the white man leg­end had

    fore­told would be trained as the great­est Mas­ter of them all and the avatar of Shi­va, the

    De­stroy­er– Chi­un was ac­knowl­edg­ing Re­mo’s wor­thi­ness in the eyes of his

    an­ces­tors.




    “Maybe. But I was made to ap­pear dead be­cause I have been giv­en the sword of my coun­try

    to car­ry in­to bat­tle, and it is a sword that must be car­ried in se­cret.”




    “A pa­per sword,” Chi­un scoffed.




    “The Con­sti­tu­tion, yes. My job is to op­er­ate out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion so that it

    will sur­vive and my coun­try will not fall.”




    “And so you dis­hon­or your sword each time you wield it.” Chi­un spat on the floor. “How

    white. How Amer­ican.”




    “Nev­er­the­less, it is my sword. And if the hand that car­ries that sword be­comes

    con­spic­uous, then the man will be­come known and his sword will be tak­en from him, along

    with his life. Where will that leave Amer­ica? Or Sinan­ju?”




    “I would train an­oth­er. One with fin­ger­nails.”




    “But you have trained me. And you have made a con­tract with Amer­ica so that I can car­ry

    out Amer­ica’s work– in se­cret.”




    “Do not re­mind me of my shame. Do not re­mind me that I have been forced to train a white

    meat-​eater in the great­est of all pro­fes­sions, that of as­sas­sin, and that the great­est

    house of as­sas­sins has been re­duced to this. I have trained you, Re­mo, be­cause that is my

    obli­ga­tion, be­cause you learned well– up to a point– and be­cause I had mis­tak­en­ly

    thought you pos­sessed the soul of a Ko­re­an. But I now know this is un­true. The Ko­re­an

    soul is hard like bam­boo, and the fin­ger­nail grows from that hard soul. You ob­vi­ous­ly

    have a white soul, soft and like mist. When you die, your body will de­cay, and the wind will

    dis­si­pate your pale, wispy soul, as hap­pens to all whites when they die. But Ko­re­an souls

    are hardy. They live on. Yours will not.”




    “Bull­dooky,” said Re­mo, who wasn’t sure how much of this to be­lieve, nor how much of it

    Chi­un him­self be­lieved.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Crouch­ing in the grass be­fore the barbed-​wire-​topped fence, Aman­da Bull felt a surge of

    ex­hil­ara­tion flow through her wil­low­like body. The feel­ing, which had been com­ing on

    since dusk, had grown more in­tense as she drove the of­fi­cial FOES van con­tain­ing mem­bers

    of the Lit­tle Rock, Arkansas, chap­ter of the group, dressed in Army sur­plus fa­tigues with

    firearms pur­chased at Sears, Roe­buck, and their grim faces black­ened with the rub­bings from

    burned Gal­lo wine corks. It was both a swelling of her heart and a burn­ing in the pit of her

    stom­ach, this feel­ing Aman­da felt. Some­times she thought the feel­ing was fear; oth­er

    times it felt like the purest kind of ex­cite­ment imag­in­able, like what Aman­da imag­ined an

    or­gasm felt like. Aman­da had nev­er had an or­gasm, al­though she thought she’d come close

    once, while lis­ten­ing to Bet­ty Friedan speak at a con­ven­tion.




    But now, flat on the grass, a .22 Swift ri­fle cra­dled in her arms and the clear Arkansas

    moon­light re­flect­ing off the RE­STRICT­ED AREA sign on the fence be­fore her too-​bright

    eyes, Aman­da Bull re­al­ized ex­act­ly what the feel­ing was.




    It was pow­er, pure unadul­ter­at­ed pow­er. And she loved it.




    Pow­er had come to Aman­da Bull on­ly a week be­fore, in the forests of Arkansas amid the

    smell of ap­ple blos­soms, when the strange voice from the UFO had beck­oned her,

    ir­re­sistibly, to en­ter. There had been no time to run away, or even to think. There was just

    that reedy voice, which had seemed to speak to her very soul, as if the own­er of that voice

    knew her in­ner­most thoughts and voiced them, but in a new way. A way that was not con­fused

    or fear­ful, but strong and in­tel­li­gent and wise.




    So Aman­da had en­tered the space­ship. She found it full of gold­en light and shiny

    metal­lic sur­faces, and when Aman­da had ori­ent­ed her­self, she re­al­ized she stood in an

    out­er cham­ber of the ship, but that its oth­er oc­cu­pant re­mained with­in the in­ner

    cham­ber. She could see a peb­bled-​glass rect­an­gle, like a win­dow in a drive-​in bank,

    which had light com­ing from the oth­er side– the in­ner cham­ber of the ship. Aman­da peered

    in, but the peb­bled glass de­feat­ed her vi­sion.




    Then a shad­owy fig­ure stepped up to the glass from the oth­er side.




    “Oh. There you are,” Aman­da had said. She tried to make out de­tails of the crea­ture, but

    the thick glass broke and dis­tort­ed the out­line, which was back­lit so that even its col­or

    was im­pos­si­ble to fig­ure out. But Aman­da thought she saw feel­ers or an­ten­nae pro­trude

    from the bul­bous head, and she shiv­ered.




    The voice spoke again.




    “I have come across a great dis­tance, Aman­da Bull. I am an emis­sary from a dis­tant

    world, one that cir­cles the star known to your peo­ple as Betel­geuse.”




    “Bee­tle juice?” Aman­da said won­der­ing­ly.




    “Yes. That is how it is pro­nounced.”




    “Who are you?”




    “I told you. I am the World Mas­ter. I have been dis­patched to this plan­et to teach. I am

    a teach­er. And you are my first pupil, whom I have cho­sen for a his­toric task.”




    “Task?”




    “Through you, a new age will dawn on this trou­bled plan­et. An age with­out fear, with­out

    weapons, with­out hate. For I have been sent to purge this plan­et of a great evil. Once this

    evil has been erad­icat­ed, peace will re­turn to this tiny world. Gone will be war, gone

    crime, gone pover­ty; gone will be–“




    “Sex­ism?” Aman­da said hope­ful­ly.




    “Yes, sex­ism. That ter­ri­ble in­jus­tice has long ago been ban­ished from my world. My

    world is a par­adise, as are oth­er worlds I have touched, as will be the Earth when our work

    is com­plet­ed, yours and mine, Aman­da Bull. But I must have your help.”




    “Why me?” asked Aman­da, who was still get­ting used to be­liev­ing in fly­ing saucers.




    “Be­cause, Aman­da Bull, you have been watched and are known to me as a wor­thy

    in­stru­ment. You can breathe the at­mo­sphere of this world. You can walk its streets freely.

    I can­not. I must re­main in the con­trol core of my ship, where I can breathe the air of my

    world un­til the mo­ment of des­tiny has ar­rived. Un­til then, I must re­main hid­den. My

    ex­is­tence must be known to on­ly a few, for there are those who, not un­der­stand­ing, may

    at­tempt to cap­ture or kill me be­fore my teach­ings have borne fruit.”




    “I un­der­stand,” Aman­da said, won­der­ing if the alien had no­ticed the ug­ly hair on the

    bridge of her nose.




    “You know there are grave things wrong with the world you live in. These things can be

    changed. By you. With my help. Are you ready, Aman­da Bull?”




    “I– I think I am. Yes… I know I am. What’s first? What do we change first? We can dump those

    bas­tards in Wash­ing­ton and re­place them with friends of mine. Or–“




    “None of those things,” the World Mas­ter said. “There is on­ly one task to be

    un­der­tak­en. All the rest will fol­low nat­ural­ly.”




    “Yes?” Aman­da said ex­pec­tant­ly.




    “You must,” the reedy voice told her, “de­stroy all of the nu­cle­ar weapons on this

    plan­et.”




    “Uh. Ugh. All of them?”




    “Start­ing with Amer­ica’s mis­sile sys­tems.”




    Aman­da sud­den­ly felt very sick. Tak­ing on the U.S. mil­itary es­tab­lish­ment wasn’t

    ex­act­ly an ap­peal­ing thought.




    “There are a lot of mis­siles,” she said weak­ly. “Hun­dreds, maybe.”




    “Thou­sands. That is why you must or­ga­nize prepa­ra­tion groups for the task. You will be

    Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er Aman­da Bull. You will re­cruit the groups. You will di­rect them.

    I will sup­ply the tools and ad­vise you.”




    “Where am I go­ing to get fol­low­ers?”




    “Not far from here are sev­er­al who will fol­low you. You have met them. I watched you. And

    when we de­scend from the skies, you and I, to ful­fill their great­est de­sire, to make

    con­tact with be­ings from an­oth­er world, they will fol­low. Are you agree­able?”




    “Yes… def­inite­ly,” said Aman­da, who liked the idea of be­ing in charge of some­thing–

    es­pe­cial­ly of some­thing as big as this. “Just one ques­tion: are you a man or a

    wom­an?”




    “On my world, those words are mean­ing­less. I am a per­son.”




    And for the sec­ond time that night, Aman­da Bull smiled. “I’m glad,” she had said. “Now I

    know ev­ery­thing’s go­ing to be all right.”




    It hadn’t been hard to con­vince the Lit­tle Rock, Arkansas chap­ter of FOES. Not when a

    space­craft float­ed down up­on them, as if it were weight­less. The World Mas­ter had told

    Aman­da that the light­ness of the ship was pro­duced by anti­grav­ity gen­er­ators. So­lar

    pow­ered, of course. At first the sky watch­ers, con­front­ed with the very thing they searched

    for, scat­tered in a blind pan­ic. But Aman­da called out to them. As the ship alight­ed, its

    lights dim­ming enough for her to be seen, Aman­da stepped in­to view.




    “Hey! It’s that blonde,” some­one shout­ed. “The one with the hair on her nose.”




    And one by one the oth­ers drift­ed back, while Aman­da ex­plained about the World Mas­ter

    from Betel­geuse and the mis­sion she had been giv­en, the mis­sion they were in­vit­ed to

    share. Sud­den­ly they weren’t fright­ened any­more. They were ea­ger.




    “We want to see him,” they shout­ed like kids at re­cess. “Let’s see the alien.”




    “Here’s not an alien,” some­one else cut in. “He’s what you call an

    ex­tra-​ter­res­tri­al.”




    “No, he’s an an­cient as­tro­naut.”




    But when a rect­an­gle of peb­bled glass showed sud­den­ly in front of the ob­ject on the

    ground, and the tor­so of the crea­ture with­in showed it­self weird­ly, a hush gripped the

    group as if they had been as­phyx­iat­ed. The World Mas­ter spoke no words, but ev­ery­one saw

    it wave two hands, and ev­ery­one saw that those hands were both on the right side of its

    body.




    “Oh, wow,” said Orville Sale. “A re­al ex­trater­res­tri­al. A gen­uine crea­ture from Out

    There. Hey, ev­ery­body! We’re all con­tactees now,” mean­ing that they could claim con­tact

    with alien be­ings.




    “Yeah, but I’m not so sure about this mis­sile stuff,” said Lester Gex, who ran a

    sec­ond­hand book­store in Dam­as­cus, Arkansas, and who, al­though a mem­ber in good stand­ing

    with FOES, some­times thought the group had more than its share of wack­os. “What I mean is,

    this could be se­ri­ous busi­ness. What if we here start dis­arm­ing Amer­ica and over there in

    Rus­sia, they get wind of this and de­cide this is their chance to blow us all away?”




    “The World Mas­ter has al­ready ex­plained that to me,” Aman­da called out quick­ly. “We’re

    go­ing to op­er­ate in se­cret. Like a com­man­do team. The gov­ern­ment will be too

    em­bar­rassed by our suc­cess to dare let any of this get in­to the pa­pers. That way, the

    Rus­sians won’t know a thing un­til we be­gin to work on their weapons.”




    “I still don’t like it,” said Lester Gex. “I’m leav­in’.”




    Lester Gex walked ten paces in his Wran­gler boots when a sil­ver tube popped out be­low the

    port in the space­ship, and a cold blue pen­cil of light licked out and dropped him in his

    tracks, a burn­hole just over the eighth dor­sal ver­te­bra of his back. He nev­er made a

    sound. He was dead.




    “No one must be al­lowed to in­ter­fere with the dawn of the new era of peace and good­ness

    that will be Earth’s once we have pre­pared the hu­man race,” the World Mas­ter said

    mu­si­cal­ly.




    “That’s right,” Aman­da Bull said stern­ly.




    “Oooh,” a wom­an said, look­ing at the body, from which a curl of stink­ing smoke rose. “It

    was just like a laser.”




    “Ex­cept it was blue,” Orville Sale point­ed out. “Lasers are red, so it couldn’t have been

    a laser, even though it burned Les like one.”




    “Yes, that’s right.”




    Af­ter that, there were no more prob­lems.




    That had been a week ago. A week in which to arm and train Prepa­ra­tion Group One and take

    them out to scout their in­tend­ed tar­gets. The World Mas­ter gave the or­ders, which were

    re­layed by Aman­da Bull. Once each night, she drove out alone to a pre­ar­ranged spot where

    the ship was al­ways wait­ing, to re­port and re­ceive new or­ders. The World Mas­ter al­ways

    re­ceived her from be­hind the peb­bled glass. Last night Aman­da had re­port­ed that

    Prepa­ra­tion Group One was ready. Or, as she put it, “as ready as they’re ev­er go­ing to

    be.”




    “Very good, Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er Aman­da Bull. Your first tar­get will be the 55th

    Mis­sile Wing of the Unit­ed States Air Force. Here are your in­struc­tions.”




    Aman­da sub­se­quent­ly learned that a mis­sile “wing” was a loose­ly grouped clus­ter of

    mis­siles buried in scat­tered si­los. The 55th Wing was de­ployed in a fan be­tween 30 and 60

    miles north of Lit­tle Rock. Be­cause the si­los, each hold­ing a 103-foot Ti­tan II mis­sile,

    were de­ployed over such a wide area, they would have to at­tack them one at a time, re­treat,

    and move on to the next tar­get. It was not go­ing to be easy, but as Aman­da led Prepa­ra­tion

    Group One to with­in a few yards of the first mis­sile site with­out be­ing chal­lenged by

    any­one, she thought that maybe it would not be all that hard, ei­ther.




    “Ev­ery­body keep down,” Aman­da hissed to the oth­ers.




    From the high­way, the site seemed to be noth­ing more than an acre of land, fenced off, in

    which care­ful­ly trimmed grass grew. There were no build­ings vis­ible, just the slid­ing

    con­crete si­lo roof set low to the ground and, not far from it, an­oth­er con­crete struc­ture

    that was too squat to be a build­ing. This con­tained elec­tron­ic de­tec­tion de­vices that

    were hooked up to the radar scoops set at in­ter­vals be­hind the perime­ter fence.




    “Those thin­gies must be radar,” whis­pered Lucy Lamar, a 32-year-​old house­wife who

    weighed 169 pounds and looked as if her scalp was grow­ing stub­by horns un­der her knit cap.

    This was be­cause she hadn’t had time to take the curlers out of her hair ear­li­er that

    evening. Un­til a week ago, she had fer­vent­ly be­lieved that fly­ing saucers were the

    ad­vance force of an in­va­sion fleet that lurked just be­yond the moon, wait­ing for the

    prop­er mo­ment to strike– which she knew would be on April 28, 1988, be­cause she had read

    that in an ar­ti­cle in UFO Pic­to­ri­al Quar­ter­ly.




    “Yeah,” said Aman­da. “We don’t have to wor­ry about those. They’re there to de­tect

    in­com­ing mis­siles.”




    “Then why aren’t they point­ed in­to the sky?” asked Orville Sale. “Look at them. They’re

    all point­ing out, not up.”




    “Maybe they’re rest­ing,” some­one of­fered hope­ful­ly.




    “Nev­er mind about the stupid radar,” Aman­da snapped. “Orville! Get to work on that fence,

    with the wire cut­ters. The rest of you cov­er him.”




    Orville sneaked for­ward and at­tacked the chain links of the fence with the wire cut­ters

    while the re­main­der of the group hun­kered to­geth­er ner­vous­ly, bunch­ing up in ex­act­ly

    the man­ner sol­diers in Viet­nam were taught nev­er to do be­cause one ma­chine gun could take

    them all out with a sin­gle burst.




    Orville got sev­en en­tire links open and was work­ing on the eighth when a voice called out

    of the dark­ness, “You there! This is a gov­ern­ment in­stal­la­tion. Stand where you are and

    don’t move!”




    “A guard!” Aman­da said. “Cut him down, some­body.”




    When no one made a move, Aman­da brought her .22 Swift up, sight­ed and fired. The guard

    went down, moan­ing. Prob­ably no one was more sur­prised than Aman­da her­self, who had nev­er

    hit a tar­get in the week since she’d pur­chased the weapon.




    “Okay,” she yelled. “We’ve lost the el­ement of sur­prise, so we’ve got to move fast.”




    They got through the fence just as a siren whined some­where, and hid­den lights came on

    like sprays of white blood.




    They got as far as the oc­tag­onal si­lo roof sit­ting on its slid­ing track be­fore the

    oth­er guards, who emerged from the un­der­ground con­trol cen­ter, opened fire. This time no

    one gave any warn­ing. The brit­tle snap­ping of au­to­mat­ic weapons sound­ed like far­away

    fire­crack­ers, on­ly they weren’t far­away, and the bod­ies be­gan to make small piles next to

    the mis­sile si­lo.




    “Don’t just stand there, you mo­rons!” Aman­da screeched. “We’re un­der at­tack. Fire back!”

    To demon­strate, she fired straight up in­to the air where the bul­let, meet­ing noth­ing but

    air re­sis­tance, lost mo­men­tum and fell from such a height that when it struck Orville Sale

    on the top of his head, he col­lapsed, se­ri­ous­ly wound­ed.




    The oth­ers got or­ga­nized and start­ed shoot­ing at shad­ows or in­to the night.




    Mean­while, Aman­da be­gan ap­ply­ing the put­ty­like plas­tique ex­plo­sive charge to the

    lip of the si­lo cov­er. The World Mas­ter had giv­en her the stuff, along with in­struc­tions

    on its use, say­ing that it was a spec­imen once stud­ied on his home plan­et– which

    cer­tain­ly ex­plained where he got it, Aman­da thought as she set the timer.




    “Run, run! It’s go­ing to blow!” Aman­da yelled, fol­low­ing her own in­struc­tions.




    Ev­ery­one scat­tered who could, some in­to the fire from the guards. Af­ter count­ing to

    10, Aman­da yelled, “Dive!” and at the count of 20 the si­lo went crump!




    Aman­da ran back and was dis­ap­point­ed to see that on­ly one cor­ner of the si­lo roof had

    cracked loose. And a small cor­ner at that. A sharp-​edged crack showed, but it was too small.

    “Damn, damn, damn. Not enough ex­plo­sive.” Then she saw the smooth mouth go­ing down in­to the

    si­lo, which she hadn’t seen be­fore. Her flash­light didn’t show any sign of the Ti­tan II

    mis­sile, but that didn’t both­er Aman­da. A hole was a hole, af­ter all.




    Out of her back­pack she ex­tract­ed a three-​pound wrench with which she was go­ing to

    dis­able the mis­sile. She had cho­sen a three-​pound wrench be­cause she had read about an

    ac­ci­dent in which a tech­ni­cian had dropped a three-​pound wrench sock­et down a si­lo,

    which rup­tured the first-​stage fu­el tank and blew a Ti­tan mis­sile com­plete­ly out of its

    si­lo. Aman­da couldn’t find a three-​pound wrench sock­et– what­ev­er that was– but she

    fig­ured an or­di­nary wrench would do just as well.




    She dropped the wrench in, heard it bang off the side of some­thing metal­lic, and ran for

    all she was worth.




    “The mis­sile’s go­ing to ex­plode, ev­ery­body! The mis­sile’s go­ing to ex­plode!” she

    cried. “Prepa­ra­tion Group One, fol­low your lead­er!”




    But when she got out­side the fence, Aman­da re­al­ized that Prepa­ra­tion Group One would

    nev­er fol­low any­one again. They were all dead or wound­ed or flat on the ground un­der the

    guns of fran­tic Air Force guards.




    With bit­ter tears in her eyes, Aman­da drove off in the wait­ing van. “At least we got the

    mis­sile,” she told her­self, and watched the rearview mir­ror for the flash she knew would

    come.




    But when the flash didn’t come and there was no dis­tant boom or thump, Aman­da knew that

    she had failed ut­ter­ly.




    “Next time,” she vowed, “I’ll know to use few­er men. They al­ways ru­in ev­ery­thing.”


  




  

    Chapter Four




    The last per­son in the world Re­mo Williams want­ed to see for break­fast was Dr. Harold W.

    Smith. Chi­un had been giv­ing Re­mo the silent treat­ment since the night be­fore, a si­lence

    bro­ken of­ten by mut­ter­ings in Ko­re­an, all of which had to do with Re­mo’s worth­less­ness

    and all of which Re­mo had heard many times be­fore.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed that this time he’d just ig­nore Chi­un un­til the old Ori­en­tal got over

    his snit. So Re­mo had gone to sleep ear­ly and then rose ear­ly to do his ex­er­cis­es. When

    Chi­un woke up, he changed from his sleep­ing robe to his gold­en day ki­mono when Re­mo wasn’t

    look­ing, and then left the ho­tel with­out a word.




    Af­ter Chi­un left, there was a sin­gle knock at the door, and Dr. Smith en­tered with­out

    wait­ing for Re­mo to an­swer.




    “Re­mo,” Smith said in his emo­tion­less way. It was sup­posed to be a greet­ing, but it

    came out sound­ing as though Smith had read an item off his shop­ping list. Usu­al­ly Re­mo and

    Smith com­mu­ni­cat­ed over scram­bled phone lines or through mail drops. The se­cu­ri­ty of

    CURE de­pend­ed on their keep­ing apart. But it had been some time since CURE’s se­cu­ri­ty had

    been breached, and when it had hap­pened, the breach­es had been the re­sult of weak links in

    CURE per­son­nel who didn’t even know they worked for CURE or by me­chan­ical mal­func­tions in

    Fol­croft com­put­ers. These prob­lems had been cor­rect­ed, and be­cause Smith was on­ly the

    anony­mous di­rec­tor of a New York State re­search in­sti­tu­tion, he had grown more

    con­fi­dent about per­son­al con­tact when nec­es­sary.




    “Don’t both­er knock­ing, Smit­ty” Re­mo said as Smith brushed by, wear­ing the in­evitable

    uni­form of gray suit, white shirt, Dart­mouth tie, and leather brief­case. He was a

    plain-​look­ing man in his six­ties, bor­ing­ly bald­ing, and the type of hu­man be­ing who

    con­sid­ered sweat­ing a se­ri­ous lapse in self-​dis­ci­pline in him­self and oth­ers. Re­mo

    had nev­er seen Smith sweat. He couldn’t re­mem­ber ev­er see­ing him not wear­ing his gray

    suit, ei­ther.




    “Chi­un left the door open,” Smith said, open­ing the brief­case on the break­fast nook

    ta­ble.




    “Yeah, he’s un­hap­py with me again.”




    “You should re­al­ly treat him with more re­spect. He’s your train­er and very valu­able to

    us.”




    “He’s more than my train­er. He’s the on­ly fam­ily I ev­er had, and he’ll walk all over me

    if I let him, so can the ad­vice. I’ll han­dle him any way I want.” Re­mo was more up­set with

    Smith than he had been in a long time. The idea of a dry, emo­tion­less bas­tard like Smith

    lec­tur­ing Re­mo on his per­son­al re­la­tion­ship with Chi­un had struck a nerve.




    “He passed me in the lob­by and said you had re­fused the next stage of your train­ing. This

    is a se­ri­ous mat­ter. We pay Chi­un’s vil­lage an enor­mous sum of mon­ey each year to

    re­tain his ser­vices.”




    “First of all, it’s not all that much mon­ey. A lot, yeah, but he could do bet­ter do­ing

    tricks on TV than work­ing for you.”




    “Chi­un would not do that. He be­longs to an an­cient line of as­sas­sins. He would do no

    oth­er work, no mat­ter what the pay­ment. So why don’t you take the next stage of your

    train­ing?”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said cheer­ily. “You know what Chi­un wants me to do now? He wants me to grow

    my fin­ger­nails as long as his. It’s a stage of Sinan­ju re­served for Mas­ters his own age,

    but he thinks I’m ready to try it now. I al­ways want­ed long nails. You’ll love it, Smit­ty.

    I’ll go around scratch­ing our en­emies’ eyes out. Me and my fin­ger­nails. Chi­un and his

    ki­monos and steam­er trunks. Maybe we’ll all join the cir­cus.”




    “I see your point,” Smith said with a ner­vous cough. “I’ll speak to Chi­un. But right now

    we have a po­ten­tial­ly se­ri­ous sit­ua­tion on our hands.”




    “Don’t we al­ways?” said Re­mo. “What now?” He still want­ed to ar­gue about Chi­un, and now

    they were talk­ing about some­thing new. On­ly Smith could be both agree­able and

    ag­gra­vat­ing at the same time.




    “Last night there was a raid on one of our nu­cle­ar mis­sile sites,” Smith said. “A group

    of about a dozen peo­ple, light­ly armed, at­tacked the site and at­tempt­ed to de­stroy a

    Ti­tan mis­sile. They dam­aged the si­lo roof and dropped a three-​pound wrench in­to a

    flame-​de­fec­tor vent, which car­ried it harm­less­ly past the mis­sile, for­tu­nate­ly.”




    “A three-​pound wrench?” Re­mo said. “Why not a five-​pound bag of pota­toes?”




    “You might re­mem­ber. There was an ac­ci­dent sev­er­al months ago. A Ti­tan mis­sile was

    blown out of its si­lo when a main­te­nance tech­ni­cian dropped a three-​pound wrench sock­et,

    and it rup­tured a fu­el tank. The ex­plo­sion tossed the war­head about 200 yards away. These

    peo­ple, for want of a more imag­ina­tive idea, were try­ing to im­itate that ac­ci­dent.”




    “Just who are these clowns?”




    “That’s the wor­ri­some part. They ap­pear to be or­di­nary cit­izens with no crim­inal

    records or ob­vi­ous mo­tives for want­ing to dis­able an Amer­ican nu­cle­ar mis­sile. On­ly

    two of them sur­vived. They claim to have been act­ing up­on or­ders of an in­di­vid­ual whose

    name they don’t know, who has some plan to bring peace to the world through forced

    dis­ar­ma­ment. They call him the World Mas­ter. By Mas­ter, they seem to mean teach­er.”




    “World Mas­ter?”




    “Our com­put­ers have noth­ing on any per­son us­ing that name,” Smith said, and Re­mo

    thought he heard a trace of bit­ter­ness. Smith’s com­put­ers were CURE’s first line of

    of­fense, de­fense, and in­tel­li­gence gath­er­ing. It up­set him when they failed.




    “I don’t get it,” Re­mo said. “Some kind of nu­cle­ar dis­ar­ma­ment group gone

    bonkers?”




    “No, these peo­ple have no such af­fil­ia­tions in their back­grounds. In fact, their on­ly

    link is a strange one. They be­long to an or­ga­ni­za­tion known as FOES.”




    “Ter­ror­ist?”




    “No. It stands for Fly­ing Ob­ject Eval­ua­tion Cen­ter… hm­mm, that can’t be right,” Smith

    mur­mured, look­ing at the file again. “At any rate, their on­ly known pur­pose is to gath­er

    and record sight­ings of Uniden­ti­fied Fly­ing Ob­jects.”




    “Are we talk­ing about fly­ing saucers?” Re­mo asked.




    “Pre­cise­ly. A group of UFO buffs have tak­en it up­on them­selves to dis­arm Amer­ica,

    mis­sile by mis­sile.”




    “You caught them all. So what’s the prob­lem?”




    “As far as we know, we caught them all. But we found no trace of the van they used to reach

    the mis­sile site. And there are oth­er chap­ters of FOES in oth­er states. If this is a

    na­tion­al move­ment with­in that or­ga­ni­za­tion, we want to know about it. Your job will be

    to in­fil­trate the Ok­la­homa City chap­ter and dis­cov­er if they are plan­ning to at­tack

    SAC in­stal­la­tions in that state.”




    “What’s SAC?” Re­mo asked.




    “Strate­gic Air Com­mand,” Smith said.




    “Oh. Why Ok­la­homa City?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “Our com­put­ers worked out a high prob­abil­ity that if there is an un­ac­count­ed mem­ber

    of that group, and that per­son took off with the FOES van, he would prob­ably have tak­en

    Route 40 out of the state and in­to Ok­la­homa, prob­ably go­ing to the near­est large city,

    which is Ok­la­homa City, where there is an­oth­er chap­ter of FOES. The near­est one to

    Lit­tle Rock, in­ci­den­tal­ly.”




    “And sup­pose these loonies want to go eat our mis­siles or some­thing?” Re­mo asked.




    “You will dis­band that chap­ter per­ma­nent­ly,” Smith said cold­ly.




    “Why don’t you just come out and say, ‘You will kill them to the last man’?”




    “Be­cause you said it for me. I’ll leave an in­for­ma­tion pack­age on UFOs so you can pass

    your­self off as an in­ter­est­ed be­liev­er. And I’ll speak to Chi­un if I see him. About

    those fin­ger­nails.”




    “And sup­pose this group comes up clean?” Re­mo asked.




    “Go on to the next one. They have chap­ters through­out the coun­try, but most of them are

    in the Mid­west– which is where our largest con­cen­tra­tions of de­fen­sive mis­siles are.

    “




    “Great,” said Re­mo. “Just what I’ve al­ways want­ed. To go on a na­tion­wide nut chase.

    Sure I shouldn’t grow my fin­ger­nails first?”




    “Good day, Re­mo.”




    “Yeah, yeah. Well, at least I’ll be able to leave this stupid city. Mary­land is the on­ly

    place in the coun­try where they laid down the Ma­son-​Dixon Line when they were drunk. The

    west half thinks it be­longs to the north and the east is still wait­ing for the south to rise

    again.”




    But Smith wasn’t lis­ten­ing. He had al­ready gone.




    When Chi­un re­turned, he was no longer not speak­ing to Re­mo.




    “Em­per­or Smith has gone mad again,” he de­clared loud­ly.




    “He ex­plained how the fin­ger­nails would en­dan­ger the op­er­ation?”




    “He said some­thing of the sort. But I ig­nored him be­cause he was ob­vi­ous­ly rav­ing. He

    is send­ing us on some per­son­al vendet­ta against throw­ers of whizzbees.”




    “Against what?”




    “Whizzbee throw­ers. You know, Re­mo. You have seen them. In parks, on streets. There must

    be thou­sands of them, hun­dreds in this dirty city alone. They work in twos, throw­ing ug­ly

    plas­tic whizzbees back and forth. As a game.”




    “Oh, you mean Fris­bees,” Re­mo said.




    “Yes, whizzbees. We are to ex­ter­mi­nate all throw­ers of whizzbees in your coun­try.

    Be­cause they missed, Em­per­or Smith said. It makes no sense to me. The man is mad,” fin­ished

    Chi­un, who al­ways called Smith “Em­per­or” be­cause the House of Sinan­ju had worked for

    em­per­ors since the Pharaohs. Even though times had changed and Smith chose to call him­self a

    di­rec­tor, be­cause Sinan­ju worked for him, Smith was there­by ex­alt­ed by the

    as­so­ci­ation with Sinan­ju and would forever­more be known as Em­per­or. At least in the

    an­nals of Sinan­ju.




    “No, you’ve got it wrong, Chi­un,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed. “Smith doesn’t want us to hit Fris­bee

    play­ers. He wants us to go af­ter some fly­ing saucer peo­ple.”




    “Fly­ing saucers? Whizzbees? Are they not the same thing? They are flat and they fly when

    thrown.”




    “No, fly­ing saucers are dif­fer­ent. They don’t ex­ist– I don’t think…”




    Chi­un stopped ges­tic­ulat­ing and re­gard­ed Re­mo steadi­ly with nar­rowed hazel eyes.

    “Aah. Now it is clear. Now you are the mad one, Re­mo. You ac­cept­ed a con­tract to go af­ter

    peo­ple who don’t ex­ist.”




    “No, Chi­un. It’s– look, nev­er mind. I’ll ex­plain it an­oth­er time. It’s too

    com­pli­cat­ed. We’ve got to pack.”




    “You pack. I am busy.”




    “Do­ing what?” Re­mo asked.




    “I am busy,” Chi­un re­peat­ed and turned his back to­ward Re­mo. Re­mo could see he was

    fid­dling with his ki­mono.




    A minute lat­er, Chi­un turned around and with a broad smile said, “Here, Re­mo. I have

    brought some­thing for you.”




    “Yeah? What?” Re­mo asked sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “It is a toy. A very sim­ple toy. Many Amer­ican chil­dren play with them, and I have one

    for you to try.”




    Re­mo looked at the mul­ti­col­ored block in Chi­un’s del­icate hands and said, “That’s no

    toy. That’s a Ru­bik’s Cube. You’ve got to be a math­emat­ical ge­nius to line those lit­tle

    squares up right.”




    “Non­sense,” said Chi­un. “It is a sim­ple toy. The child who gave me this was him­self

    pro­fi­cient in its use.”




    “What child?”




    “The one who gave this to me. The one I just spoke about,” Chi­un said log­ical­ly.




    “Why would a child give you his Ru­bik’s Cube?” de­mand­ed Re­mo.




    “Be­cause he dared me to solve it, and I said I would on­ly solve this toy if the toy were

    the re­ward for my ef­fort. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju do not put forth ef­fort with­out

    com­pen­sa­tion.”




    “You took that thing away from a kid? I’m ashamed of you, Chi­un.”




    “I did not take it. I earned it,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “Wait a minute. You solved that thing? All by your­self?”




    “Of course,” Chi­un said bland­ly. “I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “I don’t be­lieve it. Prove it.”




    Chi­un, tak­en aback, hes­itat­ed and then said stiffly, “Very well, Re­mo. I will show

    you.” He gath­ered the cube close to him, hold­ing it with both hands and bent his an­cient

    head. As Re­mo bent for­ward for a clos­er look, Chi­un’s frail-​seem­ing hands be­came a

    blur.




    “See, Re­mo,” crowed Chi­un, hold­ing the cube up. Each side was a sol­id col­or.




    “I didn’t see your hands,” Re­mo said.




    “You saw the cube. You saw me hold the cube. Then you saw me raise the cube and the cube was

    cor­rect­ly done. What more is there to see?”




    “You might have had an­oth­er cube stashed in your clothes and switched them.”




    “Re­al­ly, Re­mo. I would not stoop to such sub­terfuge.”




    “But you would stoop to con­ning a lit­tle kid.”




    “I have taught the child a valu­able les­son. Not to speak with strangers.” Chi­un

    sud­den­ly perked up. “Here, now you try.”




    Re­mo took the cube. Chi­un had twist­ed it again, so the lit­tle col­ored squares were in a

    hap­haz­ard pat­tern. Re­mo knew, be­cause he had read it some­where, that there were a

    quin­til­lion or more pos­si­ble hand-​moves and com­bi­na­tions of ar­range­ments of the

    mo­bile squares, and on­ly some­one who knew the ex­act moves nec­es­sary to align the squares

    prop­er­ly could solve the puz­zle. Most peo­ple gave up, not un­der­stand­ing that it couldn’t

    be ac­com­plished by tri­al and er­ror, like a jig­saw puz­zle. On the oth­er hand,

    pro­fi­cient peo­ple could solve the cube in un­der a minute.




    Re­mo had just seen Chi­un do it in about six sec­onds. Even with Chi­un’s su­per­hu­man

    re­flex­es and co­or­di­na­tion, it didn’t make sense that Chi­un, who knew no more about

    high­er math­emat­ics than he did about base­ball, could mas­ter the puz­zle so quick­ly.




    Re­mo spent five min­utes try­ing, and all he man­aged was to get a bunch of blue squares in

    an L shape on one side, and a clus­ter of or­ange ones on the oth­er. There was a blue square

    in the mid­dle of the or­ange clus­ter, and when Re­mo tried to get that on­to the right side,

    he lost the or­ange clus­ter. Then he gave up.




    “Heh, heh, heh,” cack­led Chi­un. “Short at­ten­tion span. I was right.”




    “Right about what?” Re­mo fumed.




    “Right that you are not ready to mas­ter the art of the Killing Nail. Any­one who can­not

    solve a child’s puz­zle is not pre­pared men­tal­ly for the lat­er stages of Sinan­ju.” And

    hav­ing ab­solved him­self of his ear­li­er mis­judg­ment, Chi­un, the reign­ing Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, re­paired to the kitch­enette to make break­fast.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed he wasn’t hun­gry.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    Re­mo Williams read about fly­ing saucers on the flight to Ok­la­homa City. Smith’s

    in­for­ma­tion pack­age con­sist­ed of raw da­ta in the form of news­pa­per clip­pings,

    mag­azine ar­ti­cles, Air Force stud­ies, case his­to­ries and com­put­er print­outs from CURE.

    If the CURE com­put­er ev­er pro­cessed this hodge­podge of facts, re­ports, statis­tics and

    wild spec­ula­tions in­to a con­crete eval­ua­tion, Smith had ne­glect­ed to pro­vide the

    re­sults.




    For once, Re­mo was not both­ered by Chi­un. In fact, Chi­un was bare­ly in his seat for

    most of the flight– the one that he al­ways took so he would be the first to know if the wings

    fell off– and in­stead walked up and down the aisles, hap­pi­ly demon­strat­ing his abil­ity

    with Ru­bik’s Cube to any­one who cared to watch. Re­mo still couldn’t fig­ure out how Chi­un

    did it, and it ag­gra­vat­ed him.




    In Ok­la­homa City, they reg­is­tered in a ho­tel near the Will Rogers World Air­port. Re­mo

    signed the reg­is­ter as Re­mo Gree­ley, the cov­er name Smith had giv­en him. He was sup­posed

    to be a free­lance writ­er af­fil­iat­ed with a tabloid that ran a lot of UFO ar­ti­cles, here

    in Ok­la­homa City to do an ar­ti­cle on FOES. Re­mo turned to ask Chi­un if he want­ed to sign

    in, but Chi­un was off by the el­eva­tors, where he had col­lect­ed a group of bell­boys, who

    stared wide-​eyed at Chi­un’s cube-​solv­ing speed.




    With a per­verse grin, Re­mo signed the book for Chi­un, writ­ing on it, “Hen Nee Yung Man.”

    Chi­un would nev­er know.




    By af­ter­noon, Re­mo had read most of the UFO ma­te­ri­al. He learned that since 1947, when

    a pi­lot sight­ed a for­ma­tion of plate-​shaped ob­jects fly­ing over a moun­tain range in

    Wash­ing­ton State and coined the term “fly­ing saucer,” UFO sight­ings had been oc­cur­ring

    reg­ular­ly with on­ly pe­ri­od­ic fluc­tu­ations. Most of these sight­ings, about 95.7

    per­cent, ac­cord­ing to Fol­croft com­put­ers, were the re­sult of un­skilled peo­ple

    mis­tak­ing air­plane lights, ob­ser­va­tion bal­loons, me­te­orites and oth­er nat­ural

    phe­nom­ena. The re­main­ing 4.3 per­cent were sim­ply uniden­ti­fied. They could be any­thing–

    even space­craft from be­yond the earth.




    This last was a pos­si­bil­ity, ac­cord­ing to one set of statis­tics, which claimed that

    there were so many stars in the sky that if on­ly one in a bil­lion of them shone on a plan­et

    that har­bored in­tel­li­gent life, then math­emat­ical­ly speak­ing there would be mil­lions

    of in­hab­it­ed worlds in the uni­verse. Re­mo didn’t buy it. Even if the num­bers were true,

    noth­ing said that these in­tel­li­gent be­ings could build in­ter­stel­lar space­ships, or

    that they would both­er to vis­it Earth, even if they could in less than a hun­dred mil­lion

    zil­lion years. Or that these be­ings, no mat­ter how in­tel­li­gent, might not be ex­act­ly

    hu­man and there­fore might not be able to build a tree­house, nev­er mind a space­ship. You

    had to have hands to build some­thing, right? Re­mo won­dered idly if some of them might not

    look like Ru­bik’s Cubes. If they did, then the in­va­sion had al­ready be­gun and all bets

    were off. They had al­ready got­ten to Chi­un.




    Read­ing through the eye­wit­ness ac­counts of re­port­ed con­tact with aliens, Re­mo

    learned that UFOs came from the plan­et Venus and were pi­lot­ed by tall, long-​haired

    friend­ly Venu­sians; that they al­so came from Mars and were built by short, hairy, vi­cious

    crea­tures in­tent up­on kid­nap­ing South Amer­ican wom­en for sex­ual grat­ifi­ca­tion; that

    they were the work of an un­der­ground su­per­civ­iliza­tion from with­in the earth it­self,

    who flew out of an un­known hole in the North Pole; or that they were sci­en­tif­ic probes from

    a dis­tant star and manned by gray-​skinned vivi­sec­tion­ists with no lips and eyes like

    tom­cats.




    Ev­ery re­port con­tra­dict­ed ev­ery oth­er one. Ex­cept that most of them quot­ed the

    aliens as be­ing very con­cerned about our atom­ic weapons. And that was why they were here. To

    make sure it didn’t get out of hand.




    That was the on­ly com­mon de­nom­ina­tor. And the on­ly fac­tor that fit in with the

    at­tack on the mis­sile site.




    There was a file on FOES, which in­sist­ed that the let­ters stood for Fly­ing Ob­ject

    Eval­ua­tion Cen­ter, prov­ing to Re­mo that Smith’s com­put­ers weren’t al­ways in­fal­li­ble.

    FOES had been found­ed in 1953 in Day­ton, Ohio, and over the years had sprout­ed chap­ters in

    sev­er­al states. The on­ly un­usu­al ac­tiv­ity as­so­ci­at­ed with any chap­ter took place

    on­ly a cou­ple of years ago, when a chap­ter in Utah tried to force the Cen­tral

    In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy to make its top-​se­cret files on UFOs open to pub­lic in­spec­tion

    un­der the Free­dom of In­for­ma­tion Act. The case had gone all the way to the Supreme Court,

    which threw the suit out when the CIA con­vinced the Court that it had al­ready re­leased 99

    per­cent of all its da­ta and the re­main­ing da­ta con­tained the names of agents who might be

    com­pro­mised. A rep­re­sen­ta­tive of FOES was lat­er quot­ed as say­ing that na­tion­al

    se­cu­ri­ty should nev­er stand in the way of the pur­suit of truth, and said that this “on­ly

    proved that the UFO cov­er-​up car­ried on by the gov­ern­ment since the for­ties stretched all

    the way to the Supreme Court.”




    “What are you read­ing?” Chi­un asked at one point.




    “Con­fu­sion,” Re­mo said, and threw Smith’s files in­to the waste­bas­ket.




    “From Em­per­or Smith, of course,” said Chi­un, who then dropped the sub­ject. “Is Chee­ta

    Ching to be found in this area?” he asked, chang­ing the chan­nels on the tele­vi­sion.




    “No. Not in Ok­la­homa.”




    “Then I will watch my beau­ti­ful dra­mas,” Chi­un de­cid­ed, and be­gan set­ting up the

    tape sys­tem on which he had record­ed such soap op­eras as “As the Plan­et Re­volves” and “The

    Young and the Wan­ton,” all orig­inal­ly broad­cast be­fore sex and vi­olence– overt sex and

    vi­olence, any­way– in­vad­ed day­time tele­vi­sion.




    Know­ing that this would keep Chi­un oc­cu­pied well in­to the ear­ly evening, Re­mo

    de­cid­ed to leave him and in­fil­trate the lo­cal FOES chap­ter on his own. Chi­un would on­ly

    com­pli­cate Re­mo’s care­ful­ly thought-​out plan– which Re­mo had yet to de­vise.

    Re­gard­less of what it turned out to be, though, he knew Chi­un would com­pli­cate it.

    Be­sides, he was get­ting sick of that stupid cube.




    “I’m go­ing out, Chi­un. Don’t wait up.”




    But Chi­un made no sign that he heard, al­ready be­ing im­mersed in the sad sto­ry of Dr.

    Lawrence Wal­ters, psy­chi­atrist at large, who had just learned from Bet­ty Hen­don that her

    hus­band, the in­sane bil­lion­aire Wil­fred Wy­att Horns­by, whom she had mar­ried when on­ly

    a teenag­er, was plan­ning a sex change op­er­ation so he could mar­ry Bet­ty’s fa­ther, who

    had been pos­ing as Bet­ty’s moth­er and as the up­stairs maid in the house of Jere­my

    Blad­ford, the man she tru­ly loved.




    Re­mo closed the door of the bed­room as he picked up his dark blue ny­lon wind­break­er,

    which he put over his black T-​shirt and chi­nos. The phone in the bed­room gave him his plan.

    Screw this free­lance writ­er crap, he thought, and dropped the wind­break­er, which was on­ly

    a prop.




    Re­mo di­aled the num­ber of the lo­cal FOES chap­ter. Nor­mal­ly, Re­mo could nev­er

    re­mem­ber phone num­bers, but this one he had just read in the files, and it had the same

    ex­change as the ho­tel. The rest of the di­al se­quence was FOES. That, Re­mo could

    re­mem­ber. So he di­aled the ex­change of the ho­tel phone and F-​O-​E-​S.




    “Fly­ing Ob­ject Eval­ua­tion Cen­ter,” a twangy fe­male voice said.




    “Hi,” Re­mo said. “My name is Re­mo Gree­ley. I want to re­port a UFO.”




    “Re­al­ly? In this area?” The wom­an’s voice rose a full oc­tave and skit­tered

    dan­ger­ous­ly close to a falset­to.




    “Yeah. This area. Just out­side of town,” Re­mo said in a bored voice. “Saw it just ten

    min­utes ago.”




    “Where, where? What did it look like?” the wom­an squealed. Then, catch­ing her­self, she

    asked calm­ly, “If you could give us the ex­act time, place, and cir­cum­stances and de­scribe

    the ob­ject as best as you can in your own words, please. This con­ver­sa­tion is be­ing

    record­ed.”




    “Right. Okay, here goes.” Re­mo heard a tape recorder’s beep and searched his mind for a

    de­scrip­tion, try­ing to re­mem­ber if the Mar­tians were the tall hip­pies or the hairy,

    ape­like crea­tures. “It was shaped like a pen­guin, about four feet tall–“




    “The UFO was shaped like a pen­guin?”




    “No, no. The guy who came out of the UFO and talked to me was shaped like a pen­guin. The

    space­ship was kin­da like a bowl with a blue bub­ble on top. Or was it on the bot­tom?” Re­mo

    couldn’t keep the var­ious clas­si­fi­ca­tions of UFO shapes straight, ei­ther. He knew that

    most fly­ing saucers were not shaped like saucers at all, but like spheres, eggs, cigars or

    just bright lights.




    “You had a Close En­counter of the Third Kind?” the wom­an screeched, hurt­ing Re­mo’s

    eardrum. “Hey, Ralph, get on the ex­ten­sion. I have some­one who’s made con­tact… Go ahead,

    Mr. Green.”




    “Gree­ley. Re­mo Gree­ley. I was driv­ing along and my car stopped in the mid­dle of the

    road with­out any rea­son. Then this bright thing came down and light­ed up the road.”




    “I thought you said this hap­pened just ten min­utes ago,” the wom­an asked

    sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “Yeah, ten min­utes ago.”




    “How could it light up the road in broad day­light? It’s three o’clock in the

    af­ter­noon.”




    “Um, these were very, very bright lights. The pen­guin ex­plained to me that they were brand

    new.”




    “What else did he say?”




    “He was up­set. Very up­set. He said that he want­ed the world to stop build­ing atom­ic

    weapons and things. Said it en­dan­gered the pen­guins of the uni­verse. I guess it was like

    Save the Whales or some­thing. He even gave me a but­ton, but I can’t read it. Any­way, he said

    it’s got to stop.”




    “Yeah, they all say that,” the wom­an breathed. “All the re­ports we get agree on that one

    point for some rea­son. Did this crea­ture say where he was from?”




    “From?”




    “Yes, he had to be from some­where, didn’t he? I mean, in or­der to get here he ob­vi­ous­ly

    had to come from some­where else.”




    “Right. Oh, right. I get you now. As a mat­ter of fact he said he was from the Milky

    Way.”




    “Sir,” the wom­an said steadi­ly. “The Milky Way is not a place. It’s a clus­ter of stars,

    each of which is mil­lions of miles apart. Our sun is one of those stars, so when you’re

    talk­ing about the Milky Way, you’re talk­ing about quite a bit of ter­ri­to­ry.”




    Damn, thought Re­mo. He should have known that. “Well, I can’t help that. It’s what the

    lit­tle guy told me. I mean, if he doesn’t know where he’s from, who does?”




    “You’ve got a point there. Maybe he just didn’t want to leave an ad­dress. He’s not still

    there, is he?”




    “No, but he said he might be back.”




    “In that case, he may try to con­tact you again. It would be best if you were to come over

    to our head­quar­ters and give a full de­scrip­tion to our staff. Could you do that?”




    “Okay. I’ll be right over,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s Suite Fif­teen, the Stig­man Build­ing. We’ll be here. Oh, good­ie,” she said just

    be­fore Re­mo hung up on her.




    “Mo­ron,” Re­mo mut­tered.




    The Stig­man build­ing was on­ly a few blocks away, so Re­mo walked, en­joy­ing the cool air

    and wish­ing Smit­ty hadn’t giv­en him this dip­py as­sign­ment.




    “Oh, you must be Re­mo Gree­ley,” a frizzy-​haired red­head said to Re­mo when he walked

    in­to the head­quar­ters of FOES. “This is re­al­ly ex­cit­ing. Now you’re both here.”




    “Both?” Re­mo said.




    “That’s right. Af­ter you called, Ms. Bull showed up. She saw the UFO, too. Isn’t that

    ex­cit­ing? And she said it’s still there.”




    “She did? Still where?” Re­mo won­dered if he’d screwed up the de­scrip­tion and they were

    play­ing a joke to get back at him.




    “Still in the woods down in Chick­asha. Oh, it’s so ex­cit­ing,” the wom­an said. Re­mo

    de­cid­ed that her hair wasn’t red, but more of an or­ange col­or, and that while she looked a

    roly-​poly 36, she was prob­ably a plump 24 years old tops. She wore a lot of rings and

    ban­gles, none of which helped. She was the re­cep­tion­ist Re­mo had talked to be­fore.




    “We’re all about to drive out there now,” she bur­bled, bounc­ing to her feet. “You’re

    com­ing, of course.”




    “Of course,” Re­mo said. He didn’t un­der­stand what was go­ing on, but what­ev­er it was,

    it would make his job of keep­ing tabs on these loonies eas­ier.




    “Is ev­ery­one ready?” a blonde as tall and slim as a birch tree asked as she led a

    con­tin­gent of peo­ple out in­to the re­cep­tion room where Re­mo was. “Oh, who are you?” she

    asked him, when her cool gray eyes alight­ed on him.




    “This is Mr. Gree­ley,” the re­cep­tion­ist said. “He saw the same ob­ject you did. But he

    de­scribes it a lit­tle dif­fer­ent­ly.”




    “Yeah, mine had a pen­guin,” Re­mo said.




    “I see…” the blonde said slow­ly, look­ing Re­mo up and down, which caused Re­mo to won­der

    if his fly was open. “My name is Aman­da Bull. Are you a mem­ber of FOES, Mr. Gree­ley?”




    “Call me Re­mo. No, but I’m think­ing of join­ing.”




    “I see,” she said again. “Well, you bet­ter come with us then, even though you’re

    ob­vi­ous­ly one of those ma­cho types, which I can’t stand.”




    “I eat quiche,” Re­mo said, won­der­ing what it was that made her say that.




    They drove in a van south along a big high­way flanked by flat farm­land. The van that was

    cus­tomized so that the out­side de­pict­ed scenes of var­ious close en­coun­ters, and the

    in­side was per­fect for view­ing the skies be­cause of a bub­ble roof hatch.




    “Gee,” the or­ange-​haired FOES re­cep­tion­ist re­marked as Aman­da drove. “This would make

    a swell of­fi­cial van for our group.”




    Aman­da said noth­ing. She had been try­ing to draw Re­mo out on his close en­counter, but

    Re­mo gave so many eva­sive an­swers, she gave up af­ter a while.




    Re­mo, out of bore­dom, looked out the win­dow for some­thing to oc­cu­py his mind. There

    were no tele­phone poles to count. He tried count­ing cows, but the third farm they passed had

    about fifty of them packed close to­geth­er, and Re­mo de­cid­ed to for­get it. The on­ly

    in­ter­est­ing part of the trip was when they passed over first a big riv­er and then a lit­tle

    riv­er.




    It was twi­light when Aman­da pulled over and said, “Here. This is the spot. Ev­ery­body

    out.”




    Then Aman­da Bull stepped out, dressed in a sky-​blue jump­suit that made her wil­lowy body

    look invit­ing even to Re­mo, to whom sex was no longer a mys­tery and for whom wom­en, as a

    con­se­quence, weren’t even im­por­tant enough to him to be sex ob­jects any­more. And she took

    firm con­trol of the sev­en peo­ple who made up the Ok­la­homa City chap­ter of FOES.




    “We’ll march, sin­gle file, af­ter me. I have a flash­light, so keep your eyes on my light.

    The space­craft is in these woods. Let’s go. March.”




    Re­mo fell in be­hind Aman­da Bull, and the oth­ers strag­gled in back of him, chat­ter­ing

    like mon­keys.




    “Ev­er been in the army?” Re­mo asked Aman­da.




    “No, why do you ask?” she said.




    “Oh, noth­ing. It’s just that the last time I heard any­one give or­ders like you, it was my

    Ma­rine drill in­struc­tor back in boot camp.”




    Aman­da grunt­ed. “I knew you were the ma­cho type. Viet­nam?”




    “Some­place like that,” Re­mo said.




    “Well, you’d bet­ter be re­cep­tive to change be­cause none of that mil­itary stuff is

    go­ing to last much longer.”




    “I thought we were just out here on a fly­ing saucer hunt,” sug­gest­ed Re­mo, who thought

    it was in­ter­est­ing that this wom­an, who hat­ed the mil­itary, act­ed as though she

    be­longed to an army her­self.




    “You’ll see. Now keep qui­et. Ev­ery­body. We’re get­ting close.”




    Re­mo thought he was get­ting close, too. Aman­da Bull, if that was her name, didn’t act or

    dress or talk like any of the oth­er UFO col­lec­tors– or what­ev­er they were. Where the

    oth­ers didn’t seem to be wrapped at all, the blonde was wrapped too tight. And she had a

    crum­my per­son­al­ity. Frus­tra­tion, Re­mo de­cid­ed. Maybe he would have to rem­edy that, he

    thought with ab­so­lute­ly no en­thu­si­asm what­so­ev­er.




    They came to a clear­ing. Just be­yond the glow of Aman­da’s flash­light was a dark shape

    that glit­tered a lit­tle. With­out a word, Aman­da broke away from the group and got in front

    of the dark shape.




    “Be­hold,” she shout­ed tri­umphant­ly. “The emis­sary of a new age!”




    Light flood­ed the clear­ing. It was most­ly white light, like cal­ci­um set on fire, but

    there were small­er blue and red and green lights mixed in with the over­pow­er­ing white ones,

    and they il­lu­mi­nat­ed the tall form of Aman­da Bull, her arms raised as if she were Cae­sar

    be­fore his armies.




    “My God,” the frizzy-​haired FOES re­cep­tion­ist gasped, “it’s just like the movie.” Her

    name was Ethel Sump, and she had seen Close En­coun­ters of the Third Kind six­teen times,

    sev­en­teen if you count­ed the time she sat through it four times in one evening and fell

    asleep mid­way through the mid­night show­ing, on­ly to wake up on the floor of the de­sert­ed

    the­ater the next morn­ing to the sound of her dry pop­corn belch.




    The oth­ers froze where they were, the light etch­ing ex­pres­sions of amaze­ment on their

    open faces.




    Re­mo dropped flat and shut his eyes un­til he could close down the sen­si­tive pupils of

    his eyes and not be blind­ed by the light.




    He lis­tened.




    “Cit­izens of Earth,” Aman­da called. “I am the cho­sen rep­re­sen­ta­tive of the new Earth,

    an Earth in which war and pesti­lence and sex­ism will be no more. From the dis­tant star

    Betel­geuse comes the mighty World Mas­ter, ar­chi­tect of the gold­en age that is about to

    dawn. He has en­trust­ed me with the task of re­cruit­ing prepa­ra­tion groups through which

    his teach­ings will en­able Earth’s glo­ri­ous des­tiny to be ful­filled.” Aman­da paused to

    catch her breath, then said, “We ask you to join us now.”




    The speech had a re­mark­able ef­fect on the mem­bers of FOES. It went right over their

    heads.




    “Huh? What’s she talk­ing about?” some­one de­mand­ed, squint­ing through the light.




    “Some­thing about im­prov­ing the world,” Ethel Sump said. “I don’t see the pen­guin.

    Where’s the pen­guin, Mr. Gree­ley?”




    But Re­mo had al­ready rolled in­to the trees and was on his feet run­ning. He moved through

    the trees, cir­cling to get around be­hind the lights. He was dis­turbed by the sud­den

    ap­pear­ance of those lights from some­thing as big and pow­er­ful as this ship or what­ev­er

    it was. Ma­chin­ery, es­pe­cial­ly big ma­chin­ery, al­ways sent out vi­bra­tions. But Re­mo

    had picked up noth­ing like that.




    Re­mo could see that the ob­ject was not sit­ting on the ground, but float­ed per­haps a

    yard or so above it. He sensed no en­gines or mo­tors, felt no flow of air to in­di­cate fans

    or jets or any oth­er type of mo­tive force. Just the heat of high-​in­ten­si­ty lights and a

    blank­ness where there should have been vi­bra­tion.




    It was eerie and un­set­tling. Re­mo didn’t even sense much mass, even though the ob­ject

    was big­ger than a bus and made of some sil­very met­al, if its pol­ished sur­face was any

    in­di­ca­tion.




    There should at least have been mass, he thought, if not vi­bra­tion. In­stead, Re­mo felt

    empti­ness or hol­low­ness, as if the UFO were al­most com­plete­ly weight­less, or if it could

    some­how sus­pend grav­ity.




    Re­mo got be­hind the ob­ject un­seen. The lights were just as strong there, too. So Re­mo

    shut out the glare by pinch­ing his lids down, and drift­ed clos­er to the thing, what­ev­er it

    was.




    Still no vi­bra­tion.




    With his hands ex­tend­ed Re­mo touched the hull of the float­ing ob­ject. It gave way

    slight­ly be­fore his del­icate touch, like a beach ball touched by a swim­ming child.




    Re­mo’s sen­si­tive fin­gers felt vi­bra­tion now. Elec­tri­cal ac­tiv­ity. But still

    noth­ing like what he would ex­pect of a float­ing mon­ster like this. Maybe it ran on

    bat­ter­ies. How many size D bat­ter­ies would it take to pow­er a ship across deep space?

    Re­mo didn’t know. What hap­pened when the bat­ter­ies went dead? Did they stop at the

    in­ter­galac­tic gro­cery store and buy more? He put his fin­gers on the fab­ric of the space

    ship, ready to tear it open, when sud­den­ly a thin, reedy voice em­anat­ed from in­side the

    cool skin of the UFO and said, “Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er. An unau­tho­rized per­son has

    ven­tured too close to my craft. Re­treat a dis­tance of fifty me­ters, please.”




    “Ev­ery­body run,” Aman­da Bull yelled, her voice shocked. And she and the FOES group all

    ran as a deep hum­ming grew in pitch; at the same time the lights all over the ob­ject dimmed

    in in­verse ra­tio to the hum­ming.




    Un­der his fin­gers, Re­mo felt the vi­bra­tions in­ten­si­fy. He de­cid­ed to back off

    un­til he found what the hum­ming was, but as he ran, the hum­ming seemed to fol­low him. Or

    some­thing did, be­cause his skin be­came hot. There was a warmth un­der his clothes, which

    turned in­to a burn­ing sen­sa­tion, es­pe­cial­ly in the places where his clothes were tight,

    in the backs of the knees, down the back, and even in his feet.




    While he was run­ning he glanced back. The UFO float­ed in­to the sky and, its lights

    ex­tin­guished, van­ished past the tree­tops. At the same time the sound of the FOES van

    leav­ing the scene rapid­ly came to his ears.




    On­ly when they were both gone did the burn­ing stop. But Re­mo had al­ready col­lapsed. And

    he couldn’t ex­plain why.


  




  

    Chapter Six




    The first time the tele­phone rang, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ig­nored it. He was en­grossed

    in his beau­ti­ful dra­mas. Not that Chi­un would have deigned an­swer the in­sis­tent ring­ing

    even if he were not al­ready oc­cu­pied. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was not a ser­vant. He did not

    an­swer tele­phones, which in­vari­ably rang be­cause some in­con­sid­er­ate and unim­por­tant

    fat white per­son wished to speak with Re­mo and was too lazy to write a let­ter or ap­pear in

    per­son, which were the on­ly prop­er ways to com­mu­ni­cate with some­one. Usu­al­ly the calls

    were from Em­per­or Smith, which made no dif­fer­ence to Chi­un. Just be­cause the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju treat­ed Smith like an em­per­or, it did not mean that Chi­un liked Smith or took his

    calls. Just his gold.




    The sec­ond time the phone rang, there were com­mer­cials com­ing over the Be­ta­max, and

    Chi­un quick­ly went to the phone, know­ing that he had ex­act­ly 180 sec­onds to han­dle the

    in­ter­rup­tion.




    At first, Chi­un was mere­ly go­ing to crush the re­ceiv­er in­to dust, which he knew from

    past ex­pe­ri­ence would per­ma­nent­ly si­lence the de­vice. But this usu­al­ly caused Re­mo

    to com­plain, ex­cept when Re­mo was un­hap­py with Smith, in which case Re­mo might crush the

    phone him­self. In def­er­ence to his pupil, Chi­un caught a loop of phone wire and, with an

    up­ward swipe of a sin­gle long-​nailed fin­ger, neat­ly sev­ered the cord. If Re­mo

    com­plained lat­er, Chi­un would point to the cut cord as an ex­cel­lent ex­am­ple of the art

    of the Killing Nail, which would prob­ably si­lence Re­mo.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­turned to the Be­ta­max just in time to catch the cli­max of “As

    the Plan­et Re­volves” and Julie’s shock­ing ad­mis­sion of her klep­to­ma­nia.




    Five min­utes lat­er, the Be­ta­max stopped dead.




    Chi­un’s wispy beard and hair trem­bled slight­ly, and his hazel eyes turned to slits. This

    had nev­er be­fore hap­pened. Had the stupid ma­chine bro­ken? It was a gift from Smith and

    there­fore the hand­iwork of whites, and sub­ject to dif­fi­cul­ties as all white things were.

    Chi­un got up to ex­am­ine the de­vice.




    There was a knock at the door. A timid knock. Then a small voice called through the pan­el,

    “Mr. Yung Man? Sor­ry about the elec­tric­ity. I was told that I should give you a mes­sage

    from your son. He said to cut the elec­tric­ity first be­cause you nev­er an­swered the phone

    and might be watch­ing tele­vi­sion, in which case you’d nev­er hear me knock be­cause of your

    hear­ing prob­lem…”




    “Go away, id­iot,” Chi­un called. “You have the wrong per­son. You are speak­ing to the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who can hear a blade of grass grow out­side his win­dow. Be­gone.”




    “But your son, Re­mo, asked me to give you a mes­sage.”




    The star­tled ho­tel man­ag­er sud­den­ly found him­self star­ing in­to a wrin­kled face

    where he could have sworn a closed ve­neer door had stood on­ly a sec­ond be­fore. There was a

    door, then there was no door, just the old Ori­en­tal in the silk bathrobe. But no sound or

    mo­tion of the open­ing of the door.




    “Where is my son?” de­mand­ed the old Ori­en­tal. “What mes­sage does he send?”




    “He– he’s sick. He’s at a phone booth next to a Burg­er Tri­umph stand on the main high­way

    lead­ing to Chick­asha, just south of here. He said you should come right away.”




    “Be­gone and call me a taxi car. I will be down short­ly. And I will ex­pect my ma­chine to

    be work­ing again when I re­turn.”




    The cab­by had had stranger fares be­fore– he thought. First there was this old Chi­nese

    char­ac­ter who came fly­ing out of the ho­tel and as he bound­ed in­to the back seat, cried,

    “My son is ill, and you will take me to him in­stant­ly. I will pay you well for your

    speed.”




    “Okay, feller. Where is he?” He got the cab rolling.




    “He is at a tele­phone, be­side a place where they cook those dis­gust­ing meat things you

    crea­tures are al­ways con­sum­ing.”




    “Say what?” asked the driv­er, who won­dered what he’d land­ed by way of a fare.




    “A burg­er thing.”




    “Oh, Burg­er Tri­umph. But which one? There’s mil­lions of ‘em around these parts.”




    “The one on the road lead­ing to Chick­en­town, due south.”




    “Chick– oh, Chick­asha! That’s good enough. We’ll find him.”




    They found Re­mo seat­ed with his back to a tele­phone booth. In front of him stood a huge

    road­side rub­bish can over­flow­ing with Burg­er Tri­umph wrap­pers, pa­per cups, and

    half-​eat­en cheese­burg­ers.




    “Ai­iee.” The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju screamed when the cab pulled up to the booth and he

    be­held Re­mo semi­con­scious amid the lit­ter.




    Re­mo looked up with glazed eyes. Odd­ly, the glassi­ness made them look more alive than

    usu­al. He had seen so much death that it was as if his eyes had ab­sorbed it.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther…” Re­mo mum­bled. “I tried to get you by phone…”




    “Nev­er mind,” Chi­un snapped, look­ing from Re­mo to the over­stuffed bar­rel. “You have

    out­done your­self this time, Re­mo.”




    “What’s up? What’s the mat­ter with him?” the cab­by asked.




    “He has slipped back in­to ut­ter degra­da­tion,” Chi­un said.




    “Yeah, I can see that. Booze?”




    “Worse.”




    “Worse?”




    “Yes, he has gorged him­self on filth. For­get­ful of his her­itage, he has re­vert­ed to

    white­ness.”




    “He does look kind of pale at that. If he’s your son, that’s pret­ty bad.”




    “He is not my son. He is a filthy white meat-​eater who has vi­olat­ed cen­turies of

    tra­di­tion. And for what? For ham­burg­ers. Re­mo, you must have eat­en over a hun­dred

    ham­burg­ers.” Chi­un’s stri­dent voice lapsed in­to puz­zled plain­tive­ness. “Why, Re­mo? I

    thought you had passed that dis­gust­ing phase.” Truth­ful­ly, this be­hav­ior made no sense.

    As part of his Sinan­ju train­ing, Re­mo had long ago giv­en up beef, and an un­for­tu­nate

    in­ci­dent years ago in which he had al­most died from eat­ing a ham­burg­er his metabolism was

    un­able to ac­cept cured him of any re­laps­es to his pre-​Sinan­ju days. In fact, Re­mo should

    be dead now, if those ham­burg­er wrap­pings were any in­di­ca­tion of his most re­cent

    meal.




    “I am wait­ing for an ex­pla­na­tion, Re­mo,” Chi­un said stern­ly.




    “Not burg­ers,” Re­mo mum­bled thick­ly. “Arms and legs. Look.”




    “What?” Chi­un asked.




    “He said look at his arms and legs,” the cab­by said help­ful­ly.




    “I know what he said, white. Re­turn to your car.”




    Chi­un bent down and rolled back one of Re­mo’s pants legs and saw the red­ness of the skin,

    which con­trast­ed to the pale­ness of Re­mo’s bare arms and face and made him re­sem­ble a

    com­ic-​book In­di­an.




    “These are burns, Re­mo.”




    “Right. Burns. Whole body burned.”




    “Your arms are not burned. Nor is your face.” Chi­un ex­am­ined Re­mo’s oth­er leg. The skin

    was seared. Not deeply, but thor­ough­ly– al­though in some places the red­ness was lighter.

    The hairs on Re­mo’s legs were not singed, which was strange. Re­mo’s chest was burned

    al­so.




    Ex­am­in­ing Re­mo’s arms, Chi­un found that the up­per bi­ceps were seared, but on­ly those

    parts above the short sleeves of his T-​shirt. Be­low, the skin was un­af­fect­ed. The burns

    might have been ab­nor­mal­ly se­vere sun­burns, ex­cept that the ex­posed parts of Re­mo’s

    body, which log­ical­ly would be the ones to ex­pe­ri­ence sun­burn, were nor­mal. It was just

    the op­po­site.




    Chi­un, who had lived more than 80 years and had con­front­ed noth­ing he could not

    un­der­stand, felt some­thing like a chill run along his spine.




    “How were you burned, Re­mo?” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said ur­gent­ly. “What did this to

    you?”




    “Lights. Pret­ty lights. Shiny. Burns.”




    Then Re­mo’s head fell for­ward as he col­lapsed. Chi­un scooped him up in­to his arms as if

    Re­mo were a ba­by.




    “Quick­ly,” Chi­un called back to the driv­er. “We must get him back to the ho­tel.”




    “Let me give you a hand, old timer,” the driv­er start­ed to say, but be­fore he could move,

    the old Ori­en­tal straight­ened up with Re­mo held ten­der­ly in his arms, and car­ried him

    back to the cab with­out any ef­fort at all.




    “I’m not gonna ask how you did that,” the cab­by said in­to the rearview mir­ror as he drove

    back to Ok­la­homa City.




    “And I am not go­ing to tell you,” Chi­un said as he min­is­tered to Re­mo in the back

    seat.




    “I don’t un­der­stand what it is you are say­ing, Chi­un,” Dr. Harold W. Smith was say­ing

    through the new tele­phone Chi­un had de­mand­ed be in­stalled in his apart­ment “be­cause some

    lu­natic had ru­ined the old one.”




    “Then I will say it again,” Chi­un said across the scram­bled line. “I found my son Re­mo

    burned as if by the sun. He is un­con­scious and can­not tell me what be­fell him.”




    “You called me be­cause Re­mo has a sun­burn?” de­mand­ed Smith with ill-​dis­guised

    in­creduli­ty.




    “No, I called you be­cause Re­mo does not have a sun­burn. He does not get sun­burned, but

    if he did, I could deal with it. This sun­burn-​which-​is-​not is some­thing new. Some­thing I

    do not un­der­stand. He has one of those ed­uca­tion burns.”




    “Ed­uca­tion burns?” Smith, in his of­fice over­look­ing Long Is­land Sound, hasti­ly gulped

    two Al­ka-​Seltzer tablets and wa­ter. Some­times he longed for the old days in the CIA

    with­out Re­mo’s flip at­ti­tude and with­out Chi­un’s lan­guage bar­ri­er.




    “Yes, ed­uca­tion burns. I have read of them. When a per­son is burned, the sever­ity of

    those burns de­ter­mines his ed­uca­tion,” re­peat­ed Chi­un, who some­times longed to be back

    in Sinan­ju, with­out Re­mo’s lack of re­spon­si­bil­ity or Em­per­or Smith’s in­abil­ity to

    com­mu­ni­cate in his own lan­guage.




    “Oh,” said Smith. “You mean as in first-, sec­ond-, or third-​de­gree burns.”




    “Yes. Re­mo has the least of these. To an or­di­nary per­son, this would mere­ly be an

    in­con­ve­nience, but Re­mo’s essence is de­vel­oped be­yond or­di­nar­iness. He is now

    in­sen­si­ble.”




    “Will he re­cov­er?” de­mand­ed Smith, who knew that if some­thing should hap­pen to Re­mo,

    some­thing se­ri­ous, he would have to or­der Re­mo liq­ui­dat­ed and then dis­solve CURE,

    fi­nal­ly end­ing his own life. Chi­un, who did not un­der­stand that ex­po­sure of CURE would

    be an ad­mis­sion that Amer­ica did not work and there­fore did not un­der­stand CURE, would

    qui­et­ly re­turn to his vil­lage af­ter he had killed Re­mo– which would be his task un­der

    those cir­cum­stances.




    “Thanks to my heal­ing skills, he will re­cov­er. I will make him re­cov­er whether he

    wish­es to or not. Now he sleeps like a child– the child that he is.”




    Smith sup­pressed a re­lieved sigh. “That is good. How soon will that be? He is in the

    mid­dle of an as­sign­ment.”




    “I know this,” Chi­un said abrupt­ly. “What I do not know is what he met with which burned

    the skin be­neath his clothes and which did not burn ex­posed flesh. This you must tell

    me.”




    “Wait one mo­ment. You say his skin is burned. But not as it would be by sun­burn, but

    in­stead ex­act­ly the op­po­site?”




    “Yes. Op­po­site of re­al­ity.”




    “Just a minute,” Smith said, as he pressed a con­cealed but­ton on his desk and a hid­den

    desk­top com­put­er con­sole rose up. Smith keyed a de­scrip­tion of the sci­en­tif­ic

    phe­nomenon in­to the files of the com­put­er’s mem­ory banks, and then punched in the

    cir­cum­stances Chi­un had ex­plained to him. The screen went blank, and the cur­sor raced

    across the screen like a spi­der, leav­ing be­hind the green­ish words that were the an­swer

    Smith need­ed.




    “I have it,” Smith said. “Ul­tra­son­ics.”




    “Speak En­glish,” Chi­un snapped.




    “I said Re­mo was af­fect­ed by ul­tra­son­ics. Sound pitched to a de­gree high­er than

    hu­man ears can per­ceive. This has been worked out to some de­gree in lab­ora­to­ries and in

    prac­ti­cal ex­per­iments. Fo­cused ul­tra­son­ics have the prop­er­ty of cre­at­ing heat

    be­tween in­ter­fac­ing sur­faces but don’t af­fect sur­faces not in con­tact with oth­er

    sur­faces. It fits ex­act­ly. Re­mo ob­vi­ous­ly en­tered an ul­tra­sound field, which caused

    in­tense heat be­tween his skin and clothes, enough to cre­ate an ef­fect like a se­vere

    sun­burn. Ex­posed skin wasn’t af­fect­ed un­less it touched some­thing else.”




    “Where would Re­mo have en­coun­tered this ul­tra­son­ic?”




    “I don’t know. It must have some­thing to do with his as­sign­ment.”




    “You told me his as­sign­ment had to do with fly­ing whizzbees.”




    “That’s right. Fly­ing saucers are an­oth­er name for Uniden­ti­fied Fly­ing Ob­jects.

    Lights in the sky that peo­ple see.”




    “Lights in the sky? Re­mo said some­thing about lights.”




    “Then he must have got­ten on to some­thing. He was sup­posed to in­fil­trate a group of UFO

    watch­ers, FOES.”




    “Ex­plain to me about these lights.”




    Smith cleared his throat. “Well, for sev­er­al years now, peo­ple in this coun­try and

    around the world– but most­ly in this coun­try– have seen or thought they’ve seen pe­cu­liar

    ob­jects in the sky– lights, ob­jects, fires, etc. Most of them are or­di­nary phe­nom­ena like

    plan­ets and air­craft, but some aren’t eas­ily ex­plained. There’s a pop­ular the­ory that

    these UFOs are ships from oth­er worlds, that they are the work of ad­vanced civ­iliza­tions

    who have been mon­itor­ing Earth for thou­sands of years. I find this a bit hard to swal­low

    my­self, the idea of ad­vanced civ­iliza­tions greater than our own–“




    “What is so dif­fi­cult about that?” Chi­un said. “I am from an ad­vanced civ­iliza­tion–

    Ko­rea.”




    “Yes. Well, uh, Re­mo’s job was to in­ves­ti­gate this group to see if they had made

    con­tact with an in­di­vid­ual call­ing him­self the World Mas­ter, who might be in­flu­enc­ing

    them to at­tack Amer­ica’s mis­sile de­fense sys­tem. Most of this is con­tained in the files I

    gave Re­mo.”




    “Then this group is re­spon­si­ble for what hap­pened to my son?” Chi­un said slow­ly.




    “Pos­si­bly. But at this point we must as­sume that they are prob­ably harm­less.”




    “No one is harm­less. Es­pe­cial­ly the fool­ish,” Chi­un said and hung up.




    Chi­un went over to Re­mo, whom he had stripped and then washed with spe­cial oint­ments and

    laid in a bed. Chi­un nor­mal­ly dis­cour­aged Re­mo from us­ing a bed, but its soft mat­tress

    was the per­fect rest­ing place for his in­jured body. Bend­ing his old head, Chi­un lis­tened

    to Re­mo’s breath­ing. Its rhythms were re­turn­ing. Good. Yes, Re­mo would get bet­ter. Most

    of it was shock, and the shock had trig­gered de­fen­sive sleep mech­anisms.




    Chi­un then re­trieved the files Re­mo had tossed in­to a waste­bas­ket, and be­gan read­ing

    them. As he read, Chi­un grew ex­cit­ed. His beard trem­bled. The more he read, the more

    ag­itat­ed he seemed to be­come. His clear eyes took up­on a pe­cu­liar, shocked light. Un­der

    his breath, Ko­re­an words spilled forth. Harsh words at first, then qui­eter ones. Words of

    as­ton­ish­ment.




    Hours lat­er, when Chi­un rose from his lo­tus po­si­tion, his parch­ment face,

    or­di­nar­ily the col­or of aged ivory, was now more the col­or of old bone. And there was a

    strange ex­pres­sion on his face, one that would have puz­zled Re­mo Williams had he been awake

    to see it. It was the ex­pres­sion of some­one who, af­ter a life­time, has seen a great truth

    that had pre­vi­ous­ly es­caped him.




    It was an ex­pres­sion of won­der and joy and a hint of fear.




    Chi­un re­turned to Re­mo’s bed­side and spoke soft­ly, as if he could hear. “Why did you

    not tell me of this, my son? Did you not rec­og­nize this great thing for what it tru­ly was?

    Fool­ish child, you ven­tured where on­ly the reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has the

    ex­pe­ri­ence to go. And you have paid the price. But I will make these things right, and I

    will go forth for the greater glo­ry of Sinan­ju. You will share in this glo­ry, Re­mo, when

    you are well, nev­er fear. But first you must be­come well. I will re­turn for you when my

    pil­grim­age is over. Good-​bye, Re­mo.”




    So say­ing, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sat down to write a note with a goose quill, which he

    left on the dress­er be­side his sleep­ing son, and qui­et­ly and thought­ful­ly left the

    apart­ment and the ho­tel.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    Pavel Zar­nit­sa was not in Amer­ica to spy on Amer­icans.




    No, that was the fur­thest thing from his mind. Pavel Zar­nit­sa was in Amer­ica to spy on

    the Rus­sians who worked for the So­vi­et air­line, Aeroflot. Not all of them. Some were

    sim­ply Rus­sians who worked for Aeroflot, and these Rus­sians were no prob­lem. They were

    civil­ians.




    But some were not civil­ians. Some be­longed to the GRU, the Glav­noe Razvedy­vatel­noe

    Up­re­vle­nie, or the Chief In­tel­li­gence Di­rec­torate of the So­vi­et Gen­er­al Staff. The

    GRU was the world’s sec­ond most pow­er­ful in­tel­li­gence ser­vice in the world, af­ter the

    KGB, or Com­mit­tee for State Se­cu­ri­ty, for whom Pavel Zar­nit­sa worked. That the GRU was

    as Rus­sian as the KGB made no dif­fer­ence to Pavel Zar­nit­sa or his su­pe­ri­ors. The GRU

    was a ri­val to the KGB. They were com­pe­ti­tion. And they liked to use for­eign branch­es of

    Aeroflot as their “fronts.”




    It was iron­ic that it was the cap­ital­is­tic idea of com­pe­ti­tion that the Krem­lin used

    to keep the KGB and the GRU on their toes. They were giv­en sep­arate op­er­at­ing bud­gets but

    over­lap­ping re­spon­si­bil­ities, in­sur­ing a cer­tain amount of ri­val­ry and

    bu­reau­crat­ic in­fight­ing be­tween the two ser­vices, and vir­tu­al­ly no shar­ing of

    in­tel­li­gence. Prob­ably the CIA knew more about GRU agents in Aeroflot than he did, thought

    Pavel rue­ful­ly. But he al­so knew that the CIA did not know the name of the one KGB agent in

    New York’s Aeroflot of­fice, name­ly him­self. The KGB was sub­tle, de­spite pop­ular

    de­pic­tions of its agents as thick-​necked bulls in gray rain­coats and fe­do­ras. The GRU was

    not so sub­tle. Of­ten, in fact, they were clum­sy dolts. Still, they could be ef­fec­tive and

    had good men– some good men– work­ing for them.




    Pavel Zar­nit­sa knew this be­cause his broth­er, Chuzhoi, worked for the GRU. Chuzhoi was

    younger by ten years, just a boy. But an imag­ina­tive boy, Pavel knew, too imag­ina­tive for

    the GRU. Pavel had told him that when Chuzhoi an­nounced his de­ci­sion not to fol­low his

    old­er broth­er’s foot­steps. But Chuzhoi, young and brash like his dead moth­er, did not

    lis­ten. He nev­er lis­tened. And so Chuzhoi had gone his way and Pavel his own.




    Pavel had seen his broth­er on­ly once af­ter that. It hap­pened when they were

    ac­ci­den­tal­ly seat­ed to­geth­er in a Moscow cafe, where lone din­ers were al­ways seat­ed

    with strangers be­cause space was at a pre­mi­um even at the worst places.




    “The stupid cap­ital­ists are doomed,” Chuzhoi had an­nounced boast­ful­ly af­ter Pavel

    asked how he was do­ing. “With­in five years we will have mil­itary par­ity with them, thanks

    to their own lax se­cu­ri­ty, and then the in­evitable Com­mu­nist rev­olu­tion will cov­er the

    globe.”




    “They are not stupid, and no one be­lieves in the glo­ri­ous rev­olu­tion any­more, Chuz,”

    Pavel had replied as the two-​hour wait for a wait­ress dragged past. Nor­mal­ly, it would have

    been a three-​hour wait, but the Zar­nit­sa broth­ers had clout.




    “The democ­ra­cies are crum­bling,” Chuzhoi re­peat­ed.




    Pavel sighed. “Is this what you have learned among the ham-​hand­ed GRU?” He felt sad. Most

    Rus­sians out­grew such talk af­ter they left the Young Com­mu­nist League. It was

    in­doc­tri­na­tion, noth­ing more. Pavel tried to ex­plain geopo­lit­ical re­al­ity to his

    broth­er, to ex­plain to him that even as an en­emy, Amer­ica was a friend to Rus­sia.




    “We need them. The Amer­icans keep the Chi­nese in check. With­out Amer­ica, Chi­na might

    at­tack us. Even the Polit­buro knows this.”




    “You have been watch­ing that tele­vi­sion pro­gram again,” Chuzhoi laughed, re­fer­ring to

    a pop­ular Rus­sian show that ev­ery week tele­vised the ad­ven­tures of KGB agents fight­ing

    black mar­ke­teers, traitors and CIA agents in the So­vi­et Union. The GRU had al­ways

    re­sent­ed the fact that the KGB had its own tele­vi­sion pro­gram and were pub­lic heroes,

    just as the FBI had been the heroes of the Amer­icans un­til re­cent­ly. But there was a good

    rea­son that there was no GRU pro­gram. Av­er­age Rus­sians were not told of the GRU’s

    ex­is­tence.




    Pavel shrugged off the sug­ges­tion. Some­times Chuzhoi could be ob­tuse, and per­haps he

    be­longed in the GRU af­ter all. So he changed the sub­ject and they talked of their boy­hood

    in Kirovo­grad, in the Ukraine.




    Since that chance meet­ing, the broth­ers drift­ed fur­ther apart. The last Pavel had heard

    of him, Chuzhoi was hard at work in one of the GRU’s gad­get-​mak­ing fac­to­ries. An­oth­er

    child­ish GRU fetish.




    Then Pavel had been as­signed to in­fil­trate Aeroflot’s New York of­fice to root out and

    ex­pose GRU op­er­atives when the GRU got the bet­ter of the KGB in a bud­get crunch.




    Pavel Zar­nit­sa dis­cov­ered that Amer­ica was won­der­ful. He loved Amer­ica. Un­like

    some, he did not love Amer­ica be­cause it was so much bet­ter than Rus­sia. No, Pavel

    Zar­nit­sa was not that kind of Rus­sian. He loved Amer­ica be­cause it was so much like

    Rus­sia. It was like com­ing home to a place that he had for­got­ten from his youth, so that it

    was haunt­ing­ly fa­mil­iar and new at the same time.




    Odd­ly, this rev­ela­tion dis­turbed Pavel. And he re­de­fined his geopo­lit­ical

    the­ories.




    Amer­ica and Rus­sia were on an in­evitable col­li­sion course, Pavel de­cid­ed. It wasn’t

    be­cause of the dif­fer­ences be­tween the two coun­tries. Ac­tu­al­ly, it was their

    sim­ilar­ities that were the prob­lem. Just the re­verse of what his broth­er be­lieved.




    Both Amer­ica and Rus­sia were large in­dus­tri­al na­tions whose fron­tiers had been

    wrest­ed from hos­tile bar­bar­ians by Eu­ro­peans or Slavs. The Amer­icans had their In­di­ans

    and the Rus­sians their Mon­gols and Tatars. One coun­try’s red­skin was the oth­er’s

    yel­lowskin.




    In time both na­tions filled out their nat­ural bound­aries and sought to ex­pand be­yond

    them. In Amer­ica, it was the ac­qui­si­tion of new states and ter­ri­to­ries, like Alas­ka and

    Guam. With Rus­sia, it had been the Ukraine and Byelorus­sia, then client states, most of which

    had been ac­quired af­ter World War II. Then these client states had been brought in­to line

    on­ly to act as a buffer against the dan­ger­ous west­ern part of Eu­rope, which had al­ways

    been war prone and would al­ways be war prone.




    And then there were the Asians. Huge Chi­na and its hun­gry mass­es. Chi­na would al­ways be

    a prob­lem, even a Com­mu­nist Chi­na. Es­pe­cial­ly a Com­mu­nist Chi­na.




    Amer­ica, which had more or less friend­ly neigh­bor coun­tries and noth­ing but ocean to

    the east and west, nev­er un­der­stood that.




    Could Rus­sia be blamed for en­ter­ing the war against Japan on­ly af­ter the Nazis had

    fall­en, and on­ly two days af­ter the atom­ic bomb had been dropped on Hi­roshi­ma, (thus

    in­sur­ing vic­to­ry for the Al­lies), even if all Rus­sia did was en­ter the north­ern part of

    Japanese-​held Ko­rea and fire a few rounds? When, less than a month lat­er, the Japanese

    sur­ren­dered, Rus­sia, tech­ni­cal­ly one of the vic­to­ri­ous oc­cu­py­ing armies, swal­lowed

    up half of Ko­rea.




    Shrewd. But that was the Rus­sian way. Amer­ica was shrewd, too. Per­haps not quite as

    shrewd, but Amer­icans were can­ny. Hadn’t they ac­quired Alas­ka from us in such a way that it

    at first seemed as if Amer­ica had the worst of the deal? An ad­mirable peo­ple. Just like the

    Rus­sians.




    Which is why Rus­sia would one day have to crush Amer­ica. There was no room for two

    iden­ti­cal su­per­pow­ers on this plan­et. It had been this way back in the be­gin­ning of the

    War– for Rus­sia, there was on­ly one War, World War II– with Stal­in and Hitler. They were too

    much alike, shared too many sim­ilar goals. Al­lies at first, they had split, not over their

    dif­fer­ences, but over the recog­ni­tion that on­ly one of them could achieve the goal both

    sought. If on­ly Amer­icans were more like the Chi­nese, Pavel thought, it would be

    dif­fer­ent. A war could be fought over dif­fer­ences, set­tled, and busi­ness would re­vert to

    nor­mal.




    But Amer­ica was not Chi­na. It was an­oth­er Rus­sia– big, sprawl­ing, in­ge­nious, and

    hearty. Pavel knew, too, that the on­ly thing worse would be a Com­mu­nist Amer­ica. Here was

    the flaw in his broth­er Chuzhoi’s view. From close ob­ser­va­tion, Pavel rec­og­nized that if

    any coun­try could make Com­mu­nism work, it would be the Unit­ed States. Amer­icans were that

    way. And if that ev­er hap­pened, the few dif­fer­ences be­tween the two great su­per­pow­ers

    would evap­orate, and so would the things that al­lowed them to co­ex­ist. If Amer­icans proved

    them­selves to be bet­ter Com­mu­nists than the Rus­sians, the So­vi­ets could nev­er

    tol­er­ate that. The two na­tions would come to­geth­er like mighty lode­stones, bring­ing

    de­struc­tion to both, and pos­si­bly to the world.




    But that ul­ti­mate con­flict could be avoid­ed, Pavel knew. Rus­sia could se­cret­ly

    un­der­mine and out­last the Unit­ed States as a world pow­er be­fore that time. It might not

    hap­pen for gen­er­ations, but it was in­evitable. Pavel on­ly hoped he would not see that day,

    be­cause it would be a sad one. He re­al­ly liked Amer­ica. It had ev­ery­thing Rus­sia had,

    and more of it. And one thing Rus­sia did not have.




    Tacos.




    There was no food like the taco in all of Rus­sia.




    Pavel Zar­nit­sa had dis­cov­ered tacos dur­ing his first week in New York. He had re­solved

    to sam­ple the food of ev­ery restau­rant in a widen­ing spi­ral around his apart­ment

    build­ing un­til he had found a dozen or so in which he could reg­ular­ly dine. Pavel liked his

    food, and restau­rant eat­ing. With the ex­cep­tion of a Chi­nese restau­rant, which Pavel

    re­fused to en­ter, Pavel found Amer­ican restau­rants to be quite good. He could not be­lieve

    the fast ser­vice, and had to learn to wait un­til he was ac­tu­al­ly hun­gry be­fore go­ing

    in, not two or three hours be­fore he ex­pect­ed to be hun­gry, as he had to do in Rus­sia. But

    when he en­tered a dingy es­tab­lish­ment called the Whacko Taco, Pavel for­got all about all

    the oth­ers.




    Pavel didn’t even know what a taco was, but it was the cheap­est item on the menu, so he

    or­dered two.




    When they ar­rived, look­ing as limp as un­cooked fish, he didn’t even know how to eat one.

    He had to watch oth­er din­ers un­til he un­der­stood that one didn’t use the plas­tic knife

    and fork but sim­ply lift­ed the fold­ed corn tor­tilla to one’s mouth and bit off one end

    while some of the meat fill­ing dropped out the oth­er end to fall on the plate. This could be

    eat­en with a fork lat­er.




    That first taco had been in­ter­est­ing. But it wasn’t un­til he had wolfed down the sec­ond

    that Pavel ex­pe­ri­enced the sen­sa­tion he would lat­er dub, bor­row­ing from Amer­ican drug

    slang, the “taco rush.”




    It be­gan with a hot feel­ing in the pit of the stom­ach, which spread out­ward from the

    so­lar plexus and was ac­com­pa­nied by a burn­ing in the mouth and a run­ning of the nose. The

    brain usu­al­ly felt clear­er and sharp­er at these times. It was not a meal, it was an

    ex­pe­ri­ence. From that time on, Pavel Zar­nit­sa be­came a taco ad­dict.




    Do­ing re­search, he dis­cov­ered that tacos were the per­fect food. The fold­ed corn

    tor­tilla con­tained some­thing from most of the ma­jor food groups, ex­cept fish. For fish,

    Pavel some­times added a shrimp for gar­nish, which he washed down with a dark Ger­man lager

    beer.




    To ex­per­iment, Pavel tried oth­er Mex­ican foods. Most of these were made of the same

    ba­sic in­gre­di­ents as tacos, ex­cept that they were served dif­fer­ent­ly, rolled or flat,

    but not fold­ed like a taco. Some­how, it was nev­er the same, and Pavel stuck with tacos.




    “It must be the de­sign,” Pavel said as he picked up his date in front of the down­town

    Man­hat­tan build­ing that sport­ed a winged ham­mer and sick­le em­blem and the name AEROFLOT

    in Cyril­lic let­ters.




    His date was Na­talya Tushen­ka, who was 22 and at­trac­tive in a slim-​hipped way and who

    had the glossi­est black hair Pavel had ev­er seen. She had agreed to date him un­aware that

    Pavel was KGB and that she was one of three Aeroflot reser­va­tion clerks whom he had not in

    his mind cleared of any GRU af­fil­ia­tion. Tonight he would find out for sure. In his

    apart­ment. But not be­fore they dined sump­tu­ous­ly at the Whacko Taco.




    “I do not un­der­stand, Pavel,” Na­talya asked, wide-​eyed. Her eyes were so blue, they

    hurt. They were the eyes of an in­no­cent. “How can the de­sign of a– a taco have any­thing to

    do with the plea­sure ob­tained from eat­ing such a thing?”




    “I do not un­der­stand ei­ther,” ad­mit­ted the KGB agent. “I on­ly know that some­how it is

    dif­fer­ent with tacos than oth­er food. Like it is dif­fer­ent with some wom­en.” He gave

    Na­talya a steady glance as they parked near the restau­rant.




    Na­talya laughed like a far­away sil­ver bell. She blushed, too.




    And be­cause she blushed, Pavel knew she was GRU, and it sad­dened him so much that he ate

    on­ly five tacos that night in­stead of his usu­al six. But re­al­ity was re­al­ity, and no

    22-year-​old Rus­sian wom­an who worked for Aeroflot would be so in­no­cent as to blush. It was

    as im­pos­si­ble as a cof­fee-​shop wait­ress re­fus­ing a mil­lion­aire’s of­fer of

    mar­riage.




    At his apart­ment, Pavel of­fered Na­talya a vod­ka and a Turk­ish cigarette, both of which

    she ac­cept­ed. He joined her in the vod­ka, but didn’t smoke be­cause he had giv­en her a

    mar­ijua­na cigarette, which she did not re­al­ize un­til she was suf­fi­cient­ly high for him

    to record her on sound film for his su­pe­ri­ors. The vod­ka en­sured that.




    When Na­talya Tushen­ka was gig­gling like a school­girl and bab­bling that she didn’t

    re­al­ly work for Aeroflot, but couldn’t say which se­cret agen­cy she re­al­ly worked for

    be­cause it was a se­cret, sil­ly, Pavel shut off the con­cealed cam­era and es­cort­ed her

    down to a taxi and gave the driv­er in­struc­tions to drop her off at the Rus­sian con­sulate,

    where her in­dis­cre­tion would be wit­nessed by oth­ers. The sound film would en­sure that she

    would be dropped from the GRU and re­turned to Rus­sia in dis­grace. Drugs were a se­ri­ous

    of­fense in Rus­sia and un­for­giv­able for an agent.




    Be­cause he was un­hap­py, Pavel Zar­nit­sa went for a walk, and his feet led him back to

    the Whacko Taco, where he had that sixth taco he had been un­able to eat ear­li­er. Af­ter

    that, he felt bet­ter. It was too bad about the girl. But KGB was KGB and GRU was GRU.

    Be­sides, she had shown ab­so­lute­ly no ap­pre­ci­ation of tacos. She would be hap­pi­er

    mar­ried and with chil­dren, Pavel told him­self. And fat­ter. Def­inite­ly fat­ter. That part

    made him feel sad all over again.




    Be­fore go­ing to bed, Pavel read a late edi­tion, and what he read in that news­pa­per

    chased his drowsi­ness away. There was an item in which the U.S. Air Force of­fi­cial­ly

    de­nied that there had been an ac­ci­dent with a Ti­tan mis­sile in Ok­la­homa. At the same

    time the of­fi­cial spokesman de­nied this, he al­so de­nied that an­oth­er in­ci­dent had

    tak­en place in Arkansas on­ly a few days be­fore. The item was full of words like “al­leged”

    and “un­con­firmed” and “sources who wish to re­main name­less,” and Pavel would not have paid

    it any at­ten­tion, but the re­port was on a back page, in a box and was on­ly three

    para­graphs long. There­fore he knew it was im­por­tant. All im­por­tant news in Rus­sia was

    print­ed that way.




    Pavel de­cid­ed that some­thing sig­nif­icant was hap­pen­ing with­in Amer­ica’s Strate­gic

    Air Com­mand and, what­ev­er it was, he had to find out the truth.




    Es­pe­cial­ly if the Unit­ted States was go­ing to blow it­self up be­fore Pavel Zar­nit­sa

    dis­cov­ered the se­cret of per­fect tacos.


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    On­ly two days ago, Ethel Sump had been sim­ply the re­cep­tion­ist for FOES, a group she

    joined not so much be­cause of her in­ter­est in Uniden­ti­fied Fly­ing Ob­jects, but be­cause

    be­long­ing to any group made it eas­ier to meet at­trac­tive men. At 24, slight­ly on the

    plump side, and still un­mar­ried, she knew that time was run­ning out. It was in­ter­est­ing

    work, even if it didn’t pay mon­ey, and she got to meet more peo­ple than she had at the

    drive-​in piz­za place, even if she did miss the $3.70 an hour she was paid at the

    pizze­ria.




    Not many dates, though. But Ethel Sump got used to that as her in­ter­est in fly­ing saucers

    grew. Af­ter ex­ten­sive re­search in UFO mag­azines and na­tion­al tabloids, she had ar­rived

    at the the­ory that fly­ing saucers were re­al­ly from an­oth­er di­men­sion, which

    co­ex­ist­ed along­side ours, but which was in­vis­ible and in­tan­gi­ble un­til you crossed

    over in­to it, and that ghosts, in which she al­so fer­vent­ly be­lieved, were re­al­ly

    in­hab­itants of that oth­er di­men­sion and that they be­came vis­ible on­ly un­der cer­tain

    con­di­tions. What those con­di­tions were, Ethel didn’t ex­act­ly know, but she was sure it

    had some­thing to do with sunspots.




    She was de­light­ed to dis­cov­er that her the­ory was cor­rect and to hear it con­firmed

    from the lips– as­sum­ing he had lips– of that won­der­ful teach­er, the World Mas­ter, who had

    changed her from an or­di­nary date­less re­cep­tion­ist to an im­por­tant mem­ber of

    Prepa­ra­tion Group Two, which would car­ry on the work of Prepa­ra­tion Group One.




    “What hap­pened to Prepa­ra­tion Group One?” Ethel had asked when it came her turn to en­ter

    the UFO alone. When the group had been called back af­ter the strange in­ci­dent in the woods,

    Aman­da Bull had in­vit­ed all FOES mem­bers to speak pri­vate­ly with the World Mas­ter, who

    ex­plained in exquisite de­tail his plans for the plan­et Earth.




    “Prepa­ra­tion Group One has done its work and been re­ward­ed– as you will be,” the World

    Mas­ter had said in that fun­ny, high-​pitched voice. It was too bad he had to stay hid­den

    be­hind the glass, but Ethel un­der­stood he had to breathe his own air.




    Ethel smiled and nod­ded. She liked re­wards. She of­ten gave her­self re­wards of root beer

    and Cheeze-​its, which were the main con­trib­utors to her un­girl­ish plump­ness.




    “When the new age dawns, Ethel Sump, you will have a promi­nent place in it.”




    “Will I be able to get a date, too?”




    “Men will grov­el at your feet in the new or­der.”




    “I thought you said ear­li­er that we would all be equal then.”




    “Yes. All men shall grov­el at your feet equal­ly. Would you like that, Ethel Sump?”




    “Yes, sir. I would.”




    “Ex­cel­lent. You un­der­stand that my plans ne­ces­si­tate the neu­tral­iza­tion of all

    dan­ger­ous weapons on Earth, be­gin­ning with nu­cle­ar weapons.”




    “I do,” said Ethel Sump, who en­vi­sioned her­self soon say­ing “I do” un­der en­tire­ly

    dif­fer­ent cir­cum­stances.




    “Good,” said the fig­ure be­hind the glass pan­el. His over­sized head re­mind­ed Ethel of a

    tulip bulb mov­ing in a breeze. “And you are pre­pared to work to­ward this im­por­tant goal

    and obey with­out ques­tion the or­ders of Group Lead­er Bull?”




    “Sure. But be­fore we do that, can you an­swer a tee­ny lit­tle ques­tion for me?”




    “Ask.”




    “I al­ways thought your peo­ple came from an­oth­er di­men­sion.”




    “We do.”




    “But ear­li­er you said you came from– from Betel­geuse.”




    “Yes, that is true, too,” the reedy voice as­sured her.




    “I don’t get it. How can they both be true?”




    “While my plan­et does cir­cle that star, in or­der to tra­verse the great dis­tances

    be­tween my world and yours, our ships trav­el through the Fourth Di­men­sion.”




    “Oh, I un­der­stand now,” Ethel Sump beamed.




    And when she com­pared notes with the oth­ers and dis­cov­ered that the World Mas­ter had

    told Mar­sha Gasse that, yes, his peo­ple did come from a sub­ter­ranean city un­der the North

    Pole, and then had in­formed Mar­tin Can­nell that it was true that his peo­ple had vis­it­ed

    Earth in pre­his­toric times and cre­at­ed the hu­man race from primeval slime, ev­ery­one

    be­came puz­zled, arid they took the mat­ter to Aman­da Bull, who was busi­ly or­ga­niz­ing the

    group for the ride back to Ok­la­homa City.




    “Hm­mmm,” said Aman­da, who rubbed the hair on the bridge of her nose in thought. The

    space­ship was still in the woods, and she briefly con­sid­ered re­turn­ing to it to ask the

    World Mas­ter to ex­plain, when she saw the craft rise slow­ly above the trees and, wob­bling,

    move west. She won­dered if the World Mas­ter hov­ered in the at­mo­sphere or had a se­cret

    base some­where.




    “The World Mas­ter wouldn’t lie,” Aman­da said slow­ly, which caused the heads of all

    as­sem­bled to nod in agree­ment. “So they must all be true.”




    “Why, that makes per­fect sense,” Mar­tin Can­nell said. And that seemed to set­tle the

    mat­ter, for they all piled in­to the van, ea­ger for their first train­ing ses­sion.




    Ethel Sump en­joyed train­ing, even train­ing with the ri­fle Aman­da gave her, which at

    first had fright­ened her. It gave her a sense of pur­pose and worth. She en­joyed life more in

    the past two days than in all the years gone be­fore. She even ate less.




    Two days of train­ing didn’t seem very much, but Aman­da had told them all this morn­ing

    that tonight they would make their first move. The World Mas­ter had con­tact­ed her some­how

    and told her so. Aman­da had seemed a lit­tle wor­ried about that, but as Ethel had re­mind­ed

    her, “The World Mas­ter wouldn’t let us go out on this im­por­tant mis­sion un­less he knew we

    were ready,” and Aman­da said she had to agree.




    That would be tonight. But for now, they were pre­tend­ing to con­duct busi­ness as usu­al

    at FOES head­quar­ters. They were all here, ex­cept for that Re­mo per­son, who had not been

    seen since an unau­tho­rized in­trud­er had in­ter­rupt­ed their first en­counter two nights

    be­fore. Aman­da said that Re­mo had prob­ably got­ten lost in the woods and that he wasn’t

    im­por­tant be­cause “he was on­ly a man.” Ethel didn’t see what that had to do with any­thing;

    Re­mo seemed rather at­trac­tive. Es­pe­cial­ly the way he walked. But then, he had claimed to

    have had a close en­counter with a pen­guin, and noth­ing had been said about pen­guins ev­er

    since, so maybe Re­mo didn’t mat­ter af­ter all.




    So ex­cit­ed was Ethel Sump that she didn’t no­tice the old Ori­en­tal gen­tle­man un­til he

    had en­tered the re­cep­tion area, de­spite not hav­ing been buzzed in.




    “Tell who­ev­er is in charge of this place that an im­por­tant per­son­age has come to see

    him,” said the old man. He couldn’t be more than five feet tall or weigh more than 90 pounds,

    yet he spoke with greater au­thor­ity than Ethel’s old high school prin­ci­pal.




    “What im­por­tant per­son?” she asked.




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “I nev­er heard of you,” Ethel said, look­ing skep­ti­cal­ly at the em­broi­dered front of

    the Ori­en­tal’s teal blue ki­mono and won­der­ing if he wasn’t one of those cultists look­ing

    for a do­na­tion.




    “I am a per­son­al emis­sary from your Em­per­or Smith.”




    “Em­per­or Smith? Is he FOES?”




    “No, he is friend. He runs your coun­try se­cret­ly. I work for him. De­fend­ing the

    Con­sti­tu­tion.”




    “I see,” said Ethel, who didn’t see at all. “Just a minute.” She flicked on the in­ter­com,

    and in re­sponse to Aman­da Bull’s barked “What is it?” said, “There’s an old gen­tle­man here.

    He seems kind of con­fused.”




    “I am not con­fused, stupid bovine,” Chi­un snapped. “I am here about the USOs.”




    “Huh?”




    “The lights in the sky. My son, Re­mo, has seen them.”




    At the men­tion of the name Re­mo over the in­ter­com, Aman­da Bull said, “Both of you wait

    a minute.”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju does not wait,” Chi­un said, and popped the door to Aman­da’s

    of­fice off its hinges with a seem­ing­ly gen­tle push of the flat of his hand. The door fell

    for­ward, and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped over it, un­con­cerned.




    “Um… how did you do that?” Amand asked in a tight voice as she came to the door­way.




    “With my hand. I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “That’s right,” Ethel put in. “I saw it. He just touched the door and it fell.”




    Aman­da Bull looked at Chi­un, then Ethel, and then back at Chi­un again as if she

    sus­pect­ed them of work­ing to­geth­er to trick her. Then she re­mem­bered that the old

    Ori­en­tal had called Re­mo Gree­ley his son, and it was ob­vi­ous he could not be re­lat­ed to

    Re­mo, whom she vague­ly sus­pect­ed of be­ing a spy.




    “All right,” she said firm­ly. “Now what’s this all about?”




    “I am here to make con­tact,” Chi­un said flat­ly, his thin arms fold­ed. “It is

    im­por­tant.”




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause it is im­por­tant to my vil­lage. My vil­lage knows of these USOs,” Chi­un

    said.




    “UFOs, not USOs,” Aman­da cor­rect­ed.




    “I think he wants to join FOES,” Ethel whis­pered. She de­cid­ed that he might be a

    con­fused old man, but he was a lik­able con­fused old man.




    “No, I want to be friends,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed, won­der­ing if all Amer­ican wom­en were

    id­iots, or just the two in this room.




    “Hm­mm,” Aman­da said, pac­ing the room. The old man might be a spy, too. If he was, the

    World Mas­ter would have to know about this, but Aman­da had no way of con­tact­ing him ex­cept

    at pre­ar­ranged times and places.




    “If I promise to help you make con­tact, will you promise to help us tonight?” Aman­da

    asked, think­ing about how eas­ily the door had been de­mol­ished and how handy that abil­ity

    might come in tonight.




    “Help you with what?”




    “We are go­ing on a mis­sion tonight to bring peace to the world.”




    “A goal many have sought,” Chi­un said. “How many will you kill to achieve it?”




    “No vi­olence,” Aman­da said. “This mis­sion was giv­en us by a be­ing from the UFO. Once

    this task is done, we will meet with him again. And you may come with us.”




    “Done,” said Chi­un. “But first, tell me all about this UFO. What does it look like? Does it

    bring wis­dom?”




    “It sure does,” put in Ethel Sump. “I’ve been a bet­ter per­son since I had my first

    en­counter.”




    “I can see that,” said Chi­un, watch­ing her plump body jig­gle with ex­cite­ment.




    “Come on, then,” Aman­da or­dered, hav­ing ar­ranged for the old Chi­na­man, or what­ev­er

    he was, to tag along un­til she could turn him over to the World Mas­ter. “We’ve got to get

    crack­ing. What did you say your name was?”




    “Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “We’ll just call you Chi­un for short.”




    It made no sense to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He, along with the oth­er mem­bers of FOES,

    which con­sist­ed of five loud wom­en and three un­trained men, had jour­neyed some dis­tance

    and were now trudg­ing through an Ok­la­homa field where the wheat waved in gold­en rows un­der

    a clear night sky.




    They were on a farm. But they were not here to at­tack the farm, the blonde wom­an with the

    ug­ly hair on the bridge of her nose had in­formed Chi­un. They were here to de­stroy

    some­thing that threat­ened the peace of the world. Ev­ery­one ex­cept Chi­un car­ried weapons,

    and they car­ried them clum­si­ly, as if un­fa­mil­iar with their use. They wore dark cloth­ing

    and moved like arthrit­ic cats. Am­ateurs.




    “Who has trained you peo­ple?” Chi­un asked as they walked.




    “Our friend from the UFO,” Aman­da said.




    This seemed to dis­turb Chi­un. “How long have you been train­ing?”




    “On­ly since two nights ago. Ex­cept for me. I’ve been at it for about a week.”




    “Not enough time,” Chi­un said un­der his breath. Aloud, he asked, “And you were pro­vid­ed

    with these weapons?”




    “No, I got them my­self. I want­ed to use some of the weapons the World Mas­ter brought with

    him, but he said they were too dan­ger­ous for hu­mans to use. Too bad. We could do bet­ter

    work with his dis­in­te­grat­ing rays– or what­ev­er they were. “




    “You would do bet­ter with no weapons at all.”




    “Are you crazy?” Aman­da asked loud­ly. Then, “There it is,” she hissed. Down, ev­ery­body.

    Let’s size up the sit­ua­tion.”




    Ev­ery­one dropped flat ex­cept Chi­un. In the mid­dle of the farm, there was a fenced-​off

    rect­an­gle, which ap­peared to be emp­ty.




    “What is that?” Chi­un asked.




    “It’s a mis­sile si­lo,” Ethel Sump whis­pered breath­less­ly. “But how do we get through

    that fence? It’s aw­ful tall.”




    “How do you think?” said Aman­da, dig­ging some­thing out of her back­pack. “I brought wire

    cut­ters.”




    “I see no si­lo,” Chi­un point­ed out.




    “That’s be­cause it’s un­der­ground,” Aman­da said. “See that dark shape? It’s the si­lo

    cov­er. The mis­sile is un­der­neath, and some­where around here is an un­der­ground con­trol

    cen­ter. We’ve got to de­stroy the mis­sile so it can’t fly and kill mil­lions of peo­ple.”




    “Your goal would be bet­ter un­der­tak­en with wor­thy tools, not wire cut­ters and

    mus­kets,” Chi­un said.




    Aman­da gave Chi­un’s skin­ny frame a frosty stare. “I sup­pose you brought some wor­thy

    tools with you?”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said, rais­ing his fore­arms like a sur­geon of­fer­ing his hands to be gloved

    by a nurse. “Re­main here. I will get us through the fence.”




    “Wait a minute. I’m in charge here!”




    But Chi­un had al­ready float­ed off to­ward the fence. He re­sem­bled a silk hand­ker­chief

    in his blue ki­mono, one that a strange wind blew along the ground. Chi­un drift­ed first one

    way, then an­oth­er, and al­though all eyes tried to trace his path, he be­came lost in the

    dark­ness long be­fore any­one saw him reach the fence.




    Chi­un ex­am­ined the fence. It was of chain link and de­rived its strength from the

    in­ter­locked ver­ti­cal lengths of wire an­chored to the four sup­port poles. It could be

    at­tacked two ways: by up­root­ing a pole, which would col­lapse two sides of the fence, or by

    at­tack­ing any one of the links. Chi­un de­cid­ed up­on the lat­ter ap­proach, be­cause it was

    philo­soph­ical­ly pur­er to de­stroy a fence through its weak links.




    Since he was clos­er to the bot­tom than to the top, Chi­un worked from the ground up,

    bring­ing both hands un­der the fence edge and grasp­ing two of the in­ter­locks, one in each

    hand. He brought them to­geth­er, which placed strain on the rest of the links and re­leased

    the ten­sion on the links in his hands. As the met­al con­tract­ed from the less­en­ing of

    strain, Chi­un ap­plied new stress on those re­laxed links, more than had been im­posed up­on

    them by the nor­mal stress of the fence’s struc­tural dy­nam­ics.




    The fence part­ed in the mid­dle like an old rag. The two sec­tions sagged for­ward, and

    Chi­un flit­ted past, in­to the for­mer en­clo­sure.




    Chi­un rec­og­nized the radar scoops set on posts for what they were: mere de­tec­tion

    de­vices. They were not a di­rect threat, so he ig­nored them.




    The si­lo cov­er loomed up be­fore him, like a gi­ant child­proof cap. The roof was

    an­gu­lar and set in twin rails, which ran a short dis­tance off to one side of the cov­er.

    Roof and rails were em­bed­ded in a tongue of con­crete set flush to the ground. The rails told

    Chi­un how the roof worked, and that it op­er­at­ed through elec­tric­ity.




    The roof weighed over 700 tons, so it could not be lift­ed, not even by the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. In­stead of look­ing at the prob­lem as the re­moval of a 700-ton ob­sta­cle, Chi­un

    con­sid­ered it as a mi­nor prob­lem in dis­plac­ing a few hun­dred pounds of con­crete with­in

    the 700-ton ob­sta­cle in or­der to get a hole per­haps four feet wide.




    This was a work­able thing, Chi­un knew, so he found a cor­ner, be­cause cor­ners gave the

    best num­ber of an­gled sur­faces for strik­ing, and chipped off a wedge with the heel of his

    hand. He felt the vi­bra­tion of the si­lo roof as the con­crete broke. This ex­posed sev­er­al

    ir­reg­ular sur­faces that, when at­tacked, ex­posed more sur­faces, un­til af­ter sev­er­al

    hand blows, there was a light­ed hole in one cor­ner, be­neath which was a fan­tas­tic tube

    that glowed like a pin­ball ma­chine and a Ti­tan II mis­sile poised in the cen­ter of the tube

    like a gar­gan­tu­an white lip­stick.




    Chi­un waved for the oth­ers.




    Then he dropped light­ly on­to the nose of the Ti­tan, set him­self, and leaped across a

    hun­dred-​foot drop to a work tier set in the si­lo wall.




    “Hey! How are we sup­posed to fol­low you?” Aman­da Bull hissed from above.




    “Then do not fol­low. I will at­tend to this,” Chi­un called back loud­ly enough to at­tract

    the at­ten­tion of an Air Force guard, who, af­ter a mo­ment’s con­tem­pla­tion, rec­og­nized

    Chi­un’s ki­mono as non­reg­ula­tion.




    “Halt, sir,” the guard said, his face im­mo­bile un­der his white hel­met in an ex­pres­sion

    that was as much gov­ern­ment is­sue as his uni­form. Al­though he didn’t rec­og­nize the old

    Ori­en­tal, he nat­ural­ly as­sumed that any­one wan­der­ing around a SAC in­stal­la­tion was

    au­to­mat­ical­ly a “sir.” Which was a mis­take be­cause Chi­un stepped up and there was a

    Ru­bik’s Cube mag­ical­ly in his hand.




    “Watch. Twelve sec­onds is the cur­rent world record.”




    The guard watched as Chi­un’s long-​nailed fin­gers blurred, and in a twin­kling the

    mul­ti­col­ored cube pre­sent­ed sol­id-​col­ored sides.




    Then the cube flew past the guard’s face, and be­fore he could re­cov­er his at­ten­tion,

    his ri­fle went sail­ing in­to the air and fell just a half sec­ond af­ter his un­con­scious

    body hit the cold floor. He nev­er saw the foot that swept out and cracked him on the line of

    his jaw, just hard enough to put him to sleep, not hard enough to in­jure him

    per­ma­nent­ly.




    Chi­un found a stain­less steel tun­nel lead­ing away from the mis­sile and en­tered it, but

    on­ly af­ter he re­cov­ered his Ru­bik’s cube and made cer­tain it had not been dam­aged.




    Cap­tain Elvin Gunn, US­AF, re­al­ly en­joyed hs work. No one ev­er un­der­stood that. No

    one on the “out­side,” that is. His wife, Ellen, thought he had a dan­ger­ous job, and when he

    first broke the news that he had been trans­ferred from per­son­nel and pro­mot­ed to launch

    con­trol of­fi­cer with a SAC mis­sile wing, her first words were, “Oh, my God,” spo­ken in an

    Irish wail. Even af­ter he had ex­plained that it was an ex­cel­lent ca­reer move and not

    re­al­ly dan­ger­ous at all, she still had a dif­fi­cult time with it, and watched him close­ly

    for the first signs of ner­vous break­down, or at least a Val­ium ad­dic­tion, for God’s sake.

    And she was sur­prised when it nev­er hap­pened.




    It was true that Cap­tain Elvin Gunn con­trolled a nine-​mega­ton nu­cle­ar mis­sile aimed

    at a pre­cise tar­get in Rus­sia, and it was al­so true that some­where in the So­vi­et Union

    was an SS-13 mul­ti­ple war­head mis­sile aimed at Cap­tain Gunn’s com­mand post. But it was

    re­al­ly a very qui­et and re­lax­ing as­sign­ment, Gunn thought, un­til the world went to war,

    and then no one would be qui­et and re­laxed.




    For eight hours a day, five days a week, with 45 min­utes for lunch and two 10-minute

    cof­fee breaks, Cap­tain Gunn mon­itored the check sys­tems that pre­vent­ed an ac­ci­den­tal

    launch of the mis­sile, which could on­ly be launched when he re­ceived a pres­iden­tial

    or­der-​code that matched that day’s code locked in a com­bi­na­tion safe. Then Cap­tain Gunn

    would take a spe­cial key from that safe, which ac­ti­vat­ed the mis­sile-​fir­ing sys­tem.




    Cap­tain Gunn did not have as awe­some a re­spon­si­bil­ity as his wife be­lieved. Alone, he

    could not ac­ti­vate his Ti­tan II. Twelve feet away from his con­trol con­sole stood an

    iden­ti­cal one with its own launch con­trol of­fi­cer. This con­trol of­fi­cer had his own

    com­bi­na­tion safe and key. On­ly when both keys were turned si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly in both

    con­soles would the gi­ant mis­sile roar to life. And it was not hu­man­ly pos­si­ble for one

    per­son to turn two keys in locks twelve feet apart.




    So most of the time, Cap­tain Gunn sat in a cool con­trol room with his pipe and a

    pa­per­back book. Cap­tain Gunn, who nev­er read ex­cept at work, usu­al­ly went through six

    books a week. Big ones.




    And he liked his job. Even the pe­ri­od­ic ex­am­ina­tions, which he al­ways passed with

    bet­ter than 98 per­cent marks be­cause he al­ways had am­ple study time. It was peace­ful

    work, de­spite the re­spon­si­bil­ity, and Cap­tain Gunn en­joyed the soli­tude. He was not

    al­lowed to talk to his co-​launch con­trol of­fi­cer for more than 30 sec­onds per hour.




    As for the dan­ger, he had the same an­swer for any­one from the “out­side” who asked:

    “Lis­ten, I’ll start to wor­ry the minute I have to turn that key– but I won’t be wor­ry­ing

    long.” Un­ruf­fled was the word for Cap­tain Elvin Gunn.




    But when the door to his con­trol area screeched like a twist­ed pipe and fell for­ward to

    al­low an Asian of in­de­ter­mi­nate ori­gin to en­ter, Cap­tain Gunn was at first so

    sur­prised, he didn’t know what to do.




    So he dropped his smoul­der­ing pipe and copy of The Body as a first re­ac­tion. He yelled

    in pain as a sec­ond re­ac­tion.




    The rea­son he yelled in pain was he was in pain, ex­cru­ci­at­ing pain. It was un­like any

    pain he had ev­er felt be­fore, as if the 90-per­cent wa­ter con­tent of his body had been

    sud­den­ly heat­ed to a boil, and the lit­tle Asian was caus­ing it sim­ply by hold­ing

    Cap­tain Gunn’s wrists to­geth­er with one im­pos­si­bly strong hand and ex­ert­ing the

    pres­sure of a sin­gle fin­ger­nail on his in­ner left wrist.




    “What– hooo– what do-​oooh… you… want-​t-​t?” asked Cap­tain Gunn with dif­fi­cul­ty,

    try­ing to re­call what im­por­tant nerve lay in his in­ner left wrist. He couldn’t re­mem­ber

    any nerve be­ing there.




    “This large ob­ject you guard,” the Asian asked. “How does one de­stroy it with­out caus­ing

    a big boom?”




    “Can’t– can’t be done for… cer­tain. Might go up any­way.”




    “How does one in­sure that the ob­ject will not ex­plode?”




    “The war­head has to be neu– neu­tral­ized. By ex­perts.” He didn’t want to an­swer any of

    the Asian’s ques­tions with the truth, but the pain was just too great, and he hadn’t been

    trained to re­sist pain, just psy­cho­log­ical stress.




    “How?” he was asked.




    “They use a spe­cial oil mix­ture… poured in­to the war­head to neu­tral­ize the ex­plo­sive

    det­ona­tor that trig­gers the nu­cle­ar ex­plo­sion.”




    “You feel the pain eas­ing? Good. Where can I find this oil?”




    “There’s a con­tain­er of it in an un­marked wall lock­er on the top work lev­el, next to

    the war­head.”




    “Ex­cel­lent. Now you will let my friends in­to this place and I will let you rest.”




    “The red switch. Press it,” said Cap­tain Gunn, who won­dered if the Asian wasn’t a

    re­venge-​crazed Viet­namese. No, that couldn’t be. The Viet­namese had won. Maybe he was a

    re­venge-​crazed Jap. But Cap­tain Gunn, who drove a Japanese car, dis­missed that

    pos­si­bil­ity as even more re­mote. The Japanese had won, too.




    “This is fan­tas­tic,” Aman­da Bull said as she picked her way past a num­ber of guards and

    oth­er per­son­nel Chi­un had tak­en out of ac­tion ear­li­er, and led her troops in­to the

    con­trol area. “We’re ac­tu­al­ly in a SAC mis­sile com­plex.”




    “Thanks to me,” Chi­un re­mind­ed her.




    “Yeah… hey, how’d you do all this?” Aman­da said in a less agree­able voice. She felt like

    shoot­ing some­one to re­assert her con­trol over the op­er­ation. Af­ter all, she was

    Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er, not this Chi­un char­ac­ter.




    “I did it. That is enough,” Chi­un said as he let go of Cap­tain Gunn’s aching wrists.




    “What do we do now?” Ethel Sump asked, while the oth­ers poked at con­trol but­tons and

    tried to read the in­stru­ment pan­els.




    “We neu­tral­ize the war­head,” Chi­un said firm­ly, and dis­ap­peared to do just that

    be­fore Aman­da Bull could open her mouth.




    Af­ter he had gone, Aman­da turned to Cap­tain Gunn and placed the muz­zle of her

    long-​bar­reled tar­get pis­tol un­der his right ear and said, “Screw this neu­tral­iza­tion

    shit. Fire that mis­sile, buster. I know you can do it with­out arm­ing the war­head,

    right?”




    “Yes, but it’s aimed at Rus­sia. The Rus­sians won’t know it’s not armed. We could trig­ger

    World War III.”




    “I don’t think that would be a good idea,” Ethel Sump in­ject­ed help­ful­ly.




    “Hm­mm. There’s got to be a way,” Group Lead­er Bull ru­mi­nat­ed. Af­ter a mo­ment, she had

    it.




    “I’ve got it,” she said. “You hit the ig­ni­tion switch– I know there’s got to be one

    some­where here be­cause I watched all the NASA shots on TV– and then cut it. The mis­sile will

    start to go up and then crash back in­to the si­lo.”




    “I’m sor­ry, ma’am, but I can’t do that,” said Cap­tain Gunn just be­fore Aman­da Bull shot

    him twice un­der his right ear. When his body slid off the con­sole chair and fell to the floor

    like an over­sized bean­bag, Ethel Sump asked, “What did you do that for?”




    “Be­cause we didn’t need him. I think I see which switch­es to press.”




    “Oh. But what about Mr. Chi­un?”




    “He’s get­ting too smart. We don’t need him, ei­ther.”




    “Oh,” said Ethel Sump slow­ly, look­ing at Cap­tain Gunn’s body, which, even dead, looked

    hand­some and re­mind­ed her of her old­er broth­er who had died in Viet­nam.




    Aman­da kicked the corpse to one side and slid be­hind the con­sole. She pressed a but­ton.

    Noth­ing hap­pened. She then turned some di­als, which did noth­ing. Then she tried the

    FUNC­TION SE­LECT con­trol. Noth­ing.




    Frus­trat­ed, she shot at the con­sole, which caused some lights to go on, but that was

    all.




    “Damn,” Aman­da said.




    “Hey! Looky here. There’s an­oth­er pan­el just like that one,” some­one said.




    Aman­da went over to it, un­aware that it was the mate to the first con­sole and not a

    back­up, and that its launch con­trol of­fi­cer was ly­ing out in the cor­ri­dor, where Chi­un

    had tak­en him un­awares while he had been re­turn­ing from cof­fee break.




    Aman­da tried those con­trols, too, but to no avail.




    “Bull­shit,” she said, and kicked the con­sole like some­one kick­ing a re­cal­ci­trant

    vend­ing ma­chine.




    It was then that one of the finest pieces of Amer­ican en­gi­neer­ing, a com­put­er unit

    with in­cred­ible tol­er­ances and mul­ti­ple fail­safe back­up sys­tems de­signed not to

    al­low an ac­ci­den­tal fir­ing of the wait­ing Ti­tan mis­sile, hummed busi­ly.




    A red pan­el lit up the words SI­LO ROOF.




    “Oh, good­ie. I think we’ve got it work­ing,” Ethel cooed.




    Then an­oth­er red pan­el il­lu­mi­nat­ed the word EN­ABLE, and there was a dis­tant

    rum­bling.




    The next pan­el said FIRE and the rum­bling be­came a roar.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju found the con­tain­er be­cause there was on­ly one locked cab­inet

    on the wall of the top tier, and af­ter snap­ping the pad­lock, there was on­ly one con­tain­er

    that sloshed in that cab­inet, and its heav­iness sug­gest­ed a very dense liq­uid, so the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju as­sumed that it con­tained the oil that would neu­tral­ize the

    war­head.




    The next step was to gain ac­cess to the war­head, which Chi­un did by leap­ing atop it with

    the oil con­tain­er un­der one arm.




    There was a spout at­tached to the con­tain­er, but no open hole in the tip of the mis­sile

    like those in cars, which Chi­un had seen tak­ing re­fined oil in gas sta­tions. Chi­un

    re­mem­bered gas sta­tions be­cause they smelled so bad, but Re­mo al­ways in­sist­ed on

    stop­ping at them when­ev­er they went on trips. Too bad Re­mo wasn’t here, Chi­un thought. He

    would know what to do. All whites know ma­chines.




    Chi­un tapped the mis­sile nose with his foot, and the hol­low­ness that came back told him

    that the nose was a shell cov­er­ing some­thing with­in, and he could break the shell with­out

    dam­ag­ing what it held.




    Stoop­ing, Chi­un popped a hole in the war­head shroud with his fin­ger­nails. Then he

    ca­su­al­ly peeled large patch­es of al­loy met­al back un­til he was stand­ing in­side the

    war­head, whose sides hung down like droop­ing sun­flow­er petals.




    Chi­un was now stand­ing on the war­head mech­anism it­self, which was a slim thing like an

    in­vert­ed ice cream cone fixed to a com­pli­cat­ed base. As Chi­un looked for a place where

    the con­tain­er spout could go, the si­lo roof above him rolled back. He paid it no mind. Once

    he com­plet­ed his work, he would lead the oth­ers away from this place with no loss of life

    that could anger the Em­per­or Smith, who was some­times fussy about such things, and then he

    would be brought to the USO or what­ev­er the ob­nox­ious blonde wom­an called it. Then,

    Chi­un’s des­tiny would be as­sured.




    But be­fore the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could lo­cate the prop­er place on the war­head, the

    mis­sile be­gan to rum­ble and shake, and then there was a roar of fire far be­neath him, and

    then he felt the huge mis­sile rise un­der his feet, and he felt him­self ris­ing with it.


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    The first thing Re­mo Williams no­ticed when he woke up was the smell.




    “Cheez, Chi­un,” he said thick­ly. “What­ev­er crap you’re cook­ing is burn­ing.”




    The room was silent. Re­mo sat up in bed, and the stiff­ness of his limbs and the slight

    peel­ing of the burned por­tions of his body both told him he had been asleep not for a few

    hours, but for at least a full day. Then he re­al­ized the aw­ful smell was com­ing from his

    own body.




    Re­mo wiped a film of some greasy sub­stance off one leg. It looked like yel­lowed li­brary

    paste but smelled like a cheese dip whose prin­ci­pal in­gre­di­ents in­clud­ed year-​old

    fish­heads, sul­phur, and a smell he could not iden­ti­fy, but which he imag­ined tur­tle eggs

    smelled like af­ter be­ing buried for a thou­sand years.




    Most of his body was cov­ered with the gunk. Re­mo rec­og­nized it as one of Chi­un’s

    Ko­re­an reme­dies. God alone knew what it was made from, and Re­mo pre­ferred that He keep the

    in­for­ma­tion to Him­self. Re­mo show­ered and dressed quick­ly.




    It was on­ly af­ter he had dressed that Re­mo found Chi­un’s note, which was next to his

    bed, rolled up and tied with a green rib­bon. Re­mo un­did the rib­bon and read the scroll:




    Re­mo, my son:




    First, I for­give you for not telling me about the USO, whose im­por­tance to the House of

    Sinan­ju you may or may not have re­al­ized. Do not con­cern your­self that your ig­no­rance

    al­most pre­vent­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who has trained you even though you are on­ly a

    white and of­ten un­grate­ful, from solv­ing one of the great­est mys­ter­ies of Sinan­ju and

    thus tak­ing his right­ful place in the archives as Chi­un, the Great Ex­plain­er. I am on my

    way to rem­edy your over­sight, so do not be con­cerned about this. In Sinan­ju, there can be

    no mis­takes, but on­ly de­tours along the path to a fi­nal goal.




    By the time you read these words, Re­mo, my heal­ing balm will have done its work, and I

    will have tak­en the first steps to­ward ful­fill­ing my des­tiny. This is an im­por­tant

    thing, as you must re­al­ize by now, and a dan­ger­ous thing, which is why I must face this

    thing alone. For should any­thing hap­pen to me, you will be­come the reign­ing Mas­ter, even

    though you are white and al­most cost me this great op­por­tu­ni­ty. Do not look for me, Re­mo.

    My pil­grim­age may be a long one, and I will re­turn if it is willed by my an­ces­tors that I

    re­turn. And on that day I will ex­plain to you what you, in your ig­no­rance, did not

    re­al­ize, but for which I have, in my mag­na­nim­ity, for­giv­en you.




    Know that I do not hold against you your in­abil­ity to keep your el­bow straight when

    thrust­ing. Viewed against all your oth­er in­ad­equa­cies, that fault is triv­ial.




    Al­though the let­ter was in En­glish, the sig­na­ture was in Ko­re­an, and in­stead of

    putting his for­mal ti­tle, name, and sym­bol­ic chop at the bot­tom as he usu­al­ly did, the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had signed the note sim­ply, “Chi­un.”




    “Dammit, Chi­un,” Re­mo said when he was done read­ing. “Why couldn’t you wait around one

    lousy day?” Re­mo read the let­ter again, and af­ter his fourth read­ing he re­al­ized it was

    not go­ing to tell him what he want­ed to know most– name­ly what in blazes Chi­un was talk­ing

    about. Where had he gone? And what had the USO to do with any­thing? Re­mo tried to think, but

    his head was fuzzy. His mouth and lips were dry. He drank three glass­es of wa­ter.




    Then Re­mo called the lo­cal time num­ber and dis­cov­ered he’d been un­con­scious for one

    day. Be­fore he could hang up, the com­put­er voice war­bled, and then it was Smith ask­ing,

    “Re­mo. What is go­ing on? I’ve been try­ing to reach you since yes­ter­day.”




    “Smit­ty? How’d you do that?”




    “Nev­er mind. Are you all right?”




    “Yeah. Yeah, a lit­tle stiff, I guess. But Chi­un’s tak­en off. He left some kind of

    dip­shit note and it doesn’t make any sense. He’s pissed off at me and the USO for some

    rea­son.”




    “He prob­ably meant UFO,” Smith said dry­ly.




    “Huh? Oh, yeah. That’s right. I for­got about them.”




    “Re­mo,” Smith said. “There was a se­ri­ous nu­cle­ar ac­ci­dent a few hours ago near

    Ok­la­homa City. A Ti­tan II mis­sile was ac­ti­vat­ed. For­tu­nate­ly, it mis­fired and fell

    back in­to its si­lo. But there were ca­su­al­ties, and the press has found out some of it. We

    couldn’t keep it a se­cret this time.”




    “Great. As if I don’t have enough prob­lems with Chi­un off chas­ing fly­ing saucers.”




    “Re­mo. This is a grave mat­ter. The pres­ident just called me. He’s con­cerned. But I told

    him you were al­ready on the mat­ter.”




    “It all ties in with those nut­ty FOES peo­ple, Smit­ty. They dragged me out in­to the woods

    to meet a fly­ing saucer, and I got zapped.”




    “I know. Chi­un told me. They used ul­tra­son­ics. It’s not fa­tal, ob­vi­ous­ly. But it

    could be.”




    “That’s com­fort­ing. Look, I got­ta get mov­ing. No telling what they’re up to and where

    Chi­un is.”




    “Are you sure you can han­dle this with­out Chi­un?”




    “He’s my train­er, not my babysit­ter,” Re­mo said and hung up be­fore Smith could ask

    ques­tions. Re­mo had to find Chi­un.




    Re­mo called the FOES num­ber, but got no an­swer. Now what? That had been his on­ly lead.

    He could in­ves­ti­gate the mis­sile site that had been wast­ed, ex­cept that Smith hadn’t told

    him which site it was, and Re­mo didn’t feel like call­ing old lemon puss back right now.

    Nev­er mind has­sling with mil­itary id­iots at the site who would prob­ably shoot at him and

    in­con­ve­nience him in oth­er mi­nor ways.




    That left the spot where Re­mo had been zapped by the what­ev­er-​it-​was with the lights.

    Might as well try that, he thought and left, not both­er­ing to close or to lock the door

    be­hind him. He won­dered if he still smelled of Chi­un’s oint­ment…




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was keep­ing his tem­per un­der con­trol. It was not easy. Had he

    not got­ten the blonde wom­an and her friends in­to the mis­sile place? Had he not told the

    blonde wom­an that he was go­ing to neu­tral­ize the mis­sile, which was what she had want­ed?

    Had he not then left her sight on­ly a few min­utes? Had he not al­so done all of her work for

    her de­spite her in­ep­ti­tude– and near­ly com­plet­ed the task, when he found the mis­sile on

    which he stood ris­ing from its hole when it was not nec­es­sary?




    Yes, he had. He had put up with her stu­pid­ity, her ig­no­rance, and her lack of prop­er

    re­spect to­ward the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    And what had his re­ward been?




    His re­ward was to find him­self atop a mis­sile that was go­ing to land in the bar­bar­ian

    land of the Rus­sias.




    It was for­tu­nate, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju told him­self, that an ob­ject of that size and

    weight did not rise rapid­ly in the be­gin­ning, that its ini­tial move­ment was vi­bra­tion,

    which the Mas­ter could de­tect, and that when the fire be­gan stream­ing from its tail, the

    mis­sile lift­ed slow­ly against grav­ity at first. Very slow­ly.




    Chi­un had wait­ed un­til the war­head came lev­el with the open roof be­fore he stepped off

    it on­to the ground out­side, where two great horns of fire were shoot­ing up at op­po­site

    an­gles. These were ex­haust flames car­ried up by de­flec­tor vents, al­though Chi­un did not

    know this. He on­ly knew they were dan­ger­ous and so avoid­ed them. He al­so knew that once

    the mis­sile es­caped its hole, it would spill even more flame be­hind it, and be­cause he did

    not know how much flame, he jumped from its path. And the mis­sile rose in thun­der, like a

    tree grow­ing out of the earth faster than trees could grow, but still slow­ly com­pared to the

    speed of Sinan­ju.




    Chi­un had made it to the shel­ter of the con­trol bunker when the mis­sile fell back in­to

    its hole and ex­plod­ed. It was not so much an ex­plo­sion as it was a falling and burst­ing

    apart. But there had been no mush­room cloud, so Chi­un knew he was in no dan­ger. He al­so

    knew that if there had been a mush­room cloud, he would not have seen it any­way, and there

    would now be a new Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and the old Mas­ter– him­self– would have been cheat­ed

    of his right­ful des­tiny.




    “I’m sor­ry,” Aman­da Bull was say­ing as the FOES van tore off in­to the night, leav­ing

    be­hind a ru­ined Ti­tan II mis­sile, one of the most de­struc­tive de­vices known to man.




    “You have caused de­struc­tion and death where none was nec­es­sary,” Chi­un told her as he

    ar­ranged his robes so the seat would not wrin­kle them.




    “It was an ac­ci­dent,” Group Lead­er Aman­da Bull lied. “I pressed the but­ton by

    ac­ci­dent.”




    “And did you kill that man by ac­ci­dent, too?”




    “How did you know about him?”




    “There is blood on your clothes and a smell on your weapon that tells me it has been fired.

    Who else would you kill?”




    “It was nec­es­sary. Be­sides, we should all count our­selves lucky that I found the abort

    but­ton in time. It could’ve been a lot worse.”




    Chi­un sniffed au­di­bly. “Em­per­or Smith will be dis­pleased. My vil­lage de­pends up­on

    his gold.”




    “I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about,” Aman­da said. “I al­ready said I was sor­ry.”




    “I’m sor­ry, too, Mr. Chi­un,” Ethel Sump said.




    “I ac­cept your apol­ogy, but not hers,” Chi­un told Ethel. Then he asked, “Where are we

    go­ing?”




    “We have to re­port our glo­ri­ous vic­to­ry,” Aman­da said.




    “We are go­ing to meet the USO?” Chi­un asked hope­ful­ly, lean­ing for­ward.




    “That’s right. And you’re com­ing, too.”




    Chi­un sat back in his seat, and his face as­sumed a benev­olent smile. “You shall be

    re­ward­ed for your ef­forts,” he told Aman­da.




    “Just why do you want to meet our lead­er?” she asked.




    Chi­un’s smile evap­orat­ed. He looked out the win­dow at the black trees flash­ing

    past.




    “Be­cause his an­ces­tors knew my an­ces­tors,” Chi­un said fi­nal­ly.




    The ship was not wait­ing at the ren­dezvous when they ar­rived. Aman­da cut the en­gine and

    beeped the horn three times. Ev­ery­one got out of the van and turned his eyes sky­ward, but

    there was noth­ing but stars and ragged clouds up there.




    When the white fire burst in­to life over their heads a few min­utes lat­er, the Ok­la­homa

    City chap­ter of the Fly­ing Ob­ject Eval­ua­tion Cen­ter sent up a col­lec­tive

    “OOOOooooohh­hh!”




    Chi­un alone was silent, his hazel eyes fixed sharply on the de­scend­ing space­ship.




    The UFO sprout­ed red and green sec­ondary lights and passed over their heads af­ter

    prov­ing it could re­main sta­tion­ary in the air. It float­ed over the trees and sank. A

    misty, milky glow showed through the for­est wall.




    “Okay, ev­ery­body,” Aman­da Bull said proud­ly. “Let’s re­port. “




    They marched to­ward the light, Aman­da Bull lead­ing the way, Chi­un be­hind her and

    car­ry­ing him­self like a bride walk­ing down the aisle, with the oth­er FOES mem­bers strung

    out be­hind them.




    “This is a great day,” Chi­un said in a solemn voice.




    “It sure is,” Ethel Sump gig­gled.




    When they were gath­ered be­fore the shin­ing ob­ject, Chi­un whis­pered to Aman­da, “You

    must prop­er­ly in­tro­duce me, wom­an.”




    “Yeah, yeah. Let me re­port first, will you?” Aman­da strode for­ward and dis­ap­peared

    through the ship’s door, which opened for her, then closed. The lights dimmed so they didn’t

    hurt the eyes so much.




    Not long af­ter, Aman­da re­turned and told Chi­un, “The World Mas­ter will see you

    now.”




    Chi­un took a step back­ward, dis­gust on his wrin­kled face. “I have not been prop­er­ly

    in­tro­duced. You must present me as Chi­un, the reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “Come on, come on. We haven’t got all night.”




    “In­grate.”




    And so Chi­un, lift­ing the hem of his ki­mono to keep it out of the tall grass, stepped up

    to the shin­ing ob­ject and with mea­sured tread, passed with­in. He found him­self in a

    semi­cir­cu­lar room like the in­side of a steel ball that had been par­ti­tioned off. On the

    face of the par­ti­tion was a peb­bled-​glass screen and be­yond that, a wa­ver­ing

    shad­ow.




    Chi­un stepped up to the glass and bowed once. “I am Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    lat­est in the line of Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, who traces his an­ces­try back to the Mas­ter Wang

    the Greater, and even be­fore him.”




    “Yes, I know, Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. For I am a Mas­ter too. I am the World Mas­ter,

    who is known as Hopak Kay.”




    A strange ex­pres­sion crossed Chi­un’s face, and then he said, “We have much to dis­cuss,

    you and 1. May I en­ter your cham­bers?”




    “No. It is for­bid­den. Nor may I leave my cham­bers, for I must breathe, which I can­not do

    in your at­mo­sphere.”




    “Ah,” said Chi­un. “I un­der­stand. Breath­ing is im­por­tant to us, too.”




    “Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er Bull has in­formed me you wish to join with our move­ment to

    bring peace to the world.”




    “A wor­thy goal, World Mas­ter,” Chi­un replied. “And it demon­strates your wis­dom, and the

    wis­dom of your house, that you have cho­sen to bring your civ­iliz­ing in­flu­ence to this

    land above all oth­ers, for it sore­ly needs it. Amer­ica is a land of ug­li­ness, al­though

    one time in its past it pro­duced many beau­ti­ful dra­mas, al­though even these have slipped

    in­to deca­dence.”




    “Yes,” World Mas­ter Hopak Kay said reed­ily, “when I am ready to an­nounce my­self to the

    world, we will ush­er in a new era in which dra­ma will be raised to new heights of artistry.

    All will be al­lowed to ex­press them­selves in the man­ner of their choos­ing.”




    “Ex­cept those who are in­fe­ri­or. There are many who are in­fe­ri­or in this world. There

    are the whites and then the blacks, and af­ter them the Chi­nese and Japanese…”




    “Yes,” the World Mas­ter agreed, “all in­fe­ri­or peo­ples must be dealt with

    ac­cord­ing­ly.”




    “Of course,” added Chi­un, who had been told by Re­mo that racial dis­crim­ina­tion was a

    bad thing, “all in­fe­ri­or races must be tol­er­at­ed and treat­ed as if they are equal, even

    when we know they are not.”




    “Yes, all in­fe­ri­or races must be dealt with as if they were not in­fe­ri­or. You are very

    wise.”




    Chi­un nod­ded his head hap­pi­ly. Here was an ob­vi­ous­ly su­pe­ri­or be­ing, he thought.

    Here was some­one who thought log­ical­ly and saw truth clear­ly. “The House of Sinan­ju

    ac­knowl­edges your wis­dom as well. May I ask the name of your house?”




    The shad­ow moved briefly be­hind the glass, and for a strange sec­ond, the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju thought he per­ceived that the World Mas­ter had two arms on the left side of his

    body, but of course that was im­pos­si­ble…




    “House?” the voice asked, puz­zled.




    “Yes, what is the name of the place from whence you come, the place of your

    an­ces­tors?”




    “I am from the House of Betel­geuse.”




    Chi­un bowed again. “It is good that the House of Sinan­ju again meets the House of Bee­tle

    Goose. Long has the House of…”




    “Alert! Alert!” Aman­da Bull screeched from out­side. “That Re­mo is back! He’s back!”




    Chi­un’s head whipped around. “Re­mo, my son.”




    Then from out­side there came the flat cracks of shots and nois­es of con­fu­sion and

    pan­ic.




    Re­mo Williams was in the mid­dle of the lo­cal FOES chap­ter, where he had moved af­ter

    dodg­ing the first few bul­lets aimed at him. De­spite some lin­ger­ing stiff­ness re­sult­ing

    from his ear­li­er brush with the UFO, he still moved eas­ily. He had been sur­prised to find

    ev­ery­one back in the same lo­ca­tion, but that hadn’t slowed his re­flex­es any.




    In the mid­dle of the milling group, where they didn’t dare shoot for fear of hit­ting one

    an­oth­er, Re­mo be­gan tak­ing them out one at a time. There was a fat guy in over­alls to his

    right, and Re­mo dropped him with a straight-​fin­gered jab to the base of the neck,

    in­ter­rupt­ing the sig­nals from brain to limbs with a slight dis­lo­ca­tion of the up­per

    ver­te­brae.




    Next, Re­mo side-​kicked a kneecap, and some­one else dropped, yelling with pain.




    The third per­son went down with two bul­lets in her lungs, which Aman­da Bull put there

    be­cause she ob­vi­ous­ly didn’t care about hurt­ing her own peo­ple to get at Re­mo.




    So Re­mo float­ed to the left and start­ed to come up on her blind side, where the raised

    ri­fle butt cut off her pe­riph­er­al vi­sion.




    “Re­mo, stop that. Stop that this in­stant. What are you do­ing?” It was Chi­un’s voice,

    high and squeaky. He had come from some­where and was stand­ing in front of the ding­bat UFO,

    Re­mo saw, his hands up­raised and the sleeves of his ki­mono hang­ing off to ex­pose his frail

    arms. He was all but jump­ing up and down.




    “Chi­un,” Re­mo yelled back. “Get clear. That big thing’s what burned me!”




    “Re­mo. Stop this in­stant.”




    “Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er,” the am­pli­fied voice of the World Mas­ter an­nounced, “we

    must evac­uate. Bring your peo­ple.”




    Aman­da Bull in­stant­ly dropped back, shout­ing, “Ev­ery­body in­to the ship!” She evad­ed

    Re­mo on­ly be­cause Re­mo had been brought up short by Chi­un’s yelling, and he wasn’t sure

    what was go­ing on.




    He was even more con­fused when the group piled in­to the UFO, in­clud­ing the wound­ed, who

    had to be helped. Chi­un was one of the helpers.




    “Chi­un, what the ding-​dong hell are you up to?” Re­mo called out to him, not want­ing to

    ven­ture too close to the UFO.




    “Okay, we’re go­ing up,” Aman­da Bull shout­ed as the UFO slow­ly lift­ed like a soap

    bub­ble from a child’s plas­tic loop. It did not hum, so Re­mo didn’t run. He didn’t come any

    clos­er, ei­ther.




    “I am com­ing, too,” Chi­un said, but even as he did, the open­ing in the UFO hull shut on

    him.




    “Wait,” Chi­un cried out for­lorn­ly. “Take me with you. I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and

    you must not for­get me.”




    But the ship, a bril­liant ball of light, sailed off in­to the dark­ness, leav­ing Chi­un

    with a strick­en ex­pres­sion on his face and a be­wil­dered Re­mo be­side him in the emp­ty

    clear­ing.




    “Chi­un, what the hell is go­ing on?” Re­mo asked. “I got your note.”




    Slow­ly, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju turned to face his pupil, his clear eyes ablaze with a

    light that sent a sick feel­ing in­to the pit of Re­mo’s stom­ach. For a full minute, Chi­un

    said noth­ing, but fi­nal­ly he puffed out his cheeks in rage and said in a qua­ver­ing voice,

    “You are no longer my son, Re­mo Williams. Do not ev­er ad­dress me again.”


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    The first thing Pavel Zar­nit­sa did up­on ar­riv­ing in Ok­la­homa City was check the

    Yel­low Pages for Mex­ican restau­rants, and he found, to his hor­ror, that there were

    none.




    “Sukin Syn,” he said in an­guish, loud enough for a pass­ing TWA pi­lot to over­hear. The

    pi­lot, car­ry­ing his flight in­struc­tions un­der his arm, stopped at the open phone booth

    and asked en­gag­ing­ly if Pavel was by chance from the So­vi­et Union.




    “No,” Pavel told him curt­ly, not turn­ing around. “I am not.”




    “No?” the pi­lot asked, puz­zled. “I picked up some Rus­sian on over­seas runs. I could have

    sworn I heard you say ’son of a bitch’ in Rus­sian.”




    “I did not. Go away please.”




    “No need to be rude, sir,” said the pi­lot, who liked to make a good im­pres­sion on

    for­eign vis­itors. “You’re ob­vi­ous­ly not from this coun­try, and I was just be­ing

    friend­ly. Just what kind of ac­cent is that, by the way?”




    “I haff not the ac­cent,” Pavel told him in thick En­glish. Not be­ing in Amer­ica to spy on

    Amer­icans, he had nev­er gone through speech mod­ifi­ca­tion ses­sions. He was sup­posed to

    sound Rus­sian.




    “Sure you do,” said the oth­er, who was now be­com­ing sus­pi­cious. “Where are you from, if

    you don’t mind my ask­ing?”




    “I do mind,” said the KGB man, pre­tend­ing to rif­fle through the Yel­low Pages.




    “Need help look­ing up some­thing? I see you’re hav­ing trou­ble there.”




    “Why, yes… I am look­ing for a place which sells tacos. “




    “Tacos? Hm­mm. About the on­ly place here­abouts car­ry­ing those things is that Irish bar

    on West Street. Name es­capes me, but it’s easy to find.”




    Pavel Zar­nit­sa abrupt­ly turned around with a false grin on his face. “To you, I am

    grate­ful. Good-​bye,” he said as he brushed by.




    The cab driv­er al­so asked about his ac­cent, and Pavel briefly con­sid­ered tak­ing the

    pieces of the plas­tic pis­tol from his suit­case and as­sem­bling them. The pis­tol was

    spring-​driv­en, like a zip gun, and it would eas­ily go through the car seat and in­to the

    driv­er’s back. It would not do to call at­ten­tion to him­self in any way, but Pavel de­cid­ed

    a dead body was worse than a puz­zled driv­er, so he changed his mind.




    “I know,” the driv­er bel­lowed as they pulled up be­fore the Will Rogers Lucky Sham­rock

    Bar and Grill. “You’re a Po­lack!”




    “A what?”




    “You know– one of those guys from Poland. We get a lot of you peo­ple since the Russkies

    bust­ed up the union.”




    “Yes, that is right,” Pavel told him as he paid the fare. “I am Po­lack. Good-​bye to

    you.”




    Pavel Zar­nit­sa walked up to the bar, hap­py he had not killed the cab driv­er. Now he had

    a rea­son­able ex­pla­na­tion for his awk­ward ac­cent.




    “A Scootch and three tacos, please,” he told the bar­tender.




    “A what and three tacos?”




    “Scootch. On the rocks.”




    “I getcha. Scotch on the rocks,” he said, set­ting the drink be­fore the black-​haired

    cus­tomer.




    “Please do not mind my ac­cent,” Pavel told him. “I am a Po­lack, new to your coun­try.”




    “That so?” the bar­tender said as he took three frozen pack­ets from an un­der-​counter

    freez­er, stripped them, and put them in a siz­zling Fry-​o-​la­tor, where they im­me­di­ate­ly

    turned the col­or of dry soil. “Most Pol­ish peo­ple don’t like be­ing called Po­lacks. Nice to

    meet some­one dif­fer­ent.”




    “I am a very rea­son­able Po­lack,” Pavel said, sip­ping his Scotch. “I even like Rus­sians.

    Are you not go­ing to make my tacos?”




    “That’s them in the Fry-​o-​la­tor.”




    “Re­al­ly? I have nev­er seen them pre­pared be­fore. I did not know they were fried in oil.

    Amaz­ing. How long do they take?”




    “Done now,” the bar­tender said, dump­ing the tacos on­to a plate next to Pavel’s

    Scotch.




    Pavel took an ea­ger bite and didn’t know whether to chew or spit. He chewed slow­ly and

    swal­lowed with dif­fi­cul­ty. A ghast­ly ex­pres­sion set­tled on his strong­ly mold­ed

    fea­tures. Doubt­ful­ly, he forced him­self to eat the whole thing.




    “I do not un­der­stand,” he said fi­nal­ly. “This taco is hard. The shell is hard, not soft

    as in New York. And I tast­ed no meat.”




    “This ain’t New York bud­dy. I don’t make ‘em on the premis­es. They come in frozen and I

    un­freeze ‘em. No meat, ei­ther. Just re­fried bean fill­ing.”




    “Pah! These are not tacos. These are fakes!”




    “I can get you some­thing else…”




    “You can get me an­oth­er Scootch,” Pavel said mis­er­ably. “I am no longer hun­gry.”




    “Suit your­self.”




    Af­ter for­ti­fy­ing him­self with an­oth­er drink, Pavel gave thought to his

    in­ves­ti­ga­tion in­to the strange news­pa­per re­ports sug­gest­ing some­thing was wrong with

    Amer­ica’s mis­sile bases. It would not do to per­son­al­ly ap­proach any Unit­ed States

    in­stal­la­tion, even with­out the prob­lem of his ac­cent. How then?… Of course, he thought.

    The bar­tender. All bar­tenders the world over are repos­ito­ries of in­for­ma­tion picked up

    from their cus­tomers.




    “I have been read­ing in the pa­pers about the strange things that have been hap­pen­ing in

    this area,” Pavel said ca­su­al­ly.




    “Strange? Oh, you mean the fly­ing saucers some folks have been see­ing. Yeah, I had a guy

    in here two nights ago who claimed he saw one down near Chick­asha. Said it was big and bright

    and sailed right over his car with­out mak­ing a sound. Can you beat that? My­self, I don’t

    be­lieve any­thing I don’t see with my own eyes, but I got­ta ad­mit this guy sure thought he

    saw some­thing.”




    “Re­al­ly?” Pavel searched his mem­ory. He had heard of the term fly­ing saucers, bet­ter

    known as Uniden­ti­fied Fly­ing Ob­jects. They had them in Rus­sia, too. In fact, he had once

    come across a ref­er­ence to a KGB file on UFOs, but it was clas­si­fied. He had won­dered why

    the Com­mit­tee would have such a file.




    “Where would I find more in­for­ma­tion on these fly­ing saucers?” Pavel de­mand­ed.




    “There’s a bunch that’s got an of­fice a cou­ple of blocks up. In the Stig­man Build­ing.

    Call them­selves FOES, and are sup­posed to know ev­ery­thing there is to know about them

    things. Had one as a cus­tomer once, but all he did was bab­ble about some kind of gov­ern­ment

    con­spir­acy.”




    No one an­swered when Pavel Zar­nit­sa knocked on the door of the FOES of­fice, and even

    though he knew there might not be a di­rect con­nec­tion be­tween the sight­ing of fly­ing

    saucers in Ok­la­homa and the strangeness with­in the Strate­gic Air Com­mand, the two

    oc­cur­rences could be linked, so he forced the door.




    Both the re­cep­tion area and of­fice were emp­ty. In a draw­er of the of­fice desk, he

    found a map of Ok­la­homa on which ev­ery SAC mis­sile in­stal­la­tion was clear­ly marked,

    along with notes on ap­proach routes. There were oth­er ma­te­ri­als– news­pa­per clip­pings on

    nu­cle­ar mis­siles, a list of FOES chap­ters across the coun­try and their mem­bers. There was

    al­so a list of names head­ed “Prepa­ra­tion Group Two,” which be­gan with some­one known as

    Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er Aman­da Bull.




    Check­ing the of­fice Rolodex, Pavel found ad­dress­es and tele­phone num­bers for

    ev­ery­one on that list.




    “In­cred­ible,” he said to him­self, sink­ing in­to a chair. “These lu­natic Amer­icans are

    try­ing to de­stroy their own coun­try’s mis­siles.”




    Pavel be­gan call­ing each of the num­bers. There was no an­swer on the first two, and when

    he called the third, he got a fran­tic wom­an who at first thought it was her hus­band

    call­ing. She hadn’t seen him in two days, when he abrupt­ly left for “one of his ridicu­lous

    fly­ing saucer out­ings,” as she put it. It turned out sev­er­al oth­ers had done the same

    thing. Still oth­ers didn’t an­swer their phones.




    He di­aled an­oth­er num­ber.




    “Ethel Sump speak­ing.”




    “You fool!” a wom­an’s sharp voice called from the back­ground some­where. “We’re not

    sup­posed to be here. Hang up!”




    “Oh, I for­got,” Ethel said, and hung up.




    That was enough for Pavel Zar­nit­sa. For some rea­son, these peo­ple were in­volved in the

    mis­sile in­ci­dent, and they were hid­ing out at the home of a wom­an named Ethel Sump, whose

    ad­dress card went in­to his wal­let, as Pavel went out the door.




    Aman­da Bull was livid.




    “These peo­ple are id­iots,” she fumed, as she paced back and forth while wait­ing for the

    shad­owy im­age of the World Mas­ter to show it­self against the peb­bled glass. She couldn’t

    un­der­stand how Ethel Sump could be so stupid as to pick up the phone. Who knew who could have

    been on the oth­er line. Since their tri­umph the oth­er night, se­cre­cy had be­come cru­cial.

    The mil­itary was cer­tain­ly out there in­ves­ti­gat­ing the de­struc­tion of their mis­sile.

    And that Re­mo what­shis­face al­ready knew too much. But there was no time to find and

    liq­ui­date him. There hadn’t been enough time to sneak back to the of­fice and re­move any of

    the Prepa­ra­tion Group plans, ei­ther. Any­one could find those. That was why, af­ter the

    in­ci­dent with Re­mo, it had be­come nec­es­sary to hide out with Ethel Sump, who had

    in­her­it­ed a de­crepit farm­house. It was the on­ly place big enough and re­mote enough for

    them all.




    But two days of in­ac­tiv­ity had be­gun to wear on ev­ery­one’s nerves. Some­thing had to

    be done.




    The shad­ow showed eeri­ly against the glass in re­sponse to Aman­da’s knock. Aman­da

    stopped pac­ing.




    “Yes, Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er. You have some­thing to re­port?”




    “That stupid Ethel an­swered the phone when it rang– against my ex­plic­it in­struc­tions.

    Dis­ci­pline is be­com­ing a big prob­lem.”




    “Who was call­ing?” the World Mas­ter in­quired reed­ily.




    “I don’t know. She hung up be­fore they said any­thing.”




    “That was un­wise. It may have aroused sus­pi­cion where none ex­ist­ed.”




    “Should I pun­ish her?” Aman­da asked. “I feel like pun­ish­ing some­one. I haven’t felt

    this much like pun­ish­ing any­one since my hus­band left me.”




    “No. There are more im­por­tant mat­ters be­fore us. I have not yet fin­ished re­pair­ing

    the dam­age to my craft. It must re­main con­cealed in this barn for at least an­oth­er

    day.”




    “Damn!” Aman­da said. “We’re all sit­ting ducks if we’re dis­cov­ered here.” She be­gan to

    pace again, her boots click­ing on met­al floor­ing. She pulled at her hair. “Is there

    any­thing I can do to help? There must be! Two hands are bet­ter than one. If we can get this

    ship go­ing again, we can all es­cape to–“




    “No, Aman­da Bull. I over­es­ti­mat­ed the abil­ity of my craft to car­ry hu­man be­ings

    through your at­mo­sphere. The strain of bear­ing Prepa­ra­tion Group Two to this place taxed

    my propul­sion unit. It can be re­paired in time. But I must nev­er again at­tempt such a

    thing.”




    A dark notch of per­plex­ity showed be­tween Aman­da’s eyes.




    “I don’t get it,” she said. “How could the weight of twelve peo­ple dam­age a space­ship

    that car­ried you all the way across the uni­verse?”




    “Be­cause, Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er Bull, my ship is de­signed to trav­el in space, where

    the forces of grav­ity are not in op­er­ation. In your at­mo­sphere, un­der Earth’s grav­ity,

    my ship moves less ef­fi­cient­ly. Fur­ther, you hu­mans weigh more than my peo­ple. I

    mis­cal­cu­lat­ed that fac­tor, re­sult­ing in the tem­po­rary crip­pling of the grav­ita­tion

    spheres I have told you about. Do you un­der­stand this ex­pla­na­tion?”




    Aman­da nod­ded her head thought­ful­ly. “I think so. Yes… it makes sense now. Sure.”




    “Good. You will re­peat my ex­pla­na­tion to the oth­ers so that their minds are eased. In

    the mean­time, there is work to be done.”




    “What kind? I’m ready.”




    “Our sec­ond at­tempt to de­stroy an Amer­ican mis­sile was a suc­cess. But it has al­so

    alert­ed those who guard those mis­siles. Our task is now more dif­fi­cult, and we must

    com­pen­sate for our suc­cess.”




    “Com­pen­sate for our suc­cess?…”




    “Yes,” the World Mas­ter said slow­ly, bring­ing both sets of pipestem arms to the lev­el of

    his big head. Aman­da felt a chill rip­ple along her back. “It will be dif­fi­cult to de­stroy

    so many dan­ger­ous mis­siles our­selves. Prepa­ra­tion Group One is no more. We are un­able to

    re­cruit a third prepa­ra­tion group at this time. But our num­bers are suf­fi­cient to

    in­flu­ence the many nu­cle­ar dis­ar­ma­ment groups. In­flu­ence them, and they will

    in­flu­ence the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment to dis­man­tle all nu­cle­ar weapons.”




    “Do you think we can do that?”




    “Yes. We need on­ly demon­strate the dan­ger of such weapons. “




    “Ho-​ow do we do that?” Aman­da asked as a sick­ness set­tled deep in her stom­ach.




    “The war­head of the mis­sile you so coura­geous­ly de­stroyed is still in­tact. They will

    at­tempt to move it from its si­lo and dis­pose of it se­cret­ly. Sta­tion some­one in the

    area. When the war­head is moved, you will cap­ture it and bring it here. I will de­cide what

    will be done with it at that time.”




    “You– you’re not go­ing to ex­plode the war­head, are you?”




    “I will de­cide that when you have suc­cess­ful­ly com­plet­ed your task.”




    “But…”




    “Do not ques­tion my in­struc­tions, nor the glo­ri­ous des­tiny in which you share. I am

    your brain, Aman­da Bull. Re­mem­ber that. I am your brain. You are dis­missed.”




    The fig­ure of the World Mas­ter re­ced­ed be­hind the con­ceal­ing glass and grew

    in­dis­tinct.




    Aman­da swal­lowed hard. The sick feel­ing in her stom­ach felt more like a hot catch­ing of

    her breath. It was that feel­ing again. On­ly this time there was no sense of ex­hil­ara­tion.

    There was just the fear.




    She left the ship, which stood in the cool con­fines of a barn. None of the craft’s lights

    were on, but it float­ed three feet above the ground. When they had first pushed the weak­ened

    ob­ject in­to the barn, it had float­ed all the way to the top. The anti­grav­ity gen­er­ators–

    or what­ev­er they were– had been slug­gish all dur­ing the flight to the Sump farm. Once

    Aman­da or­dered ev­ery­one off, the ship be­gan to rise un­con­trol­lably. It had been all

    they could do to get it in­to the barn and shut the doors. It had been Mar­tin Can­nell who

    sug­gest­ed they throw a big net over the ship and stake it down. That had worked.




    Check­ing the stakes again, Aman­da saw that they were un­af­fect­ed by the pull of the

    lev­itat­ing space­craft. Prob­ably they would hold un­til the World Mas­ter had ev­ery­thing

    go­ing again. That was good, Aman­da thought. She didn’t need more prob­lems at a time like

    this.




    “Oooh, here she comes!” Ethel Sump breathed, watch­ing Aman­da Bull ap­proach the

    farm­house, where noth­ing had grown since her par­ents had left it to her.




    “I hope she has good news,” Mar­tin Can­nell said. “I’m get­ting tired of wait­ing

    around.”




    “Shut up, all of you!” Aman­da barked when the oth­ers crowd­ed around her like ea­ger

    chil­dren. “We’ve got new or­ders.”




    “What are they?” one wom­an named Mar­sha asked war­ily.




    “We’re go­ing to steal what’s left of the nu­cle­ar war­head we wrecked,” Aman­da said

    stern­ly.




    There was a long mo­ment of breath­less si­lence in the farm­house.




    “Isn’t that kin­da… risky, Aman­da?” Ethel asked.




    “It’s got to be done. And we’ve got to move fast. The Air Force could move the war­head to

    an­oth­er lo­ca­tion at any time. I want half of you to come with me, and the oth­er half will

    stay here un­til I call. Vol­un­teers step for­ward!”




    There was an­oth­er un­com­fort­able si­lence.




    “I said, vol­un­teers step for­ward, damn it!”




    But no one stepped for­ward.




    “All right, what’s wrong?” Aman­da de­mand­ed of the fid­get­ing group.




    “Um­mm. Some of us feel bad about the peo­ple who got killed last time,” Ethel Sump said

    slow­ly.




    Aman­da frowned. “I feel bad, too.”




    “Yeah, but you did some of the killing your­self,” some­one mut­tered. “And you got one of

    us by ac­ci­dent.”




    “That’s right,” Ethel said. “And you shot that nice of­fi­cer. He didn’t do any­thing. And

    he was hand­some, too.”




    “I had no choice, you know. Our glo­ri­ous work must go on. Or have you all for­got­ten what

    this is all about? We’re try­ing to save the world from it­self. If a few peo­ple have to die,

    that’s a small price to pay to keep all the mil­itary id­iots from blow­ing the whole freak­ing

    world up.”




    The oth­ers looked at one an­oth­er sheep­ish­ly. No one looked di­rect­ly at their blonde

    lead­er.




    “Now I need six peo­ple,” Aman­da said, plac­ing a hand on the au­to­mat­ic clipped to her

    Sam Browne belt.




    “Okay, I’ll go,” Ethel said. “But no more killing.”




    “Me, too.”




    “Count me in.”




    “Good,” Aman­da said, re­lieved that a full-​scale mutiny had been avoid­ed and she wouldn’t

    have to shoot any­one as an ex­am­ple. Shoot­ing peo­ple didn’t seem to solve prob­lems as much

    as she ex­pect­ed it would. Some­times it even made things worse.




    Giv­ing that re­al­iza­tion more thought, she or­dered the group to load weapons and

    equip­ment in­to the FOES van.




    Thad Screiber had chased Uniden­ti­fied Fly­ing Ob­jects across 47 of the 50 states in his

    time and had nev­er ex­pe­ri­enced a close en­counter of any kind. Yet he had grossed $25,000

    last year alone.




    Thad was a writ­er, and a spe­cial­ist in UFOs. He had nev­er seen one, didn’t care to ev­er

    see one, and if the truth were ev­er to be known, he did not even be­lieve in them. But he made

    his liv­ing in­ter­view­ing peo­ple who said they saw fly­ing saucers, so he took the sub­ject

    se­ri­ous­ly when he was in the field.




    The field this time was Ok­la­homa, where a flur­ry of wire ser­vice copy about mo­torists

    sight­ing strange ob­jects in the sky brought him run­ning. But in two days he had not been

    able to lo­cate any one of these peo­ple. That was bad. With­out in­ter­views, he couldn’t

    write ar­ti­cles for any of the var­ious mag­azines that pub­lished his work un­der his

    var­ious pen names. It didn’t mat­ter who he in­ter­viewed, so long as that per­son could be

    quot­ed as hav­ing seen some­thing. Thad Screiber was not paid to judge the re­li­abil­ity of

    those he in­ter­viewed.




    In­stead, frus­trat­ed, he drove his Fire­bird along the high­ways south of Ok­la­homa City.

    He had just de­cid­ed to re­turn home when he pulled in­to a road­side gas sta­tion.




    “Ten bucks, reg­ular,” Thad in­struct­ed the at­ten­dant, and turned on his pock­et tape

    recorder just in case. “Lot of peo­ple claim­ing to see some strange sights around this area, I

    hear,” Thad re­marked ca­su­al­ly.




    “Could be,” the at­ten­dant said ab­sent­ly, run­ning the hose to the car. “But I ain’t one

    of ‘em.”




    “No? To hear some peo­ple tell it, the air is thick with fly­ing saucers here.”




    “Well, about the on­ly fun­ny thing I’ve seen late­ly was one of those jazzed-​up vans come

    bar­rel­ing down the road not twen­ty min­utes back. Come to think of it, it had fly­in’

    saucers and such stuff paint­ed on the sides.”




    “That so?” asked Thad, who de­cid­ed that “Mys­tery Van Linked to Ok­la­homa UFO Sight­ings”

    might make an ar­ti­cle. “Could you de­scribe it?”




    “Well… it was brown, had one of them bub­ble tops, lots of doo­dads and the like. Goin’

    pret­ty darn fast, too.”




    “That’s in­ter­est­ing,” Thad said as he ten­dered a $10 bill. “What’s your name?”




    “Bill.”




    “Okay, Bill. Thanks a lot.”




    Thad drove off, dic­tat­ing in­to the recorder: “While no one knows the true mo­tives of the

    mys­tery van, a gas com­pa­ny of­fi­cial who fear­ful­ly de­clined to give his full name,

    de­scribed the ve­hi­cle as brown and cov­ered with cryp­tic de­signs. More im­por­tant­ly, his

    de­scrip­tion mys­te­ri­ous­ly lacked any ref­er­ences to wheels or the driv­er of this ‘van,’

    which he claimed, in awestruck tones, was trav­el­ing un­usu­al­ly fast. Was this phan­tom

    re­al­ly an earth­ly van, or could it have been a drone scout­ing craft dis­guised to

    re­sem­ble…”




    A road­block in­ter­rupt­ed his nar­ra­tive. Thad had on­ly to see the sawhors­es and

    mil­itary ve­hi­cles and uni­forms down the road be­fore he hung a U-​turn and went back the

    way he came. A de­tour brought him west of the road­block, where trees were thick.




    Some­thing tall and metal­lic glit­tered be­yond those trees and, his cu­rios­ity aroused,

    Thad pulled over, dug out his high-​pow­ered binoc­ulars, and clam­bered to the roof of his

    car.




    What he saw through those binoc­ulars made him for­get about Uniden­ti­fied Fly­ing

    Ob­jects.




    Thad Screiber saw the sun re­flect­ing off a gi­ant crane, which held up what was left of a

    Ti­tan II mis­sile, while a team of men at­tempt­ed to ma­neu­ver the burnt weapon in­to one

    end of a gi­ant can­is­ter. The can­is­ter was part of an eight-​wheeled truck, and Thad

    rec­og­nized it as the kind of truck they used to fer­ry rock­ets to launch­ing pads for NASA.

    Ex­cept that this mis­sile was be­ing se­cret­ly han­dled in an Ok­la­homa wheat field and was

    shat­tered be­yond re­pair. What­ev­er had hap­pened here, Thad knew, the world should know

    about.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    “It’s aw­ful big,” Mar­tin Can­nell said for the sev­enth or eighth time.




    “It’s big­ger than big,” Ethel Sump breathed. “It’s hu­mon­gous!”




    “Shut up, both of you! I’m think­ing.”




    “Well, I hope you can think of a way to steal that mis­sile with­out any­one be­ing killed,”

    Mar­tin said rue­ful­ly. “Es­pe­cial­ly us. The tires on that mis­sile-​car­ry­ing thing are

    about as big as our whole van, Aman­da.”




    For hours, they had watched the mis­sile-​load­ing op­er­ation from a safe dis­tance. They

    had known some­thing was hap­pen­ing at the SAC base when they were turned away from a

    mil­itary road­block, so they turned back, stashed the van in a clump of fo­liage, and

    in­fil­trat­ed the cor­doned-​off area on foot. It had not been dif­fi­cult be­cause the

    gov­ern­ment had sim­ply blocked all ap­proach routes to the base to dis­cour­age traf­fic.

    They hadn’t ex­pect­ed foot traf­fic in such a sparse­ly pop­ulat­ed area.




    Aman­da had felt good about that, but now she was ner­vous, con­tem­plat­ing the task of

    com­man­deer­ing some­thing the size of a mis­sile-​car­ri­er. But now, with the mis­sile

    load­ed and the car­ri­er get­ting ready to trun­dle its car­go on­to the high­way, she was at

    a to­tal loss for an idea that might work. The truck’s diesel en­gine sound­ed like far­away

    thun­der.




    “Look! It’s leav­ing,” Ethel said.




    La­bo­ri­ous­ly, the car­ri­er got un­der­way, its mas­sive tires goug­ing and chew­ing the

    soft earth. A small­er truck fol­lowed in its wake, and was in turn tailed by an un­ob­tru­sive

    step­van. The three ve­hi­cles joined up with a num­ber of oth­ers on the main road and formed

    a slow col­umn.




    “Wait a minute!” Mar­tin said, grab­bing Aman­da’s field glass­es. “Let me– Hah! I was

    right. Look– on the side of the thing like a de­liv­ery truck.”




    Aman­da looked. “So? It’s some sym­bol or some–“




    “That’s the sym­bol for nu­cle­ar stuff. You see them on fall­out shel­ters all the

    time.”




    “So what?” Aman­da snapped, pulling at her nose.




    “I’ll bet the war­head is in that small truck! Sure, they wouldn’t load the whole mis­sile

    if the war­head was still at­tached. It would be too dan­ger­ous.”




    “I think Mar­tin is right, Aman­da,” Ethel said loud­ly. She was be­gin­ning to like

    Mar­tin. And he was sin­gle.




    “Qui­et,” said Aman­da, who didn’t like the idea of Mar­tin be­ing right about some­thing

    for the sec­ond time in two days. “Even if that’s true, we’re still go­ing to have to take on

    that whole group of trucks and sol­diers.”




    But a mo­ment lat­er, they all saw the mov­ing col­umn di­vide, with the small truck that

    pre­sum­ably bore the war­head tak­ing an­oth­er fork.




    “This is our chance, ev­ery­one!” Aman­da shout­ed. “Back to the van. We’re go­ing to head

    that truck off.”




    Even at a dead run, it took a while to re­turn to the wait­ing van, which was out­side the

    mil­itary cor­don. Then they had to fig­ure out where the truck was go­ing in or­der to

    in­ter­cept it.




    “Go south, and take the sec­ond ex­it,” Mar­tin told Aman­da. “That should take us ex­act­ly

    where we want to be. You know, I’ll bet they de­lib­er­ate­ly sent the war­head off in

    an­oth­er di­rec­tion. You know, that mis­sile truck is so big, it’s bound to at­tract

    at­ten­tion. But who’s go­ing to no­tice a dinky lit­tle truck?”




    Aman­da pushed the ac­cel­er­ator to 80. “Maybe,” she said.




    There was no sign of the truck in ques­tion when they reached the road where they ex­pect­ed

    it to show up. Aman­da stopped, and swerved the van so it blocked the road.




    “Okay,” she said. “Weapons at the ready. We’ll just wait for it.”




    “I’ve a bet­ter idea,” Mar­tin said.




    “I don’t want to hear it,” Aman­da growled.




    “But what’s to stop the truck from back­ing up and go­ing the oth­er way when they see

    us?”




    That made sense even to Aman­da, who was do­ing a slow burn. Why were men such ego­tists,

    she asked her­self. Al­ways show­ing off and grab­bing at the cred­it for ev­ery­thing.




    “We’ll split up and hide on ei­ther side of the road,” Aman­da said quick­ly, be­fore

    any­one could make an­oth­er sug­ges­tion, “then jump out and sur­round them when they

    stop.”




    “I was go­ing to sug­gest that,” Mar­tin said.




    “I’ll bet you were,” Aman­da said sar­cas­ti­cal­ly. “C’mon, let’s get to it.”




    They got to it, and be­fore long the step­van with the

    black-​cir­cle-​and-​three-​yel­low-​tri­an­gle sym­bol for nu­cle­ar en­er­gy rolled in­to

    sight. It stopped close to the gaudy FOES van, and the driv­er honked his horn twice

    sharply.




    When half a dozen armed com­man­dos jumped out of the trees, he stopped honk­ing and threw

    the gears in­to re­verse. A bul­let knocked the pas­sen­ger win­dow all over the cab, and he

    ceased that ef­fort, too. He threw up his hands as the black-​clad group sur­round­ed him.




    “I’m un­armed,” he called out, which was true. He no­ticed that most of his as­sailants were

    wom­en, and at least two of them were on the chunky side. What the hell’s go­ing on? he

    thought, as he touched a floor but­ton with his toe, caus­ing a light to go on in the back of

    the truck, where it would alert a ra­di­ation-​suit­ed guard.




    “Out of the truck,” Aman­da or­dered.




    The driv­er got out, and as he turned his back on her, Aman­da clubbed him un­con­scious

    with a ri­fle butt.




    “See? No killing,” Aman­da said to all con­cerned, as they dragged the driv­er off to the

    road­side, where he would lat­er be run over by a drunk­en mo­torist.




    That done, they tried to open the back of the truck. It was pad­locked. Stand­ing off to one

    side, Aman­da fired three shots at the lock, two of which caused it to snap open.




    When they opened up the back, they found a scarred and black­ened nu­cle­ar war­head. They

    al­so found a guard whose white plas­tic ra­di­ation gar­ments were streaked with his own

    blood. He gur­gled once, dropped his ri­fle, and then dropped dead.




    “Gee, Aman­da,” Ethel said, small-​voiced. “You must have got him by ac­ci­dent.”




    “I couldn’t help it,” Aman­da com­plained. “They should buy them bul­let-​proof vests or

    some­thing. Any­way, we’ve got the war­head. Let’s get out of here.”




    They shut up the truck. Aman­da took the wheel. Ethel and the oth­ers re­turned to the van,

    and the two ve­hi­cles rapid­ly left the area.




    At first, Thad Screiber was go­ing to give his sto­ry to one of the wire ser­vices be­cause

    they paid more than a news­pa­per would. But years of writ­ing ar­ti­cles for Des­tiny

    mag­azine and Fly­ing Saucer Fac­tu­al had earned him plen­ty of mon­ey and lit­tle glo­ry. So

    Thad de­cid­ed to go for the glo­ry and called the ed­itor of the New York Times from the first

    pay phone he came across. Af­ter hag­gling for a minute, they struck an agree­ment, and Thad

    be­gan dic­tat­ing his eye­wit­ness ac­count of the sal­vage of a de­stroyed Amer­ican

    nu­cle­ar mis­sile, which would car­ry his ac­tu­al by­line– some­thing that had not hap­pened

    since his first re­port­ing job on a home­town week­ly.




    It was a good feel­ing, Thad re­flect­ed, as he re­turned to his car. Per­haps this was what

    writ­ing was re­al­ly all about. You write what you be­lieve in and are proud enough to sign

    your right name to it. Maybe it was time to re­tire all those pho­ny pen names and go back to

    re­al re­port­ing.




    Then, just as he start­ed his car, a brown van with a bub­ble roof and em­bla­zoned with

    scenes right out of Thad’s own ar­ti­cles sped past. It was fol­lowed by a step­van plain­ly–

    but dis­turbing­ly– marked with the nu­cle­ar sym­bol.




    Some long-​dor­mant re­porter’s sixth sense told him that he should fol­low them both. It

    was on­ly a hunch, but some­thing about what he’d seen made him won­der if there might not be a

    con­nec­tion be­tween UFO ac­tiv­ity in Ok­la­homa and the mys­te­ri­ous nu­cle­ar ac­ci­dent

    that had in­ca­pac­itat­ed a Ti­tan mis­sile.




    Thad fell in be­hind the two trucks.


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    It has been the worst two days of Re­mo Williams’s life.




    Chi­un had been mad at him be­fore. Some­one who didn’t know the old Ko­re­an well could

    eas­ily get the im­pres­sion that Chi­un was al­ways mad at Re­mo, but that wasn’t so. Chi­un

    scold­ed Re­mo be­cause that was Chi­un’s re­spon­si­bil­ity as Re­mo’s teach­er. To err might

    be hu­man, but to err in Sinan­ju was to die. Chi­un knew this and Re­mo knew this. And there

    had been a time or two when Re­mo had se­ri­ous­ly of­fend­ed Chi­un. At those times, Chi­un

    be­came a stranger, and Re­mo knew that his re­la­tion­ship with the man who was both fa­ther

    and teach­er to him was in jeop­ardy. Usu­al­ly, Re­mo’s se­ri­ous of­fens­es were of­fens­es

    against Sinan­ju and its tra­di­tions and not against Chi­un him­self. Not even Re­mo’s close

    re­la­tion­ship with Chi­un pro­tect­ed him there. But Re­mo, who re­spect­ed Chi­un and now

    be­longed to Sinan­ju, nev­er know­ing­ly in­sult­ed Sinan­ju tra­di­tions and was al­ways

    for­giv­en for what Chi­un called his “un­for­tu­nate ig­no­rance.”




    But this time it was dif­fer­ent. Se­ri­ous­ly dif­fer­ent.




    From the time the UFO had tak­en ev­ery­one ex­cept Chi­un away, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had

    re­fused to speak to Re­mo. Re­mo had tried to con­vince Chi­un to re­turn to their ho­tel with

    him. Chi­un had not re­fused. He had sim­ply walked off. No abuse and no ar­gu­ments. He just

    start­ed walk­ing in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion of Ok­la­homa City.




    Re­mo had fol­lowed him.




    “Don’t tell me you in­tend to walk all the way back, Chi­un,” he said. “It’s got­ta be at

    least thir­ty miles. C’mon back to the car.”




    Chi­un walked along in stiff si­lence.




    “Look, if you want to be mad for some rea­son, you can be just as mad rid­ing in the back

    seat as walk­ing.”




    A breeze stirred Chi­un’s sparse hair as he walked.




    “Then at least you can tell me what you’re mad about.”




    No an­swer.




    “Look, Chi­un. I think you owe me an ex­pla­na­tion at least,” Re­mo said, touch­ing

    Chi­un’s arm.




    No swirl of robes be­trayed Chi­un’s in­tent, but the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju spun ful­ly around

    with­out break­ing stride, his right arm slashed once, and he con­tin­ued on.




    “Be­gone, vile one,” Chi­un called back.




    Re­mo looked down at his chest where Chi­un’s dead­ly fin­ger­nail had laid open his

    T-​shirt and cre­at­ed a thin pres­sure mark across his chest. A quar­ter-​inch more and Re­mo

    would be leak­ing blood.




    In shocked si­lence, Re­mo re­turned to his car alone.




    It had been no bet­ter when, hours lat­er, Chi­un found his way back. Re­mo looked up as

    Chi­un en­tered the ho­tel room, but the old man ig­nored him and walked to the tele­phone.




    “I wish to speak to some­one in charge. Good. I have a com­plaint. There is some­one in my

    room who does not be­long. You will send some­one to re­move him? Thank you.”




    “This has gone far enough, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo had said.




    “I am no one’s fa­ther,” Chi­un re­tort­ed. He opened the door to the hall and wait­ed.




    When the man­ag­er ar­rived, look­ing har­ried, Chi­un lev­eled a trem­bling arm at Re­mo

    and cried, “I found this stranger in my room, and now he re­fus­es to leave. I de­mand his

    re­moval.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther…” Re­mo be­gan, an­gri­ly.




    “See? He is claim­ing that I am his fa­ther. Any­one can see this is not so,” Chi­un

    shout­ed loud­ly enough to car­ry in­to the hall. A crowd col­lect­ed at the door.




    “Well?” the man­ag­er asked Re­mo.




    “Aw, he’s just ticked at me for some rea­son.”




    “Are you this man’s son?” the man­ag­er asked lev­el­ly. The crowd mut­tered their

    skep­ti­cism.




    “I’m reg­is­tered in this room,” Re­mo said. “You can check it out. Re­mo Williams.”




    “He lies!” Chi­un crowed. “He told me his name was Re­mo Gree­ley. This is proof of his

    de­cep­tion.”




    “This room is reg­is­tered to a Re­mo Gree­ley,” the man­ag­er point­ed out.




    “Okay, okay,” Re­mo said, throw­ing up his hands. “I’m leav­ing. This old coot is right.

    He’s not my fa­ther. I don’t have a fa­ther. And what’s more, I nev­er had a fa­ther.”




    Re­mo pushed past the crowd, who round­ly jeered at him. He reg­is­tered in an­oth­er

    ho­tel, an­gri­er with Chi­un than he’d ev­er been be­fore. He didn’t sleep that night, but by

    morn­ing his anger had drained. He called Chi­un’s num­ber, but when he said, “It’s me,” Chi­un

    hung up with­out a word. It was not Chi­un’s way to be so brit­tle, and Re­mo felt a grow­ing

    fear. Per­haps this time he had done some­thing so un­for­giv­able that Chi­un re­al­ly had

    dis­owned him. But what? And what did UFOs have to do with it?




    Re­mo won­dered if Smith might know, and called him. But Smith was fran­tic.




    “Re­mo, my God! What have you done? Chi­un told me he is re­sign­ing as your train­er. I

    couldn’t talk him out of it.”




    “Yeah, yeah, I know all that. But did he tell you what’s pissed him off?”




    “No, he re­fused to dis­cuss it.” Pause. “You mean you don’t know your­self?” Smith asked

    in­cred­ulous­ly. “How could you be so ir­re­spon­si­ble? How could–“




    Re­mo had hung up on Smith, an­gry again. For two days he had felt an­gry and scared and

    even lost by turns. He felt like an or­phan again. He didn’t know what to do. He had nev­er

    been with­out Chi­un for any length of time and was sur­prised at how much he had grown to

    de­pend up­on the old Ko­re­an in small ways. What would hap­pen to him now? Would he

    con­tin­ue to de­vel­op along the path of Sinan­ju, or would he be frozen at this stage of

    de­vel­op­ment? And what about Chi­un? Would he re­turn to Ko­rea?




    There were too many ques­tions, and Re­mo had thought of them all. By the end of the sec­ond

    day, he still had no an­swers. The FOES of­fice had been emp­ty when he checked it the day

    be­fore, but Re­mo de­cid­ed to try again. If he could grab just one of those nuts, he might

    have some­thing. And he was still on an as­sign­ment, even if he didn’t feel like com­plet­ing

    it.




    A car pulled up along­side Re­mo as he walked down the street. It was grow­ing dark now, and

    he was in a bad sec­tion of the city. Re­mo knew this be­cause the one po­lice car he had seen

    went through the area rapid­ly, its two of­fi­cers star­ing straight ahead as if they didn’t

    want to see any­thing that might re­quire their at­ten­tion.




    “Can you help me out, fel­la?” the driv­er called out to Re­mo.




    “You lost?” Re­mo asked, lean­ing on the car.




    “No,” the driv­er said. He slid across to the pas­sen­ger’s win­dow, show­ing the stub­by

    nose of a Sat­ur­day night spe­cial. “I just need mon­ey. Yours.”




    “Nice gun,” Re­mo said con­ver­sa­tion­al­ly. “How come you need mon­ey? Don’t you

    work?”




    “This is my work. Hand over your wal­let, or I’ll blow your freak­ing brains out.”




    “I think you should find a new line of work,” Re­mo said.




    “Yeah?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said, bring­ing his left hand up to steady the gun while si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly

    bat­ting the bar­rel with his right. The bar­rel snapped and clinked in­to the gut­ter. An

    in­cred­ulous ex­pres­sion spread over the gun­man’s round face.




    “Yeah,” Re­mo re­peat­ed. “I’m in a bad mood.”




    The gun­man tried to fire any­way, but Re­mo’s hand was a vise pre­vent­ing the cylin­der

    from turn­ing. Then Re­mo took the gun and popped the cylin­der out of its frame. He dropped

    the ru­ined weapon.




    That was enough for the gun­man, who slid back across the seat and hit the gas. Re­mo swept

    out a leg and clipped the right rear tire with a toe as hard as a crow­bar. The tire blew.




    The car kept go­ing, how­ev­er, but not as fast as its driv­er would have liked. The wrecked

    tire wob­bled crazi­ly and dragged. Turn­ing a cor­ner, the wheel rim sheared through the

    rub­ber.




    Re­mo caught up to the car and ran along with it.




    “Get away from me!” the driv­er yelled.




    “Tell you what,” Re­mo said as he jogged be­side him. “I could use some ex­er­cise. You’re

    go­ing to be the ball.”




    Re­mo sped for­ward and cut in front of the car. Just for ef­fect he took out the

    head­lights with two quick jabs. Then he got to the oth­er side and with a sharp kick made the

    left front tire let go. The car slowed con­sid­er­ably, and stopped al­to­geth­er when Re­mo

    rup­tured the right front tire.




    The gun­man hasti­ly rolled up his win­dow as Re­mo saun­tered back to the driv­er’s side

    and took out the re­main­ing tire. For good mea­sure, he popped the trunk open with the flat of

    a palm and rolled out the spare. A fin­ger thrust ren­dered the spare use­less.




    There was a jack in the trunk, and it gave Re­mo an idea. He grabbed it and set it up un­der

    the chas­sis, tak­ing a mo­ment to me­thod­ical­ly de­stroy all the locks on the doors so the

    driv­er could not es­cape, and then jacked one side of the car up as far as it would go.




    It was far enough so that Re­mo could take the chas­sis in both hands and, com­ing to his

    feet from a kneel­ing po­si­tion, flip the car slow­ly on­to its roof.




    The roof crum­pled. The driv­er screamed.




    At that point a knot of pedes­tri­ans gath­ered.




    They watched as Re­mo, seem­ing­ly play­ing the part of a good samar­itan, knocked out the

    win­dow glass on the driv­er’s side.




    “Are you all right, pal?” Re­mo asked.




    The driv­er was all but stand­ing on his head and had a gush­er of a nose­bleed that

    ram­paged down in­to his eyes.




    “Get me out of here! Get me out!”




    “Scared?” Re­mo asked so­lic­itous­ly.




    “Yeah, yeah– get me out!”




    “Want not to be scared?”




    “Yeah– yeah, I do.”




    So Re­mo shot a hard fin­ger in­to the man’s fore­head, which can­celled out his emo­tions.

    Not to men­tion his life.




    “Your wish is grant­ed,” Re­mo said.




    “Is he go­ing to be all right?” some­one asked as Re­mo walked off.




    “Sure is. I gave him first aid.”




    The FOES of­fice was still emp­ty when Re­mo got there, but he was in a bet­ter mood. Chi­un

    had al­ways said that ex­er­cise was good for the spir­it as well as the body. Think­ing of

    Chi­un again, Re­mo felt a twinge.




    It was time for a long talk with Chi­un.




    Not fear­ing at­tack, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hadn’t both­ered to lock the door. Re­mo just

    walked in.




    Chi­un, at­tired in the white ki­mono that he sel­dom wore, sat writ­ing on a piece of

    parch­ment. He did not ac­knowl­edge Re­mo, al­though Re­mo knew Chi­un was aware of his

    pres­ence.




    “I have come to talk, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly in Ko­re­an.




    “I have of­fend­ed you, I know,” Re­mo said, find­ing the words more dif­fi­cult than

    ex­pect­ed. He cleared his throat.




    “If this is the end of our trav­els to­geth­er,” Re­mo said, “then I will ac­cept that fact

    if I must. It is not my wish to put our friend­ship aside, but if it is your wish, then my

    re­spect for you forces me to ac­cept this.”




    Chi­un gave no sign he heard, but his pen scratched less fu­ri­ous­ly.




    “But just as I have my re­spect for you, you must re­spect me. I am pre­pared to say my last

    good-​bye and wish to atone for my of­fense be­fore we part. But be­cause I do not know how I

    have of­fend­ed you, I can­not do this. You must tell me. This is my part­ing re­quest to you,

    who have been both par­ent and teach­er to me.”




    When Chi­un fi­nal­ly spoke, it was af­ter a long si­lence, and he did not look up from his

    writ­ing.




    “That was a good speech, ex­cel­lent­ly spo­ken,” he said tone­less­ly.




    “Thank you,” Re­mo said, a lump grow­ing in his throat. Dammit! Why do I feel like this? he

    asked him­self.




    “But your voice broke to­ward the last,” Chi­un added, and re­sumed his writ­ing. A long

    si­lence stretched in­to min­utes in which nei­ther of them spoke.




    “Sit at my feet, Re­mo,” Chi­un said at last.




    Re­mo sat, his face a mask.




    “Em­per­or Smith has been try­ing to reach you.”




    “I don’t care about Smith,” Re­mo said.




    “And your as­sign­ment? Do you no longer care about that?”




    “I don’t know,” Re­mo said truth­ful­ly.




    “Then what do you care about?” Chi­un dropped his quill for the first time and faced Re­mo.

    His ex­pres­sion was un­read­able.




    “I care about you. I care about us.”




    Chi­un nod­ded and turned his parch­ment over.




    “Do you re­mem­ber the leg­end of the Great Mas­ter Wang?” Chi­un asked.




    “There are many leg­ends about Wang,” Re­mo replied.




    “True. But one stands above all oth­er.” Chi­un placed his hands flat on his lap and spoke

    with his eyes closed, as if from mem­ory.




    “There is a say­ing in my vil­lage, ‘Blue comes from in­di­go but is bluer.’ This means that

    a pupil can some­times ex­ceed his Mas­ter. So it was with Wang in the long-​ago days of

    Sinan­ju. Now, Wang was not the first of the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. No, many came be­fore him,

    and many came af­ter, and some who fol­lowed al­so took the name of Wang.




    “Be­fore Wang, the Mas­ter was named Hung. A good Mas­ter was Hung, and the last of the old

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, who knew not the sun source. In those days the Mas­ter was fol­lowed by

    less­er Mas­ters, who were known as night tigers.




    “When the time came for Hung to train his re­place­ment, he chose a young night tiger named

    Wang, who was my an­ces­tor. Wang was not a dif­fi­cult choice, for in the years those times

    were hard, and the ba­bies of Wang’s gen­er­ation had most­ly been sent home to the sea. Those

    who sur­vived were not al­ways healthy, al­though some made ad­equate night tigers. But on­ly

    Wang, Hung saw, was wor­thy to train as the next Mas­ter, and Wang be­gan that train­ing,

    quick­ly prov­ing him­self an apt stu­dent and pos­ses­sive of the promise of true

    lead­er­ship.




    “But, woe, be­fore Wang had been train­ing more than one year, the Mas­ter Hung died in his

    sleep. There was no shame at­tached to this, Re­mo, for this Mas­ter was still young, be­ing

    on­ly sev­en­ty-​five. Yet he died be­fore his time, leav­ing no heir wor­thy of be­ing called

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. This tragedy had nev­er be­fore hap­pened to the House of

    Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo had heard this sto­ry be­fore, but lis­tened pa­tient­ly.




    “And the peo­ple of the vil­lage gath­ered around the body of Hung,” Chi­un con­tin­ued.

    “And with much wail­ing and weep­ing, they con­signed his body to the earth, set­ting a mark­er

    up­on it which said: HERE LIES HUNG, THE LAST MAS­TER OF SINAN­JU.




    “And so it seemed. The glo­ry of the finest house of as­sas­sins the world had ev­er

    nur­tured was no more.




    “The peo­ple of Sinan­ju hud­dled by their fires, for win­ter was fast ap­proach­ing, and

    they asked them­selves, ‘What are we to do now that there is no Mas­ter to pro­tect us and feed

    our bel­lies and our chil­dren’s bel­lies?’




    “And some said, ‘We will have to send the ba­bies home to the sea again.’




    ” ‘But there are so few ba­bies even now,’ said oth­ers.




    ” ‘Per­haps we should leave this wretched vil­lage for the south.’




    ” ‘Oh, woe,’ they cried. ‘To no longer be Sinan­ju. To no longer be above all oth­ers. If

    on­ly Hung had not died too soon. If on­ly Wang had learned more.’




    “And so they grieved and com­plained to one an­oth­er, not one of them of­fer­ing any

    so­lu­tion to their plight. And Wang, young and be­set by the guilt the oth­ers had forced

    up­on him, went off with his thoughts to the hills east of Sinan­ju.




    “There he med­itat­ed for five days. Al­though he had been taught prop­er di­et, Wang ate

    on­ly rice hulls and grass roots be­cause he wished to purge his mind of all dis­trac­tion.

    Af­ter three days, he fore­bore all food and con­cen­trat­ed on prop­er breath­ing alone, an

    art which was known then, al­though not re­fined.




    “Af­ter five days, Wang’s med­ita­tion bore no fruit. He had no so­lu­tion to Sinan­ju’s

    grave plight. Fur­ther, his spir­it was fail­ing for he was weak from hunger and very cold. In

    truth, life and will were slip­ping from his body.




    “On the fifth night, he lay on his back star­ing in­to the heav­ens. Above him, the stars

    moved in­ex­orably, and it seemed to Wang they were cold, un­car­ing stars, un­mind­ful of the

    tragedy gath­er­ing on the shores of the West Ko­re­an Bay. Yet at the same time Wang could see

    that the stars nev­er went out; they were al­ways burn­ing, just like the sun. If on­ly peo­ple

    could burn as bright and as long… Wang thought.




    “It was then a great ring of fire came down from the skies. The fire had a mes­sage for

    Wang. It said that men do not use their minds and bod­ies as they should; they wast­ed their

    spir­it and strength. The ring of fire taught Wang the lessons of con­trol– and though Wang’s

    en­light­en­ment came in a sin­gle burst of flame, his mas­tery of what he had learned took a

    life­time.




    “This was the be­gin­ning of the sun source,” Chi­un fin­ished, open­ing his clear eyes.




    “You think there is some con­nec­tion be­tween that ring of fire and these UFOs?” Re­mo

    asked, frown­ing.




    “The sun source is known,” Chi­un said slow­ly. “But the source of the sun source is not

    known. Many Mas­ters have con­tem­plat­ed the mys­tery of the ring of fire which spoke to Wang,

    for it is the great­est mys­tery of Sinan­ju. I my­self have giv­en this much thought. And you,

    Re­mo?”




    Re­mo shrugged. “I thought it was just a leg­end.”




    “I see. Then per­haps you are not re­spon­si­ble af­ter all.”




    “I’m not?” Re­mo asked hope­ful­ly.




    “When I first read of these USOs, Re­mo, I saw in their mys­tery the an­swer to the

    great­est rid­dle of Sinan­ju. It was no ac­ci­dent that we of Sinan­ju, in the hour of our

    direst need, were giv­en the gift of the sun source. A wis­er pow­er from the stars saw that

    our glo­ry should not fade from this earth, and per­haps one of their USOs vis­it­ed with Wang

    and through their skill placed the se­cret of the sun source in­to his brain.




    “If this were true, then it is the du­ty of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to make con­tact with

    the de­scen­dants of the Mas­ter who gave Sinan­ju to the Great­est Mas­ter Wang. For we are

    bound by a com­mon des­tiny.”




    “Let me get this straight,” Re­mo said. “You think the things we can do with our bod­ies are

    be­cause a fly­ing saucer dropped in on Wang?”




    “An emis­sary from an ad­vanced Ko­re­an civ­iliza­tion,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed.




    “Ko­re­an? How do you fig­ure Ko­re­an?”




    “Very sim­ple. Ko­re­an is the most civ­ilized na­tion on this plan­et. It there­fore

    fol­lows that any ad­vanced peo­ple on oth­er plan­ets are Ko­re­an, too. Be­sides, this

    Mas­ter from the House of Bee­tle Goose has a Ko­re­an name. He told it to me.”




    “He did? What is it?”




    “Well,” Chi­un said eva­sive­ly. “He pro­nounced it dif­fer­ent­ly than you and I would. His

    ac­cent was atro­cious.”




    “Right. But what was his name?”




    “He called him­self Hopak Kay,” Chi­un said quick­ly.




    “Hopak Kay? What does it mean?”




    “It does not mat­ter what it means. It is his name.”




    Re­mo scratched his head. Hopak Kay? The words sound­ed fa­mil­iar, but Re­mo’s com­mand of

    Ko­re­an was not ex­act­ly flu­ent.




    “What is im­por­tant,” Chi­un con­tin­ued, “is that I had made con­tact with this

    Mas­ter.”




    “And I screwed it up?”




    “Yes, you screwed it up.”




    “I did not know, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I am sor­ry.”




    “Are you pre­pared to atone for this?” Chi­un asked.




    “If it is with­in my pow­er,” Re­mo replied.




    “Then you will help me re­gain con­tact with this World Mas­ter?”




    “Does that mean I’m for­giv­en?”




    “Yes, Re­mo. I for­give you.”




    “Thank you, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said grate­ful­ly. He no longer felt like an or­phan.

    “It was my speech that did it, wasn’t it?”




    Chi­un smiled. “Yes, it was your beau­ti­ful speech which touched my heart.” And Chi­un tore

    to pieces the parch­ment on which he had been writ­ing, pleased that he had been spared the

    ne­ces­si­ty of fin­ish­ing the long let­ter in which he told Re­mo that de­spite all the

    in­sults and in­dig­ni­ties he had suf­fered, Chi­un would re­turn to re­sume Re­mo’s train­ing

    since Re­mo was of such a lev­el of in­ep­ti­tude that with­out Chi­un, he was in dan­ger of

    be­ing run over by a three-​wheeled bi­cy­cle.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    “I’d bet­ter check in with Smit­ty,” Re­mo said, pick­ing up the tele­phone. “What did he

    say he want­ed?”




    “He want­ed you to re­cov­er some­thing that was stolen from your coun­try,” Chi­un said

    ab­sent­ly.




    “Oh yeah? Did he say what it was?”




    “It was one of those ridicu­lous atom­ic things.”




    “What! You mean an atom­ic bomb?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “No, not one of those.”




    “Good,” Re­mo said, lis­ten­ing to the Fol­croft num­ber ring.




    “Smith called it a war­head,” Chi­un re­marked.




    “An atom­ic war­head’s been stolen!” Re­mo shout­ed.




    “Yes, I know, Re­mo,” Smith’s lemo­ny voice came over the re­ceiv­er. “I’ve been try­ing to

    reach you about it. And there’s no need to shout. I can hear per­fect­ly.”




    “Smit­ty, what’s go­ing on?”




    “Not good, Re­mo. The Air Force se­cret­ly moved the dam­aged Ti­tan mis­sile to­day, along

    with its war­head, which took a dif­fer­ent route for se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons. The ve­hi­cle

    car­ry­ing the war­head dis­ap­peared en route, and its driv­er was found dead. He’d

    ap­par­ent­ly been left, un­con­scious, on a road three miles from the mis­sile base, where he

    was run over.”




    “In oth­er words, you don’t know who took this thing?”




    “No, but it’s safe to as­sume that the same group who sab­otaged the Ti­tan in the first

    place is re­spon­si­ble. Can you make con­tact with them again?”




    “I’ll try. Is the war­head alive?”




    “Un­for­tu­nate­ly, yes. It couldn’t be de­ac­ti­vat­ed on site. The dam­age to the mis­sile

    pre­clud­ed that. Re­mo, I don’t have to tell you how se­ri­ous this is. You’ll have to find a

    way to bring Chi­un back in­to this.”




    “I al­ready have, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said cool­ly.




    “Good,” said Smith, mov­ing on to the next or­der of busi­ness. “You must lo­cate the

    war­head as soon as pos­si­ble. When you do, con­tact me im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “Don’t you want to know how I con­vinced Chi­un to–“




    “No,” Smith said, and hung up.




    “Those crazy fly­ing saucer peo­ple have ripped off a live war­head,” Re­mo in­formed

    Chi­un.




    “Yes, I be­lieve they said some­thing about rid­ding the world of those in­sane de­vices. I

    do not think that is so crazy.”




    “That de­pends on whether one goes off in their faces or not. They’ve been lucky so far.

    We’ve got to find them, and when we do we’ll find that UFO, too.”




    “I will go put on an ap­pro­pri­ate ki­mono,” Chi­un said.




    When he re­turned, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju wore a green cer­emo­ni­al robe on which twin

    pea­cocks strut­ted. “Am I pre­sentable?” he asked.




    “On­ly if they’re hid­ing at a cir­cus,” Re­mo said, but he smiled.




    Chi­un smiled back. Things were back to nor­mal.




    At Chi­un’s in­sis­tence Re­mo drove to FOES head­quar­ters, even though he had been there

    ear­li­er and found noth­ing.




    “Empti­ness is al­ways tem­po­rary,” Chi­un point­ed out.




    The door was ajar when they got there, and sounds came from in­side.




    “Let’s take him, who­ev­er it is,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “No,” Chi­un said. “We will wish to fol­low this per­son to our goal. Let us be

    un­ob­tru­sive.”




    “You’ll have to leave the build­ing for that,” Re­mo re­marked, eye­ing the pea­cocks on

    Chi­un’s robe.




    But they both melt­ed in­to the shad­ows in time to avoid be­ing seen by Pavel Zar­nit­sa,

    who was anx­ious to lo­cate the farm of a cer­tain Ethel Sump.




    “Who was he?” Re­mo asked af­ter he had gone.




    “I did not rec­og­nize him,” Chi­un ad­mit­ted. “He is not one of the group be­long­ing to

    the blonde wom­an with the cav­ernous mouth.”




    “We’ll fol­low him any­way. He’s all we’ve got.”




    They let their quar­ry reach his rent­ed car be­fore they start­ed theirs. Re­mo fol­lowed

    at a dis­creet dis­tance, which was not a prob­lem. The lead­ing car gave off a nox­ious

    ex­haust, which Re­mo’s sen­si­tive nos­trils could fol­low from bet­ter than a mile.




    “Good. He’s go­ing south, Chi­un.”




    But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was too en­grossed to re­ply. He was busy solv­ing his Ru­bik’s

    Cube for what Re­mo thought must have been the hun­dredth time.




    “Haven’t you got­ten tired of that thing yet?” he com­plained.




    “One does not tire of new chal­lenges,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “What new chal­lenges?” Re­mo de­mand­ed. “You’ve al­ready bro­ken the record on that thing

    twice.”




    “But I have not solved the puz­zle with my eyes closed.”




    “Hah! And you’re not go­ing to, ei­ther. I still haven’t fig­ured out how you do it, but no

    one can do it with their eyes closed.”




    “No?” Chi­un in­quired. “Watch.”




    And while Re­mo watched out of the cor­ner of his eye, Chi­un went through an elab­orate

    se­ries of mo­tions like a ma­gi­cian prov­ing that he had noth­ing hid­den up his sleeve. Then

    he raised the cube from his lap and, tight­ly clos­ing his eyes, solved the puz­zle in a blur

    of col­ored squares and fly­ing fin­gers.




    “There. A new way. Per­haps I should go on tele­vi­sion.”




    Re­mo bit his tongue and con­cen­trat­ed on the road ahead. The thick smell of ex­haust

    fumes made him want to gag. Chi­un, im­mense­ly pleased with him­self, took a nap and prompt­ly

    be­gan snor­ing.




    “Large hairy dog!”




    Chi­un snapped awake in mid-​snore. “What is wrong, Re­mo? What is it?”




    “Large hairy dog,” Re­mo re­peat­ed tri­umphant­ly. “I’ve been try­ing to re­mem­ber it for

    the last twen­ty min­utes. Hopak Kay means ‘large hairy dog’ in Ko­re­an. This alien’s name is

    Large Hairy Dog!”




    Chi­un’s face as­sumed an em­bar­rassed ex­pres­sion. “Do not make light of an­oth­er’s

    name. In the cul­ture from which he comes, it is no doubt a proud and wor­thy name. You should

    take that in­to ac­count.”




    “Since when are you so un­der­stand­ing of oth­er cul­tures?”




    “I have al­ways been that way,” Chi­un in­sist­ed.




    “Try to keep that in mind the next time you want me to grow Fu Manchu fin­ger­nails.”




    Pavel Zar­nit­sa found the farm­house that should have be­longed to Ethel Sump, drove well

    past it, and pulled off the road. He qui­et­ly as­sem­bled his plas­tic pis­tol and walked back

    in the di­rec­tion of the farm, with its weeds and weath­er­beat­en barn.




    He did not pay any at­ten­tion to the car that shot past him, and so did not know that it,

    too, parked not far down the road.




    The farm was so run-​down, it made Pavel a lit­tle sick when he got to it. In Rus­sia, such

    ne­glect was prac­ti­cal­ly trea­sonous. How did they feed peo­ple with such waste? Think­ing

    of food made Pavel’s mouth wa­ter. He would en­joy a taco very much right about now. There was

    a light in one win­dow, and Pavel went to­ward it in a sort of crouch­ing run. He wait­ed in

    the dark­ness un­til he was sat­is­fied that his move­ments had gone un­no­ticed. And when he

    peered in­to the house, there was no sign of peo­ple ex­cept for the light, which showed a

    rather un­kempt par­lor.




    Mak­ing a cir­cuit of the place, Pavel dis­cov­ered the van, which told him that some­one

    had to be there. He was about to in­ves­ti­gate the barn when a weird thing hap­pened.




    The barn be­gan to glow.




    The barn had been a dark shape against some feath­ery red­bud trees and looked ready to fall

    over in a stiff wind. There were miss­ing boards and a ragged hole in the roof. Sud­den­ly, a

    tremen­dous white light seemed to fill the barn and leak from the chinks and holes. There were

    a lot of these, so it made the barn all but glow.




    A long, eerie sigh came from with­in, like a cho­rus of awestruck wor­shipers at the Sec­ond

    Com­ing.




    Pavel crept to­ward the light, this time on his stom­ach. What he saw through a knot­hole

    made him for­get all about his ap­petite.




    He saw a round metal­lic ob­ject of many bright lights, which be­gan to change col­or

    be­fore his star­tled eye. The ob­ject float­ed in the ex­act cen­ter of the barn. It wob­bled

    slight­ly, but oth­er­wise did not move. It made no sound. It was a fan­tas­tic sight.




    There were al­so peo­ple in­side the barn. Switch­ing eyes be­cause of the in­tense light,

    Pavel saw that they looked hu­man. There seemed to be about ten of them, led by a tall blonde

    wom­an in some kind of black uni­form. The oth­ers were al­so in black, in­clud­ing one who

    hob­bled on crutch­es, and an­oth­er who knelt be­fore the float­ing ob­ject. This man was not

    in black, and the blonde lead­er held a gun to his head.




    “He says his name is Thad Screiber, and he claims he’s a re­porter,” the blonde said

    loud­ly. It was clear she was speak­ing to the weird ob­ject.




    When the ob­ject replied in an un­earth­ly voice, Pavel felt his flesh crawl a lit­tle.




    “You have moved the war­head to a safe lo­ca­tion, Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er?” the voice

    de­mand­ed un­emo­tion­al­ly.




    “Two of our peo­ple are guard­ing it now,” Aman­da Bull said.




    “We are then at a dan­ger­ous junc­ture in our plans to dis­man­tle Amer­ica’s nu­cle­ar

    ar­se­nal.”




    Dis­man­tle Amer­ica’s nu­cle­ar ar­se­nal? Pavel thought in­cred­ulous­ly. And what was

    this about a war­head?




    “What do we do with this re­porter, World Mas­ter?” Aman­da asked. “He fol­lowed us here and

    could wreck ev­ery­thing. Should I shoot him? I wouldn’t mind.”




    This brought some grum­blings of dis­con­tent from the oth­ers in the group. The re­porter

    swayed a lit­tle on his knees. He looked a lit­tle green, but that might have been the

    lights.




    “Qui­et!” Aman­da snapped at the oth­ers.




    “No, shoot­ing him will ac­com­plish noth­ing,” the strange voice spoke.




    Ev­ery­one looked re­lieved, in­clud­ing Thad Screiber. He shut his eyes in re­lief and so

    did not see the blue nee­dle of light sud­den­ly stab from the UFO and im­pale him for a

    mo­ment in eter­ni­ty. The beam went com­plete­ly through him at a down­ward an­gle and

    start­ed a small fire on the ground be­hind him. Thad Screiber fell back in­to the tiny flames,

    and his dead body smoth­ered those flames.




    “But demon­strat­ing my pow­er will,” the World Mas­ter in­toned. “Have some of you

    for­got­ten the grav­ity of our work? If so, then con­sid­er this: you have par­tic­ipat­ed in

    the theft of one of your na­tion’s most dan­ger­ous and im­por­tant weapons. In the eyes of

    your peo­ple, you are all traitors. On­ly by con­tin­uing along the path I have marked and

    cre­at­ing a new world or­der can you es­cape cap­ture and ex­ecu­tion. No one must stand in

    our way.”




    The barn held a long si­lence in which beau­ti­ful light played along its walls and on the

    faces of its stunned oc­cu­pants. Even Aman­da Bull was shocked by the stern tone of the World

    Mas­ter. She re­cov­ered her com­po­sure long enough to say, “Prepa­ra­tion Group Num­ber Two

    stands ready to ful­fill its glo­ri­ous des­tiny.”




    “Ex­cel­lent,” the reedy voice com­ment­ed. “And your des­tiny will be glo­ri­ous, I promise

    you. In the new world, you will all be gi­ants. Fu­ture gen­er­ations will sing your prais­es.

    But first, we must in­sure that there will be a fu­ture for your tiny plan­et, which is my

    plan­et’s mis­sion.”




    “Or­ders?” Aman­da asked stiffly.




    “You will trans­port the Ti­tan war­head to the cen­ter of the pop­ula­tion area known as

    Ok­la­homa City and det­onate it.”




    Aman­da swal­lowed hard. Ethel Sump faint­ed, and the oth­ers looked as if they want­ed to.

    Pavel Zar­nit­sa felt none too good him­self. From what he could piece to­geth­er, it sound­ed

    very much as if World War III was about to be start­ed by a bunch of Amer­icans, on or­ders

    from a be­ing from an­oth­er plan­et!




    And there was no doubt in his mind that if Ok­la­homa City should be oblit­er­at­ed,

    Amer­ica’s nu­cle­ar fin­ger would swift­ly be point­ed to So­vi­et Rus­sia.




    Pavel knew he couldn’t al­low that. He was about to move from where he crouched when the

    barn doors were flung open and a stri­dent voice an­nounced, “Hail all! The Mas­ter of the

    House of Sinan­ju brings greet­ings to the Mas­ter of the House of Bee­tle Goose!”




    Chi­un, re­splen­dent in his green cer­emo­ni­al robes, strode bold­ly in­to the star­tled

    group. Re­mo, more wary, stood at his side.




    Aman­da Bull whipped her gun up to­ward Chi­un but Re­mo cleared the dis­tance be­tween them

    be­fore a shot could be fired, and sud­den­ly Aman­da was star­ing at her emp­ty gun hand,

    which stung painful­ly.




    Re­mo ex­tract­ed the clip, cleared the cham­ber, and tossed the weapon aside.




    “You won’t be need­ing that,” he told her.




    “Yes,” Chi­un called out, “no vi­olence is nec­es­sary. We have come in peace. We have come

    to re­sume ties with the House of Bee­tle Goose.”




    “If you have come here with peace­ful in­tent,” the World Mas­ter said, “then speak.”




    “There has been a mis­un­der­stand­ing be­tween our hous­es, World Mas­ter,” Chi­un said. “I

    wish a pri­vate au­di­ence.”




    “As proof of your peace­ful in­tent, you will al­low your com­pan­ion to be held pris­on­er

    dur­ing your au­di­ence.”




    “Done,” Chi­un said. “Re­mo, re­turn the wom­an’s weapon.”




    “Chi­un, I don’t like this. These clowns were just talk­ing about blow­ing up Ok­la­homa

    City.”




    “Re­mo!” Chi­un said sharply.




    Re­mo re­luc­tant­ly re­turned the au­to­mat­ic to Aman­da, who quick­ly rammed home a fresh

    clip.




    “All right, I’ve got you, buster!” Aman­da crowed.




    “Good for you,” Re­mo said sourly. He was look­ing around for the man they had tailed here.

    Now where could he be?




    Chi­un en­tered the ship of the World Mas­ter through a pan­el, which quick­ly shut af­ter

    him. He stood again with­in the out­er cham­ber, which sud­den­ly filled with a gold­en light.

    It was a very peace­ful light, Chi­un thought.




    When the shad­ow of the World Mas­ter crossed the peb­bled-​glass screen, Chi­un bowed

    low.




    “My an­ces­tors smile up­on this meet­ing,” Chi­un said qui­et­ly.




    “And mine,” re­turned the World Mas­ter.




    “I have many ques­tions,” Chi­un be­gan.




    “And your per­sis­tence has earned you the right to many an­swers.”




    “Many gen­er­ations ago, one of my an­ces­tors met with one of your peo­ple. In the hour of

    his great­est need, when even life it­self was fail­ing, a ring of fire de­scend­ed from the

    heav­ens and a voice was heard.”




    “Yes, my voice.”




    Chi­un’s beard trem­bled. “Yours?”




    “Yes. My life span is greater than you could imag­ine.”




    “Tru­ly, then, I stand in the pres­ence of a great Mas­ter. For it was you who made my

    peo­ple what they are to­day.”




    “This is cor­rect. Far, far in your plan­et’s past, my world saw that this Earth held great

    po­ten­tial. We came in our ships and with our sci­ence, pro­pelled the apes and the mon­keys

    on the up­ward evo­lu­tion­ary path that led to your hu­mans.”




    “Apes? Mon­keys?” Chi­un said be­wil­dered­ly. “You must be re­fer­ring to some oth­er

    things. My Ko­re­an an­ces­tors do not come from mere apes. I have been taught that our line

    sprang from the pair­ing of the great Tan­gun and a bear.”




    “Yes, this is true,” the World Mas­ter said. “I am Tan­gun.”




    This time Chi­un’s en­tire body trem­bled. “You? Tan­gun? You have told me that your name is

    Hopak Kay.”




    “My full name is Tan­gun Hopak Kay.”




    “That is a strange name,” said Chi­un slow­ly.




    “To hu­man ears per­haps.”




    “Tell me of your world,” Chi­un asked next. “I wish to know more of it.”




    “It is a world of beau­ty and peace, which I know you would find to your lik­ing. There is

    no hate, no crime, no wars. This is the im­age in which I in­tend to re­make your world. One

    de­void of ug­li­ness and evil. Where all men will live in true har­mo­ny, and the old will be

    cher­ished in their de­clin­ing years.”




    “Yes, that will be good for them,” Chi­un said ab­sent­ly. “But tell me more. Tell me of the

    sun source.”




    “On my world as well as yours, the sun is a great source of en­er­gy. But we have learned to

    har­ness that en­er­gy more ef­fi­cient­ly. All things on my plan­et are so­lar-​pow­ered.”




    Chi­un’s hazel eyes nar­rowed to slits. “And your as­sas­sins. What of them?”




    “My civ­iliza­tion long ago ad­vanced be­yond such prac­tices. The last of our as­sas­sins

    were re­ha­bil­itat­ed through brain op­er­ations. They were ren­dered meek and non­vi­olent in

    this man­ner.”




    “You have an­swered all my ques­tions,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju an­nounced sud­den­ly. “I

    wish to con­fer with my son.”




    “You may do this,” the World Mas­ter said, and the pan­el re­opened. “But you must both

    de­cide if you wish to join with me in my plan to erad­icate war and the evils of

    as­sas­si­na­tion af­ter that.”




    Chi­un left the gen­tly bob­bing ship.




    When Pavel Zar­nit­sa saw that ev­ery­one in the barn was dis­tract­ed by the reap­pear­ance

    of the old Ori­en­tal from the UFO– or what­ev­er it was– he de­cid­ed it was time to make his

    move.




    He dashed in­side, waved his pis­tol for all to see, and shout­ed at the top of his lungs,

    “You will all stand per­fect­ly still, please! You, drop your weapon,” Pavel told Aman­da, who

    com­plied hasti­ly. “The rest of you stand aside. I am claim­ing this space­craft and its

    se­crets on be­half of my gov­ern­ment!”




    “You fool, Pavel Zar­nit­sa! You will ru­in ev­ery­thing!” The voice of the World Mas­ter

    was an am­pli­fied screech.




    Pavel al­most dropped his weapon in shock.




    “You… you know my name?” Pavel de­mand­ed. “Who? How?”




    “You have ru­ined ev­ery­thing,” the voice said, and then a low hum­ming filled the

    barn.




    “Chi­un! There’s that sound again,” Re­mo shout­ed, ex­pect­ing his skin to heat up.




    But it didn’t. In­stead, there came a sput­ter­ing and hiss­ing from with­in the float­ing

    ob­ject, which sud­den­ly fell to the ground. White-​hot sparks like the prod­uct of a dozen

    arc-​weld­ing torch­es spilled out of the ob­ject. They hurt the eyes and caused ev­ery­one to

    look away in pain. Smoke filled the barn. Peo­ple ran and col­lid­ed with one an­oth­er.




    Re­mo, shield­ing his eyes, tried to find Chi­un in the con­fu­sion. “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he

    shout­ed, “where“




    “Hush, Re­mo. I am here.”




    Re­mo felt a fa­mil­iar hand take his. Chi­un, seem­ing­ly obliv­ious to the smoke and

    sput­ter­ing light, guid­ed them both away from the barn, which had start­ed to blaze.




    Re­mo glanced back once and saw the UFO. It was par­tial­ly ob­scured by the smoke, but he

    clear­ly saw it slow­ly melt­ing in­to a pud­dle of in­can­des­cent slag. There was no sign of

    the be­ing who called him­self the World Mas­ter.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    “Over here,” Re­mo was say­ing. “I found one.”




    “One what?” Chi­un called from in­side the smol­der­ing barn. The struc­ture had burned

    al­most to the ground be­fore the fire had gone out on its own. Parts of two sides still stood

    stub­born­ly.




    “One of the ones who didn’t get away,” Re­mo said, look­ing down at the stunned fig­ure of

    Pavel Zar­nit­sa, whose face was black with soot.




    “He– he knew my name,” Pavel said dazed­ly. “How could he know my name?”




    Re­mo, notic­ing his cap­tive’s ac­cent, de­mand­ed, “You sound like a Rus­sian.”




    “I am a Po­lack,” Pavel told him, sit­ting up.




    “Yeah? Well I’ve been to Rus­sia, and I know what a Rus­sian sounds like. And for my mon­ey,

    bud­dy, you sound like a Rus­sian to me.”




    “Have you ev­er been to Poland?”




    “Uh… no,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “Then I sub­mit you do not know what you are speak­ing of.”




    “Hey, Chi­un, come lis­ten to this guy. I think he’s a Rus­sian,” Re­mo shout­ed.




    “I do not have to lis­ten to him,” Chi­un called back. “I can smell him. He is a

    Rus­sian.”




    “I knew it,” Re­mo said, lift­ing Pavel to his feet with one hand. “Time to come clean.”




    Pavel reached for his pis­tol, but Re­mo got to it first. He squeezed hard, and the weapon

    fell in pieces from his hand.




    “Pret­ty neat trick, right?” Re­mo said.




    “No,” Pavel said. “Any­one could do it. The weapon is plas­tic.”




    “I’m be­gin­ning not to like you,” Re­mo told him.




    “That is too bad for one of us,” Pavel ad­mit­ted un­hap­pi­ly.




    “You got that right,” Re­mo said, drag­ging the Rus­sian over to where Chi­un picked through

    what was left of the UFO.




    There wasn’t much left– sur­pris­ing­ly lit­tle for such a large ob­ject, in fact. Most of

    it was shiny slag– a bit like a large bob of lead that had been melt­ed down– on­ly what­ev­er

    the met­al had been, it wasn’t lead, and it was still too hot to touch. There were oth­er

    things, too. Pieces of ma­chin­ery that had been in­side the UFO. Some of these stuck out of

    the smooth slag like jagged teeth, but even these had with­ered in the in­tense heat.




    “If there’s any body in­side that mess,” Re­mo ven­tured, “it must have been burned to the

    size of a dog. A small dog, at that.”




    “There is no body,” Chi­un spat.




    “You think this World Mas­ter es­caped with the rest of them?” Re­mo asked.




    “Of course,” Chi­un re­turned, fold­ing his hands with­in his sleeves. “The oth­ers could

    not have es­caped on their own. Some­one led them. Some­one who was not the blonde wom­an.

    “




    “Why not her?” asked Re­mo.




    “Be­cause some­one who would let a tiny hair grow on the bridge of her nose could not

    suc­cess­ful­ly lead oth­ers to safe­ty,” Chi­un told him.




    “Right,” Re­mo said, look­ing around. “Well, it’s ob­vi­ous they got away in the van– all

    ex­cept this guy, here.”




    “I am not one of those peo­ple,” Pavel point­ed out.




    “I’ll bet,” Re­mo said.




    “He is telling the truth,” Chi­un said. “I do not rec­og­nize him as a fol­low­er of the

    blonde wom­an. Nor do I rec­og­nize the body of the white you so fool­ish­ly tried to

    res­cue.”




    “I didn’t know he was dead when I went back in to get him,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “If you had not gone back in­to the fire, I would not have had to go back al­so to pro­tect

    you, and the oth­ers would not have es­caped.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I know how much you val­ue mak­ing con­tact with this Hopak

    Kay.”




    Chi­un spat on the ground vi­olent­ly. “Pah! He is well named. He is a dog and son of

    dog.”




    “What’s that?” Re­mo asked quizzi­cal­ly.




    “Noth­ing,” Chi­un mut­tered, and stormed off.




    Re­mo turned to the Rus­sian. “And where do you fit in­to this?”




    Pavel Zar­nit­sa shrugged his shoul­ders and his bushy eye­brows at the same time. “I am

    just a Po­lack passer­by.”




    “No, you’re not. We fol­lowed you here. How are you con­nect­ed with these fly­ing-​saucer

    chasers?”




    Pavel saw no harm in an­swer­ing that ques­tion, so he did.




    “I was chas­ing them,” he said.




    “Why?”




    “To see to what they were up, just as you were. Where is the harm in that?”




    “We’re Amer­icans. You aren’t,” Re­mo said sim­ply.




    “That does not mean I have no in­ter­est in keep­ing Amer­ica from de­stroy­ing

    it­self.”




    “Amer­ica isn’t try­ing to de­stroy it­self,” Re­mo said.




    “But some Amer­icans are,” Pavel coun­tered. “We have both wit­nessed this. There is a

    nu­cle­ar de­vice that has fall­en in­to their hands, and in­to the space­man’s hands.”




    “How do you know he’s a space­man?”




    Pavel paled slight­ly in the dark­ness so that Re­mo no­ticed. “He knew my name. He spoke

    it. How could he know this? No one knows I am here. Not even my su­pe­ri­ors.” His voice was

    un­steady. “He can read minds, per­haps?”




    Re­mo didn’t know the an­swer to that. Chi­un be­lieved that the alien was gen­uine, and

    con­nect­ed to Sinan­ju. Chi­un wasn’t al­ways right, but Re­mo had nev­er known him to make a

    mis­take where Sinan­ju was con­cerned. Maybe he could read minds.




    “You said some­thing about your su­pe­ri­ors,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly. “Who?”




    “I can­not tell you that,” Pavel in­sist­ed.




    “Yes, you can. You just need in­cen­tive. In­cen­tive is an Amer­ican idea, but I’ll be glad

    to show you how it works.”




    Re­mo took Pavel Zar­nit­sa by the left ear­lobe and squeezed. It looked as if Re­mo were

    just be­ing play­ful, but then the Rus­sian’s ex­pres­sion warped like heat­ed wax, and his

    knees buck­led. Re­mo lift­ed, and the Rus­sian oblig­ing­ly stood on tip­toe. He did not

    fight, even though his hands were free.




    In­stead, he said, “Oooch! Yow! Oooch!” sev­er­al times very fast, and fin­ished by

    ad­mit­ting, “KGB! I am KGB!”




    “What else?”




    “I am not in your beau­ti­ful coun­try to spy on you. I am here to keep an eye on Rus­sians.

    I like Amer­ica. Hon­est­ly. My fa­vorite Amer­ican food is tacos.”




    Re­mo squeezed hard­er.




    “I read about your mis­siles, so I come here to see what trou­ble you are hav­ing. I learn

    enough to come here, and to know that what is hap­pen­ing is not good. Not good for Rus­sians

    or Amer­icans. So you see, we are on the same side, no?”




    Re­mo let Pavel loose, know­ing he had been telling the truth.




    “We are on the same side, def­inite­ly no,” Re­mo said. He walked over to the body of Thad

    Screiber, which lay black­ened and singed on the ground. Re­mo forced his pupils to di­late so

    he could see the dead man’s face in the dark­ness. Some­where a bird called twice.




    “Know this guy?” Re­mo asked Pavel.




    “No. But they said he was a re­porter who learned too much. The space­man zipped him.”




    “Did what?”




    “Zipped him,” Pavel re­peat­ed. “Like in your sci­ence fic­tion movies. There was a beam of

    blue light. Then he fell over dead. Look. There will be a hole.”




    Re­mo looked. The hole was there. Not large, but it went clean through. The wound was even

    cau­ter­ized. Some kind of death beam, Re­mo re­al­ized.




    “He got zapped, all right,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted. He found a wal­let on the body, which

    iden­ti­fied him as Thad Screiber, of North­field, Min­neso­ta. Oth­er than that, Re­mo could

    learn noth­ing about him. There was no in­di­ca­tion that he be­longed to the Ok­la­homa City

    chap­ter of FOES. Or any oth­er chap­ter, for that mat­ter. That prob­ably meant he was what he

    had claimed to be, a re­porter.




    Re­mo found Chi­un in­side the farm­house. There was a body there, too. A wom­an’s.




    “She was one of them,” Chi­un said.




    “Yeah, I rec­og­nize her,” Re­mo said. “She was the one the blonde shot by ac­ci­dent that

    first time when she tried to shoot me. Looks like they dragged her back here, and she

    died.”




    “The body is still warm,” Chi­un said. “Had they sought med­ical at­ten­tion, she might have

    been saved.”




    “Any­way, we’ve got to find what’s left of the group be­fore they do more dam­age. The

    ques­tion is, where do we look?”




    “Look at maps,” Pavel sug­gest­ed.




    “What maps?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Any maps. They al­ways leave maps around. They are very care­less. This is how I know to

    come here. They left a map in their of­fice. They left names and ad­dress­es. Per­haps they do

    the same here.”




    “I was in that of­fice twice and didn’t find any­thing,” Re­mo said.




    Pavel shrugged his shoul­ders in time with his eye­brows. “You are not prop­er­ly

    trained.”




    “You are smart for a stupid Rus­sian,” Chi­un re­marked.




    Re­mo gave them both a look, but he searched the place any­way. The trou­ble was that he

    didn’t know what he was look­ing for. He nev­er had been much good at this sort of thing. It

    was a lot eas­ier when Smith did all the root­ing around and just told Re­mo who the hit was,

    what he looked like and where to find him.




    As a con­se­quence of his pre­oc­cu­pa­tion, Re­mo found noth­ing and said so.




    “There’s noth­ing here.”




    “Now I will try,” Pavel Zar­nit­sa of­fered. He ig­nored ev­ery area Re­mo had al­ready

    checked, sim­ply be­cause he had watched Re­mo go through the house and knew there was noth­ing

    of worth to be found in those places. Re­mo had been look­ing for hid­den ma­te­ri­als. Pavel

    knew that the FOES group did not hide things. They were not that well-​trained or that smart.

    Con­se­quent­ly, they had out­smart­ed Re­mo.




    “Here,” Pavel said, re­turn­ing from the kitchen. He had a notepad on which some­one had

    been doo­dling. In among the doo­dles were two words, “Bro­ken Ar­row.”




    Re­mo read the pad. “Doesn’t mean any­thing to me. Bet­ter call Smith.”




    “Who’s Smith?” Pavel asked.




    The look Re­mo and Chi­un gave him made Pavel wish very, very much that he had not asked

    that ques­tion.




    “I will wait in the next room while you talk,” Pavel of­fered.




    De­spite the late hour, Re­mo got Smith im­me­di­ate­ly. Re­mo rat­tled off the events of

    the evening as fast as he could. “The on­ly clue we found,” he fin­ished, “is a notepad.

    Some­one wrote Bro­ken Ar­row on it.”




    “Any­thing else?” Smith asked.




    “No. It’s stuck in the mid­dle of some doo­dles, but they aren’t any­thing.”




    “Bro­ken Ar­row is a code des­ig­na­tion for a se­ri­ous nu­cle­ar ac­ci­dent,” Smith said.

    “The code for a less­er in­ci­dent is Bent Spear.”




    “Then it’s just some­one scrib­bling on a notepad,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “There’s al­so a town named Bro­ken Ar­row in Ok­la­homa. Near Tul­sa, I think.”




    “Then we’d bet­ter check it out,” Re­mo said.




    “No. You told me you over­heard the in­di­vid­ual called the World Mas­ter is­sue

    in­struc­tions to place the war­head in Ok­la­homa City for det­ona­tion. You must go there

    first. Find­ing that de­vice is ev­ery­thing now, Re­mo. The news­pa­pers know about the Ti­tan

    ac­ci­dent now.”




    “I thought they al­ready did,” Re­mo said.




    “They had ru­mors. But I just had in­for­ma­tion that the New York Times is about to break

    an eye­wit­ness ac­count of the mis­sile sal­vage op­er­ation. Ev­ident­ly, a re­porter named…”

    Smith paused and Re­mo heard a rus­tle of pa­pers.”… Thad Screiber man­aged to get close to the

    op­er­ation. I don’t know where he fits in.”




    “He doesn’t any­more,” Re­mo said. “He’s here. Dead. They killed him.”




    “That may be good,” Smith de­cid­ed. “If this whole sto­ry gets out, it will gal­va­nize the

    antin­ucle­ar peo­ple. They’re apt to go over­board and de­mand we dis­man­tle our de­fen­sive

    mis­sile pro­gram.”




    “Yeah. Well, that’s your wor­ry, Smit­ty. I’m go­ing to have my hands full find­ing that

    war­head and han­dling Chi­un at the same time.” Re­mo low­ered his voice and glanced side­ways

    at Chi­un, who was peek­ing in­to the next room to make sure the Rus­sian wasn’t

    eaves­drop­ping. “Chi­un is con­vinced this World Mas­ter had some­thing to do with his

    an­ces­tors. It’s too com­pli­cat­ed to ex­plain now, but Chi­un wants to be friends with

    him.”




    “Chi­un be­lieves this per­son is what he claims to be?”




    “Yeah. Maybe I do, too. I don’t know. But I do know if it comes down to a choice be­tween

    Ok­la­homa City and not an­tag­oniz­ing him, I’d get ready to or­der a new set of wall

    maps.”




    “Hm­mm,” Smith mused. “Per­haps I’d bet­ter re­call Chi­un to Fol­croft. Tell him the sun is

    set­ting in the east.”




    “Huh? It’s not–“




    “That’s the code for him to re­turn on his own.”




    “Oh,” Re­mo said. “Hey, Chi­un, Smith says to tell you that the sun is set­ting in the

    east.”




    “Tell Em­per­or Smith he does not have to wor­ry,” Chi­un called back. “The Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju will re­turn when he has fin­ished the Em­per­or’s busi­ness.”




    “You heard him,” Re­mo told Smith. “He’s not budg­ing.”




    “Very well,” Smith said grim­ly. “I’m go­ing to count on you, Re­mo. You must not fail.

    Lo­cate the war­head and in­form me im­me­di­ate­ly. I’ll take care of the rest.”




    “What about this Rus­sian?”




    “Did you get his name?”




    “No. Nev­er thought to ask,” Re­mo said. He called in­to the next room. “Hey, bud­dy, you

    got a name?”




    “Ivan Vobla,” Pavel called back.




    “His name is Pavel Zar­nit­sa,” Chi­un spat. “I heard him called that.”




    “Yeah, that’s right,” Re­mo said. “This World Mas­ter rec­og­nized him right off. Called him

    by name. He can’t fig­ure it out him­self. He keeps bab­bling about it.”




    “Re­mo, are you sure?” Smith de­mand­ed.




    “Yeah, I am. Why?”




    “I don’t know,” Smith said slow­ly. “Let me check my files.” There was a pause while Smith

    called up some in­for­ma­tion on his com­put­er.




    “Yes, I do have a Pavel Zar­nit­sa. KGB. Cur­rent­ly sta­tioned in New York City to mon­itor

    Rus­sian em­ploy­ees work­ing for Aeroflot. Ex­treme­ly few peo­ple know he is in

    Amer­ica…”




    “So what do I do with him?”




    “I don’t know where he fits in, but hold on to him. Bet­ter yet, tell Chi­un that he is

    re­spon­si­ble for Zar­nit­sa. That may keep him from in­ter­fer­ing with your move­ments.”




    Re­mo looked over and saw Chi­un and the Rus­sian giv­ing each oth­er looks of mu­tu­al

    dis­like.




    “I’m sure they’re both go­ing to be very hap­py with your de­ci­sion,” Re­mo said be­fore he

    hung up.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    Aman­da Bull was be­gin­ning to won­der. She had had ques­tions be­fore, but the World

    Mas­ter had al­ways an­swered them, and the an­swers had al­ways dis­pelled her wor­ries. She

    had had doubts be­fore, but they were lit­tle doubts, and they al­ways went away when she

    stopped think­ing of them.




    They didn’t go away this time.




    All dur­ing the ride back to Ok­la­homa City, she had ques­tions and doubts. She could

    un­der­stand that there might be a rea­son for the World Mas­ter’s space­craft to sud­den­ly

    dis­in­te­grate. A mal­func­tion, for in­stance. Un­avoid­able, per­haps. She could

    un­der­stand the need to evac­uate ev­ery­one. There was the dan­ger from Re­mo, and then the

    strange man with the gun and the thick ac­cent. Who had he been? And why did the World Mas­ter

    shout that he had ru­ined ev­ery­thing? There were prob­ably an­swers to those ques­tions, too.

    Good, sen­si­ble, log­ical an­swers. Of that, Aman­da had lit­tle doubt.




    What re­al­ly dis­turbed Aman­da did not strike her un­til af­ter she and the rest of the

    Prepa­ra­tion Group had been led from the burn­ing barn by the World Mas­ter him­self. He had

    seem­ing­ly ma­te­ri­al­ized out of the sparks and flames and smoke to take Aman­da’s hand and

    lead her out of the blaze through a hole be­tween two boards. The oth­ers had fol­lowed while

    Re­mo and the Ori­en­tal were try­ing to es­cape them­selves. It had been dark, and no one

    could see very clear­ly. Ex­cept the World Mas­ter. It had been he who made them all link hands

    and who led them to the wait­ing van. It had been he who had or­dered the oth­ers to take the

    van, while push­ing him­self and Aman­da in­to that re­porter’s car, which was parked near­by,

    and in­struct­ed them all to drive as fast as pos­si­ble to Ok­la­homa City. All that made

    sense, and so Aman­da fol­lowed or­ders as she al­ways did.




    But what was strange, and what did not hit home un­til they were on the road and clear­ly

    go­ing to es­cape pur­suit, was that the World Mas­ter seemed to have no trou­ble breath­ing in

    the Earth’s at­mo­sphere.




    Aman­da looked in­to the rearview mir­ror for the sixth time. Even in the dark­ness of a

    coun­try road she could see that the in­di­vid­ual who oc­cu­pied the rear seat of the car was

    not wear­ing a hel­met of any kind. He didn’t have a breath­ing mask, ei­ther. That was clear.

    As for the face of the World Mas­ter, it had fright­ened Aman­da hor­ri­bly the first time she

    had looked in­to the mir­ror, and she al­most lost con­trol of the car. But, as if she were at

    a freak show, she couldn’t re­sist an­oth­er look, and then still an­oth­er, un­til the

    shad­owy face hov­er­ing be­hind her in the dark seemed like an im­age out of a hor­ror movie–

    scary, but fa­mil­iar.




    “Can– can you breathe okay?” Aman­da asked.




    The voice that an­swered was no longer thin and high, but a sin­is­ter bari­tone. It

    said:




    “Be silent, stupid wom­an. You have failed mis­er­ably.”




    “But… I tried,” Aman­da wailed.




    “And failed. There is no ex­cuse. I should not have en­trust­ed such re­spon­si­bil­ity to a

    mere wom­an.”




    “Mere… But you said that“




    “I said be silent!”




    And Aman­da be­gan to cry.




    “Stop this ve­hi­cle, Re­mo,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju de­mand­ed.




    “Now? Chi­un, we’ve got to catch these peo­ple be­fore they get to the city.”




    “I no longer wish to sit back here with this Rus­sian per­vert,” Chi­un spat.




    “Then climb over the seat.”




    “I will not climb over the seat like a child. Stop this car so that one may change his seat

    with dig­ni­ty.”




    Re­mo braked the car. Chi­un, gath­er­ing his robes about him, stepped out of the back and

    took the seat next to Re­mo, who got go­ing again.




    “Ok­la­homa City is about to be blown to chalk dust, and you have to change seats,” Re­mo

    com­plained.




    Chi­un sniffed. “Em­per­or Smith may have en­trust­ed this Rus­sian pris­on­er to my

    keep­ing, but that does not mean I am forced to lis­ten to a recita­tion of his filthy

    habits.”




    “What filthy habits?” Re­mo asked, eye­ing Pavel Zar­nit­sa in the rearview mir­ror.

    Zar­nit­sa looked sheep­ish sit­ting all by him­self.




    “His filthy eat­ing habits,” Chi­un told him.




    Pavel, hear­ing this, leaned for­ward ea­ger­ly and protest­ed. “I have not filthy habits,”

    he in­sist­ed. “I was sim­ply dis­cussing my ap­pre­ci­ation for that won­der­ful Amer­ican

    del­ica­cy, the taco.”




    Chi­un made a dis­gust­ed noise.




    “Tacos?” Re­mo said in sur­prise.




    “Yes, they are some hor­ri­ble food made with meat and spices,” Chi­un ex­plained to

    Re­mo.




    “I know what they are,” Re­mo said. “I just nev­er heard any­one call them a del­ica­cy

    be­fore.”




    “Well, they are not. And if this Rus­sian’s de­scrip­tion is ac­cu­rate, they are not even

    food.” Chi­un low­ered his voice. “He told me that when he eats one, his nose runs and his

    stom­ach burns. He told me those were the rea­sons he likes to eat them,” Chi­un

    con­fid­ed.




    “I am hun­gry,” Pavel com­plained. “If we find the war­head soon, could we stop for

    tacos?”




    “I will kill this Rus­sian be­fore I will al­low my­self to be a wit­ness to his per­vert­ed

    acts,” Chi­un said loud­ly enough for Pavel to hear.




    The sun be­gan to rise, flood­ing the east­ern sky with hot red light. It was a pret­ty

    sight, but it made Re­mo think of a nu­cle­ar ex­plo­sion in slow mo­tion, so he drove

    faster.




    The truck with the war­head was where it was sup­posed to be. Parked in front of FOES

    head­quar­ters, it might have been any un­marked de­liv­ery van ex­cept for the black blots on

    each side where the nu­cle­ar ra­di­ation sym­bols had been paint­ed out.




    The two peo­ple who had driv­en the weapon-​car­ry­ing van jumped out of the truck with

    re­lief when Aman­da and the oth­ers joined them.




    “We’ve got trou­ble,” Aman­da told them both in a grim voice. “The World Mas­ter says to

    ditch the FOES van some­where. Any­where. It’s known.”




    The driv­er nod­ded and took the van down the street, and came back on foot sev­er­al

    min­utes lat­er.




    “Good,” Aman­da said. “Now ev­ery­one get in­side and wait in the of­fice.”




    Aman­da got back in­to the car, bit­ing her lip. It was grow­ing light now, and the air had

    that ear­ly morn­ing cool­ness that Aman­da loved as a child but hard­ly ev­er ex­pe­ri­enced

    any­more.




    “They still ac­cept your or­ders. Good,” the World Mas­ter said.




    Aman­da did not face him. In­stead, she spoke with her face avert­ed, as if to de­ny his

    ex­is­tence at the same time that she held a con­ver­sa­tion with him.




    “That Re­mo will be fol­low­ing us,” Aman­da said.




    “Yes. He is dan­ger­ous. Very dan­ger­ous. The old Ori­en­tal is not. He be­lieves

    what­ev­er I tell him. But we must deal with this Re­mo for our plan to suc­ceed.”




    “You– you still in­tend to det­onate the war­head,” Aman­da said flat­ly.




    “It is the on­ly way now. For the Amer­ican peo­ple to be made to call for the re­moval of

    all nu­cle­ar weapons, it will take an un­for­get­table demon­stra­tion. This will take time. I

    can­not ac­ti­vate the war­head with­out time and tools.”




    “Bro­ken Ar­row?” Aman­da asked, hold­ing back tears.




    “Yes, the lo­ca­tion I have told you about. It is for­tu­nate that I had pre­pared this

    place for an emer­gen­cy such as this. You know where it will be found from the de­scrip­tion I

    gave you. Or­der the oth­ers to drive the war­head to that lo­ca­tion.”




    “What– what about me?”




    “You will re­main here, wait­ing. This Re­mo will ar­rive soon. It will be your job to let

    him lo­cate you. Once that is done, you will con­vince him that the war­head is in this city

    and that you will lead him to it. When he is off his guard, you will kill him. Are these

    in­struc­tions clear to you, Prepa­ra­tion Group Lead­er Bull?”




    The voice, so dif­fer­ent from the one Aman­da had been used to tak­ing or­ders from,

    sound­ed macabre and cyn­ical ask­ing that ques­tion. But Aman­da an­swered as she al­ways

    had.




    “Yes, I un­der­stand that part. What about the Ori­en­tal?”




    “Kill him, too.”




    “That man who said he was claim­ing your ship for his gov­ern­ment– the one with the

    ac­cent. What about him?” Aman­da asked wood­en­ly.




    The World Mas­ter paused for so long be­fore he an­swered that Aman­da was about to re­peat

    the ques­tion.




    “If Pavel Zar­nit­sa is with them, then he must die, too. For he may have ru­ined

    ev­ery­thing.”


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    It was all up to her now, Aman­da told her­self as she stared out the win­dow of FOES

    head­quar­ters and watched the van car­ry­ing the war­head dis­ap­pear from sight. She felt

    ill, and the ill­ness was noth­ing less than a raw fear, but she steeled her­self. There were

    doubts and ques­tions in her mind. There were things that didn’t add up any­more, and seemed as

    if they could nev­er add up. It was pos­si­ble that the World Mas­ter had lied to her about

    cer­tain things– lied to them all, in fact. There was no es­cap­ing that.




    But he was still the World Mas­ter, Aman­da be­lieved. He was still the emis­sary of a

    won­der­ful civ­iliza­tion from far be­yond the stars, come to bring peace to this war-​torn

    plan­et. If he had lied at times, or if his meth­ods seemed harsh, then it was on­ly be­cause

    his goal was so im­por­tant. It was jus­ti­fi­able, Aman­da told her­self. Yes, when it came to

    sav­ing the Earth from self-​de­struc­tion, then the end tru­ly jus­ti­fied the means.




    Even if that meant oblit­er­at­ing Ok­la­homa City when the time came.




    She had been fool­ish to doubt the World Mas­ter. Why, hadn’t he told her that he would be

    leav­ing for his Bro­ken Ar­row head­quar­ters by him­self? Through a method of trav­el that

    didn’t in­volve cars or any oth­er ve­hi­cles? Yes, that was what he had said. And there on the

    street be­low sat the car in which Aman­da had left him sit­ting. See? He didn’t need it to get

    where he was go­ing.




    “Tele­por­ta­tion,” Aman­da said aloud. “I’ll bet he’s go­ing by tele­por­ta­tion. Sure! If

    they can do it on ‘Star Trek,’ they can do it on–“




    Aman­da’s voice choked off. Be­low, the hud­dled fig­ure of the World Mas­ter

    sur­rep­ti­tious­ly left the back of the car and slipped in­to the driv­er’s seat.




    The car left the curb, drag­ging a long worm of ex­haust in its trail.




    “If you don’t know where to look,” Pavel Zar­nit­sa was say­ing, “how are you go­ing to find

    the nu­cle­ar de­vice be­fore it goes off?”




    “I know where to look,” Re­mo said, as they drove through the streets of Ok­la­homa City.

    “It’s some­where in this town.”




    “This is not a small place,” Pavel point­ed out.




    “We’ll find it,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “How?” Chi­un whis­pered to him. “We’ll find it,” Re­mo re­peat­ed un­con­vinc­ing­ly.




    “Try the EN­EMIES of­fice,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed.




    “FOES. Not EN­EMIES. FOES.”




    Chi­un shrugged. “There is a dif­fer­ence?”




    Re­mo parked in front of the Stig­man Build­ing, where the of­fices of the Fly­ing Ob­ject

    Eval­ua­tion Cen­ter were. He was tired of vis­it­ing the place, and it was prob­ably a waste

    of time, but he had no oth­er log­ical place to look for a war­head. As the Rus­sian had

    right­ly said, Ok­la­homa City was a big place.




    “You stay here with him, Chi­un,” Re­mo said, in­di­cat­ing the Rus­sian.




    “Yes,” Chi­un agreed. “I will pro­tect this ve­hi­cle. With his taste, this one may at­tempt

    to eat the seats.”




    Re­mo went up the steps to the of­fice. Be­fore he opened the door, his sen­si­tive

    nos­trils de­tect­ed an odor fa­mil­iar to him. A hu­man odor that was a dis­tinc­tive blend of

    soap and sham­poo min­gled with per­spi­ra­tion, which it­self was dis­tinc­tive be­cause it

    was the prod­uct of an in­di­vid­ual’s unique phys­io­log­ical make­up and di­etary habits.




    The blonde. Aman­da Bull.




    Re­mo eased the door open. The room be­yond was emp­ty. With a sup­ple grace, he worked his

    way through the crack in the door and closed it sound­less­ly. The door lead­ing to the in­ner

    of­fice was ajar. Re­mo made for it. He might have been a wisp of cigarette smoke float­ing

    through the room for all the sound he made.




    Aman­da Bull was wait­ing for him.




    “Oh,” she said. “You sur­prised me.” Her voice sound­ed odd. Re­mo couldn’t tell why at

    first, then it came to him. She wasn’t us­ing her

    I’m-​the-​boss-​here-​and-​you-​bet­ter-​know-​it voice. She was act­ing.




    “Yeah, I do that a lot,” Re­mo told her, look­ing for weapons. Her hands were emp­ty, but

    she stood with her right hand against her hip and slight­ly back. It was not calm, nor did it

    ex­hib­it any of the ex­pect­ed ner­vous habits peo­ple showed with their hands. It hov­ered.

    There was a weapon at the small of her back.




    “Well, I guess you got me,” Aman­da said.




    “Guess so.” Re­mo got to with­in a few paces of her.




    “Uh… I sup­pose you want to know where it is?” Aman­da said.




    “That’s right,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly.




    “It’s here– in Ok­la­homa City, that is. Hid­den where no one can find it.”




    “Ex­cept you?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “Yes, ex­cept me. I guess I’ll have to take you to it.”




    “Good idea,” Re­mo said. “Why don’t you lead the way?”




    Aman­da be­gan to lead Re­mo to the door, but Re­mo caught her el­bow and, us­ing his own

    body as a piv­ot, swept her half around and pushed her back against the desk. She hit the edge

    of the desk with the small of her back and said, “Oof,” when the im­pact forced the air from

    her lungs.




    Re­mo was against her body be­fore she could re­act, his left arm catch­ing her right, and

    his right hand found the gun hol­stered at the small of her back. He felt it, threw the safe­ty

    to the “on” po­si­tion but left it there.




    “What… what are you do­ing?” Aman­da de­mand­ed hot­ly.




    Re­mo didn’t an­swer. His deep eyes gazed in­to her gray ones, and Aman­da felt a shiv­er

    course through her body that was less one of fear than it was a sex­ual re­flex. She had nev­er

    felt any­thing like the elec­tric­ity that seemed to jump from Re­mo’s fin­ger to her body.

    In­vol­un­tar­ily, her breath­ing in­creased.




    Re­mo’s lips found hers be­fore she could protest– if in fact she in­tend­ed to protest. His

    tongue dart­ed out and, clos­ing her eyes, Aman­da’s mouth yield­ed, tast­ed, and replied in

    kind.




    Aman­da felt the hard fin­gers brush her sway­ing body through the ma­te­ri­al of her black

    jump­suit. The fin­gers were hard like the blunt noses of bul­lets, yet they touched and

    knead­ed her with just the right com­bi­na­tion of strength and gen­tle­ness.




    Not think­ing of any­thing but those fin­gers, Aman­da let her­self sink back in­to the desk

    top, where Re­mo’s fin­gers worked her wrists un­til she felt her pulse quick­en. Then Re­mo’s

    ma­nip­ula­tions be­came a long, de­li­cious blur in Aman­da Bull’s mind un­til she felt the

    front zip­per of her jump­suit ease down. And then Re­mo was in­side her, ex­cit­ing her,

    pleas­ing her, ques­tion­ing her.




    “The war­head,” Re­mo asked through the white noise of her plea­sure. “Where is it

    re­al­ly?”




    “Aah­hh… lat­er,” Aman­da moaned.




    “Now, or I’ll stop.”




    “Uhh– no, don’t stop! Please don’t stop. Feels… good.”




    “On­ly good?” Re­mo asked.




    “Meant great– feels great!”




    “There’s a lot more to come,” Re­mo said, “but on­ly if you an­swer the ques­tion.” Re­mo

    paused for a frac­tion of a sec­ond, which caused Aman­da to grab him vi­olent­ly and be­gin

    grind­ing her body against his fran­ti­cal­ly.




    “No! I’ll tell!” Aman­da cried. “It’s at Bro­ken Ar­row. In an oil field.”




    “Where ex­act­ly?” Re­mo asked, re­sum­ing his rhythms.




    “Off high­way– uhh– Bro­ken Ar­row Ex­press­way“




    “The rest of them there?”




    “Oohh– oow, yes! Yes, yes! Yessss.” But Aman­da was no longer an­swer­ing the ques­tion. She

    was shud­der­ing in the first re­al cli­max of her life and was obliv­ious to ev­ery­thing but

    the re­sponse of her body to that cli­max.




    She was still breath­ing heav­ily when she fi­nal­ly opened her eyes and saw Re­mo Williams

    stand­ing there with a bored ex­pres­sion on his face, his clothes al­ready re­placed.




    Aman­da zipped up hasti­ly be­fore she got back on her feet.




    “It– it was nev­er like that be­fore,” she said fool­ish­ly.




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “I told you ev­ery­thing, didn’t I?”




    Re­mo nod­ded again. The dis­in­ter­est on his dead fea­tures was plain. He had used her,

    Aman­da re­al­ized. He had giv­en her plea­sure such as she had nev­er be­fore ex­pe­ri­enced–

    sex­ual bliss that left her still trem­bling– but it meant noth­ing to him.




    Aman­da screamed. “You bas­tard!” And she pulled her pis­tol from the small of her back,

    aimed once, and pulled the trig­ger.




    Noth­ing hap­pened.




    “Check the safe­ty,” Re­mo said cool­ly, a spark of hu­mor in the shad­ows that were his

    eyes.




    The safe­ty was on, Aman­da saw. She tried to thumb it off, but it wouldn’t budge. She tried

    again, this time break­ing her thumb­nail.




    “I jammed it,” Re­mo told her. “You’ll nev­er get it loose.”




    “You bas­tard!” Aman­da screeched again, and threw the weapon.




    Re­mo weaved on his feet, and the use­less pis­tol looked as if it had gone out of its way

    to avoid hit­ting him, rather than vice ver­sa.




    Aman­da Bull tore out of the of­fice, sob­bing. Re­mo count­ed the num­ber of pho­tographs

    of fly­ing saucers on the walls, and didn’t leave un­til he got to 67.




    “You let the wom­an es­cape?” Chi­un asked when Re­mo re­joined him in the wait­ing car.




    “Yeah,” Re­mo replied. “She told me where the war­head re­al­ly is, but I fig­ured if I let

    her go, she’d try to warn the oth­ers and lead us to it quick­er than if I tried to fol­low her

    di­rec­tions.”




    Re­mo coast­ed down the street slow­ly.




    “She went left,” Chi­un di­rect­ed.




    Re­mo steered the car to the left. There was no sign of Aman­da Bull, but then a brown van

    pulled on­to the street ahead, and Re­mo rec­og­nized its cus­tom body. It was the of­fi­cial

    FOES van, which Aman­da had re­trieved from where it had been ditched ear­li­er.




    “We have them, no?” Pavel asked.




    “Let’s hope,” Re­mo said.




    “Where is she go­ing?” Pavel want­ed to know.




    “Place is called Bro­ken Ar­row,” Re­mo told him.




    “Bro­ken Ar­row? See? I was right. I have helped you, but you wouldn’t lis­ten,” Zar­nit­sa

    said.




    “I’m not lis­ten­ing now,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen




    When the Home­stead Act opened up Ok­la­homa in the last cen­tu­ry, the area called Bro­ken

    Ar­row had boast­ed of on­ly two nat­ural fea­tures: os­age and In­di­ans. Then the

    home­stead­ers came and start­ed their cat­tle ranch­es and farms. Nei­ther the os­age nor the

    In­di­ans van­ished. They just sort of blend­ed in­to the back­ground. Bro­ken Ar­row had been

    a good place to raise beef. There was plen­ty of wide-​open space and it was a short trek to

    near­by Tul­sa, where cat­tle could be sold or shipped by rail to the hun­gry East.




    By all rights, Bro­ken Ar­row should still be that way, and it would be if the cat­tle­men

    hadn’t found the land bad for farm­ing. It was bad all around. In time, the cat­tle­men sold

    off their land and tried again in Ari­zona or Wyoming. Oth­ers, not as young or per­haps more

    stub­born, stayed on and were still there when the first oil was struck. But not many of them.

    So few, in fact, that even the In­di­ans got to share in the oil boom. And so what was once

    cat­tle-​graz­ing ter­ri­to­ry vi­brat­ed to the chug and creak of the oil der­rick.




    By all rights, Bro­ken Ar­row should have re­mained a boom­ing oil town, but even that did

    not last, as more of the black stuff was pumped out of the ground to be shipped to the

    oil-​hun­gry East. While the wells did not al­ways run dry, the abil­ity of men to pump all of

    the oil out of the ground was not ab­so­lute. And so, one by one, some of the oil fields were

    shut down, not for lack of prod­uct, but be­cause the oil lay so far un­der­ground, it could

    not be tapped.




    The build­ing stood in the mid­dle of one of these aban­doned fields, among the silent and

    for­got­ten spi­dery tow­ers and pipelines and the over­pow­er­ing smell of crude. It didn’t

    be­long there, but then it looked as if it didn’t be­long any­where.




    For one thing, it was blue– ex­cept for the door, which was a sim­ple white pan­el on one

    side. There were no win­dows or any oth­er or­di­nary fea­tures. In fact, there were no sides

    in the true sense be­cause the struc­ture was built along the lines of an Es­ki­mo igloo and

    looked vague­ly like a gi­ant seashell ly­ing on its side. But even that didn’t de­scribe the

    thing ac­cu­rate­ly.




    It was un­usu­al enough that Aman­da rec­og­nized it for what it was im­me­di­ate­ly even

    though she had not been giv­en a de­scrip­tion of the World Mas­ter’s emer­gen­cy re­treat,

    just its gen­er­al lo­ca­tion.




    Aman­da pulled the van off the road and walked through the scrub oak un­til she got to the

    white door. There was no sign of any oth­er ve­hi­cle, which struck her as pe­cu­liar even in

    her present state, which was one of high ag­ita­tion.




    The door slid aside as soon as she got near it, and she en­tered the struc­ture. It was dark

    in­side. The walls felt smooth to her touch, like the bot­tom of a Teflon-​coat­ed fry­ing pan.

    Aman­da fol­lowed the wall.




    “Stop, Aman­da Bull,” the bari­tone voice of the in­di­vid­ual Aman­da knew on­ly as the

    World Mas­ter said. “You have come far enough. Re­port your suc­cess.”




    “I– I can’t,” Aman­da said in the gloom. “I tried… oh, hon­est­ly, I tried. But ev­ery­thing

    went… wrong. Ev­ery­thing has been go­ing wrong all along.”




    “Cease cry­ing. Con­tin­ue.”




    Aman­da swal­lowed. Some­how the dark­ness made her feel worse than she had been feel­ing.

    It seemed to en­wrap her.




    “I told him the war­head was in the city, but– he tricked me. He found out the truth. I

    couldn’t kill him– I tried to, but I couldn’t– but I got away. I man­aged to get away

    some­how.”




    “I ex­pect­ed that,” the voice in­toned.




    “You did?”




    “Of course. You were no match for this Re­mo. I ex­pect­ed him to lead or fol­low you here.

    This is where I will de­feat him, for this place is de­signed to de­feat any in­trud­er.”




    “What about the war­head? Where is it?”




    “The war­head has been ac­ti­vat­ed and po­si­tioned. It will det­onate in the city of

    Tul­sa with­in three hours.”




    “Good, I guess,” Aman­da said sick­ly. “What about the oth­ers? Are they here?”




    “Their use­ful­ness has been ful­filled. Prepa­ra­tion Group Two has been re­ward­ed. Just

    as Prepa­ra­tion Group One was…”




    “Dead?” Aman­da asked weak­ly. “All of them?”




    “All that re­mains is their brave lead­er,” the World Mas­ter said iron­ical­ly. And he

    laughed like a ghoul.




    Re­mo wait­ed for Aman­da to dis­ap­pear in­to the strange blue struc­ture be­fore he left

    the car, which he had parked in the ear­ly morn­ing sun­light at the edge of the aban­doned oil

    field.




    “I am com­ing,” Chi­un said, step­ping out of the car, too.




    “No,” Re­mo said. “You’ve got to stay with the Rus­sian. Smith’s or­ders, re­mem­ber?”




    Chi­un shook his head firm­ly. “Em­per­or Smith’s or­ders are that I am re­spon­si­ble for

    him. That does not mean I am to be his babysit­ter.”




    “We can’t take him with us,” Re­mo said. He was wor­ried that Chi­un might com­pli­cate

    mat­ters when it came to a show­down with the World Mas­ter.




    “We will lock him in the trunk,” Chi­un said, drag­ging Pavel Zar­nit­sa out of the back

    seat.




    “I protest,” Pavel said.




    “Me, too,” Re­mo said. “He might es­cape.”




    “Then I will in­ca­pac­itate his legs so he can­not es­cape,” Chi­un re­turned. “It is

    im­por­tant that I ac­com­pa­ny you, Re­mo. I have un­fin­ished busi­ness.”




    “That’s what I was afraid of,” Re­mo grum­bled. He turned to the Rus­sian. “What’ll it be?

    The trunk or your kneecaps?”




    “I think I will be very com­fort­able in the trunk,” Pavel said through a forced smile as

    they put him in the trunk.




    There wasn’t much cov­er near the round build­ing. Re­mo and Chi­un moved along the oil rigs

    un­til they were as close as they could get with­out be­ing ex­posed. Re­mo, see­ing no

    ac­tiv­ity, be­gan to move for­ward.




    “Wait,” said Chi­un. “It is a maze. I rec­og­nize the form.”




    “So?” said Re­mo. “There’s the door, and I don’t see any guards. Let’s rush it.”




    “Yes,” Chi­un snapped. “Let us rush the door. Let us blun­der to our deaths now, while there

    is still day­light. Why should we wait and care­ful­ly plan our at­tack when we can go

    im­pa­tient­ly to our deaths and end this ter­ri­ble sus­pense?”




    “All right, all right,” Re­mo said. “I’m lis­ten­ing.”




    Chi­un sat down amid the wild grass and placid­ly wait­ed un­til Re­mo, heav­ing a sigh of

    ex­as­per­ation, sat be­side him. Chi­un ges­tured to­ward the blue build­ing.




    “Be­hold this struc­ture, Re­mo,” he said. “What does it say to you?”




    “Say? It doesn’t say any­thing.”




    “Wrong. Noth­ing in the uni­verse is silent. All things have voic­es.” Chi­un pulled a long

    blade of grass from the earth and held it up so that Re­mo could see its roots. “This low­ly

    blade of grass speaks to me. By the lack of dirt in its roots and by its yel­low col­or, it

    tells me that if I had not plucked it and put it out of its mis­ery, it would have with­ered

    away painful­ly.”




    “So?” Re­mo looked around him. The thought had oc­curred to him that this might be a

    graz­ing area and he hoped he hadn’t stepped or sat in any­thing un­pleas­ant.




    “So this, dull one. That struc­ture, by its very form, tells me that it is a maze de­signed

    to cre­ate dif­fi­cul­ties for any who en­ter it. For it is a snail maze. There is on­ly one

    en­trance, one ex­it and one path, which winds around it­self and ends in a cen­tral

    cham­ber.”




    “That doesn’t sound like a maze to me,” Re­mo said doubt­ful­ly. “A maze has a lot of

    pas­sages and blind turns and things like that.”




    “That is a West­ern maze. A con­fused pat­tern de­signed by con­fused minds to con­fuse

    minds even more con­fused than they.”




    “Huh?” said Re­mo, who was sud­den­ly con­fused him­self.




    “See?” smiled the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, hav­ing proven his point by ex­am­ple. “A snail maze

    is an East­ern maze. Even the Rus­sian would have rec­og­nized it. Now this is a pure maze. It

    is de­signed to force an in­trud­er along a cer­tain path, which is a spi­ral. The spi­ral path

    slows down the in­trud­er so that he falls vic­tim to traps or in­ter­cep­tion. Be­cause there

    is no di­rect path, the in­trud­er can­not by ac­ci­dent find a short cut. To one who is

    al­lowed safe pas­sage or who knows the key, en­trance is a sim­ple mat­ter. To in­trud­ers, it

    is of­ten fa­tal.”




    “I think I get it,” Re­mo said. “This maze is de­signed to pro­tect the man in its

    cen­ter.”




    “Yes. It is he who con­trols the traps set along the path.”




    “The World Mas­ter,” Re­mo said. “He’s prob­ably got the war­head in that cen­tral cham­ber,

    too. Lit­tle Fa­ther, you know it is im­por­tant to re­cov­er that war­head.”




    Chi­un nod­ded.




    “It may be that we will have to fight this World Mas­ter…” Re­mo said hes­itant­ly.




    Chi­un looked mo­men­tar­ily un­com­fort­able. “Once,” he said, “there was a Mas­ter named

    Huk, who was sum­moned to the court of a king of As­syr­ia.”




    “Come on, Chi­un,” Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed. “We’re wide open here. Do we have to go in­to a

    leg­end now?”




    “No, in­so­lent one. We can squan­der the les­son of Huk, if your Amer­ican ge­nius has

    en­abled you to un­der­stand what lies with­in the snail maze.”




    Re­mo fold­ed his arms and was silent.




    “Now, this king of As­syr­ia was great­ly wor­ried. For he had heard ru­mors that a

    neigh­bor­ing king was prepar­ing to make war against him. A great war­rior was the As­syr­ian

    king, and he pos­sessed a mighty army which feared no en­emy. But the rep­uta­tion of this

    en­emy king was great, for none had ev­er seen him, and it was ru­mored that he was not like

    oth­er men. This king lived in a fortress com­posed of sev­en con­cen­tric rings sur­round­ing

    his throne room. Each ring had its own guards, and each ring had a sin­gle ad­vi­sor who

    con­trolled his ring. When some­one wished to bring a mes­sage to this king, it was first

    giv­en to the ad­vi­sor who con­trolled the out­er­most ring, who passed the mes­sage to the

    next ring, un­til it had gone through all sev­en rings. On­ly the ad­vi­sor of the in­ner­most

    ring was al­lowed to deal di­rect­ly with this king. For be­head­ing was the penal­ty for any

    who set eyes up­on him. On­ly he knew what his king looked like, and it was from him that the

    ru­mors about the king came. And these tales like­wise passed through the ring un­til when they

    reached the ears of the king’s sub­jects, they made the king seem to be more like a god than a

    man.




    “Great leg­ends grew up around this king whom no one saw. That he was eight feet tall with

    skin the col­or and hard­ness of bronze. Some said he pos­sessed three eyes, and the third eye

    could burn the life from any liv­ing thing. Oth­ers told that this king had four arms, each of

    which could wield any weapon with skill. It was al­so said that this king some­times walked

    among his sub­jects un­seen, for he knew the se­cret of in­vis­ibil­ity, and all man­ner of

    strange hap­pen­ings in his king­dom were ex­plained in that way.




    “Now, these sto­ries were told to Huk, whom the As­syr­ian king had con­tract­ed to

    pen­etrate the en­emy king’s fortress and dis­pose of him there, thus end­ing the threat of

    war. The Mas­ter Huk then jour­neyed to this fortress, which was in the land of the Medes, and

    on that jour­ney, he thought long on the leg­ends sur­round­ing this king. Thus, by the time he

    stood be­fore that fortress, he was fright­ened, for in truth he knew not what to ex­pect

    be­yond those walls. Not know­ing which of the many pow­ers this king ac­tu­al­ly pos­sessed,

    he had to pre­pare to fight some­one who pos­sessed all of those pow­ers. And not even the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju might pre­vail against such a one as de­scribed.




    “But the Mas­ter en­tered the fortress and dis­patched the ad­vi­sor and guards of the first

    ring. Then he passed in­to the sec­ond ring, whose guards were bet­ter trained. And these he

    van­quished, too. The third ring was more dif­fi­cult still, but Huk pre­vailed.




    “Ring af­ter ring the Mas­ter Huk passed through, each one more dif­fi­cult than the last,

    un­til he at last came to the sev­enth ring, tired and wary. When he had van­quished the guards

    of the sev­enth ring, he cap­tured its ad­vi­sor, the one who alone was priv­ileged to meet

    di­rect­ly with the king. And out­side the very throne room it­self, Huk de­mand­ed of this

    ad­vi­sor, ‘What man­ner of be­ing lies be­yond this door?’




    “And this man replied in this way, ‘Be­yond this door lies a man un­like any oth­er.’ And

    that was all the ad­vi­sor would say, so Huk dis­patched him and pre­pared to en­ter the throne

    room. And he trem­bled, for the un­known lay wait­ing for him, and while the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju fears noth­ing that he knows, on­ly a fool does not fear what is not known. Re­mem­ber

    this, Re­mo, for it is im­por­tant.




    “Putting aside his fear, Huk en­tered the throne room, where he found the king seat­ed up­on

    his throne. At first, he could not be­lieve his sight and de­mand­ed, ‘Are you the king I have

    come to slay?’




    “And the king– for it was he– said to him, ‘I am king of this land. But please do not harm

    me, for I am no match for you.’




    “This caused the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to laugh, for the king’s words were true. The king was

    a mere dwarf whose limbs were twist­ed by de­for­mi­ty. And Huk knew then that his fears were

    ground­less and caused by leg­ends de­lib­er­ate­ly cre­at­ed by the king and his ad­vi­sors,

    who had con­cealed the truth through cun­ning meth­ods so that this king would be obeyed by his

    awestruck sub­jects, who would oth­er­wise have de­posed him. And so, laugh­ing at his own

    fears, Huk dragged this drawf king out of his fortress and ex­posed him for all to see.”




    “Then he let him go?” Re­mo asked.




    “No. Then he slew him in front of his sub­jects as a warn­ing to any who would dare at­tack

    As­syr­ia.”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo, who knew there was a point to their sto­ry but couldn’t see it. “That

    fortress was a snail maze, right?”




    “Wrong.”




    “But the way Huk got to the throne room ap­plies to the snail maze?”




    “Oh, Re­mo, you are hope­less. That has noth­ing to do with it.”




    Re­mo looked per­plexed. Fi­nal­ly, he said, “I give up. What’s the point?”




    Chi­un stood up abrupt­ly. “Nev­er mind,” he said pee­vish­ly. “I have wast­ed a good

    leg­end. So be it. You will learn the les­son of Huk the hard way.”




    Re­mo got to his feet. Why couldn’t Chi­un just come out and make his points in plain

    En­glish? Some­times these leg­ends could be a roy­al pain.




    “Okay, how are we go­ing to take this snail maze?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un looked to­ward the maze, mea­sured a dis­tance from the sin­gle white door to a point

    di­rect­ly north of it with his eyes, and walked to­ward that point. Re­mo fol­lowed.




    “The snail maze can be breached,” Chi­un was say­ing, “and be­cause of that pos­si­bil­ity,

    there is al­ways an es­cape tun­nel which leads from the cen­ter to the out­side. It is al­ways

    a pre­scribed dis­tance north… ah, here.” He up­end­ed a flat boul­der, dis­clos­ing a dark

    hole. “This tun­nel will be a straight line longer than the spi­ral path, but it will be

    guard­ed at its oth­er end, Re­mo.”




    “Yeah?”




    “One of us must take the snail maze to keep this Hopak Kay busy. The oth­er will go by the

    tun­nel.”




    “Wan­na flip for it?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “No,” Chi­un said. “I do not. I will let you take the snail maze be­cause you can learn from

    it. Re­mem­ber that there are traps along the way. The rest you must dis­cov­er for

    your­self.”




    “Okay, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said, mov­ing off. “Last one in has to cook tonight.”




    Pavel Zar­nit­sa had read in Izves­tia that Amer­ican cars were bad­ly made in com­par­ison

    to the Rus­sian Vol­ga. Af­ter ten min­utes of try­ing to spring the trunk lid lock, he was

    be­gin­ning to won­der. It seemed aw­ful­ly stur­dy. The hinges were strong, too, so he gave up

    on those, as well.




    It might have been bet­ter to stay put, but the Amer­ican and the Ko­re­an were ob­vi­ous­ly

    agents for the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment, who would not treat a com­pro­mised KGB agent with

    the same po­lite­ness giv­en to Rus­sian dig­ni­taries found steal­ing mil­itary se­crets. It

    would be prison, not ex­pul­sion, for Pavel Zar­nit­sa.




    So Pavel tried an­oth­er tack. He tore at the car­pet­ing that sep­arat­ed the trunk space

    from the back of the rear seat. It came loose. Be­hind it was a par­ti­tion, which al­so came

    loose and ex­posed the back seat it­self. When this was forced, there was a clear open­ing

    in­to the back seat.




    Pavel crawled out of the trunk and stepped from the car. He was free, but he had no

    in­ten­tion of run­ning. There was still the mat­ter of the strange crea­ture from an­oth­er

    world who had called him by name. Pavel Zar­nit­sa in­tend­ed to solve that mys­tery.




    The white door opened au­to­mat­ical­ly for Re­mo when he ap­proached it. He could sense the

    re­mote cam­eras watch­ing his ev­ery move. He stepped in­to the blue build­ing, and the door

    closed af­ter him.




    Re­mo found him­self in a curv­ing cor­ri­dor, white and smooth and wind­ing to his left. He

    be­gan to walk. Light came from in­di­rect ceil­ing pan­els. There seemed to be no dan­ger. In

    fact, the curv­ing cor­ri­dor re­mind­ed him a lit­tle of walk­ing through a fun house back in

    Pal­isades Amuse­ment Park, where his or­phan­age had once been tak­en on an out­ing. He had

    on­ly gone a few feet when he no­ticed that the nat­ural curve of the path pre­vent­ed him from

    see­ing more than a few feet ahead or be­hind him. More dis­turbing­ly, he re­al­ized that the

    path was forc­ing him to move along a con­tin­uous out­side line. In Sinan­ju, there were two

    forms of at­tack– the out­side at­tack, which was a cir­cle, and the in­side at­tack, which was

    a line. Re­mo re­al­ized then that any at­tack would come from ahead or be­hind, and from the

    right out­er wall, where an in­side at­tack would be the on­ly de­fense.




    The first at­tack came from the right. Three knives rammed out of the wall at knee lev­el to

    crip­ple his legs. But Re­mo caught the pre­lim­inary sound of a con­ceal­ing pan­el flop­ping

    back and re­versed him­self in time. The knives em­bed­ded them­selves in the op­po­site

    wall.




    Re­mo walked on.




    The sec­ond at­tack came when Re­mo be­gan to feel him­self fa­vor his left, even though he

    knew that side was prob­ably safe. He tried to avoid hug­ging the wall, but the spi­ral path

    wouldn’t let him. It had start­ed to tilt slight­ly to the left so Re­mo had to walk that way,

    as if one of his legs was short­er than the oth­er.




    Then a ball of flame ap­peared at his back, forc­ing Re­mo for­ward. He ran, aware that the

    flame might be more of a prod than a di­rect threat. And be­cause of that aware­ness, he did

    not crash head­long in­to the al­most in­vis­ible pane of glass, which, had he struck it, would

    have shat­tered in­to dan­ger­ous ra­zor­like shards.




    Re­mo found the edges of the pane and scored it us­ing one very short but hard fin­ger­nail.

    A kick sent the pane to the ground, where it broke harm­less­ly on the floor. Chi­un would have

    liked that.




    Re­mo con­tin­ued on with more con­fi­dence– or per­haps be­cause the spi­ral shrank as it

    got clos­er to the cen­ter, he found him­self mov­ing faster. He tried to slow down, but when

    ev­ery­thing in two di­rec­tions seemed to curve in­to in­fin­ity, judg­ing dis­tance and speed

    be­came dif­fi­cult.




    Re­mo heard the next ob­sta­cle be­fore he saw it. Some­one moaned just ahead. Putting his

    back to the left wall, he inched side­ways to­ward the sound so he’d be less of a tar­get.




    Aman­da Bull lay on her back in a pool of blood. Re­mo knelt be­side her, and she opened her

    eyes.




    Aman­da coughed a bub­ble of blood. “Tricked…” she gasped. “He tricked me. Tricked all of

    us.”




    “Where are the oth­ers?” Re­mo asked.




    “Dead… all… dead…”




    “The war­head– do you know where I can find it?”




    “Tul­sa,” Aman­da said with ef­fort. “In truck. Will go off… three hours. Look– look for

    plain truck with blotch­es of paint on sides. Find–“




    “Easy,” Re­mo told her.




    “He– shot– me,” Aman­da con­tin­ued, her gray eyes fixed on the ceil­ing. “I… trust­ed him

    and he shot me… I was such a jerk. Be­liev­ing a man.”




    Then she died.




    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said and moved on. “They should have drowned you at

    birth.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was al­most there. The tun­nel was damp and cool, and he could feel

    it in his bones de­spite his robes. Ahead, chinks of light in­di­cat­ed a door not prop­er­ly

    fit­ted. That light had been the on­ly il­lu­mi­na­tion in the black­ness of the tun­nel.




    Chi­un paused to lis­ten. He heard noth­ing ahead of him, but af­ter a space, he heard slow

    foot­steps be­hind him. Not Re­mo. The Rus­sian. He had es­caped and fol­lowed the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    Chi­un, all but in­vis­ible in the dark­ness, pushed him­self against the earth­en side of

    the tun­nel and al­lowed the Rus­sian to pass by him. Let the Rus­sian blun­der through the

    door on his own, if that was his wish. If he was not killed im­me­di­ate­ly, then Chi­un would

    know that it was safe to pro­ceed.




    See­ing the old Ko­re­an dis­ap­pear in­to the ground sev­er­al hun­dred yards from the

    odd-​shaped build­ing, Pavel Zar­nit­sa nat­ural­ly as­sumed that Chi­un and Re­mo had both

    gone in­to the tun­nel. He wait­ed briefly, then en­tered the tun­nel. The Amer­icans would

    blaze the trail for him so he could safe­ly fol­low.




    The tun­nel was black as a Polit­buro limou­sine, and Pavel was forced to feel his way along

    the walls, which seemed to go on for­ev­er un­til the vague out­line of a door showed ahead.

    There was no sign of the two Amer­icans. Good. They had al­ready gone in. Now Pavel Zar­nit­sa

    would go in, too.




    He put his shoul­der to the yield­ing door.




    The room was cir­cu­lar. Flu­ores­cent lights flick­ered blue­ly from the ceil­ing, which

    gave the room some­thing of the as­pect of a hos­pi­tal op­er­at­ing room. Or a morgue.




    There was a small con­trol con­sole op­po­site the place where Pavel found him­self. A

    fig­ure was seat­ed at that con­sole, watch­ing a tele­vi­sion screen on which Re­mo Williams

    could be seen mov­ing down a wind­ing cor­ri­dor. The fig­ure was dressed in a long pur­ple

    gar­ment some­thing like a monk’s cas­sock but with­out the cowl. Above its col­lar rose the

    fig­ure’s head, which was a pink­ish bulb twice the size of a hu­man’s and the col­or of the

    in­side of some­one’s eye­lid. Pavel could not see the World Mas­ter’s face, who sat with his

    back to the Rus­sian, but he did see the twin sets of spindly arms hang­ing use­less­ly from

    the arm­holes of the pur­ple gar­ment.




    Two oth­er arms– hu­man ones– pro­ject­ed from the front of the gar­ment to ma­nip­ulate the

    con­sole but­tons.




    Pavel eased for­ward, try­ing to make no sound. But he made a sound.




    The World Mas­ter turned in his chair, caus­ing his false arms to rat­tle like kin­dling.

    But Pavel wasn’t think­ing of them, or of the un­earth­ly face that now faced his own. He was

    think­ing of the fa­mil­iar bari­tone voice that came from the slit mouth be­neath the sin­gle

    fish­eye set in the cen­ter of the World Mas­ter’s pink face.




    “Pavel! You fool. You stupid fool– you do not be­long here!”




    “Chuzhoi!” Pavel croaked in­cred­ulous­ly. “What is this? What–“




    “Id­iot,” the ex­pres­sion­less face said. “You have stum­bled up­on a GRU op­er­ation. The

    great­est of all time.”




    “No,” Pavel said hol­low­ly. “You can­not do this. Ex­plod­ing a nu­cle­ar weapon in the

    Unit­ed States is wrong. You–“




    “You will not stop me,” the oth­er said, draw­ing a re­volver. “I can­not al­low you to

    in­ter­fere.”




    Pavel stepped back in shock. “You would shoot me? I am your broth­er!”




    The ceil­ing changed. It was no longer smooth, Re­mo saw. In­stead, for about six feet, it

    was per­fo­rat­ed with hun­dreds of tiny holes. Be­yond that, just vis­ible around the bend,

    the ceil­ing was smooth again.




    Re­mo be­came a blur, and thus sped through the dan­ger zone be­fore any of the acid that

    squirt­ed from above could hit him. He looked back and saw the acid spat­ter and black­en the

    floor. Fumes curled up and reached to­ward him. Be­fore Re­mo could move on, he saw an­oth­er

    per­fo­rat­ed sec­tion of ceil­ing re­vealed just ahead. It, too, be­gan rain­ing acid. And the

    acid formed pud­dles, which spilled in the di­rec­tion of Re­mo’s feet.




    There was bare­ly time for the fact that he was trapped to sink in when Re­mo heard the

    sound of gun­shots through the walls fol­lowed by a trail­ing scream.




    “Ai­iieeeee!”




    Chi­un. That scream was Chi­un’s.




    Re­mo ran for­ward three steps, putting him on an out­side line, and let it car­ry him

    through the sheet met­al wall. The wall screeched like the am­pli­fied sound of a nail pulled

    from wood as Re­mo’s hands pierced it and bent it out­ward.




    He was in the next cor­ri­dor, re­al­ly a con­tin­ua­tion of the sin­gle spi­ral. Re­mo got

    back on the out­side line, and tore through the next wall. He stum­bled right in­to a trap. A

    hand grenade dropped from a ceil­ing trap by a string, which pulled the pin out.




    Re­mo grabbed the grenade and threw it down the cor­ri­dor and threw him­self in the

    op­po­site di­rec­tion. The ex­plo­sion hurt his eardrums even though he’d re­mem­bered to open

    his mouth wide to equal­ize the pres­sure that might oth­er­wise have dam­aged them.




    Pick­ing him­self up, Re­mo went through the last wall as if it were a sheet of foil and

    found him­self in the cen­tral cham­ber.




    The first thing he saw was Chi­un, look­ing hor­ri­fied, stand­ing with his back against one

    wall and look­ing down at two bod­ies ly­ing on the floor. Chi­un saw Re­mo.




    “I think it is dead,” Chi­un squeaked. “I may have killed it, but I am not cer­tain. Oh,

    Re­mo, isn’t it hor­ri­ble?”




    Re­mo looked at the still form of the World Mas­ter, whose en­cephalitic head lay at too

    sharp an an­gle to his body for his neck not to be bro­ken. A sin­gle fish­eye stared up

    sight­less­ly, and the many arms, both hu­man and not, which splayed from the crea­ture’s body

    made it look like some de­formed spi­der.




    Re­mo knelt be­side the body, while Chi­un all but jumped on­to the con­sole chair like a

    car­ica­ture of a wom­an who has seen a mouse.




    “Is it dead, Re­mo?” Chi­un asked.




    Re­mo touched the pink­ish head and felt the slick­ness of plas­tic. He pulled the head

    loose to re­veal a hu­man head whose strong fea­tures and black hair re­sem­bled those of Pavel

    Zar­nit­sa’s– even in death.




    “Re­lax, Chi­un. It’s on­ly a dis­guise.”




    “Are you cer­tain?” Chi­un asked doubt­ful­ly. “But when he saw the truth, he shook him­self

    and stepped for­ward con­fi­dent­ly. “Why, of course it is a dis­guise, Re­mo. How could it not

    be?”




    Re­mo ig­nored that and asked, “What hap­pened here?”




    “This Rus­sian freed him­self and fol­lowed me, but I tricked him,” Chi­un said, point­ing

    to Pavel Zar­nit­sa, who was ei­ther dead or very close to it. “I let him pass be­fore me. He

    sur­prised this– this in­sect– and they quar­relled. The in­sect shot him, and I felled the

    in­sect with a sin­gle blow to its neck. Then I saw its face…”




    Re­mo went to Pavel Zar­nit­sa. The Rus­sian was bleed­ing to death. He would not live long,

    but for the mo­ment he did live.




    Pavel opened his eyes. “He… is dead?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “Is… my broth­er,” Pavel said. “Chuzhoi… Zar­nit­sa. Younger broth­er… with GRU. You know

    GRU? He– he should have been KGB. Now… is dead. I am… dead, too. No? He called me fool. He is…

    fool. He would kill… own broth­er for stupid GRU plan… Lis­ten. You must– must find war­head

    be­fore–“




    “I know where it is,” Re­mo told him, com­ing to his feet. “I’m go­ing to have to leave

    you.”




    Pavel closed his eyes. “I will be dead when you re­turn.”




    “I know,” Re­mo said. And he and Chi­un left through the un­der­ground tun­nel.




    “The war­head’s in Tul­sa, Chi­un,” Re­mo said as they piled in­to the car. “We’ve got maybe

    two hours be­fore it goes.”




    “You learned the snail maze?”




    Re­mo nod­ded. “The trick is not to fol­low the path.”




    “Good. You have learned some­thing for a change.”




    Find­ing the truck was the easy part. It stood on a side street in down­town Tul­sa near the

    uni­ver­si­ty. Re­mo rec­og­nized it from Aman­da Bull’s de­scrip­tion. A plain truck ex­cept

    for the paint splotch­es, which hid the black and yel­low nu­cle­ar em­blems on its sides.




    Re­mo broke the latch and threw open the car­go door. The war­head was in­side. It looked

    small and unim­pres­sive for the dam­age it could wreak.




    “There it is,” Re­mo said. “I’d bet­ter call Smith.”




    “There is no time,” Chi­un said lev­el­ly. “I must act quick­ly.”




    “You? Chi­un, this calls for an ex­pert. If you make a mis­take, you’ll blow us up.”




    Chi­un ig­nored him. “There is no time to ac­quire the cor­rect oil, so I must find

    an­oth­er way,” he said to him­self as he felt the cone pro­jec­tion, which was the most

    dis­tin­guish­ing fea­ture of the war­head.




    “Maybe we should drive it out of the city, where it’ll do less dam­age when it blows,” Re­mo

    sug­gest­ed.




    “It will not ex­plode,” Chi­un said.




    “Since when do you know any­thing about nu­cle­ar weapons?”




    Chi­un stopped what he was do­ing and looked at Re­mo. “Do you re­mem­ber the puz­zle,

    Re­mo?”




    “The Ru­bik’s Cube? Sure. But what does that have to do–“




    “You could not un­der­stand how I was able to solve the cube, even with my eyes closed. But

    I did. This was pos­si­ble be­cause ev­ery­thing man makes is giv­en a ba­sic form, a uni­ty of

    self. When this puz­zle was built, its uni­ty of form had all of the lit­tle col­ored squares

    prop­er­ly ar­ranged. When the squares are dis­ar­ranged, the in­ter­nal uni­ty is dis­turbed.

    This has noth­ing to do with the col­ored squares, Re­mo, but with the way the puz­zle parts

    fit­ted to­geth­er when it was in uni­ty with it­self. To solve this cube, I did not even look

    at the col­ored squares, I sim­ply ma­nip­ulat­ed its parts un­til I felt those parts achieve

    uni­ty. The col­ors took care of them­selves.”




    “You did it by feel, then?”




    “Yes. And one day you, too, will be able to ac­com­plish the same thing. It is the same with

    this de­vice. At the point of its cre­ation, it was not armed. It is armed now and is

    there­fore in dis­uni­ty. I will un­do that dis­uni­ty now.”




    “Okay, Lit­tle Fa­ther. It’s your show. I just hope you’re right.”




    Chi­un went back to the war­head. It was a com­pli­cat­ed mech­anism– cer­tain­ly more

    com­pli­cat­ed than a Ru­bik’s Cube, even if the com­bi­na­tions were few­er. The

    con­se­quences of even a sin­gle er­ror were all the greater, how­ev­er…




    Re­mo stood guard out­side the truck. It was late morn­ing now, and young col­lege stu­dents

    passed by the truck fre­quent­ly. They had no idea that they were on­ly a few feet away from a

    nu­cle­ar weapon that could end their stud­ies and their lives in a sin­gle white-​hot flash of

    fire. It was an eerie sen­sa­tion for Re­mo Williams. He want­ed to warn them away, but he knew

    that no mat­ter how far they ran or drove, they would not es­cape the nu­cle­ar blast. So what

    was the use? Let them en­joy them­selves– while they could.




    Al­most an hour dragged past, and Re­mo stuck his head in­side the truck. “How’s it

    com­ing?” he asked anx­ious­ly.




    But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, in­tent up­on his work, did not an­swer him.




    Re­mo re­turned to his thoughts. What would Smith do if they all went up? Would he–




    “Run, Re­mo!” Chi­un shout­ed sud­den­ly, and came out of the truck like a shot.




    “Huh?” Re­mo said, star­tled.




    “Run!”




    Re­mo took off, Chi­un at his side. To­geth­er, they round­ed a cor­ner just as a great

    ex­plo­sion echoed be­hind them. Re­mo pre­pared for the flash that would oblit­er­ate them

    both…




    “It is all right now,” Chi­un said, com­ing to a stop.




    “It ex­plod­ed. The war­head ex­plod­ed. Why aren’t we dead?”




    “We are not dead thanks to the skill of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said as he led

    Re­mo back to the smok­ing ru­in that was the truck.




    Re­mo looked at the truck. “I don’t get it. Was it a dud?”




    “No,” Chi­un told him. “It was al­most our deaths. The fools who built that de­vice built it

    so that once armed, its uni­ty could not be reestab­lished.”




    “Prob­ably some­thing to do with the fail­safe,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “What­ev­er. When I dis­cov­ered this, Re­mo, I ex­am­ined the mech­anism to see what made

    it work. Thus I dis­cov­ered that in or­der for the atom­ic part to work, it must be made to

    work by an or­di­nary ex­plo­sion.”




    “That’s right,” Re­mo said, ig­nor­ing the peo­ple who had rushed to the scene. “They

    trig­ger the nu­cle­ar ex­plo­sion with a reg­ular one. I read that some­where once.”




    “I saw that I could not stop the small­er ex­plo­sive de­vice with­out pos­si­bly caus­ing

    the big­ger ex­plo­sion. So I ig­nored that and ren­dered the atom­ic part use­less. This

    caused the small ex­plo­sion.”




    “For a minute I thought you’d blown it,” Re­mo said. “Not a bad job.”




    “An ex­cel­lent job,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. “Next time I will be able to do it with my eyes

    closed.”




    “Re­mind me to be out sick that day,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen




    Lat­er that night, they met with Dr. Harold W. Smith at the farm owned by the late Ethel

    Sump.




    “Whad­dya say, Smit­ty?” Re­mo said when Smith ar­rived.




    “Re­mo. Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Smith said curt­ly.




    “Hail, Em­per­or Smith. What news?”




    “I’ve man­aged to tie up most of the loose ends of this mat­ter. The re­mains of the

    war­head have been dis­posed of, and a sto­ry plant­ed in the Tul­sa pa­pers to cov­er the

    ex­plo­sion. You did an ex­cel­lent job deal­ing with the war­head, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. The

    pres­ident is grate­ful.”




    Chi­un bowed. “Per­haps his grat­itude will man­ifest it­self in in­ter­est­ing ways,” he

    sug­gest­ed.




    “Eh?”




    “What Chi­un is try­ing to say, Smit­ty,” Re­mo put in, “is that he fig­ures he de­serves a

    bonus for sav­ing Tul­sa.”




    “A mod­est bonus,” Chi­un added. “I have learned that there are 432,800 peo­ple who live in

    that place. Per­haps one gold coin per life saved would be ap­pro­pri­ate…”




    “We will dis­cuss this lat­er,” Smith said, frown­ing. “I’d like to ex­am­ine this

    so-​called fly­ing saucer first.”




    “Not much left, is there?” Re­mo said as they stood over the cool slag.




    Smith probed the metal­lic re­mains with a penknife. “I ran a check on Chuzhoi Zar­nit­sa

    be­fore I left Fol­croft. He be­longed to the GRU, a Rus­sian in­tel­li­gence ri­val of the

    KGB. We hadn’t known he was in this coun­try. As best as I’ve been able to de­ter­mine, this

    Chuzhoi was not act­ing on di­rect or­ders of the So­vi­et Union. It isn’t al­ways pos­si­ble

    to know any­thing for cer­tain in this area, but this plot to de­stroy our mis­sile de­fense

    sys­tem was ap­par­ent­ly his own. It may have been sanc­tioned by the GRU, but that’s as high

    as the or­ders em­anat­ed. Zar­nit­sa had no sup­port per­son­nel in this coun­try– ex­cept for

    his Amer­ican dupes.”




    “What about the blonde?” Re­mo asked.




    “Her name was re­al­ly Aman­da Bull. She was the first to be re­cruit­ed. Her back­ground is

    not ex­traor­di­nary. In fact, none of the FOES mem­bers were any­thing but or­di­nary

    peo­ple.”




    “They were am­ateurs, Em­per­or,” Chi­un of­fered. “I dealt with them while Re­mo was ill.

    They could do noth­ing cor­rect­ly. Es­pe­cial­ly the wom­an.”




    “Re­al­ly? Then you were with them when they at­tacked the mis­sile base. Per­haps you could

    ex­plain how these am­ateurs were able to breach our se­cu­ri­ty and de­stroy that

    mis­sile.”




    “Be­cause they were vi­cious killers who would stop at noth­ing,” Chi­un said

    in­stant­ly.




    “But you just said they were in­com­pe­tent,” Smith said.




    Chi­un shrugged. “What do you ex­pect? They are Amer­icans, and there­fore

    in­con­sis­tent.”




    Smith re­gard­ed Chi­un with mo­men­tary per­plex­ity. “In any case,” he re­sumed, “none of

    them sur­vived, which is prob­ably for the best. We’ve re­cov­ered the bod­ies of all

    con­cerned and have made ar­range­ments so that it ap­pears they all died ac­ci­den­tal deaths.

    The Zar­nit­sa broth­ers will be cre­mat­ed, and as far as the Rus­sians will ev­er know, they

    sim­ply dis­ap­peared.”




    “What about ex­plain­ing the mis­sile ac­ci­dent?” Re­mo asked.




    “That will be tak­en care of, too. The dis­ar­ma­ment groups will be a prob­lem for a while,

    but the pub­lic has a short mem­ory for such in­ci­dents. Grad­ual­ly, the mat­ter will be

    for­got­ten– as long as the full sto­ry nev­er gets out.”




    “I’m not so sure that’s the right thing to do,” Re­mo told Smith. “Af­ter all, those

    cra­zies did wreck a mis­sile and then steal the war­head. Maybe the pub­lic should know how

    vul­ner­able this whole nu­cle­ar busi­ness is. And how nuts those peo­ple are.”




    Smith didn’t both­er to look up from his ex­am­ina­tion of the de­stroyed fly­ing saucer.

    “For­tu­nate­ly, that’s not up to you, Re­mo. Don’t wor­ry, new safe­guards will be in­stalled

    be­cause of what hap­pened out here.”




    Re­mo wasn’t sure he agreed, but he let it pass. “Well, that ex­plains ev­ery­thing ex­cept

    the UFO. What was it?”




    Smith got to his feet and brushed hay off his knees. “This will have to be an­alyzed first,

    but I’m rea­son­ably cer­tain that when it is, we will dis­cov­er that Zar­nit­sa was

    op­er­at­ing from a small air­ship, a di­ri­gi­ble prob­ably. It could float sound­less­ly,

    hov­er, and car­ry a small com­ple­ment of peo­ple and equip­ment to do what your fly­ing

    saucer ac­tu­al­ly did. The many bright lights prob­ably helped dis­guise its flim­sy

    con­struc­tion and the air fans– or what­ev­er they were– which pro­pelled it hor­izon­tal­ly

    for short dis­tances.”




    “That would ex­plain why it reg­is­tered strange­ly when I got close to it,” Re­mo said. “I

    was ex­pect­ing to sense heavy ma­chin­ery in­side, but in­stead I felt a hol­low­ness. That

    was be­cause it was filled most­ly with gas. But what about those weapons?”




    “You al­ready know about the ul­tra­son­ic field. The death ray you de­scribed to me is

    prob­ably a laser with a blue fil­ter to give the beam a dif­fer­ent look. Most peo­ple ex­pect

    lasers to be red, you know. The whole ship prob­ably ran off stor­age bat­ter­ies.”




    “It’s over, at any rate,” Re­mo said. “The whole crazy thing.”




    “And it was crazy,” Smith agreed. “They could nev­er have suc­ceed­ed in their goal with­out

    start­ing an in­ter­na­tion­al cri­sis. But this whole busi­ness of pre­tend­ing to be an alien

    from an­oth­er plan­et did con­vince enough peo­ple to be­come a se­ri­ous mat­ter.”




    “Pah! How could any­one be­lieve such a thing?” Chi­un spat.




    “I’m glad you weren’t fooled, Chi­un,” Re­mo said dry­ly. “It would have been a re­al

    dis­as­ter if one of us hadn’t kept his head.”




    Smith looked at them both steadi­ly. “I have some more de­tails to at­tend to. You’ll hear

    from me.” And he left.




    “You were try­ing to tell me that the World Mas­ter was a fraud when you re­cit­ed that

    leg­end of Huk and the dwarf king, weren’t you?” Re­mo asked Chi­un af­ter Smith had

    de­part­ed.




    “Of course,” Chi­un said. “I want­ed to break the news to you gen­tly, but nat­ural­ly you

    missed the point.”




    “You knew he was a fake then, but when you crashed in on him, you were pret­ty freaked out

    by what you saw.”




    Chi­un start­ed to walk off. Re­mo fol­lowed. “I ex­pect­ed to come up­on a dwarf, not a man

    dressed like a cock­roach,” Chi­un said in­nocu­ous­ly.




    “When did you first sus­pect the truth?”




    “I knew it all along.”




    “Bull. If you knew it all along you wouldn’t have helped that dip­py blonde wreck that

    mis­sile. And if Smith ev­er fig­ures out it was you who was re­al­ly re­spon­si­ble for that,

    he’ll prob­ably take the cost out of the next ship­ment of gold he sends to your vil­lage.”




    “Do not ev­er let him know the truth, Re­mo,” Chi­un ad­mon­ished. “I will avoid the

    sub­ject in the fu­ture. Per­haps I will tell Smith that he need not pay a bonus for the

    sav­ing of that city. Yes, I will tell him that I make a present of Tul­sa to him. Per­haps

    they might erect a stat­ue in my hon­or in­stead. One with a plaque which reads, CHI­UN,

    SAV­IOR OF TUL­SA. Yes, I would like that.”




    “You still haven’t an­swered my ques­tion. When did you re­al­ly fig­ure out that the World

    Mas­ter was a phoney?”




    “If you must know, Re­mo, I be­came sus­pi­cious up­on our sec­ond meet­ing,” Chi­un said.

    “This World Mas­ter agreed with ev­ery­thing I said. He was very glib. But he was ig­no­rant of

    the sun source. This made me sus­pi­cious, as did the name he gave. No Mas­ter would give

    him­self a name like Large Hairy Dog.”




    “I still don’t un­der­stand that part. Why did he take a Ko­re­an name?”




    “He did not. He made up a name. To my ears, which ex­pect­ed that name to be Ko­re­an, it

    sound­ed like Hopak Kay, which means Large Hairy Dog. I told you his ac­cent was

    atro­cious.”




    “Yeah, but what tipped you off fi­nal­ly?”




    Chi­un turned to face Re­mo Williams. “It was when I asked him about his world. You know he

    claimed to be from an ad­vanced civ­iliza­tion. When I asked him about the po­si­tion of

    as­sas­sins in this so-​called ad­vanced civ­iliza­tion, he told me there were none, and I knew

    then he was a de­spi­ca­ble liar.”




    “Be­cause there weren’t sup­posed to be as­sas­sins on his plan­et, you knew he was ly­ing?”

    Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “Cer­tain­ly,” Chi­un beamed. “Who ev­er heard of an ad­vanced civ­iliza­tion with­out

    as­sas­sins?”




    “Got me,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un reached in­to his bal­loon­ing sleeves and brought out his Ru­bik’s Cube.




    “And now on to se­ri­ous things,” he said.




    the end
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