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    CHAPTER ONE




    The shack was made out of bits and pieces. Card­board most­ly, plus the re­mains of

    sev­er­al pack­ing crates and a cou­ple of dent­ed tin signs stolen from a near­by

    con­struc­tion site. The floor was hard-​packed earth cov­ered with a patch­work of fray­ing

    straw mats. There were no win­dows. Just an open­ing that served as a door, and a fist-​sized

    hole in the roof to ven­ti­late the smoke from the kerosene lamp.




    In­side the tiny shack, sev­en peo­ple were sit­ting cross-​legged around a makeshift

    ta­ble. Six of them were mem­bers of the Madera fam­ily. The sev­enth, the one near­est the

    door, was their hon­ored guest. The guest’s name was Wal­ly Don­ner, and at the mo­ment he

    wasn’t feel­ing well. In fact, if he didn’t get some fresh air soon, he was go­ing to be sick,

    vi­olent­ly, erup­tive­ly sick, and that didn’t fit in­to his plans at all.




    Don­ner’s face glis­tened un­der a sheen of sweat, and his sop­ping stay-​press shirt was

    per­ma­nent­ly glued to his back and shoul­ders. Along with the heat, his legs were start­ing

    to cramp up from sit­ting so long on the floor. But the worst of it was the smell, the al­most

    in­de­scrib­able odor of six un­washed bod­ies packed in­to a space not much big­ger than his

    walk-​in clos­et back home.




    Don­ner took a deep breath, forc­ing him­self to ig­nore his sur­round­ings. He had to

    con­cen­trate on the job, the on­ly thing that re­al­ly mat­tered. He was here to sell a dream,

    a vi­sion of a dis­tant, glit­ter­ing place. It wasn’t near­ly so easy as he’d first thought it

    would be. Some­times you had to make peo­ple imag­ine that place, to see it clear­ly in their

    minds. And like all good dream mer­chants, Don­ner tried to re­mem­ber the first and on­ly rule

    of the game: Keep your mind on the dream.




    “Ev­ery­one get enough to eat?” he asked with a big, friend­ly grin. His voice was deep and

    sooth­ing. In the sput­ter­ing lamp light his damp blond hair looked like bur­nished gold. His

    pale blue eyes were bright with fever­ish ex­cite­ment.




    “It was tru­ly a feast,” Con­suela Madera mur­mured po­lite­ly. She was the old­est of three

    sis­ters, and the best-​look­ing. Don­ner had met her just a few min­utes af­ter he’d parked

    the van un­der a dusty piñon tree in the vil­lage square. From the mo­ment he saw her, he knew

    she was ex­act­ly what his em­ploy­er was look­ing for. The two younger Madera girls were

    ac­cept­able, too. Both ebony-​haired beau­ties in their own right, they had turned out to be

    an un­ex­pect­ed but wel­come bonus.




    “It’s noth­ing,” Don­ner said, ges­tur­ing ex­pan­sive­ly over the lit­ter of torn Cheese

    Doo­dles wrap­pers and bags that had once con­tained Ring Dings and Dev­il Dogs. “In Amer­ica,

    this would be no more than a snack.” Just look­ing at the choco­late-​smeared cel­lo­phane made

    Don­ner’s stom­ach turn, but he kept smil­ing.




    “Such things are eas­ily bought in Amer­ica?” Miguel Madera asked hope­ful­ly. He was the

    fam­ily’s on­ly son, a fat, wheez­ing lump with dull, lus­ter­less brown eyes and

    near-​ter­mi­nal cas­es of bad breath and ac­ne. He’d eat­en al­most as much as the rest of the

    fam­ily put to­geth­er. For a while, Don­ner thought he was go­ing to have to go back to the

    van for an­oth­er arm­load of good­ies.




    “You can get them just about any­where north of the bor­der,” Don­ner as­sured them. “And

    with the kind of mon­ey we’re of­fer­ing, you could fill whole rooms with the stuff.”




    The an­nounce­ment set off a burst of ex­cit­ed chat­ter among the Maderas. They lapsed

    in­to the lo­cal di­alect, a weird blend of Span­ish and some gut­tural-​sound­ing In­di­an

    lan­guage. Don­ner spoke flu­ent Span­ish, but he could on­ly un­der­stand ev­ery fourth or

    fifth word of what they were say­ing. It ir­ri­tat­ed him.




    He felt a faint breeze and turned his head quick­ly to­ward the flow of fresh air. His

    stom­ach set­tled down a lit­tle, but the stench re­mained. It was the thick, cling­ing smell

    of pover­ty, as un­mis­tak­able in its own way as the scent of $50-an-​ounce per­fume.




    “Tell us again about the dwelling places,” Con­suela re­quest­ed with a smile.




    “Each of you will have a room of your own,” he ex­plained. “A room ten times the size of

    this place. There will be thick car­pets, wall to wall, air con­di­tion­ing, and hot wa­ter.

    And of course, as I promised, a col­or tele­vi­sion in each and ev­ery room.”




    “It all sounds so fan­tas­tic,” Con­suela mur­mured. She tilt­ed her head in

    con­tem­pla­tion. The dim, wa­ver­ing light em­pha­sized the bold curve of her high cheek­bones

    and the cop­pery glow of her skin. Her black hair shim­mered with gold high­lights.




    She was a beau­ty, all right, Don­ner thought. No mat­ter that in twen­ty years she’d look

    like ev­ery oth­er pota­to-​bod­ied broad in Mex­ico. For now, she was just right. She would

    serve his pur­pose well.




    “What ex­act­ly would we have to do in re­turn for all this?” she asked.




    He flashed his most charm­ing smile. “Why, what­ev­er you’d like,” he crooned. “Ar­range

    flow­ers, dec­orate, shop. Any­thing that’s fun.” He gave her hand a pat.




    Con­suela nod­ded, not trust­ing her­self to speak. She knew such things were pos­si­ble,

    even true. She’d crossed the bor­der her­self last year, wad­ing across the mud­dy Rio Grande

    by night with a dozen oth­ers, car­ry­ing a few things wrapped in cloth on her head. The

    bor­der pa­trol had been wait­ing for them on the Amer­ican side. When the aliens were

    spot­ted, men in trucks chased them, cut­ting great holes in the dark­ness with their glar­ing

    search­lights. But Con­suela had man­aged to evade them long enough to spend three whole days

    with her cousin, who worked as a house­keep­er in El Pa­so. The bor­der pa­trol caught up with

    her there. Af­ter a night in a de­ten­tion cen­ter, they’d sent her back home on a bus. But

    she’d seen the won­ders by then and knew them to be true.




    “A few months ago,” she said slow­ly, “an­oth­er man of­fered to take us across the bor­der.

    But he want­ed us to pay him a hun­dred dol­lars apiece, in ad­vance, and to hide in the trunk

    of his car, all of us to­geth­er.” She still shud­dered at the mem­ory of the grin­ning

    en­trepreneur, with his pock­marked face and sin­gle gold tooth that gleamed like an evil

    eye.




    Don­ner laughed. “A coy­ote.”




    “Par­don?”




    “A coy­ote,” Don­ner said. “A pro­fes­sion­al smug­gler of aliens. Well, I’m not one of

    them. I don’t want any mon­ey from you peo­ple. My em­ploy­er is cov­er­ing all the ex­pens­es.

    We’ll be cross­ing the bor­der in style.” He ges­tured to­ward the shiny new Econo­line parked

    out­side the door. “No hid­ing in trunks with me.”




    “But the bor­der guards–“




    “Ar­range­ments have been made with the au­thor­ities for you to cross over with­out any of

    the usu­al both­er.”




    It all sound­ed so im­pos­si­bly won­der­ful to Con­suela, and yet she found her­self

    hes­itat­ing over the of­fer. She didn’t have the slight­est idea why. “What about the car­ta

    verde?” she asked. “My cousin said that you must have one to be able to work in Amer­ica.”




    “No prob­lem,” Don­ner replied. He smiled to cov­er his grow­ing ir­ri­ta­tion while he

    reached in­to the pock­et of his wilt­ed shirt and slipped out a slen­der stack of “green

    cards,” the nec­es­sary doc­ument for aliens work­ing state­side. “We’ll fill them in lat­er,”

    he said, fan­ning them out like a con­jur­er about to per­form a trick. When ev­ery­one had

    got­ten a good look at them, he tucked them safe­ly away again.




    “Well?” he prompt­ed Con­suela. He knew she was the one to con­vince. If she went for it,

    the oth­ers would fol­low along.




    “But why?” she asked. Her fore­head wrin­kled in con­fu­sion. ‘Why us? We have done noth­ing

    spe­cial to mer­it this good for­tune.”




    Don­ner leaned for­ward con­spir­ato­ri­al­ly. “Well, I’m not sup­posed to tell, but…” He

    let his words trail off in­to enig­mat­ic si­lence. The Maderas leaned to­ward him in

    an­tic­ipa­tion.




    “We don’t say noth­ing,” Miguel said fi­nal­ly, as­sert­ing his au­thor­ity over the

    fam­ily. “What you say, it don’t go no far­ther than this room, okay?”




    Don­ner made a point of star­ing at the Mex­ican for a mo­ment, as if try­ing to de­cide.

    Then, once the ten­sion was un­bear­able, he nod­ded. “All right,” he sighed. “You’re a tough

    ne­go­tia­tor, you know that?”




    Miguel grinned proud­ly. The wom­en looked at their broth­er with ado­ra­tion.




    “It be­gan in the ear­ly days of tele­vi­sion with an Amer­ican show called ‘The

    Mil­lion­aire,’” Don­ner said.




    One of Con­suela’s sis­ters clapped her hands to­geth­er. “Oh, yes! Our un­cle’s friend in

    Amer­ica wrote to him about it be­fore he died. A rich man gave away mon­ey to strangers.”




    “Is that what this is?” Con­suela asked. “A gift from a mil­lion­aire?”




    Don­ner shrugged. “I can say no more. Just bear in mind that there are many, many wealthy

    peo­ple in the Un­tied States.”




    “It is the land of op­por­tu­ni­ty,” Miguel said stolid­ly. “In Amer­ica, it is ev­ery man’s

    right to be rich. Even if a man does not work, the gov­ern­ment gives him a hun­dred times more

    mon­ey than we make here, just so he can be rich. It is called wel­fare.”




    “You’ll do even bet­ter than the folks on wel­fare do if you come with me,” Don­ner

    said.




    The fam­ily went in­to a hud­dle again, switch­ing back to the lo­cal di­alect. Don­ner’s

    stom­ach pitched and heaved. He re­al­ly was go­ing to have to get some fresh air soon. The

    bull­crap he’d been hand­ing out was pil­ing up so thick and fast, he could bare­ly see his way

    through it. “The Mil­lion­aire,” for God’s sake, he thought. These do­dos would be­lieve

    any­thing.




    A hov­er­ing ji­jene land­ed on his arm. Don­ner crushed the sand fly with a slap and then

    flicked the minia­ture corpse away with a snap of his fin­gers. What in hell was tak­ing them

    so long? As if to make the wait­ing less tol­er­able still, the fam­ily dog saun­tered in,

    hoist­ed a leg, and dec­orat­ed the wall with an aro­mat­ic yel­low stream. Don­ner sup­pressed

    an al­most over­pow­er­ing urge to reach out and snap its scrawny neck.




    He shift­ed his at­ten­tion back to the fam­ily. Con­suela and her moth­er were talk­ing in

    a bare­ly au­di­ble whis­per. The old wom­an’s face re­mained ex­pres­sion­less. She looked

    more In­di­an than Mex­ican, with an­gu­lar fea­tures and hood­ed eyes that nev­er stopped

    look­ing at Don­ner. It gave him an un­easy feel­ing. The old la­dy al­most looked as if she

    knew what he was up to. Maybe there was some­thing in the blood, he thought, some­thing passed

    on from that long-​ago time when the first con­quis­ta­dor slipped the short end of the stick

    to one of her an­ces­tors.




    Out of long habit, Don­ner slid his hand be­neath the ta­ble just to make sure that the

    Ruger Black­hawk was still nes­tled com­fort­ably in his an­kle hol­ster. He liked to play

    things safe, to al­ways have an edge, even though he rarely had to use it. Don­ner gave his

    Rolex a mean­ing­ful tap. “It’s get­ting late,” he said good-​na­tured­ly. “I don’t want to

    rush you, but…” He grinned and spread his arms. “If you’re not in­ter­est­ed, I’ll have to get

    some oth­er fam­ily. The rules, you un­der­stand.”




    “We’re com­ing with you,” Con­suela said firm­ly. Her moth­er con­tin­ued to eye Don­ner

    sus­pi­cious­ly, but the old man squeezed Don­ner’s shoul­der and ex­posed two yel­low­ing

    teeth in a smile. The two younger daugh­ters start­ed gig­gling. Miguel’s eyes bright­ened at

    the prospect of un­lim­it­ed Ring Dings. Even the dog looked pleased.




    “I ap­plaud your good sense,” Don­ner said. “You’re re­al­ly go­ing to love it in Amer­ica.

    I’ll be wait­ing out­side.” He rose un­steadi­ly to his feet. “Don’t take too long pack­ing.

    And no say­ing good-​bye to the neigh­bors,” he warned them. “They would on­ly be en­vi­ous of

    your good for­tune and might tell the wrong peo­ple.” With that fi­nal cau­tion­ary note, he

    groped his way out of the shack, gulp­ing down air to quell his heav­ing stom­ach.




    He leaned against the van, smok­ing a cigarette while he kept a watch­ful eye on the

    Maderas’ shack. Three in one, he con­grat­ulat­ed him­self. Con­suela was per­fect, just what

    his em­ploy­er de­mand­ed. The face of a queen, and the body of a har­lot. It was a damn shame

    she was Mex­ican.




    For as long as he could re­mem­ber, Don­ner had hat­ed all things even re­mote­ly Mex­ican.

    Just look­ing at a bag of Dori­tos nau­se­at­ed him. He cringed ev­ery time he drove by a Taco

    John’s. Mex­icans were, as far as he was con­cerned, the scum of the earth. This neg­ative

    na­tion­al bias was par­tic­ular­ly un­pleas­ant for Wal­ly Don­ner be­cause he was, in fact,

    half-​Mex­ican him­self. Even his re­al name was half-​Mex­ican. José Don­ner. He hat­ed

    it.




    He had no re­al mem­ory of his fa­ther, a gaunt, smil­ing blond man who dis­ap­peared one

    night a few months af­ter Don­ner’s birth. For years the man’s sil­ver-​framed por­trait sat on

    top of the TV. José’s moth­er be­gan each morn­ing by dust­ing the por­trait, af­ter which she

    start­ed on her iron­ing– shirt af­ter shirt af­ter shirt, all be­long­ing to the wealthy men

    who lived up on the hill. While she ironed, Don­ner’s moth­er spoke to her in­fant son in a

    con­stant flow of soft­ly ac­cent­ed Span­ish. She told him sto­ries and leg­ends, bits of

    folk­lore and gos­sip, any­thing to re­lieve the te­dious rep­eti­tion of her work.




    Young Don­ner nev­er played with the neigh­bor­hood kids. Few vis­itors came to the

    fam­ily’s peel­ing stuc­co bun­ga­low. It was rar­er still that moth­er and son ven­tured

    out­side. As a re­sult, Don­ner was a full five years old be­fore he found out that En­glish

    wasn’t just a lan­guage spo­ken on TV. He learned the les­son the hard way– on his very first

    day at school. He looked so Amer­ican, with his blond hair, blue eyes, and rosy com­plex­ion,

    but all that came out of his mouth was “bean­er” talk.




    The white kids hat­ed him. The Mex­ican kids hat­ed him. The hand­ful of blacks and Chi­nese

    just thought he was too fun­ny for words. Young Don­ner spent the whole day fight­ing one kid

    af­ter an­oth­er. At the end of the day, he dragged him­self home de­ter­mined to learn

    Amer­ican even if it meant that he nev­er spoke to his moth­er again.




    His teach­er was the tele­vi­sion set. In a way, it be­came his home, too. Ev­ery evening he

    es­caped in­to the or­dered, hap­py world of “The Don­na Reed Show,” “Fa­ther Knows Best,” and

    a dozen oth­er sim­ilar shows. Peo­ple had whole fam­ilies on TV. They lived on pret­ty,

    tree-​lined streets and washed their hands be­fore din­ner. The moth­er, re­gard­less of the

    show, al­ways wore ear­rings and high heels. Best of all, noth­ing re­al­ly bad ev­er hap­pened

    on TV sit­coms. Sure, the char­ac­ters had their prob­lems, but no mat­ter how dire they were,

    ev­ery­thing seemed to turn out all right be­fore the last com­mer­cial.




    Don­ner’s fa­vorite was “Leave It to Beaver.” No one on earth was more whole­some­ly

    Amer­ican than Wal­ly Cleaver. Wal­ly was a charmed soul. Don­ner could re­mem­ber think­ing

    that Wal­ly Cleaver could have beat­en an old la­dy over the head with an ice axe, and

    ev­ery­thing would still have been all right as long as he shuf­fled over to his fa­ther, hands

    in pock­ets and look­ing toothy and cute, and said, “Gee, Dad.”




    So Don­ner watched, and learned. The years passed quick­ly, undis­tin­guished by their

    same­ness. Young Don­ner con­tin­ued to fight by day and watch tele­vi­sion by night, tun­ing

    out his moth­er’s in­ces­sant bab­bling as he con­cen­trat­ed on the tiny flick­er­ing screen.

    It didn’t take him long to learn Amer­ican. He knew even then that the lan­guage had al­ways

    been in­side him. It was just a mat­ter of get­ting his tongue to shape the words. He tried

    des­per­ate­ly to for­get Span­ish at the same time, but he just couldn’t force it out of his

    mind. He fi­nal­ly had to ad­mit de­feat. It was with him for life, like some hideous

    birth­mark that on­ly he could see in the mir­ror.




    At fif­teen he left home, slip­ping qui­et­ly away one Sun­day morn­ing while his moth­er

    was at church. It wasn’t any­thing he’d planned. He just woke up that morn­ing know­ing that it

    was time to go. He packed a few things in his gym bag and head­ed up the street, not

    both­er­ing to close the door be­hind him. He didn’t both­er with a note, ei­ther. His moth­er

    would know he was gone for good when she saw the shat­tered pic­ture frame on the TV and the

    smil­ing blond man’s face torn and dis­tort­ed un­der the shards of bro­ken glass. And if she

    was dumb enough to think that was an ac­ci­dent, she on­ly had to check the old Whit­man’s

    can­dy box where she kept the house­hold mon­ey. Once she looked in­side it, she’d know the

    truth for sure.




    That very first night on his own, Don­ner got a lift from a la­dy in a Cadil­lac

    El­do­ra­do. He re­mem­bered her even now, that bright and brit­tle blond hair, the folds of

    tanned, wrin­kled skin around her neck, the way her carmine-​tipped fin­gers drummed a ner­vous

    tat­too on the steer­ing wheel.




    She asked him what his name was. His lips start­ed to form the sound, “José,” but what came

    out in­stead was “Wal­ly.”




    “Wal­ly. That’s cute.”




    “Gee, Ma’am, thanks,” Don­ner had said.




    It was the be­gin­ning.




    She told him she felt sor­ry for him, a big, healthy-​look­ing boy like him­self all alone

    in the world like that. Her sym­pa­thy took the form of an in­vi­ta­tion. She thought it might

    be nice if Don­ner stayed with her for a few days.




    The few days turned in­to a month, and Don­ner spent it learn­ing some new and

    in­ter­est­ing things about his body, things he’d on­ly just sus­pect­ed be­fore. In

    ret­ro­spect, he fig­ured the old hag had got­ten more than her mon­ey’s worth. The three grand

    that Don­ner fled with worked out to a hun­dred a day. He knew he was worth that and a whole

    lot more be­sides.




    He kept mov­ing from town to town. He found there was al­ways some­one will­ing to help him

    out, to put a lit­tle fold­ing green in his jeans for the right kind of ser­vices ren­dered.

    Still, there were those rare times when the pick­ings got lean. So, like any good

    busi­ness­man, Don­ner branched out in­to an­oth­er line of work. Armed rob­bery was what they

    called it in most places.




    He killed for the first time in Jack­son Hole, Wyoming, when a liquor store clerk made the

    fa­tal mis­take of go­ing for the sawed-​off un­der the counter. The mem­ory was still vivid,

    like some cher­ished in­stant re­play. The thun­der­ous sound of the gun, the fun­ny pat­tern

    the blood made as it spread across the clerk’s fad­ed plaid shirt, and the look of sur­prise on

    his face be­fore he pitched over back­ward in­to a dis­play of dis­count wines.




    “We’re ready,” Con­suela called out, in­ter­rupt­ing Don­ner’s thoughts. He forced a smile.

    “Then what are we wait­ing for?” He tossed away his cigarette and slid open the Econo­line’s

    pas­sen­ger door. The in­te­ri­or looked com­fort­able and invit­ing, with shag car­pet on the

    floor and plush-​cov­ered cap­tain’s chairs in­stead of the usu­al seats. All the side and rear

    win­dows had am­ber-​tint­ed glass. If any of the Maderas thought that was a lit­tle odd, no

    one men­tioned it.




    “Let’s go,” Don­ner said, beck­on­ing them. “It’s a long way to the bor­der.”




    With one fleet­ing back­ward glance at the shack, Con­suela led her fam­ily across the

    lit­ter-​strewn yard. They car­ried their few pos­ses­sions in cloth-​wrapped bun­dles. Miguel

    had made an un­suc­cess­ful at­tempt to hide the fam­ily dog in the vo­lu­mi­nous folds of his

    shirt, but the an­imal’s slat-​ribbed body kept squirm­ing while its pink tongue lapped

    play­ful­ly at the Mex­ican’s pudgy face. Don­ner de­cid­ed to let it go. Why make a fuss now,

    when he could just as eas­ily take care of it af­ter they cleared the bor­der? The Maderas

    filed in­to the van in re­spect­ful si­lence. When ev­ery­one was seat­ed, Don­ner slid the

    door shut and turned the key in the lock.




    He con­cen­trat­ed on his driv­ing as he eased the van down the nar­row, wind­ing moun­tain

    road. There weren’t many street lights or signs in this part of Chi­huahua. Some of the

    out-​of-​the-​way vil­lages he’d been in didn’t have so much as a sin­gle paved road. It was

    amaz­ing how out of touch these peo­ple were, he thought, as if the twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry had

    passed them by with­out even both­er­ing to wave. Still, it made his job eas­ier. He’d tried

    the bor­der towns when he’d first start­ed. But they were too Amer­ican­ized, too wary and

    hard-​assed, too used to run­ning their own cons with lit­tle time left over to lis­ten to his.

    Don­ner quick­ly re­al­ized that if you want­ed to ped­dle a dream, you had to go where peo­ple

    still be­lieved in them.




    When he fi­nal­ly nosed the van on­to the high­way, Don­ner pulled out a bot­tle of tequi­la

    from be­neath the seat. Be­hind him the Maderas were singing like a bunch of kids on a camp­ing

    trip. They sang songs about love, rev­olu­tion, death, and the Blessed Vir­gin. The con­stant

    rise and fall of their voic­es was be­gin­ning to grate on his nerves.




    “Here’s some­thing to short­en the road a bit,” he said, pass­ing a straw-​wrapped bot­tle

    back to the old man. Don­ner grinned as he heard the cork pop. “Let’s drink a toast,” he

    sug­gest­ed, “to a new and bet­ter life in Amer­ica.”




    “I’m sor­ry,” Con­suela said apolo­get­ical­ly, “but spir­its dis­agree with me. And my

    sis­ters are not yet old enough for such things.”




    “But you must,” Don­ner in­sist­ed. “Sure­ly your stom­ach is not as del­icate as that.

    Af­ter all, this is a toast, an oc­ca­sion of great hon­or and se­ri­ous­ness. Of course, if it

    means noth­ing to you…” He fell silent, as if he were sud­den­ly over­whelmed by

    dis­ap­point­ment.




    “All right,” the girl con­ced­ed. “Just this once, in hon­or of the oc­ca­sion.”




    Don­ner watched them pass the bot­tle in the rear-​view mir­ror. It worked ev­ery time. All

    you had to do was ap­peal to a Mex­ican’s sense of pride, and you could get him to do

    any­thing. By the time the tequi­la had gone full cir­cle, the old man’s head had slumped to

    his chest. The rest of the Maderas passed out a few sec­onds lat­er. Don­ner heard the bot­tle

    hit the car­pet­ed floor with a thud. The skin­ny yel­low dog rose off his haunch­es and lapped

    up the last few drops be­fore they soaked in­to the rug. A mo­ment lat­er he top­pled over,

    too, his big brown eyes glazed and shin­ing.




    “Po­tent stuff,” Don­ner chuck­led. “Didn’t any­one ev­er teach you shit­heads not to drink

    with strangers?” Laugh­ing, he goosed the van up to six­ty. He was on the main high­way now,

    on­ly about an hour and a quar­ter shy of the bor­der. Con­sid­er­ing how much chlo­ral

    hy­drate he’d put in the tequi­la, it looked like the Maderas were go­ing to miss their

    ar­rival in Amer­ica.




    Don­ner leaned back in his seat. It felt good to have the wind on his face and noth­ing but

    the clear, emp­ty road up ahead. He teased a Win­ston out of the pack, lit up, and took a long,

    sat­is­fy­ing drag. His life had re­al­ly changed a lot in the past few months. He could still

    re­mem­ber how sur­prised he’d been when the first let­ter came. The way the thick wad of bills

    had spilled out of the en­ve­lope to form a ragged green pile across his thread­bare liv­ing

    room rug. It was more mon­ey than he’d ev­er seen at one time, and the let­ter promised a great

    deal more.




    The let­ter it­self was short, sim­ple, and busi­nesslike. In re­turn for all this sud­den

    wealth, all he had to do was sup­ply his anony­mous em­ploy­er with wom­en. 242 wom­en, to be

    ex­act. Spec­ifi­ca­tions were giv­en as to age and gen­er­al phys­ical at­tributes, but the

    type re­quired would be very hard to find. Ba­si­cal­ly the guy want­ed pret­ty wom­en. That

    wasn’t too dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand.




    There was on­ly one catch to the deal. Don­ner couldn’t take wom­en whose sud­den

    dis­ap­pear­ance would cause a big stir. In the let­ter his would-​be em­ploy­er sug­gest­ed

    that he do most of his re­cruit­ing in Mex­ico, as they tend­ed to be a bit more lax down there

    in the mat­ter of miss­ing per­sons. He in­formed Don­ner that ar­range­ments had been made for

    him to cross and re­cross the bor­der with­out the has­sle of hav­ing his ve­hi­cle

    in­spect­ed. The fi­nal page of the let­ter gave de­tailed in­struc­tions on cross­ing points,

    times, even what lane to get in so that he could al­ways be sure of con­nect­ing with a

    sim­páti­co bor­der pa­trol­man. Ob­vi­ous­ly, a great deal of mon­ey and time had al­ready

    been spent on smooth­ing the way for this cross-​bor­der com­mute. Don­ner was even more

    im­pressed when he found the keys to a brand-​new twelve-​pas­sen­ger van taped in­side the

    en­ve­lope, along with a reg­is­tra­tion and a bill of sale, both in his name.




    Don­ner had gone to the win­dow and lift­ed the cur­tain slight­ly to peer out­side. The van

    was parked right out front. He checked the li­cense num­ber against the reg­is­tra­tion. That

    was it, all right. What made these peo­ple so damned sure of them­selves? Why had they picked

    him out of the thou­sands of peo­ple who lived in San­ta Fe?




    An­oth­er thought oc­curred to him. What was to pre­vent him from tak­ing the mon­ey and the

    van and split­ting for parts un­known’? The thought gave him a warm feel­ing. Why not’? Any­one

    trust­ing enough to give a stranger wheels de­served to be ripped off.




    The whirl­wind of ideas in his brain was in­ter­rupt­ed by the shrill ring­ing of the

    tele­phone. Don­ner hes­itat­ed for a mo­ment, an­noyed, then lift­ed the re­ceiv­er.




    “You’ve read the let­ter?” the caller asked. The voice was dipped and cool, de­void of

    emo­tion.




    “I read it,” Don­ner said.




    “Good. Now you have two choic­es,” the caller con­tin­ued smooth­ly. “One, you may en­ter my

    em­ploy and par­take of its nu­mer­ous ben­efits. Or sec­ond­ly, you may choose to turn down my

    gen­er­ous terms. In that case, all you need do is place the en­ve­lope and its con­tents

    un­der the sun vi­sor on the driv­er’s side of the van. Some­one will come by with­in the hour

    to drive the ve­hi­cle away. On the oth­er hand, if you do ac­cept my of­fer, I’ll ex­pect you

    to start work to­day.”




    “I re­al­ly haven’t thought…”




    “Then think now,” the cool voice said. “By the way, if you’ve been con­tem­plat­ing

    an­oth­er al­ter­na­tive of your own de­vis­ing, I sug­gest you put it out of your mind. The

    world is a big place, Mr. Don­ner, but not near­ly big enough.” With that fi­nal cau­tion­ary

    note, the line went dead.




    Don­ner drew a deep breath and gen­tly cra­dled the re­ceiv­er. He was sur­prised to find

    that his hands were shak­ing. Any thoughts he’d had about dis­ap­pear­ing with the van and

    mon­ey were gone. The man on the phone didn’t sound like any­one to mess around with.




    It on­ly took a few min­utes to de­cide. He would take the job. It was too damned good for

    him to pass up. The more Don­ner thought about it, the more he re­al­ized that this was just

    the kind of work he’d been cut out for from the very start. He had all the qual­ifi­ca­tions–

    the looks, the charm, and his flu­ent Span­ish. And the fact that he killed with­out

    hes­ita­tion or re­morse would help, too. Com­bine all of that with the way he felt about

    Mex­icans, and it added up to a per­fect job for Wal­ly Don­ner.




    He ex­pe­ri­enced a mo­men­tary chill, as if an icy hand had gen­tly reached out to ca­ress

    him. It had just oc­curred to him that some­one else must know vir­tu­al­ly ev­ery­thing about

    him. And that some­one else was the man he’d just de­cid­ed to work for.




    The chill passed. Af­ter a few days, Don­ner found him­self caught up in his work, lov­ing

    the sense of pow­er it gave him, the way he could al­ter lives and des­tinies with a few nice

    words and a con­vinc­ing smile.




    Don­ner nev­er gave much thought to what might hap­pen to the wom­en af­ter he de­liv­ered

    them or to why his em­ploy­er need­ed ex­act­ly 242. When it came right down to it, he re­al­ly

    didn’t care. He had his own fu­ture to think about. A fu­ture of wealth and re­spect, as far

    re­moved from the shab­by wretched­ness of his child­hood as he could get.




    Up ahead Don­ner could see the bright lights of Juárez. It was a bor­der town like dozens of

    oth­ers, a lit­tle big­ger than most, but still noth­ing more than bars, whore­hous­es, and

    shops filled with over­priced junk. The glar­ing pas­tel neon was an in­vi­ta­tion to youth­ful

    tourists to lose their cher­ries and their wal­lets at the same time, with maybe a dose of clap

    thrown in as a sou­venir of sun­ny Mex­ico.




    He passed through the bor­der check­point with­out in­ci­dent. The grin­ning pa­trol­man

    just went through the mo­tions and then waved him through. Don­ner won­dered as he of­ten had

    be­fore just how much those guys at the bor­der were get­ting for their part in the

    op­er­ation. His anony­mous em­ploy­er re­al­ly did know how to spread the green stuff

    around.




    State­side, Don­ner got caught up in the con­gest­ed traf­fic of El Pa­so. Once he broke

    free, he sped on in­to New Mex­ico. He was in the home stretch now. Forty more miles to the

    ren­dezvous point and then back to the mo­tel for a cou­ple of cold ones and eight hours of

    well-​de­served rest.




    Don­ner was go­ing so fast that he al­most didn’t see the hitch­hik­er. But a glimpse of

    wind-​blown blond hair and long, ta­per­ing legs made him slam on the brakes. He poked his head

    out the win­dow be­fore back­ing up, just to make sure she was alone.




    “Need a lift?” Don­ner smiled down at her.




    “If you’re head­ed to­ward San­ta Fe, I do.” The girl re­turned his smile. She looked to be

    eigh­teen, maybe twen­ty, with a pret­ty, dim­ple-​chinned face framed by a tan­gle of

    hon­ey-​blond hair. She was wear­ing cut­offs that showed off her smooth, tanned legs and a

    plain white T-​shirt that em­pha­sized the size and shape of her breasts, es­pe­cial­ly where

    the fab­ric clung to them be­neath the straps of her back­pack.




    “Climb aboard,” Don­ner in­vit­ed her. “I’m driv­ing straight through to San­ta Fe.” As she

    cir­cled around to­ward the pas­sen­ger door, Don­ner took a quick look back at the

    un­con­scious Mex­icans. The rear of the van was too dark to see any­thing more than

    in­dis­tinct shapes and shad­ows. Ev­ery­thing would be fine as long as the girl didn’t get

    over­ly in­quis­itive about the back of the van.




    “Thanks a lot,” she said as the van picked up speed again. “I’ve been out there for

    hours.”




    “Guess you’re a pret­ty lucky girl,” Dormer said. “What’s your name?”




    “Karen Lock­wood,” she said dis­tract­ed­ly as the van turned on­to a bumpy dirt road. “You…

    you’re sure you’re go­ing to San­ta Fe?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” Don­ner as­sured her. “This is just a short­cut. It’s the best way to avoid

    all the heavy traf­fic around Sali­nas.”




    The girl nod­ded tense­ly. She want­ed to be­lieve him, Don­ner re­al­ized. She was tired

    and lost, and she want­ed to be­lieve he was help­ing her. It worked ev­ery time. Give them a

    dream, and they’ll keep on dream­ing, even while you’re stick­ing the knife in their ribs.




    “This is pret­ty des­olate coun­try,” he said ca­su­al­ly. “I have to ad­mit I’m a lit­tle

    sur­prised to find you out here all alone. Not that it’s any of my busi­ness,” he added

    quick­ly. “I guess I’m just a nat­ural born wor­ri­er.”




    “Don’t waste it on me,” the girl said, grin­ning. Her right hand dart­ed up, and a split

    sec­ond lat­er it was wrapped around the bone han­dle of a wicked-​look­ing bowie knife. She

    held it out in front of her, her arm rigid and rock-​steady. The curv­ing steel blade gleamed

    in the moon­light. “Don’t get ner­vous,” she told Don­ner. “I on­ly use it as a means of

    self-​preser­va­tion. I like to trav­el so­lo. Been all over the South­west on my own.” She

    slipped the bowie back in­to its sheath hid­den away un­der her free-​flow­ing curls.




    “Ev­er have to use it?” Don­ner asked, his jaw clench­ing.




    “Once or twice.” She smiled. “Do you think we could stop for a minute once we get back on

    the in­ter­state? At a gas sta­tion or a din­er, any­where I could pick up a Coke. My throat’s

    start­ing to feel like an emp­ty cac­tus.”




    “The first place we see,” Don­ner promised. He eased up on the gas and reached down un­der

    his seat. “Try a shot of this,” he of­fered, hand­ing her a straw-​wrapped bot­tle. It was just

    like the one the Maderas had passed around be­fore the sud­den urge to sleep came up­on

    them.




    “What is it?” she asked war­ily.




    “San­ta Maria tequi­la. Al­varo grows wild around there, so the lo­cals make their own home

    brew. It’s strong stuff, but you look like you can han­dle it.”




    “You’d bet­ter be­lieve it,” she said, grin­ning. She pulled the cork and took a long

    swal­low. Less than a minute lat­er, she was slumped against Don­ner’s shoul­der. He leaned

    over and eased the bot­tle out of her hand. No point in let­ting good liquor spill all over the

    place.




    Up ahead, he no­ticed a deep ar­royo about twen­ty yards from the road. Slow­ing down to

    twen­ty, he nosed the Econo­line to­ward it. When he was as close as he could get, he cut the

    en­gine and climbed out. It was time for him to light­en his load, and this was as good a place

    as any. Af­ter all, he was on­ly be­ing paid to de­liv­er wom­en.




    Af­ter re­mov­ing the ra­zor-​edged bowie, Don­ner picked the girl up and tossed her in the

    back. “Pleas­ant dreams, Karen Lock­wood,” he whis­pered. Then he dragged out Miguel, the old

    la­dy, and the old man. When the three of them were ly­ing in the ar­royo, out of sight now

    from any­one who might drive by, Don­ner un­hol­stered the Black­hawk and screwed on a

    home­made si­lencer. “Wel­come to Amer­ica,” he said, smil­ing. Then slow­ly, care­ful­ly, he

    put a sin­gle shot through each of their heads.




    Don­ner was too busy to no­tice the dog. It crawled out of the van and scram­bled for the

    shel­ter of the rocks. There it stayed, qui­et and still un­til the Econo­line’s tail­lights

    dis­ap­peared over the hori­zon. On­ly then did the dog come out to in­ves­ti­gate. It cir­cled

    the bod­ies twice, scratched at the ground, and then lift­ed its muz­zle to howl bale­ful­ly at

    the moon.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    His name was Re­mo and he was stick­ing his fin­ger in­to the bar­rel of a Smith … Wes­son

    .38 and think­ing they didn’t make mug­gers like they used to.




    It all start­ed with Chi­un’s trunks. As usu­al, Re­mo’s train­er had packed twen­ty-​sev­en

    large lac­quer box­es in prepa­ra­tion for a four-​mile trip to the air­port.




    “We’re on­ly meet­ing Smit­ty for in­struc­tions,” Re­mo protest­ed. “If he weren’t so

    para­noid, he’d call on the phone. We don’t need all this lug­gage just to talk to him.”




    “Im­be­cile,” the old Ko­re­an said. “Em­per­or Smith ob­vi­ous­ly wish­es us to trav­el. An

    as­sas­sin sit­ting in a mo­tel room is a use­less thing.”




    “So is an as­sas­sin with twen­ty-​sev­en steam­er trunks,” Re­mo said.




    “On­ly if he is fet­tered by a sloth­ful white pupil who spends his time ar­gu­ing in­stead

    of at­tend­ing to his du­ties.”




    “Fun­ny. I thought my du­ty was to work for the guy who pays us.”




    “On­ly when nec­es­sary, O oat­meal-​brained one. Your main du­ty is to tend to the needs of

    your frail and ag­ing teach­er in the twi­light of his life. Now, get a taxi.”




    “A taxi?” Re­mo grum­bled. “Try five. We’ll need a car­avan to get this stuff moved.”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is not con­cerned with triv­ial­ities,” Chi­un said, pick­ing an

    imag­inary piece of lint off his green bro­cade robe. “Take care not to dam­age my

    Be­ta­max.”




    “Which one?” Re­mo mut­tered, hoist­ing two of the trunks on­to his shoul­ders.




    “That one. It is the ma­chine on which I view the his­to­ry of your coun­try.”




    Re­mo emit­ted a small whin­ny of de­feat. What the old man con­sid­ered a pic­to­ri­al

    es­say on Amer­ica was, in fact, a soap opera named “As the Plan­et Re­volves,” which had been

    off the air for the past fif­teen years. Chi­un had his own sense of re­al­ity. Peo­ple were

    dis­pos­able; char­ac­ters on tele­vi­sion were not. It was use­less to ar­gue.




    Re­mo stag­gered out of the mo­tel, set down the two trunks, and looked around for a taxi.

    There were none in sight. While he was look­ing, a small boy tossed a melt­ing ice cream bar on

    one of them. A stray dog came over and licked it up, then lift­ed its leg on the trunks. On the

    near cor­ner, a youth leaned against the lamp post, me­thod­ical­ly pick­ing his teeth with a

    stilet­to while he eyed the gleam­ing brass clasps. It wasn’t the part of town where you left

    your lug­gage on the street to hunt a cab.




    The clock down the block read 10:49. He was sup­posed to meet his em­ploy­er, Smith, at

    ex­act­ly eleven o’clock. The way things were go­ing, he’d be lucky to make it to the air­port

    by sun­set.




    A ray of hope flick­ered dim­ly at the sight of the yel­low-​clad fig­ure walk­ing to­ward

    him. The boy’s fresh­ly shaven head glis­tened in the sun­light. His bare feet made a soft

    swoosh­ing sound as he padded down the de­bris-​strewn side­walk. In one hand he car­ried a

    bright­ly col­ored can while the oth­er clam­ored away on a pair of fin­ger cym­bals.




    Okay, Re­mo thought. The kid’s a fruit­cake, but these cultist za­nies don’t steal trunks

    full of civil­ian clothes. He smiled as the youth ap­proached.




    “Hare Kr­ish­na,” the young man said in a thin but en­thu­si­as­tic voice. He held the can

    un­der Re­mo’s nose. “I’m col­lect­ing for the church of Kr­ish­na and his fol­low­ers. A

    do­na­tion of five or ten dol­lars would be ap­pre­ci­at­ed.”




    “I’ll do bet­ter than that,” Re­mo said, pulling out a roll of hun­dred-​dol­lar bills. The

    youth’s eyes popped as Re­mo peeled one off the top. “Look,” Re­mo said. “I’ve got to go back

    in­side for more of these. If you’ll watch the trunks for me and hail a cab when one comes by,

    the C-​note’s yours.”




    The youth straight­ened up, sud­den­ly in­dig­nant. “You want me to do some­thing for

    it?”




    “It didn’t re­al­ly seem like a lot to ask,” Re­mo waf­fled.




    “My work is for Kr­ish­na,” the youth said with­er­ing­ly. “We shun the greed of the West.

    Our lives are spent in con­tem­pla­tion, not in sell­ing our la­bor for cash.”




    “Okay. It was on­ly an idea.”




    “A de­pen­dence on mon­ey and ma­te­ri­al gain leads to cor­rup­tion of the spir­it. When

    the spir­it is cor­rupt, evil takes root. Greed breeds crime. The dis­in­te­gra­tion of

    hu­man­ity is…”




    “All right al­ready. I’ll find some­body else.”




    The youth dug in­to the folds of his gown. “Wait a minute. I want you to see some­thing.” He

    pulled out a shiny black au­to­mat­ic. “Do you know what this is?”




    “I can take a wild guess,” Re­mo said.




    “I have been forced to pro­tect my­self against the evil­do­ers of the world with this

    weapon. It pains me to car­ry it, but there are those who would ac­tu­al­ly rob the do­na­tions

    I’ve col­lect­ed.”




    As he spoke, he fin­gered the gun lov­ing­ly. “If it weren’t for this, I’d be help­less,” he

    said.




    “You’re break­ing my heart.”




    The young man’s eyes nev­er left the au­to­mat­ic. “It’s re­al­ly a man-​stop­per, you

    know,” he said dream­ily. “If I de­cid­ed to use it, I could get any­thing I want­ed with this

    ba­by. All I’d have to do would be…” Slow­ly he turned the bar­rel of the gun to face

    Re­mo.




    “That’s it, huh?”




    “You got it. Where’s that roll of bills you were flash­ing?”




    “In my pock­et. And it’s go­ing to stay there, Gun­ga Din.”




    That was the point at which Re­mo stuck his fin­ger in­to the bar­rel.




    Things hap­pened fast af­ter that. The Kr­ish­na squeezed the trig­ger, but by the time the

    bul­let left the gun, Re­mo had twist­ed the bar­rel in­to a loop point­ing sky­ward.




    “How’d you do that?” the Kr­ish­na gasped.




    “Like this.” Re­mo picked the young man up by his an­kles and twirled him in­to the

    con­fig­ura­tion of a pret­zel.




    “It’s on­ly mon­ey!” the boy yelled, try­ing to dis­en­tan­gle him­self. “In the end, mon­ey

    isn’t worth much.”




    “Nei­ther are you,” Re­mo said. With a lit­tle spin, he thrust his arms up­ward. The boy

    spun twen­ty feet in­to the air.




    “Es­tab­lish­ment bru­tal­ity!” the Kr­ish­na squeaked. He seemed to hov­er a speck in the

    sky.




    Re­mo stood silent­ly on the ground be­low, his arms fold­ed.




    “Well? Aren’t you go­ing to catch me?”




    “Nope.” Re­mo said.




    “Then what’s go­ing to hap­pen?” the youth called.




    “Ev­er drop an egg in­to an emp­ty swim­ming pool?”




    The Kr­ish­na screamed. He ne­go­ti­at­ed as he de­scend­ed. His saf­fron robe was wound

    around a pair of skin­ny legs. “Okay,” he said huski­ly, try­ing to keep his voice calm. “You

    win. Here’s the deal. You catch me, and I walk away, all right?”




    Re­mo con­sid­ered. “I think I’d rather watch the old egg trick.” Re­mo slapped him sky­ward

    again.




    “The can. You can keep the can with all the do­na­tions in it.”




    “No thanks. Mon­ey is far too evil and cor­rupt­ing. Death is much more sat­is­fy­ing.

    Es­pe­cial­ly yours.”




    The boy was sob­bing. “What do you want, mis­ter? I’ll do any­thing.” He was low enough now

    that passers­by could see his red jock­ey shorts be­neath his robe.




    “Any­thing?” Re­mo asked.




    “Any­thing. Please, mis­ter. Just catch me.”




    A sec­ond be­fore im­pact, Re­mo stuck out his toe, graz­ing the boy’s back so that he

    turned in a gen­tle som­er­sault that broke his fall. Then Re­mo caught him by the scruff of

    the neck.




    “You said any­thing, right?”




    “Yeah,” the youth said sul­len­ly.




    “Yes, sir,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed. “Or I send you right back up.”




    “Yes, sir!” the boy shout­ed.




    “Good,” Re­mo said. “You’ve got po­ten­tial.”




    “For what?”




    “The army. You’re go­ing to join.”




    “The army? Are you crazy?”




    Re­mo ex­ert­ed the small­est pres­sure on the base of the boy’s neck.




    “I mean, yes, sir!”




    A yel­low taxi pulled up along­side them. “Now I get a cab,” Re­mo sighed. He hand­ed the

    driv­er a hun­dred-​dol­lar bill. “Take this twerp to the Army Re­cruit­ing Cen­ter,” he

    said.




    “I got no change,” the cab­bie said.




    “Call five of your bud­dies on du­ty to come here, and you can keep it.” He shoved the boy

    in­to the back seat and slammed the door. “Un­cle Sam needs you,” he said in part­ing.




    Like a kick in the pants, Re­mo thought af­ter the cab pulled away. Well, what the hell. It

    was worth a try, and it was bet­ter than killing the kid. Even a pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin

    couldn’t go around mur­der­ing ev­ery cretin who rubbed him the wrong way.




    But what had made him think of the army, Re­mo won­dered as he be­gan the end­less task of

    cart­ing Chi­un’s trunks from the mo­tel room to the wait­ing taxis. His own time spent in

    ser­vice had been so long ago. Long ago and bet­ter for­got­ten, along with the rest of the

    life that used to be­long to him.




    More than ten years since he’d left the army to be­come a cop.




    More than ten years since he’d ceased to ex­ist.




    Ac­cord­ing to all his records, Re­mo Williams was a dead man. He had died in an elec­tric

    chair for the crime of killing a dope push­er. It had been all smoke and no fire, though, a

    clever ma­gi­cian’s il­lu­sion. In the end, Re­mo had not been fast-​fried. This was a twist­ed

    bit of po­et­ic jus­tice, be­cause he hadn’t offed the push­er to be­gin with.




    It was all part and par­cel of an elab­orate frame-​up en­gi­neered by one Harold W. Smith.

    All the strings had been pulled from a com­fort­able chair that was parked in front of a

    com­put­er con­sole se­cret­ed away in the depths of Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York.

    Like some mad pres­tidig­ita­tor, Smith had pulled off one macabre trick af­ter an­oth­er to

    make Re­mo in­to the non­per­son he want­ed. A fraud­ulent ar­rest, a fraud­ulent tri­al, and

    then a fraud­ulent death, cheat­ed by Smith’s sleight of hand. The per­for­mance had been

    planned down to the last de­tail, even to the sub­sti­tu­tion of an­oth­er body for

    Re­mo’s.




    All this had tak­en place for the sole pur­pose of pro­vid­ing Harold Smith with a man who

    of­fi­cial­ly did not ex­ist. Re­mo was a per­fect can­di­date: an or­phan with­out fam­ily

    ties, a rogue cop who was dead, buried, and soon to be lost to mem­ory.




    Af­ter Re­mo re­gained con­scious­ness a few days af­ter his bo­gus elec­tro­cu­tion, he

    learned the bizarre des­tiny that he was ex­pect­ed to ful­fill. Re­mo was to be the sole

    en­forcer for CURE, an il­le­gal or­ga­ni­za­tion de­vel­oped by Harold W. Smith for the

    Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment. CURE’s pur­pose was to fight crime out­side the lim­its of the

    Con­sti­tu­tion.




    Smith’s or­ders for CURE came di­rect­ly from the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States– the

    on­ly oth­er in­di­vid­ual be­sides Smith and Re­mo who knew of the or­ga­ni­za­tion’s

    ex­is­tence. Even Chi­un, Re­mo’s train­er and teach­er, had no re­al knowl­edge of how CURE

    worked. As far as Chi­un was con­cerned, he was prepar­ing Re­mo for the task of pro­tect­ing

    Harold W. Smith af­ter Smith had usurped the crown of the Unit­ed States and pro­claimed

    him­self Em­per­or of Amer­ica.




    It was how the an­cient Mas­ters of the Ko­re­an vil­lage of Sinan­ju had earned their keep

    for thou­sands of years. Sinan­ju was a poor vil­lage, with noth­ing to trade for food. Its

    on­ly as­set was a phys­ical pow­er that in less­er hands, in lat­er years, came to be known as

    mar­tial arts. The Mas­ters of the fight­ing tech­niques of Sinan­ju were the great­est killers

    on the face of the earth, and it was this abil­ity they even­tu­al­ly rent­ed to rulers of

    oth­er lands in or­der to sup­port their vil­lage.




    Tra­di­tion­al­ly, each Mas­ter of Sinan­ju trained a pupil to take his place af­ter he was

    gone. Un­tra­di­tion­al­ly, the present Mas­ter of Sinan­ju– Chi­un– had been sad­dled with a

    full-​grown white man as his ap­pren­tice. That was part of Harold W. Smith’s con­tract with

    Chi­un. The old Ori­en­tal was to train Re­mo Williams in ex­change for a sub­ma­rine full of

    gold bul­lion to be de­liv­ered year­ly to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju.




    At first, Chi­un had thought it would be an im­pos­si­ble task to teach a soft,

    meat-​eat­ing white the se­crets of the most dif­fi­cult dis­ci­pline of all the mar­tial arts.

    But with time, even the old Mas­ter had to ad­mit that Re­mo pos­sessed an al­most un­can­ny

    ap­ti­tude.




    Re­mo, for his part, re­sent­ed hav­ing his iden­ti­ty snuffed out by a com­put­er sys­tem,

    and re­sist­ed strong­ly Smith’s man­date that he be­come a pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin. There

    was some­thing vague­ly un-​Amer­ican about the vo­ca­tion Smith had cho­sen for him.




    But Smith talked and Re­mo thought about the day an as­sas­sin’s bul­let snuffed out the

    life of the very pres­ident who had found­ed CURE. It was ob­vi­ous that such evil could on­ly

    be coun­tered by an equal­ly dead­ly force. Two min­utes af­ter his in­au­gu­ra­tion, the new

    pres­ident was of­fered and ac­cept­ed the awe­some bur­den of CURE’S con­tin­ued

    ex­is­tence.




    The mem­ories fad­ed as Re­mo walked back in­to the mo­tel room for the thir­teenth

    time.




    “Let’s go, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo puffed as he picked up the last three trunks.




    Chi­un waved him away dis­tract­ed­ly. He was sit­ting on one of the beds in the room,

    en­gaged in rapt con­ver­sa­tion with the cham­ber­maid.




    ” ‘All My Rel­atives’ is pret­ty good,” she said know ledge­ably, “but there was noth­ing

    like ‘As the Plan­et Re­volves.’ It was my all-​time fa­vorite.” She stubbed out a cigarette in

    an ash­tray over­flow­ing with lip­stick-​tipped butts.




    “Mine, too!” Chi­un squealed. The white hair on his head and chin bobbed in agree­ment.




    “That Rad Rex is a dream­boat.” She shift­ed her pink ny­lon uni­form around her mas­sive

    thighs. “What a hunk.”




    “And Mona Madri­gal,” Chi­un rhap­sodized. “The loveli­est of wom­en. Per­haps she is

    Ko­re­an.”




    “Maybe so,” the maid said, creas­ing her fore­head with thought. “I mean, she was short and

    ev­ery­thing. It didn’t say so in this mag­azine ar­ti­cle I read. It just said she got

    di­vorced.”




    “What a pity,” Chi­un said, cluck­ing in sym­pa­thy. “But then, on­ly the most

    ex­traor­di­nary of men could please one so beau­ti­ful as Mona Madri­gal.”




    The maid shrugged. “I dun­no. It said she was liv­ing in San­ta Fe.”




    “Don’t you have some work to do?” Re­mo asked ir­ri­ta­bly.




    The maid snort­ed and lum­bered to her feet. Chi­un pat­ted her hand. “Don’t mind him,” the

    old man whis­pered. “Some peo­ple have no soul.”




    “It’s a side ef­fect that comes from break­ing your back,” Re­mo groused as he shuf­fled out

    of the room with the trunks.




    Harold Smith was heav­ily dis­guised. In­stead of his usu­al three-​piece gray suit,

    steel-​rimmed glass­es, and brief­case, he was wear­ing a brown three-​piece suit,

    steel-​rimmed glass­es, and car­ry­ing a brief­case. It was as much imag­ina­tion as he had

    ev­er shown.




    “Don’t act like you know me,” Smith mut­tered as he passed Re­mo and Chi­un in the air­port

    cor­ri­dor. “Meet me at Gate Twen­ty-​sev­en.”




    “As you wish, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said, bow­ing low. “We will tell no one that we are to meet

    you at Gate Twen­ty-​sev­en. Your loy­al as­sas­sins are at your ser­vice at all times, O

    il­lus­tri­ous one….”




    “I think he wants us to ig­nore him, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    “Non­sense. No em­per­or wish­es to be ig­nored. It is why they de­sire to be

    em­per­ors.”




    “Smit­ty’s not an em­per­or,” Re­mo said flat­ly. He had ex­plained Smith’s sta­tus to

    Chi­un al­most dai­ly for the past ten years.




    “Of course not. Heh heh. One does not wish to be called em­per­or while the cur­rent

    em­per­or still holds the throne. Heh heh.”




    “For­get it,” Re­mo said.




    Gate twen­ty-​sev­en was crowd­ed with pas­sen­gers lin­ing up for board­ing. Smith

    pre­tend­ed not to no­tice the dark-​haired young man with the ex­cep­tion­al­ly thick wrists

    and the old Ori­en­tal dressed in flow­ing robes as they sat next to him in the wait­ing

    area.




    “You’re late,” he said, his New Eng­land ac­cent twang­ing acer­bical­ly.




    “Best I could do,” Re­mo said.




    “Well, nev­er mind that. There isn’t much time. You’re to board that plane.” He nod­ded

    to­ward the line of pas­sen­gers mov­ing up the ramp.




    “Where’re we go­ing?”




    “New Mex­ico. There’s been a rash of un­ex­plained mur­ders in the mesa.”




    “So? They’ve got po­lice in New Mex­ico.”




    “A rash. More than three hun­dred in a mat­ter of weeks. All uniden­ti­fied. Mex­icans, by

    their clothes and fea­tures. No sim­ilar­ities as to age, sex, oc­cu­pa­tion– on­ly in the

    method of ex­ecu­tion. They all died of sin­gle bul­let wounds in the head.”




    “What about the FBI?”




    “They’ve been called in, but they’ve got­ten nowhere. At first they sus­pect­ed that the

    bod­ies be­longed to Cuban spies, but they’ve giv­en up on that. Then the CURE com­put­ers came

    up with a cou­ple of in­ter­est­ing facts. One is that the mur­ders seem to cor­re­late to a

    dra­mat­ic in­crease in re­ports of miss­ing per­sons com­ing out of Mex­ico.”




    “You mean they were miss­ing in Mex­ico, and dead in New Mex­ico?”




    “They’re not the same peo­ple. For the past few weeks, most of the peo­ple re­port­ed

    miss­ing have been young wom­en. None of the mur­der vic­tims found in the desert have been

    young wom­en. Not one. It’s the on­ly con­sis­ten­cy in the pat­tern.”




    “Doesn’t sound like much of a lead. What’s the oth­er in­for­ma­tion?”




    “It may not be any­thing, but there’s been a sud­den in­crease in air traf­fic in and around

    the San­gre de Cristo Moun­tains. That’s in the same gen­er­al area as the mur­ders.”




    “Air traf­fic? Are they shoot­ing these guys from he­li­copters?”




    “No. The wounds on the bod­ies were in­flict­ed at close range from a hand­gun. A Ruger

    Black­hawk. It’s one killer who’s do­ing all the dam­age, but he won’t be easy to find. The

    mesa’s a big area. And if this busi­ness goes on much longer, the press is bound to get hold of

    the sto­ry and ter­ri­fy the whole South­west. When that hap­pens, the killer will al­most

    cer­tain­ly go in­to hid­ing, and we’ll miss any chance of catch­ing him. The pres­ident’s

    con­cerned.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. “I thought my cop days were over,” he said.




    “Some­body has to do it,” Smith said, ris­ing. It was his fa­vorite phrase, cov­er­ing

    ev­ery un­pleas­ant task Re­mo had to per­form, from killing un­lucky wit­ness­es to swab­bing

    up bod­ies.




    “By the way, I’ve ar­ranged to have a car for you at the air­port in San­ta Fe,” Smith said.

    He slipped Re­mo a cir­cu­lar wire with two dirty keys dan­gling from it.




    “Smit­ty, you’re a prince.”




    “An em­per­or,” Chi­un hissed.




    “Save your flat­tery,” Smith said. “I knew you’d need a car, and this was the on­ly way I

    could think of to keep you from steal­ing one. It’s a blue ‘fifty-​five Chevro­let.”




    He walked away. On his seat were two tick­ets. When Re­mo picked them up, Chi­un snatched

    them out of his hands.




    “I thought he said San­ta Fe, but I could not be­lieve my good for­tune,” the old man

    shrieked.




    “Uh, yeah,” Re­mo said un­cer­tain­ly, tak­ing the tick­ets back. “San­ta Fe’s sup­posed to

    have some nice sun­sets.”




    “No, no. That is not why we are go­ing to this place. It is where Mona Madri­gal lives.”




    “Oh,” Re­mo said. Gen­tly he nudged Chi­un in­to the board­ing line. “That’s great. What a

    fan­tas­tic co­in­ci­dence.”




    “This is no co­in­ci­dence,” Chi­un said stub­born­ly. “Is the dai­ly ris­ing of the sun a

    mat­ter of co­in­ci­dence? Ob­vi­ous­ly, Em­per­or Smith, in his di­vine and ra­di­ant wis­dom,

    has seen fit to re­ward an old man for his many years of ser­vice. He has ar­ranged for me to

    meet the la­dy of my dreams.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said soft­ly. “I don’t want to hurt your feel­ings, but I’ll lay

    odds Smit­ty’s nev­er even heard of Mona Mc­Go­nigle, or who­ev­er she is.”




    “Madri­gal,” Chi­un snapped. “Do not be duped in­to be­liev­ing that all men are as shal­low

    and ig­no­rant as your­self.” He el­bowed his way through the crowd to sit in his as­signed

    seat.




    “In­sult me all you want,” Re­mo said, “but Smit­ty’s not go­ing to come through on this

    one. We’re go­ing to San­ta Fe on as­sign­ment.”




    “A mere ruse. If you knew the ways of em­per­ors as I do, you would re­al­ize that this dead

    body busi­ness is mere­ly a ploy to bring us to the city where Mona Madri­gal dwells.”




    “So you can meet her,” Re­mo said.




    “Now you un­der­stand.”


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    Af­ter slow­ly sa­vor­ing the last morsel of choco­late torte, Miles Quantril put his fork

    down and pat­ted his lips with a starched white linen nap­kin. “You may clear now,” he

    mur­mured. He daubed his mouth one last time for good mea­sure and then dropped the nap­kin on

    the chi­na dessert plate.




    An el­der­ly, white-​haired ser­vant ma­te­ri­al­ized at Quantril’s side. Quick­ly and

    silent­ly he cleared away the lun­cheon dish­es, tak­ing great pains not to spill a sin­gle

    crumb on Mr. Quantril’s Sav­ile Row suit. The but­ler had once made that mis­take, and by way

    of rep­ri­mand, Quantril had kicked the ser­vant in the but­tocks. On par­tic­ular­ly cold

    nights, the but­ler’s hindquar­ters still throbbed dul­ly even though the in­ci­dent had tak­en

    place more than a year ago.




    In his long ca­reer as a but­ler, the el­der­ly gen­tle­man’s gen­tle­man had worked for

    vis­counts, barons, lords, and kings. None of them had ev­er put a boot up his butt for any

    rea­son. But then, none of them had ev­er paid half as well as Mr. Quantril. Now that he was

    near­ing the age of re­tire­ment, the but­ler de­cid­ed that mon­ey was a great deal more

    im­por­tant than dig­ni­ty. You couldn’t bank a life­time of good man­ners and re­fine­ment. So

    he would re­main at his post un­til the end, and he would be es­pe­cial­ly care­ful not to

    spill the crumbs.




    When the ser­vant slipped silent­ly out of the room, Quantril picked up the mag­azine

    be­side him. It was open. From its pages, Quantril could see his own pic­ture. He en­joyed

    read­ing about him­self.




    At thir­ty-​three, he was tall and hand­some and fault­less­ly groomed, from his ra­zor-​cut

    hair right down to his care­ful­ly man­icured nails. To­day he was dressed in one of his 280

    cus­tom-​made suits, along with a col­or-​co­or­di­nat­ed shirt, tie, and pock­et

    hand­ker­chief. His black Ital­ian loafers had been shined to mir­ror­like per­fec­tion.




    Miles Quantril lived up to the im­age of him pro­ject­ed from the pages of Time and Newsweek

    and Peo­ple. Born of Old Mon­ey aris­toc­ra­cy, he was one of the rich­est and best-​look­ing

    bach­elors in the coun­try. He was sur­round­ed by wealth, pur­sued by beau­ti­ful wom­en, and

    driv­en by work. “Amer­ica’s Fa­vorite Ty­coon,” the mag­azine in his hand pro­claimed. “Where

    Does He Go Next?”




    “Where in­deed?” Quantril whis­pered, his gaze pass­ing over his pent­house of­fice. The

    af­ter­noon sun­light flood­ed the glass-​and-​chrome desk rest­ing atop the plush car­pet­ing.

    A bank of com­put­ers lined one en­tire wall. An­oth­er wall was cov­ered with the rich leather

    bind­ings of a half-​mil­lion-​dol­lar col­lec­tion of rare books. The of­fice re­flect­ed just

    the right bal­ance of pow­er and el­egance.




    He smiled. “Oh, you have no idea, my friends, where I’m go­ing to go next. No idea

    what­ev­er.”




    Look­ing back, he re­al­ized that his suc­cess had been in­evitable, with or with­out his

    fam­ily’s for­tune. He was a born lead­er.




    He’d first felt the flush of pow­er when he was six years old and caught the up­stairs maid

    and the chauf­feur screw­ing in the linen clos­et of his par­ents’ man­sion in Southamp­ton. He

    black­mailed both ser­vants for a hun­dred dol­lars apiece.




    At prep school, Quantril be­came the youngest drug deal­er in the his­to­ry of the acade­my,

    a fact un­cov­ered when he got caught by the school au­thor­ities. Were it not for a sud­den

    large do­na­tion to the school’s build­ing fund from the Quantril fam­ily, young Miles might

    have been ex­pelled. As it was, he was sub­ject­ed to the sever­est pun­ish­ment he had ev­er

    ex­pe­ri­enced: He was ground­ed for three months.




    It was a sad time for Miles Quantril. He was twelve years old, with noth­ing to do but ride

    the thor­ough­breds in the fam­ily sta­ble, watch one of his three TV sets, swim in the

    Olympic-​sized pool with its au­to­mat­ic wave ma­chine, play in the pri­vate bowl­ing al­ley

    in the base­ment, shoot grouse, and while away his spare time in the mul­ti­mil­lion-​dol­lar

    chem­istry lab his fa­ther had giv­en him for Christ­mas the year be­fore. It was a wretched

    ex­is­tence.




    But Quantril per­se­vered. In his lab, he dis­cov­ered how to make bombs. They were crude at

    first, on­ly blobs of plas­tique with vary­ing amounts of ni­tro­glyc­er­ine and TNT, but they

    im­proved with prac­tice. With­in six weeks, he was set­ting off land mines in the fam­ily rose

    gar­den. By the age of sev­en­teen, he had de­vel­oped an ex­plo­sive pow­er­ful enough and

    ac­cu­rate enough to blow up the lo­cal po­lice head­quar­ters.




    He was ar­rest­ed, but since the in­ci­dent oc­curred three days be­fore his eigh­teenth

    birth­day, he was charged as a ju­ve­nile. His sen­tence was sus­pend­ed by a judge who was a

    golf­ing part­ner of Miles’s fa­ther.




    “I’ll take care of the boy in my own way,” the el­der Quantril promised.




    And he did. Young Miles Quantril, one of the rich­est heirs in Amer­ica, was cut off

    with­out a cent.




    “I’ll send you to col­lege,” his fa­ther said. “I’ll give you an ed­uca­tion. But that’s

    all. No more al­lowance, no more cars, no more va­ca­tions on the Riv­iera. You’re on your

    own.”




    Miles Quantril ac­cept­ed the tu­ition mon­ey and went to col­lege. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, on

    the very day he left for the uni­ver­si­ty, the gen­er­ations-​old Quantril man­sion per­ished

    in an ex­plo­sion of flame. Nei­ther of his par­ents sur­vived.




    In col­lege, he picked out the smartest kid in his dor­mi­to­ry, Bill Pe­ter­son, and asked

    him to write all his term pa­pers for him.




    “Why should I do that?” Pe­ter­son asked.




    “No rea­son,” Quantril said.




    “Go screw your­self.”




    The next night, Bill Pe­ter­son’s bed mys­te­ri­ous­ly caught fire.




    When Pe­ter­son was re­leased from the hos­pi­tal, he vol­un­teered to write all of Miles

    Quantril’s pa­pers for him.




    From that be­gin­ning, it took lit­tle to or­ga­nize all the straight-​A stu­dents on

    cam­pus in­to a term pa­per fac­to­ry cater­ing to the col­lege’s all-​star foot­ball team.




    The foot­ball play­ers didn’t pay Quantril for his ser­vice. In­stead, they agreed to

    sup­ply him with girls– the most cur­va­ceous, beau­ti­ful, sexy girls in the state.




    For a while, Miles Quantril was sat­is­fied with hav­ing a dif­fer­ent girl ev­ery night

    just for him­self. But girls didn’t make a man rich. One af­ter­noon, as he was ly­ing on his

    satin-​sheet­ed bed while a gor­geous blonde pant­ed be­tween his legs, an idea oc­curred to

    him. The idea was bril­liant­ly sim­ple. It smacked of rich­es to come.




    Its name was Dream Date.




    Dream Date, as Quantril vi­su­al­ized it, would be a dat­ing ser­vice. But un­like oth­er

    whole­sale match­mak­ers that sad­dled their cus­tomers with part­ners as unattrac­tive and

    dull as they them­selves were, Dream Date’s clients would get on­ly the best.




    As proof, Quantril’s cus­tomers would, for stiff fees, re­ceive video cas­settes of their

    in­tend­ed part­ners, but the videos would be un­like any­thing else on the mar­ket.




    In­stead of see­ing their po­ten­tial mates as they re­al­ly were, the re­cip­ients of Dream

    Date video cas­settes would watch their fan­tasies come to life. What­ev­er they want­ed– a

    Parisian aris­to­crat talk­ing to them from the banks of the Seine, a harem beau­ty gy­rat­ing

    in trans­par­ent houri pants, a Chi­nese princess tip­toe­ing through an­cient tem­ples in

    Peking’s For­bid­den City– they would have, com­plete with mu­sic, sets, cos­tumes, and

    prewrit­ten di­alogue. The Dream Date cas­settes would be com­mer­cials for sex, love, and more

    Dream Dates.




    Quantril ran a test for his idea on cam­pus, us­ing tal­ent from the film, the­ater, and

    com­mu­ni­ca­tions de­part­ments to pro­duce his first video cas­sette. For the sub­ject of the

    cas­sette, he hired a call girl named Wan­da Wett to dress up as a me­dieval damsel

    per­form­ing a slow striptease from the win­dow of a stone tow­er.




    He tried it out on five of the rich­est guys in school. All five of them were will­ing to

    pay four-​dig­it fig­ures for a date with Wan­da and the promise of an­oth­er cas­sette with an

    equal­ly scin­til­lat­ing Dream Date.




    By the end of his first term, Miles Quantril had made enough mon­ey to leave school and head

    for Hol­ly­wood, where he bought up as many cast-​off stage sets as he could get hold of. He

    hired cam­er­amen and di­rec­tors from porno movies to ex­ecute his video ex­trav­agan­zas. He

    made com­mer­cials of his cas­settes and put them on tele­vi­sion. Busi­ness soared.




    With­in eight years, Dream Date had branch­es in four­teen ma­jor cities, and the com­pa­ny

    was gross­ing in ex­cess of $100 mil­lion an­nu­al­ly.




    With­in an­oth­er four years, Quantril owned con­trol­ling shares in more than twen­ty

    oth­er com­pa­nies, and Dream Date ex­pand­ed to be­come the core of an in­ter­na­tion­al

    con­glom­er­ate span­ning the globe.




    With­in two more years, Quantril was one of the rich­est men in the world. He had

    ev­ery­thing he want­ed.




    Then he got an­oth­er idea.




    It was the same idea Napoleon had had. And Hitler. And At­ti­la the Hun. And

    Charle­magne.




    Miles Quantril in­tend­ed to con­trol the con­ti­nent on which he lived. He planned to own

    the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica.




    But the new idea re­quired thought. Quantril knew that in a coun­try as sta­ble as the

    Unit­ed States, he could nev­er seize con­trol by way of a splashy as­sas­si­na­tion or a

    well-​armed coup. Nu­cle­ar threats were al­so out of the ques­tion. No, he would have to

    con­quer Amer­ica slow­ly and sub­tly, work­ing from the in­side out.




    It might, he ad­mit­ted, even take as long as two or three years. But one morn­ing, the

    coun­try would wake up in Quantril’s con­trol with­out any­one know­ing pre­cise­ly how it

    hap­pened.




    His mas­ter plan was cen­tered around a key group of 242 un­mar­ried men. Men who worked in

    gov­ern­ment, bank­ing, trans­porta­tion, the mil­itary, and ev­ery oth­er type of big

    busi­ness. All of the care­ful­ly se­lect­ed men worked at the mid­dle man­age­ment lev­el.

    They weren’t big­wigs, but rather the men who pushed the but­tons and filled in the forms, the

    men who ac­tu­al­ly did the work nec­es­sary to keep Amer­ica run­ning.




    They al­so all fit in­to a clas­sic type. They were the kind of guys who, no mat­ter how

    hard they tried, just couldn’t score with wom­en. Quantril had seen thou­sands of them dur­ing

    the years that Dream Date had been in busi­ness. They seemed to share a com­mon lean­ing

    to­ward thick, black-​rimmed glass­es, plas­tic pock­et pen hold­ers, and bad breath.




    Dream Date was the oth­er thing they all had in com­mon. Quantril used the com­pa­ny to find

    ex­act­ly the right men for his needs.




    Dream Date’s ap­pli­ca­tion forms were changed rad­ical­ly. No oth­er dat­ing ser­vice could

    ap­proach the thor­ough­ness of the Dream Date ques­tion­naires. By the time the ap­pli­cants

    were fin­ished with the ex­haus­tive bat­tery of tests and forms, the Dream Date com­put­er

    knew ev­ery­thing there was to know about them.




    The com­put­er had cal­cu­lat­ed the ex­act num­ber of men nec­es­sary for Quantril’s plan

    to work. It still amazed him that one in­di­vid­ual could ac­tu­al­ly take over a coun­try the

    size of the Unit­ed States with the aid of on­ly 242 un­wit­ting ac­com­plices.




    He would send them the kinds of wom­en they’d al­ways dreamed of pos­sess­ing, the kinds of

    wom­en they could nev­er get on their own. But that was noth­ing new. The in­cred­ibly

    at­trac­tive date was Dream Date’s hall­mark.




    The prob­lem was the wom­en. The call girls and run­aways he’d been us­ing would not do for

    this job. He need­ed new girls, in­no­cents who knew next to noth­ing. He want­ed each of the

    male ap­pli­cants his com­put­er had cho­sen to sim­ply come home from work one evening to find

    a heav­ily se­dat­ed beau­ty wait­ing,” stark naked ex­cept for a dec­ora­tive bow and

    taste­ful but anony­mous gift card.




    Ac­cord­ing to their psy­cho­log­ical pro­files, the men would do ex­act­ly what Quantril

    ex­pect­ed them to do: take ad­van­tage of the sit­ua­tion. A few days lat­er, when the wom­en

    start­ed to come out of their drug-​in­duced stu­por, Quantril’s men would ar­rive on the

    scene. They’d come armed with full-​col­or glossies of the de­bauch­ery as well as an of­fer to

    get rid of the now-​en­raged wom­en. Quantril fig­ured it would be more than enough to turn

    each man in­to a will­ing co­hort in his plan to take over Amer­ica.




    Sup­ply­ing so many beau­ti­ful wom­en had seemed like a re­al prob­lem at first. But then

    Quantril re­al­ized that kid­nap­ing, like black­mail, could be prac­ticed on a grand

    scale.




    The key word was sub­tle­ty. It just wouldn’t do to have hordes of scream­ing wom­en

    car­ried off from the same lo­ca­tion at the same time. Peo­ple tend­ed to no­tice things like

    that.




    He chose in­stead to let a sin­gle man do all the snatch­ing, and that man would nev­er

    snatch more than two or three wom­en at a time. Quantril had again used Dream Date’s files to

    re­cruit just the right man for the job. In Wal­ly Don­ner he rec­og­nized a nat­ural

    preda­tor, a hand­some los­er fu­eled by greed. Don­ner’s al­most patho­log­ical ha­tred of

    Mex­icans made him per­fect. The on­ly thing Quantril had to do was to nudge Don­ner in the

    right di­rec­tion. The man had no more in­tel­li­gence than a bright­ly paint­ed windup toy,

    but once Quantril got him mov­ing, Don­ner pro­duced a steady stream of dark-​eyed beau­ties

    from the oth­er side of the bor­der.




    As per in­struc­tions, Don­ner de­liv­ered each load to an iso­lat­ed airstrip south of

    San­ta Fe. There the wom­en were picked up and flown to an aban­doned monastery in the San­gre

    de Cristo Moun­tains. There were more than 180 wom­en up there now, and there was no dan­ger

    that any of them would es­cape. A com­bat-​hard­ened vet­er­an named Deke Bauer saw to

    that.




    Bauer first came to Quantril’s at­ten­tion some­time around the end of the Viet­nam War,

    when Bauer– then an army ma­jor– was tried and con­vict­ed of war crimes against for­eign

    civil­ians. Dur­ing the en­su­ing flur­ry of press cov­er­age, it came out that Bauer amused

    him­self dur­ing lone­ly jun­gle vig­ils by de­cap­itat­ing young chil­dren from both North and

    South Viet­nam. He al­so mu­ti­lat­ed old wom­en, con­duct­ed mass hang­ings of en­tire

    vil­lages, and was ru­mored to have cut off the fin­gers of the en­list­ed men un­der his

    com­mand when they failed to ex­ecute his or­ders to the let­ter. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, none of

    the mil­itary vic­tims lived to tes­ti­fy against him.




    Bauer was Quantril’s kind of man. Us­ing the vast re­sources of Dream Date to bring the

    ma­jor up for re­tri­al and an even­tu­al ac­quit­tal, Quantril per­son­al­ly met with Bauer

    up­on his re­lease from the pen­iten­tiary.




    “What do you know about pris­ons?” he asked Bauer.




    The mil­itary man sneered. “They’re not so tough.”




    “Make me one that is,” Quantril said. “One that can’t be cracked. Ev­er.” Then he took Bauer

    to the monastery in the moun­tains.




    Bauer was as good as his word. With­in a month, he turned the old ru­in in­to an

    unas­sail­able fortress.




    Miles Quantril leaned back in his chair. To­day the first of the wom­en was go­ing to be

    de­liv­ered to the first of Quantril’s un­sus­pect­ing re­cip­ients. He smiled at the im­age

    his mind con­jured up. What would the poor bas­tard do when he found this unique gift stretched

    out on his bed?




    The phone on the desk purred soft­ly. Quantril slow­ly crossed the room and lift­ed the

    re­ceiv­er. He didn’t both­er to say hel­lo. Words like hel­lo, good-​bye, and thank you were

    not part of his vo­cab­ulary. Or Deke Bauer’s.




    “The gift has reached its des­ti­na­tion,” Bauer said.




    Quantril gen­tly re­placed the re­ceiv­er. Feel­ing a tin­gle of tri­umph, he sat down and

    crossed his legs, tak­ing care not to mar the ra­zor-​sharp crease in his trousers. The great

    game had fi­nal­ly be­gun. Now it was just a mat­ter of time be­fore it reached its in­evitable

    con­clu­sion.


  




  

    CHAPTER FOUR




    No one knows where the Kan­ton In­di­ans came from. They sim­ply ap­peared one day,

    step­ping out of the swirling mists that clung to the up­per reach­es of the moun­tain. The

    first thing their chief did was to bor­row a blan­ket from the star­tled Hopi shep­herd who

    wit­nessed their sud­den ap­pear­ance. The chief ex­plained that he hadn’t ex­pect­ed it to be

    ter­ri­bly cold on the moun­tain and that he would be sure to re­turn the blan­ket at first

    light the next day.




    The chief nev­er did get around to re­turn­ing the blan­ket. It be­came the first item in a

    cen­turies-​long line of un­re­turned ob­jects and promis­es post­poned for “just an­oth­er

    day.”




    That first night, the Kan­tons moved in­to an aban­doned camp­site and cooked their first

    meal with pots and food do­nat­ed by the good-​na­tured Nava­jo. In the days that fol­lowed, it

    be­came ap­par­ent to all the neigh­bor­ing tribes that the Kan­tons had ar­rived with­out

    any­thing– not even a cul­ture or her­itage they could call their own. The Kan­ton chief kept

    mut­ter­ing about “lost bag­gage” and a great sup­ply of trade goods, pre­cious met­als, and

    gems that were due to ar­rive in “just an­oth­er day.” But they nev­er did ma­te­ri­al­ize.




    So the Kan­tons kept on bor­row­ing, main­ly be­cause the oth­er tribes found it dif­fi­cult

    to say no. The Kan­tons were so charm­ing, so quick to smile and laugh and to break out with

    the verse and cho­rus of a re­cent­ly bor­rowed song. As the weeks stretched in­to years, the

    Kan­tons con­tin­ued to raid their neigh­bors’ cul­tures. Bas­kets were ac­quired from the

    Cha­cos, weav­ing and pot­tery from the Nava­jo, while the great Anasazi do­nat­ed an en­tire

    pan­theon of gods. The Kan­tons them­selves nev­er did much more than sit in the sun. The

    sim­ple life seemed to suit them, and over the cen­turies the tribe grew and pros­pered.




    Then one morn­ing the Kan­tons dis­ap­peared as mys­te­ri­ous­ly as they had come. They were

    there one mo­ment, and then they were gone, swal­lowed up by the swirling moun­tain mists. A

    few, how­ev­er, re­mained be­hind. There were no more than a half-​dozen of the tribe left to

    car­ry on the great Kan­ton tra­di­tions. Among that no­ble six was the wom­an who would

    be­come Sam Wolf­shy’s great-​great-​grand­moth­er.




    Sam sat on the curb of Har­ry’s Pay­less ser­vice sta­tion and garage, toss­ing peb­bles

    on­to the dry ground and oc­ca­sion­al­ly glanc­ing over his shoul­der to look at the seat­less

    hull of his jeep.




    He was a hand­some man in his late twen­ties. His face was long and an­gu­lar, with

    cop­per-​hued skin stretched taut over jut­ting cheek­bones and a promi­nent chin. There was a

    mis­chievous twin­kle in his soft black eyes. Hair of the same col­or brushed the tops of his

    shoul­ders while the rest of it was hid­den un­der a ragged-​brimmed straw hat. There’d been no

    cus­tomers for three weeks at Har­ry’s Pay­less, and Sam was bored. The blood of his In­di­an

    an­ces­tors stirred in his veins, but he was help­less to fol­low his in­stincts.




    Where was the ad­ven­ture of yesteryear? he won­dered. Where were the moun­tain ponies and

    the bon­fires that crack­led on the desert breeze? Sam went in­to the sta­tion, pre­pared to

    quit his job to ex­plore the un­known wilder­ness. His un­cle sat be­hind the counter, read­ing

    a news­pa­per.




    “What do you want now, fat­head?” his un­cle asked.




    “Uh, Un­cle Har­ry–“




    “Want maybe to quit? Here’s your salary.” The old man rum­maged in the cash reg­is­ter and

    waved some bills in front of him. “Nice coun­try­side out there. Young man like you could find

    a job if he want­ed to.”




    Sam swal­lowed. “Well, ac­tu­al­ly I was just won­der­ing if I could bor­row a Coke.”




    The hope­ful smile on his un­cle’s face with­ered as he put the bills back in the

    reg­is­ter. “No guts,” the old man mut­tered. “You’re the damnedest In­di­an I ev­er seen.

    You’re dumb, and a cow­ard to boot. You get lost walk­ing around the block. Je­sus, a blind

    man’d be more help around here than you.”




    “About the Coke, Un­cle Har­ry“




    Har­ry threw a warm can at his nephew. “Get out of here,” he growled.




    Sam Wolf­shy went back to the curb and sat down. An­oth­er at­tempt at free­dom squelched.

    Ah, well, he rea­soned, a guy had to have some loy­al­ty to his fam­ily. Es­pe­cial­ly if they

    were sup­port­ing him. He took a deep drink of the warm so­da and closed his eyes. Things

    weren’t so bad, he guessed. It was a good day for work­ing on his tan.




    Chi­un had not stopped com­plain­ing since they left their mo­tel room in San­ta Fe.




    “Lout. It is an in­sult.”




    Re­mo gripped the wheel of the Chevy un­til his knuck­les turned white. “Lit­tle Fa­ther,

    I’ve al­ready told you a dozen times. We can’t wait for­ev­er in a mo­tel room. That’s not what

    Smit­ty sent us here for.”




    “Im­be­cile. It is ex­act­ly what the Em­per­or sent us for. If we had wait­ed just a few

    min­utes longer, Mona Madri­gal would have come. You have ru­ined ev­ery­thing.”




    “For cry­ing out loud, Mona Madri­gal doesn’t even know we’re here.”




    “Pah. In my vil­lage, when a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ap­pears, the whole vil­lage turns out to

    wel­come him.”




    “San­ta Fe’s not in Ko­rea.”




    “The Em­per­or will be might­ily dis­pleased. He sent us to this arid waste­land so that

    Mona could be pre­sent­ed to me. Now we have in­sult­ed his gra­cious­ness by leav­ing so

    rude­ly.”




    “Smit­ty doesn’t even know who Mona Madri­gal is,” Re­mo shout­ed. “There are bod­ies ly­ing

    all over the desert–“




    “A mere ruse,” Chi­un said with ex­ag­ger­at­ed pa­tience, wag­ging his eye­brows up and

    down. “Can’t you see any­thing? Oh, I should nev­er have ac­cept­ed a white pupil. You

    un­der­stand noth­ing.”




    “I un­der­stand that we’re sup­posed to go to the San­gre de Cristo Moun­tains,” Re­mo said

    stub­born­ly. The car pro­duced a se­ries of sput­ter­ing, clank­ing sounds. “That is, if this

    junk heap will take us there.”




    With that, there was a scrap­ing sound and then a clunk as the tail pipe clat­tered to the

    ground.




    “You see?” Chi­un grinned in ma­li­cious sat­is­fac­tion.




    “See what? I see we lost the freak­ing tail pipe.” As soon as he spoke, two of the hub­caps

    sprang off the wheels. Re­mo watched in the rear-​view mir­ror as they spun in lazy cir­cles on

    the road far be­hind them.




    “See that,” Chi­un said tri­umphant­ly. “This au­to­mo­bile is a sham.”




    “I can think of oth­er things to call it,” Re­mo said be­tween clenched teeth.




    “Em­per­or Smith nev­er in­tend­ed for us to drive it. It was part of the pre­tense. We

    should have wait­ed in the mo­tel room. The Em­per­or clear­ly wished to sur­prise me.”




    “Well, he doesn’t sur­prise me. He prob­ably picked up this rat­tle­trap for twen­ty bucks

    some­where, the cheap…”




    The steer­ing wheel came off in his hands. Seething, Re­mo tossed it in­to the back seat. He

    edged his fin­ger­tips in­to the steer­ing mech­anism to ma­neu­ver the car as if he were

    tun­ing a ra­dio.




    Chi­un cack­led mer­ci­less­ly. “You see? You should have lis­tened to me be­fore. Now we

    must re­turn to the mo­tel. Per­haps Miss Madri­gal is al­ready there.”




    “For­get it. We’re not turn­ing back. All we need is an­oth­er car.”




    The en­gine sput­tered. Re­mo pumped the gas ped­al. The car moved for­ward

    er­rat­ical­ly.




    “I can’t be­lieve it,” Re­mo said. “The gas gauge is bro­ken, too. I think we’re out of

    gas.”




    Chi­un fold­ed his arms over his chest. “Per­haps you should tell me again, O bril­liant

    one, how nec­es­sary this mis­sion is.”




    “Can the sar­casm. We’re in trou­ble. Hey, what’s that up ahead?” He squint­ed. In the

    dis­tance was a build­ing with two rect­an­gu­lar ob­jects in front of it. “I’ll be damned,”

    Re­mo said, vis­ibly re­lieved. “A gas sta­tion. I guess we’re in luck af­ter all.”




    “What great good for­tune,” Chi­un mut­tered.




    A dark-​haired young man leaped up when Re­mo pulled in­to Har­ry’s Pay­less.




    “Hey, nice car you got,” he said, reach­ing in and fin­ger­ing the up­hol­stery.




    Re­mo slapped his hands away in an­noy­ance. “Do you mind? Just fill it up.”




    “Okay,” the young man said af­fa­bly. “Just tak­ing a look, that’s all. Say, you got a

    smoke?”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “Is there a used-​car lot around here?”




    “Noth­ing close. You know you got no steer­ing wheel?”




    “That’s a re­al ea­gle eye you have,” Re­mo said.




    “I can fix it. Good as new. On­ly take a sec.”




    Re­mo looked at the young man. He seemed friend­ly enough. “Are you a me­chan­ic?”




    “I’m an In­di­an,” the young man said proud­ly. “Sam Wolf­shy. Got a stick of gum?”




    “No,” Re­mo said, ex­as­per­at­ed.




    “How about a cou­ple of rub­ber bands?”




    “What for?”




    Wolf­shy shrugged. “They’re use­ful. Can’t tell when you’ll need one.”




    “I don’t have any­thing ex­cept mon­ey,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh.” The In­di­an looked down, dis­in­ter­est­ed.




    “I’d like to buy a map.”




    “In­side,” Wolf­shy said. “Har­ry’ll help you.”




    “I’ll go with you,” Chi­un said. “These gaso­line fumes are as­sault­ing my nos­trils.” He

    got out of the car. “I will prob­ably be dead of poi­son fumes be­fore dawn,” the Ori­en­tal

    droned. “Dead, with­out ev­er hav­ing met Mona Madri­gal. The Em­per­or’s gra­cious present

    will have gone to waste. Of course, re­turn­ing to our mo­tel might save my life. But don’t

    con­sid­er me, Re­mo. What is the life of an old man?”




    “That’s big of you, Chi­un,” Re­mo said, strid­ing in­to the sta­tion.




    Be­hind the counter sat a skin­ny old man with arms like toast­ed bread sticks, read­ing a

    news­pa­per. He wore a bright flow­ered shirt and thick glass­es that had slid down to the base

    of his nose.




    “Ice ma­chine’s bro­ken,” he said, glanc­ing up at Re­mo. “Won’t be fixed be­fore

    to­mor­row.” He gave his pa­per a shake and went back to read­ing it.




    “I’m not here for ice. I need a map.”




    “No maps. Sam bor­rowed them all.”




    “What’s he want them for?”




    “Who knows? He’s a Kan­ton.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “I think I missed some­thing there.”




    “For­get it. Any­thing else?”




    “I need an­oth­er car.”




    “Can’t help you there,” Har­ry said, turn­ing a page of the news­pa­per. “Clos­est car

    deal­er’s back in San­ta Fe.”




    “You see?” Chi­un hissed. “It’s fate.”




    “How far is it to the San­gre de Cristo Moun­tains?”




    Har­ry squint­ed to­ward the flu­ores­cent ceil­ing lights. “Can’t say. Nev­er been there.

    Sam might know. He’s a Kan­ton.”




    “You’ve said that be­fore. What the hell’s a Kan­ton?”




    “In­di­an, son. They come from around the San­gre de Cristo.” Sud­den­ly the old man

    grinned. He slapped his news­pa­per down so hard that his glass­es slid off his nose. “You know

    what you need?”




    “Yes,” Re­mo said. “A map.”




    “Bet­ter’n that. You need a guide. A re­al wood-​track­ing, wind-​smelling In­di­an guide.

    And I got just the man for you.”




    “Sam?” Re­mo asked with­out en­thu­si­asm.




    “None oth­er.” Har­ry slapped his knee and chuck­led.




    ‘Uh, no thanks,” Re­mo said. “I think you need him more here.”




    “Hell, no. What I mean is,” he added quick­ly, “it’s the slow sea­son. I can spare him for a

    few days. Come on, mis­ter. What do you say?” There was plead­ing in his eyes.




    Re­mo looked at him sus­pi­cious­ly. “I think I’ll pass on Sam.”




    The old man ex­haled nois­ily. “Shit,” he said. “I didn’t think it would work. Fact is, he’s

    my nephew. My sis­ter mar­ried a Kan­ton, and when she passed on, I got sad­dled with Sam. That

    was twen­ty-​six years ago. Haven’t been able to get rid of him since.”




    “What’s wrong with him?”




    “He’s a damned Kan­ton, that’s what’s wrong,” Har­ry screeched. “They’re bor­row­ers. They

    can’t help it. It’s in their blood. But it’s driv­ing me crazy. Got a shirt? Got a vac­uum

    clean­er bag? Sheesh. Ev­er see the Kan­ton In­di­an Mu­se­um? It’s got noth­ing but I.O.U.’s

    in it, some go­ing back to the six­teen hun­dreds.”




    “You mean Sam’s a thief?”




    “Hell, no,” Har­ry said, wav­ing his hand. “Couldn’t care less about mon­ey. Don’t own

    any­thing, don’t want to. But he’ll bor­row the teeth out of your head.”




    “Well, we don’t have any­thing to bor­row,” Re­mo said, con­sid­er­ing. “And we could use a

    guide, I sup­pose….”




    “I’ll tell you what,” Har­ry in­ter­ject­ed. “You take Sam off my hands, and the gas you

    got’s on the house.”




    “Gee, I don’t know–“




    “We ac­cept,” Chi­un said.




    “We-​ha!” Har­ry whooped, scur­ry­ing from be­hind the counter. “I’ll tell Sam to get

    ready.”




    When the old man had run out, Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “What’d you say that for? We don’t

    even know this guy.”




    Chi­un fold­ed his hands in­to his sleeves. “It is sim­ple. Now we have free gas. With it,

    we can re­turn to San­ta Fe. We will of­fer up this Sam per­son to the Em­per­or, say­ing that

    he forced us to leave our mo­tel room tem­porar­ily. That way, Em­per­or Smith will not be

    of­fend­ed that we were not present to re­ceive a vis­it from Mona Madri­gal.”




    Re­mo knocked the heel of his hand against his tem­ple. “Are you kid­ding? That’s the most

    twist­ed ar­gu­ment I’ve ev­er heard.”




    “With em­per­ors, sub­tle­ty is ev­ery­thing,” Chi­un as­sured him.




    A shriek that sound­ed like a stran­gled vul­ture sent them run­ning out­side.




    It was Sam Wolf­shy. He was ly­ing on the ground, legs sprawled, arms flail­ing, his tongue

    hang­ing out of his mouth as Har­ry squeezed his neck with both scrawny hands.




    “What’s go­ing on here?” Re­mo asked, pulling the old man off the big In­di­an. “I thought

    you liked him.”




    “Damned worth­less Kan­ton!” Har­ry screeched. “I lay my balls on the line to give you a

    chance with these guys, and look what you do to their car!”




    “Car?” Re­mo asked. He looked around for the Chevy. It was parked be­side a jeep.




    “I fixed the steer­ing wheel, didn’t 1?” Sam protest­ed.




    Re­mo looked in­side the car with amaze­ment. In­deed, the steer­ing wheel was back in

    place. But both seats, as well as the dash­board, ra­dio, cigarette lighter, wind­shield

    wipers, door han­dles, rear-​view mir­ror, and all four tires were gone. They had all been

    neat­ly in­stalled in the jeep next to it.




    “He works quick­ly,” Chi­un said, im­pressed.




    “So will the po­lice,” Re­mo said, turn­ing to Wolf­shy.




    The In­di­an blinked in be­wil­der­ment. “But I on­ly bor­rowed those ac­ces­sories.”




    Har­ry clasped both hands to his head and reeled in­side.




    “Ac­ces­sories?” Re­mo shout­ed. “You call tires ac­ces­sories?”




    “Hold, hold,” Chi­un said. “This per­son has pos­si­bil­ities.”




    “So do a lot of guys in San Quentin.”




    “Use your head, Re­mo. We take his car.”




    Re­mo looked from the old Ori­en­tal to the jeep. “Not bad, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Hey, wait a minute,” Sam waf­fled. “I don’t know about that.”




    “Let me ex­plain it to you,” Re­mo said in the man­ner of a born teach­er. “Ei­ther we take

    your jeep, or you spend the next cou­ple of years in the state pen. Now, what’s your

    an­swer?”




    Wolf­shy looked blankly at Re­mo for a mo­ment, then broke in­to a broad grin. “Looks like

    you two just hired your­selves a gen­uine In­di­an guide.” He held out his hand.




    Re­mo ig­nored it and point­ed to the jeep. “You drive,” he said.




    Wolf­shy climbed in. “We’ll be able to drive to the foothills of the San­gre de Cristos, but

    then we’ll have to walk,” he said cheer­ful­ly.




    “So you’ve been to the moun­tains be­fore?”




    “Not re­al­ly,” Wolf­shy said. “A hik­er told me a cou­ple of months ago. Loaned me these

    boots I’m wear­ing.”




    “That fig­ures,” Re­mo said.




    Wolf­shy con­tin­ued, un­daunt­ed, “Nice guy. Said he went to check out an old Fran­cis­can

    monastery at the top of one of the peaks, but when he got there, the place was swarm­ing with

    sol­diers. They chased him off.”




    “Amer­ican sol­diers?”




    “I guess. He didn’t say.” Wolf­shy revved up the en­gine.




    “Hold it,” Re­mo said. “I need to make a phone call.”




    In­side the sta­tion, Har­ry was beam­ing. “So you’re go­ing to take him af­ter all, are

    you?”




    “Yeah. Where’s the phone?”




    Har­ry point­ed.




    “Do me a fa­vor, will you, and clear out for a cou­ple of min­utes? This call’s

    pri­vate.”




    “Sure.” Har­ry gave him a lewd wink. “Got a lit­tle hon­ey, eh?”




    Re­mo thought of Harold W. Smith’s pinched, lemo­ny face. “Not ex­act­ly,” he said.




    Smith’s com­put­ers whirred and beeped for less than twen­ty sec­onds be­fore Re­mo got his

    an­swer. “There’s no Amer­ican mil­itary base in the San­gre de Cristo Moun­tains,” the lemo­ny

    voice said.




    “That’s all I want­ed to know,” Re­mo said, and hung up. He climbed in­to the jeep. “We’re

    go­ing to that monastery. Which way is it?”




    “Due north,” Wolf­shy said with au­thor­ity,




    Ju­bi­lant­ly, Har­ry waved good-​bye to them as Wolf­shy turned a slow cir­cle in front of

    the gas sta­tion.




    Re­mo re­laxed. “I guess it’s a good thing we’ve got you along af­ter all,” he said to the

    In­di­an. “I’d hate to get lost in those moun­tains.”




    Wolf­shy turned an­oth­er cir­cle, and then went around a third time.




    “Think we can stop the pa­rade and get go­ing?” Re­mo snapped.




    “Sure,” Wolf­shy said. “There’s just one thing.”




    “What is it?”




    “Which way is north?”


  




  

    CHAPTER FIVE




    The pe­tite blonde clutched at her stom­ach and moaned. “I need a doc­tor,” she plead­ed

    through clenched teeth. “You’ve got to help me. I think it’s my ap­pendix.”




    She was about to say some­thing more, but in­stead she drew a sharp breath, dou­bling over

    with pain.




    The oth­er wom­en stirred to life. Dur­ing the day, the for­mer chapel let in light from its

    high win­dows, re­veal­ing the monastery’s adobe walls and filthy stone floor. The wom­en

    hud­dled to­geth­er in the cor­ners for warmth, their faces gray, their ex­pres­sions numb and

    blank. Some of them bore fresh wounds from the beat­ings they re­ceived from the guards.




    Con­suela Madera went to the blonde girl. They had awak­ened to­geth­er, along with

    Con­suela’s sis­ters, in this damp, ter­ri­fy­ing place. When the Madera girls learned that

    their par­ents and broth­er were gone, prob­ably dead, the younger girls be­came hys­ter­ical

    with grief. Their wails brought the guards who brought their sticks and fists.




    Con­suela learned quick­ly to put her own fear aside to help the oth­ers. As if shar­ing an

    un­spo­ken com­mu­ni­ca­tion with the beau­ti­ful Mex­ican wom­an, the young blonde named Karen

    joined her in nurs­ing the sick and com­fort­ing the de­spair­ing among them. From their first

    days to­geth­er, Karen and Con­suela had be­come the kind of friends who would do any­thing for

    one an­oth­er with­out ques­tion.




    “What is wrong, Karen?” Con­suela wrapped her arms around the blonde, lead­ing her to­ward

    the wall. “How can I help?”




    “I’m all right,” Karen whis­pered. “Just go along. Try to get a guard in here.”




    Con­suela obeyed with­out hes­ita­tion. “Guard!” she shout­ed. “We need a doc­tor. This

    wom­an is very sick.”




    Karen moaned. Clutch­ing at the folds of her shape­less gray gown, she slumped against the

    wall and slid to the floor, her head toss­ing from side to side. “Help me,” she screamed. “I’m

    burn­ing up in­side.”




    Fi­nal­ly Karen heard the sounds of mo­tion over­head, the scrap­ing noise of a chair be­ing

    shoved back, the thud of boots on a tile floor, and then af­ter a mo­ment’s si­lence, the

    metal­lic snick of a key turn­ing in a lock. She drew a deep breath as the big oak door creaked

    on its hinges. He’s com­ing, she thought. He re­al­ly is com­ing.




    The small blonde kept her head down as the heavy-​foot­ed guard made his way across to where

    she was rest­ing against the rough adobe wall. The oth­er wom­en moved out of his path,

    stick­ing in small groups. Con­suela re­cit­ed a prayer.




    The guard, a young, dull-​look­ing man named Kains, hes­itat­ed as he passed the Mex­ican

    girl. Un­con­scious­ly his tongue slid over his lips.




    She’s so beau­ti­ful, he thought. His spark-​less eyes ceased to blink as his gaze rest­ed

    on Con­suela’s but­tocks. His hand reached out to touch her, but he pulled back. No. She’s

    dif­fer­ent from the oth­ers.




    Con­suela had been the on­ly one of the new ar­rivals to look him in the eye. With­out fear,

    she had de­mand­ed ban­dages and wa­ter for the oth­ers. And when he had brought them wa­ter,

    Con­suela thanked him. She’s a re­al la­dy, Kains thought.




    Not like this oth­er pain in the ass who was al­ways caus­ing prob­lems. “What’s wrong with

    you?” Kains asked harsh­ly, step­ping to­ward the shiv­er­ing blonde on the floor.




    “I’m sick,” Karen gasped.




    Scowl­ing, Kains tugged at his peak-​billed cap. Well,” he mut­tered, “we ain’t got a

    doc­tor.” His deep-​set eyes mir­rored un­cer­tain­ty. “One of the guards used to be a medic,

    though. Maybe he’ll take a look at you.”




    “Oh, God,” Karen moaned. She reached out and grabbed Kains’s arm as if to steady her­self.

    The ges­ture forced the guard to move in clos­er or lose his bal­ance. His boot­ed feet

    shift­ed. The butt of his shoul­der-​slung ri­fle jabbed in­to his back.




    “Screw you,” Karen whis­pered. Us­ing the wall for sup­port, she brought up her knee,

    driv­ing it in­to Kains’s un­pro­tect­ed groin. The star­tled guard let out a whoosh of air

    like a punc­tured bel­lows. He dou­bled over, clutch­ing at his man­hood while Con­suela jumped

    on his back, wrap­ping her thin arms around Kains’s bull neck.




    “Get his gun,” Karen shout­ed. She pushed off the wall again, ram­ming her head in­to the

    wide, soft tar­get of the guard’s stom­ach. Kains made a dry, retch­ing sound and wob­bled, but

    he man­aged to stay on his feet. He cocked his balled fist back and slammed it down in­to the

    lit­tle blonde’s mouth.




    Con­suela screamed as Karen slumped to the floor, a spray of blood shoot­ing from her nose.

    Over­head, a stac­ca­to burst of au­to­mat­ic fire stitched a ragged line across the wall. The

    noise was deaf­en­ing, but the weapons were aimed too high to ac­tu­al­ly hit the wom­en.

    Loos­ened clay dust swirled in the air. There were screams, mut­tered curs­es, and a thrash­ing

    of limbs as the pan­icked wom­en scram­bled for cov­er.




    “It’s over now,” a deep voice bel­lowed. “Ev­ery­body calm down and you won’t be hurt.”




    Karen peeked cau­tious­ly up at the man in the over­head gallery. His ma­chine gun was still

    cra­dled in his arms, but the bar­rel was point­ing sky­ward as if he were cer­tain he wouldn’t

    have to use it. The smol­der­ing butt of a cigarette dan­gled from the cor­ner of his mouth. He

    hadn’t even both­ered to put it out.




    This is all in a day’s work for them, Karen re­al­ized. They’d known from the be­gin­ning

    that she and Con­suela and the oth­er wom­en didn’t have a prayer of over­pow­er­ing the guards

    in this night­mar­ish asy­lum.




    “Let this be a les­son to you,” the stern voice con­tin­ued from above. “There’s no way out

    of here un­til we de­cide to let you go. Try some­thing stupid like that again, girlies, and

    there won’t be enough coffins around here to han­dle all of you.”




    Dumb bas­tard, Karen brood­ed. She’d “girlie” him. One day.




    She put her hand to her face. Her front teeth ached but were not bro­ken. Kains, a few feet

    away, brushed off his clothes and read­just­ed his peaked cap at a rak­ish an­gle.




    “Ly­ing bitch,” he mut­tered. He glared down at Karen, spun around, and stomped out of the

    room. She couldn’t help smil­ing when she no­ticed that his gait was a lit­tle lop­sid­ed.




    Con­suela knelt be­side her. “Are you hurt?” she asked gen­tly.




    “Noth­ing’s bro­ken.”




    “You were lucky. This time. Don’t try such a crazy thing again, Karen.”




    “I’ve got to get out of here,” the blonde said stub­born­ly.




    “We all want to leave.”




    “Maybe so. But I’m go­ing to.”




    Con­suela sighed. “Then at least use your head. One wom­an can­not punch and kick her way

    out of this place. You need more than courage.”




    Karen smiled bit­ter­ly. “What else have I got?”




    “You need a plan.”




    “Such as what?” She ges­tured to­ward the vault­ed ceil­ing and high, slit­like win­dows.

    “There’s no way out of here ex­cept through the door.”




    “Is that so?” Con­suela said ab­stract­ed­ly, look­ing from the high win­dows to Karen. “You

    seem to be quick and ag­ile. Are you an ath­lete?”




    Karen grinned. “State gym­nas­tics cham­pi­on,” she said. “But that was back in high school.

    I haven’t com­pet­ed in two years.”




    “Can you fit through that win­dow?”




    Karen tried to judge the width of the open­ing. “I think so,” she said. “But how would I get

    up there? We haven’t got any rope.”




    “Our gowns,” Con­suela said, beam­ing. “Each of us will tear four inch­es off the bot­tom.

    If we all do it, the guards won’t no­tice. We’ll knot the pieces in­to a rope.”




    Karen touched Con­suela’s arm. “Thanks for try­ing to help. But ty­ing these rags to­geth­er

    isn’t go­ing to do any­thing. I’d need some­thing to hook on­to the win­dow. A spike, a broom

    han­dle– some­thing sol­id. We haven’t got any­thing like that.”




    “What about this?” Look­ing around briefly, she reached un­der her shift and pulled out a

    wood­en bil­ly club.




    “Con­suela! How’d you–“




    “It’s Kains’s. He’s on lunch break. He won’t miss it for a while.”




    “But how–“




    The Mex­ican wom­an laughed. “I took it while they were all busy with you,” she said. “But

    we must act quick­ly. Kains will come back for it soon.”




    “What’ll he do to you when he finds out?”




    “Prob­ably noth­ing,” Con­suela said ca­su­al­ly. “He likes me. I can tell. Don’t wor­ry

    about me. Just get some help and come back as fast as you can with the po­lice, okay?” She tore

    the hem of her dress. “Hur­ry.”




    Karen tore her own gown and knot­ted the pieces to­geth­er as Con­suela gath­ered pieces of

    ma­te­ri­al from the oth­er wom­en.




    In a few min­utes, the makeshift rope was ready. Karen tied it to the bil­ly club and flung

    it to­ward the win­dow high over­head. The club fell short, clat­ter­ing to the floor.

    In­stinc­tive­ly the wom­en turned to­ward the big oak door that sep­arat­ed them from the

    guards. It did not open.




    Karen tried again, and a third time. On the fourth try, the club sailed through the open

    slit in the wall. There was an au­di­ble sigh from ev­ery­one in the area.




    “Quick! Some­one’s com­ing!”




    Clench­ing her jaw, try­ing to re­main calm, Karen pa­tient­ly climbed the rope. Her palms

    were sweat­ing and her shoul­ders ached, but she kept mov­ing, hand over hand, her feet braced

    against the wall.




    “Hur­ry!” Con­suela hissed.




    With a huge ef­fort, Karen threw one leg through the win­dow. Then, strad­dling the

    open­ing, she re­versed the guard’s night­stick to the in­te­ri­or wall and pulled the

    makeshift rope out.




    When Kains and an­oth­er guard ar­rived, the on­ly trace of Karen Lock­wood was the

    night­stick jammed hor­izon­tal­ly against the slit­ted win­dow.




    “What’s go­ing on here?” Kains de­mand­ed, fix­ing the wom­en with his beast’s stare.




    Con­suela stepped for­ward. Swal­low­ing the lump in her throat, she forced her­self to

    smile. “We are pleased you have come, señor,” she said. As if by ac­ci­dent, the sleeve of her

    gown slipped off her left shoul­der, re­veal­ing a round­ed por­tion of her am­ple breasts.

    Kains gaped at her. She could see his breath­ing com­ing heav­ily.




    The mo­ment was bro­ken by the sound of the night­stick clat­ter­ing to the floor. Be­hind

    it flew the stream of rags used to make a rope. Karen had es­caped.




    “Hey, what’s that?” the guard with Kains asked.




    Kains picked it up, then felt the emp­ty leather loop on his belt. “It’s my club,” he said,

    puz­zled. “I didn’t know it was gone.”




    “These bitch­es did it,” the oth­er guard mut­tered. “He point­ed at the crowd of

    pris­on­ers as he count­ed. “One short,” he said, and pressed a but­ton near the big oak door.

    A loud, whop­ping alarm sound­ed, fol­lowed by the stamp­ing of feet as the prison guards

    sys­tem­at­ical­ly searched the area for es­capees. “The snot­ty lit­tle blonde got out,” the

    guard said. He grabbed Con­suela by the arm. “Where’d she go?”




    Kains pushed him away. “What’re you pick­ing on her for?”




    “They’re thick as thieves, those two. The Mex bitch knows where the oth­er one went.” He

    turned to Con­suela. “Don’t you, bitch?” he slapped her hard across the face. “I asked you a

    ques­tion.” He slapped her again. A trick­le of blood ap­peared at the com­er of her lips.




    Kains raised his night­stick over the oth­er guard. “Cut it out!” he shout­ed. His eyes were

    wild.




    “Hey, what’s the mat­ter? You got the hots for the broad or what?”




    Kains was about to strike him when the big oak door opened and a dou­ble line of uni­formed

    men strode in. Be­tween them marched a man in his for­ties wear­ing a crisp black uni­form with

    a ma­jor’s in­signia bor­rowed from the U.S. Army. He was tough look­ing and mean, with the

    kind of clean, hu­mor­less face that seemed to be re­served for re­li­gious fa­nat­ics and

    pro­fes­sion­al mil­itary of­fi­cers.




    Kains dropped the club to salute the su­pe­ri­or of­fi­cer.




    “How’d it hap­pen?” the ma­jor snapped.




    “Looks like she went through the win­dow, sir,” Kains an­swered. “Made a rope out of scraps

    of cloth, sir.”




    The ma­jor took in the in­for­ma­tion, his face bit­ter as he sur­veyed the hint of tri­umph

    on the ex­pres­sions of the pris­on­ers. He jerked his head to­ward Con­suela Madera. “Why is

    her face bloody?” he de­mand­ed.




    The guard with Kains spoke. “She’s a friend of the pris­on­er who es­caped, sir. Thought

    we’d get her to talk.”




    “About what?” the ma­jor sneered. “They don’t even know where they are. Fool. You’ve bruised

    her face for noth­ing.”




    “I’m sor­ry, sir.”




    “What’s your name, sol­dier?”




    “Dex­ter, sir. Cor­po­ral Robert T.”




    “You’re not here to dam­age the goods, Dex­ter.”




    “No, sir.”




    “No mat­ter what kind of trou­ble they cause, you don’t go around hit­ting a wom­an in the

    mouth, is that clear?”




    “Yes, sir.”




    “You hit them in the body, like this,” the ma­jor said, demon­strat­ing with a pow­er­ful

    right hook to Con­suela’s ab­domen. The wom­an moaned, her head snap­ping back as she fold­ed

    for­ward with the pain.




    Ma­jor Deke Bauer brushed his hands to­geth­er. “That way, they still look good.

    Un­der­stand?”




    “Yes, sir,” Dex­ter said.




    “By the way, were you two on du­ty dur­ing the es­cape?”




    “Sort of, sir. We were on our lunch break–“




    “That’s all right, cor­po­ral.”




    Dex­ter’s hag­gard face re­laxed. “Thank you, sir.”




    Bauer took out his re­volver, a Colt Mag­num. “Think noth­ing of it,” he said, and fired

    point blank in­to the man’s face.




    When his body with its still-​sur­prised eyes hit the floor, Bauer kicked it to­ward Kains.

    “See that this doesn’t hap­pen again,” the ma­jor said in a qui­et voice be­fore he left.




    Kains felt the blood drain from his face. As he fol­lowed Bauer and his men out, he stole a

    glance at Con­suela. She was on her hands and knees on the floor be­side Dex­ter’s body. Her

    head sagged as she tried to raise her­self up, Kains wished he could help her. But he knew he

    was no match for Deke Bauer.




    A half-​hour lat­er, Bauer sat with his feet propped up on a pa­per-​lit­tered roll­top

    desk. He took a long pull at his dap­pled green cigar while, in the dis­tance, the sharp

    ex­plo­sive bark of a ma­chine gun punc­tu­at­ed the still af­ter­noon.




    His men hadn’t caught up with the Lock­wood girl yet, but it wouldn’t be long. No un­armed

    fe­male could hide in these moun­tains for long. Her es­cape was a mi­nor slipup, noth­ing to

    wor­ry about. He blew a spi­ral of smoke to­ward the ceil­ing. A smile played at the cor­ners

    of his hard-​set mouth. On­ly a very few things elicit­ed a smile from him. The sound of

    gun­fire was one of them.




    Swing­ing his legs off the desk, he crossed to where a fire of piñon logs blazed in the

    field­stone hearth. He picked up a pok­er and idly probed the blaze, set­ting off a show­er of

    sparks. The sight re­mind­ed him of ar­tillery flares. The cor­ners of his mouth went up.

    Ar­tillery flares were an­oth­er thing that made the ma­jor smile.




    On the whole, he felt damn good about hav­ing his own com­mand again. True, it was on­ly

    fifty men, but among them were some of the best com­bat sol­diers to come out of Nam. Bauer

    him­self had whipped them back in­to shape with an en­tire month of in­ten­sive re­train­ing.

    They were well armed, well paid, and ready for any­thing that might come their way.




    So far noth­ing had. The girl’s fee­ble at­tempt at es­cape wasn’t even worth a thought, as

    far as Bauer was con­cerned. His men would test them­selves against re­al fight­ing men when

    the time came. Miles Quantril had promised him that chance, and Bauer trust­ed him, in a

    per­verse kind of way. De­spite Quantril’s cru­el­ty, there was some­thing, al­most mil­itary

    in the man’s bear­ing and in the way his voice car­ried the weight of au­thor­ity.




    Bauer turned away from the fire­place and ran his hand along a shelf of war me­men­tos near

    his desk. There were his medals, of course. Twelve of them in two neat rows, pinned on a field

    of deep blue vel­vet. Next to them was an as­sort­ment of news­pa­per clip­pings and

    tele­grams, yel­low­ing now in their care­ful­ly dust­ed frames. The clip­pings were all about

    the war. He’d thrown out all the sto­ries about his tri­al, treat­ing them like the garbage

    they were. Can­dy-​ass civil­ians, he’d thought. They don’t know what war’s like.




    Deke Bauer knew. War was ex­cite­ment. It was chal­lenge. It was the on­ly re­al test of a

    man’s worth. War was life.




    The last item on the shelf was a fad­ing snap­shot of a much younger Bauer, stand­ing in a

    jun­gle clear­ing with three oth­er men, all in uni­form. He couldn’t re­mem­ber the oc­ca­sion

    for the pic­ture, but it must have been some­thing spe­cial, be­cause all three of the men in

    the pho­to were en­list­ed men un­der him, and he’d nev­er par­tic­ular­ly liked any of them.

    Still, it was the on­ly pic­ture of Bauer from the war that had sur­vived, and so it had tak­en

    on a spe­cial im­por­tance for him.




    “Tabert, Han­cock, and Williams,” the ma­jor mut­tered to him­self. Han­cock had bought the

    farm three days af­ter the pic­ture had been tak­en. Bauer had no idea what had hap­pened to

    Tabert. He’d read some­thing about Williams years ago. He’d be­come a cop or some­thing. Then

    he went bad and end­ed up go­ing to the elec­tric chair.




    It came as no sur­prise to Bauer. There’d al­ways been some­thing not quite right about

    Williams.




    There was a sharp rap at the door. Like ev­ery­one else in Bauer’s out­fit, the sergeant at

    the thresh­old was dressed in black. An Uzi sub­ma­chine gun was slung over his shoul­der.




    “We’ve spot­ted the pris­on­er, sir,” he said.




    “Has she been stopped?”




    “No, sir. She’s keep­ing close to rocks and veg­eta­tion, sir. But she’s head­ed down the

    south side of the moun­tain. It looks like she’s go­ing to run right in­to a car­load of

    in­trud­ers, sir.”




    “In­trud­ers?”




    “Three men, sir. One of them’s an old Ori­en­tal. They’re about halfway up the

    moun­tain.”




    “Campers?”




    “Prob­ably, sir.”




    The ma­jor nod­ded thought­ful­ly. “Take a team of eight men and elim­inate them. And the

    girl. Bring the bod­ies back here. Un­der­stand, Sergeant Brick­ell?”




    Brick­ell un­der­stood. He un­der­stood that if he didn’t bring the bod­ies back, he didn’t

    have to both­er to come back him­self.




    As he hur­ried out of the room, Bauer smiled again. Death was one of those things that

    al­ways made him smile.


  




  

    CHAPTER SIX




    At 6,000 feet, the ju­niper and sage­brush of the San­gre de Cristos gave way to tow­er­ing

    Dou­glas firs and thick stands of pon­derosa pine.




    Sam Wolf­shy gunned the jeep’s en­gine, but the wheels on­ly spun help­less­ly on the steep,

    rocky in­cline.




    “It’s no use,” Re­mo said. “We’d bet­ter get out and walk.”




    “Walk? What’ll hap­pen to my jeep if we leave it here?” Wolf­shy protest­ed.




    “This is the mid­dle of nowhere. Be­sides, you said your­self that we’d have to leave

    it.”




    “Not in the mid­dle of nowhere! How’ll we ev­er find it again?”




    “That’s your prob­lem,” Re­mo said ir­ri­ta­bly. “You’re sup­posed to be the great In­di­an

    guide.”




    “I am,” Sam protest­ed. “I am a full-​blood­ed Kan­ton.” His eyes hard­ened with in­ner

    con­vic­tion. “These moun­tains are the hunt­ing grounds of my an­ces­tors. Through my

    veins–“




    “Oh, bull­dookey,” Re­mo said. “Since we left Har­ry’s gas sta­tion, we’ve got­ten lost

    eight times.”




    “I can’t help if it the moss grows on the wrong side of the trees here.”




    “Moss al­ways grows on the north side.”




    “On­ly white man’s moss,” Wolf­shy said with dig­ni­ty.




    Re­mo sighed and start­ed up the hill. It was near­ly sun­set, and the shad­ows were

    deep­en­ing. The tem­per­ature at the high el­eva­tion was con­sid­er­ably cold­er than it had

    been in the sun-​washed foothills.




    Be­hind him Chi­un walked re­gal­ly through the dense for­est, his blue robe flut­ter­ing in

    the breeze. Sam Wolf­shy was still back at the car, strug­gling to strap a knap­sack full of

    pro­vi­sions on­to his back.




    “Which path do we take?” Re­mo called from a gran­ite out­crop­ping be­side a fork in the

    trail.




    “Uh, left,” Sam said. “No, I think we ought to go right. Well, ac­tu­al­ly there’s

    some­thing to be said for both di­rec­tions.”




    “You’re the most in­de­ci­sive hu­man be­ing I’ve ev­er met!” Re­mo ex­plod­ed.




    “I’m just open-​mind­ed,” the In­di­an said, hurt.




    “Don’t you have a map?”




    “I don’t need a map. I’m a full-​blood­ed Kan­ton.”




    Re­mo sput­tered, then forced him­self to calm down. “All right, Sam. Have it your way. But

    if we get lost again, I’m go­ing to see to it that you’re not a full-​blood­ed any­thing, got

    it?”




    “Well, I do hap­pen to have a lit­tle map,” Wolf­shy said, reach­ing in­to his coat. “Har­ry

    was kind enough to loan it to me.”




    Re­mo snatched it from him. “This is a road map,” he yelled. “What good is this go­ing to do

    us? The near­est road is twen­ty miles away.”




    “There are things on here be­sides roads. Look.” Wolf­shy point­ed to a pink splotch. “Here

    are the San­gre de Cristo Moun­tains. That’s where we are.”




    “No kid­ding,” Re­mo said, crum­pling the map in­to a ball and throw­ing it as far as he

    could. “It’s al­ready get­ting dark. We’ll nev­er find our way to the monastery be­fore

    to­mor­row.”




    “Look, why don’t we just make the best of things?” Wolf­shy sug­gest­ed. “We’re in a kind of

    clear­ing here. I’ll build a fire and cook up some sup­per. Then, af­ter a good night’s rest,

    we can make our way to the top of the range to­mor­row. We won’t have to go up much far­ther

    be­fore we can see the mis­sion.” He smiled. “How does that sound?”




    “Do you al­ways have to be so damned cheer­ful?” Re­mo growled. “It’s get­ting on my

    nerves.”




    “Sor­ry.” Wolf­shy ar­ranged some sticks in­side a cir­cle of stones for a fire. “Say, could

    I bor­row a match?”




    With­out speak­ing, Re­mo picked up a small gray stone and spun it to­ward the un­lit fire.

    The stone first struck one rock, then the sec­ond and third, and con­tin­ued around the

    cir­cle, send­ing off shoot­ing sparks each time it struck. The move­ment was so fast that, to

    Sam Wolf­shy, the fire seemed to ig­nite spon­ta­neous­ly.




    “Wow, that was re­al­ly some­thing,” he said. “Maybe you’re part In­di­an. Do you think I

    could learn that? I mean, it must be in my blood, right? I could–“




    In­ex­pli­ca­bly, he turned a dou­ble back flip, then land­ed in a sit­ting po­si­tion.




    Chi­un was stand­ing near­by, slap­ping his hands to­geth­er as if to wipe dust from them.

    The ex­pres­sion on his face was sour. “Keep this per­son out of my sight,” he said.




    “He doesn’t mean any harm,” Re­mo whis­pered. “And we did ask him to be our guide.”




    “Guide? Hah. This mush­room-​brained fool is in­ca­pable of guid­ing him­self across a

    postage stamp. Al­so, he talks in­ces­sant­ly. He has no sense of di­rec­tion. He is a stone

    around our necks. And to­day alone, he has asked to bor­row six­ty-​four items from me.”




    “Yeah, he’s a dip­stick,” Re­mo said. He looked past Chi­un to the fire, where Wolf­shy

    crouched, stir­ring the con­tents of a met­al pot with a stick and singing “Old Mac­Don­ald,”

    com­plete with sound ef­fects, at the top of his voice. “But there’s some­thing about him I

    kind of like.”




    Wolf­shy looked up and smiled. “Chow’s ready,” he called.




    “At least he can cook,” Re­mo said. With a snort, Chi­un padded to the fire.




    “Hope you guys are hun­gry,” Wolf­shy said, sniff­ing the air like some TV-​show gourmet.

    “Doesn’t that smell good?”




    “What man­ner of foul­ness is that?” Chi­un shrieked, point­ing to the pot.




    Wolf­shy looked in­to the pot, then at Chi­un, then back at the pot. “Beans,” he said

    in­no­cent­ly. “Just baked beans. Very nour­ish­ing, if you don’t mind a lit­tle gas.”




    “And those globs of fat?” The old man’s long fin­gers quiv­ered over the bub­bling

    con­coc­tion.




    “That’s pork. It gives the beans more fla­vor. Here, have a taste.”




    Chi­un slapped the stick out of the In­di­an’s hand. “Re­mo, elim­inate him.”




    “Calm down, Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “He was on­ly–“




    “Not on­ly is he a brain­less, worth­less fool, but now he seeks to poi­son the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju by feed­ing him pork fat.”




    “Gosh, I wasn’t…”




    Re­mo si­lenced him with a ges­ture. He lis­tened to the for­est. There was a sound that did

    not be­long.




    Im­me­di­ate­ly, Chi­un and Re­mo went to op­po­site sides of the clear­ing, and it came

    again: a faint rus­tle of leaves and the un­mis­tak­able crack of wood be­neath a hu­man

    foot.




    Silent­ly Re­mo dart­ed in­to the for­est. There was a flut­ter of ac­tiv­ity and a muf­fled

    cry. When he reap­peared, he was hold­ing a small, dirty, un­con­scious wom­an in his arms.




    “Who’s that?” Wolf­shy asked.




    Re­mo set her on the ground. “How would I know? She tripped and knocked her­self on the head

    be­fore I could reach her.”




    “The gar­ment she is wear­ing is dis­gust­ing,” Chi­un said, wrin­kling his nose. “Per­haps

    she is a mu­si­cian.”




    The wom­an groaned as she came to. As soon as she saw their faces, she flailed out with both

    her fists.




    “Take it easy,” Re­mo said, catch­ing her hands in one of his. “No­body’s go­ing to hurt

    you.”




    She looked around, her eyes wide and fright­ened. “You’re not with them?” she

    whis­pered.




    “Who­ev­er ‘they’ are, we’re not. You’re safe.”




    “Thank God.” She buried her face in Re­mo’s chest and sobbed. “I made it. I got away.”




    Re­mo rocked her gen­tly. Wher­ev­er she had been, it ob­vi­ous­ly hadn’t been a pic­nic for

    her. “Can you tell me about it?”




    “Yes… that’s why I’m here,” she said, sniff­ing. “I’ve got to get help. For the

    oth­ers.”




    “Slow down,” Re­mo said. “What oth­ers? Where did you come from?”




    The wom­an clasped her hands to­geth­er in an ef­fort to calm her­self. “My name is Karen

    Lock­wood,” she said shak­ily. She told them about the strange oc­cur­rences that had tak­en

    place since she’d been picked up by a blue Econo­line van off the in­ter­state.




    “The prison’s on this moun­tain?”




    Karen nod­ded. “I think it used to be a church or some­thing. While I was run­ning away from

    the place, I looked back and saw a bell tow­er.”




    “Sounds like the Fran­cis­can monastery,” Wolf­shy said.




    “Well, there aren’t any Fran­cis­cans there now. Those sol­diers shot at me ev­ery step of

    the way un­til it got dark.”




    Chi­un’s brow creased. “Then they are near­by.”




    “We’ve all got to get out of here and con­tact the po­lice,” Karen said. “How far is the

    near­est town?”




    “It’s fifty miles or so to San­ta Fe. You can take the jeep. We’ll stay on here,” Re­mo

    said.




    “Uh, are you sure about that?” Sam sput­tered. “I mean, if they’ve got guns and

    ev­ery­thing–“




    “All right, you can go with the girl.”




    Sam’s pinched face re­laxed. “I’ll take good care of her, don’t you wor­ry. Why, when my

    an­ces­tors walked this land–“




    “Shhh.” Re­mo nod­ded to­ward Karen. She was propped up be­side a rock, fast asleep. Her

    dirty face looked as in­no­cent as a child’s.




    “She was ex­haust­ed,” Chi­un said. “Let her sleep. There will be time in the morn­ing to go

    for the po­lice.”




    “And eas­ier to find our way, too,” Wolf­shy added.




    Re­mo cast him a with­er­ing look.




    “Well, any­one can get lost.”




    “Go to sleep,” Re­mo said.




    “What about those sol­diers she was talk­ing about?”




    “They’ve prob­ably giv­en up the search. At least for tonight. I’ll wake you if any­body

    comes.”




    “Aren’t you go­ing to sleep?”




    “Not if you two con­tin­ue this of­fen­sive chat­ter,” Chi­un screeched from the oth­er side

    of the clear­ing. He was sit­ting in full lo­tus be­neath a tree.




    “Sor­ry,” Wolf­shy said. “I didn’t know you were asleep. Your eyes were open. I guess that’s

    Zen, huh? Like hear­ing the sound of one hand clap­ping.” Sam grinned, pleased with

    him­self.




    “If you are not ut­ter­ly silent with­in five sec­onds,” Chi­un said, “you will hear the

    sound of one hand tear­ing the tongue from your throat.”




    Wolf­shy walked word­less­ly to his sleep­ing bag. Re­mo took it from him. “For the girl,”

    he whis­pered. The In­di­an curled near the dy­ing fire as Re­mo car­ried the sleep­ing wom­an

    to the warm pal­let.




    The night was silent ex­cept for the chat­ter­ing of small wood­land an­imals. Re­mo lay

    be­side Karen Lock­wood, study­ing her face. It was bruised and cut, and her arms bore marks of

    beat­ings. What had she been through? What sort of men ran the prison at the top of the hill,

    and why?




    Karen had said that all the pris­on­ers were young wom­en who’d been kid­naped. They

    be­lieved their fam­ilies had been de­stroyed. That had to ac­count for the bod­ies found in

    the mesa, Re­mo fig­ured. So the rash of un­ex­plained mur­ders Smith was so con­cerned about

    was on­ly the be­gin­ning.




    Re­mo looked through the woods up the rocky slope of the moun­tain. Some­where atop that

    peak stood a fortress where a mad­man kept a harem of beau­ti­ful wom­en, and then tor­tured

    and starved them. Who­ev­er that man was, Re­mo was go­ing to find him. As soon as the girl and

    the In­di­an were out of the way, Re­mo and Chi­un would be­gin the search.




    A twig snapped. From the light­ness of the sound, Re­mo knew a man hadn’t caused it, but

    Karen was up like a bolt, eyes wide open, mouth gasp­ing in fear.




    “It’s all right,” Re­mo said gen­tly.




    She pumped her legs out of her sleep­ing bag, obliv­ious to his re­as­sur­ances. “They’re

    com­ing,” she said.




    “No, they’re not. Hon­est. It’s just an an­imal or some­thing.”




    Sweat was pour­ing down her face. Re­mo knew noth­ing would calm her now ex­cept hard

    ev­idence. “Look. I’ll prove it, okay?”




    He stalked silent­ly in­to the woods. Karen lis­tened. The young man with the thick wrists

    made no sound as he walked. Then a tree shud­dered and there was a sud­den com­mo­tion that

    made her feel as if her heart had just shot in­to her throat. A mo­ment lat­er, some­thing came

    hurtling out of the shad­ows at her.




    Karen screamed.




    In a split sec­ond, Chi­un was on his feet, in fight­ing po­si­tion.




    “Waz­zat?” Sam Wolf­shy said, blink­ing and snort­ing.




    “A rac­coon,” Re­mo called, step­ping out of the woods. “That’s all it was, Karen. Just a

    rac­coon.”




    As he spoke, a fright­ened, black-​masked crea­ture scut­tled across the clear­ing and

    dart­ed down the foot­path.




    “You have awak­ened me for a rac­coon?” Chi­un shout­ed.




    “I’m sor­ry,” Re­mo said. “Karen was afraid–“




    “Si­lence!”




    “Hey, what’s go­ing on?” Sam said, rub­bing his eyes. “I heard… oof.” He slid bone­less­ly

    down the trunk of a tree.




    “Do you wish to speak again?” Chi­un bel­lowed.




    Sam shook his head earnest­ly.




    “Then per­haps now we may get some rest.” The old Ori­en­tal float­ed to the ground and

    re­sumed his lo­tus po­si­tion.




    “Come on,” Re­mo said soft­ly. He put his arm around Karen and led her back to her sleep­ing

    bag.




    “I’m sor­ry,” she said. “Guess I was just jumpy.” A tear ran down her cheek.




    “Don’t cry,” Re­mo said. “I can’t take it.”




    “Oh, God: I don’t even know why I’m cry­ing. I’m just tired, I guess, and scared, and I’ve

    got to get the po­lice, and there are over a hun­dred peo­ple trapped up there, and a bunch of

    id­iots have been try­ing to kill me all day….” She cov­ered her face with her hands.




    “Come on,” Re­mo said, hold­ing her. “That’s too much for one per­son to han­dle all at

    once. Just try to for­get about it for a minute, okay?”




    “I can’t for­get. I’ve got to…” In­vol­un­tar­ily she sipped a mouth­ful of air as Re­mo’s

    fin­gers played on her shoul­ders. Their grip, was del­icate and ten­ta­tive at first, then

    grew stronger as they be­gan to work away the ten­sion that gripped her body. There was

    some­thing sooth­ing and com­fort­ing in the mo­tion of his hands. Karen felt her stom­ach

    un­knot. She felt a warm glow, first of con­tent­ment, then of de­sire.




    She wound her arms around Re­mo’s neck. Their lips brushed to­geth­er, and she felt as if a

    flash fire were con­sum­ing her. She mur­mured a few in­co­her­ent words be­fore the an­imal

    part of her mind blocked out all the use­less thoughts that kept her away from the man who was

    bring­ing her sens­es to life. There would be no more think­ing. Her body had tak­en over. A

    spir­it fly­ing free for the first time, her de­sire had its way. In Re­mo’s arms she felt as

    free as a bird, soar­ing and div­ing among the clouds.




    Spent, she slept in his arms. She was small, and to Re­mo she felt as light as a lit­tle

    girl.




    Then an­oth­er twig snapped.




    “What was that?” Karen gasped, im­me­di­ate­ly awake.




    “Now, don’t start that again.” Re­mo held her tight­ly.




    “But I heard some­thing.”




    “So did I. It’s prob­ably just an­oth­er rac­coon.”




    “Or some­thing larg­er,” Chi­un said, ris­ing as if he were float­ing off the ground.




    “Will you cut it out? She’s scared enough,” Re­mo said.




    “I will see.” The old Ori­en­tal walked soft­ly across the clear­ing.




    “Freeze it right there, slope.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un turned to­ward the source of the un­fa­mil­iar voice. When a man clad in

    black stepped in­to the clear­ing, Karen screamed. “It’s them,” she squeaked. Her hands shook

    vi­olent­ly.




    The sol­dier was big, big­ger than Re­mo, with pow­er­ful shoul­ders and a broad, crag­gy

    face. The Uzi sub­ma­chine gun he was hold­ing was point­ed di­rect­ly at Chi­un.




    Out of the cor­ner of his eye, Re­mo saw sev­en more men fan out around the camp­site. They

    were dressed in black as well, each one car­ry­ing a snub-​nosed Uzi. They moved well, as if

    ac­cus­tomed to the me­chan­ics of am­bush. Silent­ly they formed a wide cir­cle around the

    four civil­ians, seal­ing off all ex­its.




    Re­mo glanced over at Wolf­shy. The In­di­an groaned once in his sleep, turned, and opened

    his eyes grog­gi­ly. “Hey, what–“




    One of the sol­diers thrust his weapon to­ward Wolf­shy’s face. Wolf­shy sprang back­ward on

    his el­bows with a yelp.




    “Take it easy, Sam,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly. He didn’t move a mus­cle. “What do you want?” he

    asked the sol­diers.




    “The girl. Hand her over.”




    “You– you can’t do that,” Wolf­shy stam­mered.




    “Shut up, jerk. If I want any shit, I’ll squeeze your head.” He raised the Uzi in­to fir­ing

    po­si­tion. “The girl. Now. Oth­er­wise the old gook gets it be­tween the eyes.”




    “She is not yours to take,” Chi­un said.




    “Oh, no?” The team lead­er’s eyes shone with amused mal­ice in the moon­light. “Just watch

    me.”




    He be­gan to squeeze the trig­ger. Then, sud­den­ly, the weapon was no longer in his hands.

    The frail-​look­ing old man was be­side him. The sol­dier felt his body be­ing lift­ed in the

    air. A mo­ment lat­er, a wave of pain en­gulfed him, and then there was noth­ing. His life­less

    body slid down the gran­ite wall against which it had been crushed.




    The oth­er sol­diers were still for a mo­ment, un­able to be­lieve what they’d just seen.

    But they were well trained, and their re­flex­es were fast. The sol­dier near­est Wolf­shy spun

    to fire at the In­di­an’s head.




    Re­mo saw the be­gin­ning of the move­ment as soon as the sol­dier’s feet start­ed to turn.

    He leaped di­ag­onal­ly to­ward him, feet first, and land­ed square in the man’s chest. The

    weapon clat­tered against the trunk of a tree as a bright spurt of blood shot from his

    mouth.




    In the same mo­tion, Re­mo grabbed Sam Wolf­shy and tossed him in­to the air, out of the

    line of fire. The star­tled In­di­an grasped a large branch and scur­ried to safe­ty near the

    trunk.




    An­oth­er of the sol­diers came af­ter the girl. He had her by her hair when a thin,

    yel­lowed hand with long fin­ger­nails slashed across his face. He shout­ed in pain, his hands

    cov­er­ing the bloody blank­ness that used to be his eyes. With an­oth­er ra­zor blow from

    Chi­un’s del­icate hands, the man was dead.




    The oth­ers ran. They knew the woods, but Re­mo was faster than they were, and his vi­sion

    was bet­ter. With­in sec­onds he’d bro­ken the back of one of the men and smashed the skulls of

    two more. He heard a sound and, turn­ing, saw Chi­un be­hind him, de­liv­er­ing a knife­like

    chop to the last sol­dier. The blow was so per­fect­ly ex­ecut­ed that its move­ment seemed

    ef­fort­less and slow. Chi­un’s hand, ex­tend­ed in a plane from the bil­low­ing sleeve of his

    robe, glid­ed like a piece of met­al to­ward the sol­dier’s throat. When it struck, there was a

    snap of neck bones and the quick bounce of the man’s head. And then, as if the old hands were

    knives slic­ing through pa­per, the head fell clean­ly off the body in a spray of blood and

    rolled down the moun­tain­side. The rest of the body twitched once and then came to rest on a

    car­pet of pine nee­dles.




    When it was all over, the old Ori­en­tal put his hands back in­to his sleeves. He kicked the

    sol­dier’s fall­en Uzi and sent it clat­ter­ing down the rocky slope. A burst of gun­fire

    shat­tered the si­lence a mo­ment lat­er.




    “Shod­dy mer­chan­dise,” the Ko­re­an said.




    Re­mo hun­kered down and ex­am­ined one of the bod­ies. “Army-​is­sue cloth­ing dyed black,”

    he said. “And they moved like sol­diers, too.”




    “Per­haps your gov­ern­ment has changed the col­or of its mil­itary uni­forms,” Chi­un

    of­fered. “I nev­er did think they were ap­pro­pri­ate. That green,” he made a ges­ture of

    dis­missal, “so close to the hue of mon­key ex­cre­ment. Black is bet­ter for war­rior’s

    garb.”




    “Maybe,” Re­mo said, “but I don’t think these guys are from any branch of our ser­vice.

    Vet­er­ans, maybe. Prob­ably mercs. The lead­er talked like an Amer­ican.”




    Karen stepped up be­hind Re­mo and rest­ed her hand on his shoul­der. He could feel her

    shak­ing.




    “Don’t look at this,” he said. He led her back to the clear­ing. “Are you all right?”




    She nod­ded. “But I have to go. I’ve got to get to the po­lice.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “Sam’ll take you in the jeep.” He looked around. “Sam?”




    “Will some­body get me down?” a qua­ver­ing voice re­quest­ed from above. Re­mo looked up

    and saw Wolf­shy wav­ing at him from the branch of the pon­derosa pine where Re­mo had

    de­posit­ed him.




    Re­mo made a half-​turn and a sec­ond lat­er Wolf­shy felt him­self float­ing to the

    ground.




    “Say, where did you guys learn that stuff? That’s some in­cred­ible shit.”




    Chi­un glared at him. “It is Sinan­ju.”




    “Far, far out,” Wolf­shy said ad­mir­ing­ly. “How long does it take to learn some­thing like

    that? I’ve seen those ads in the backs of mag­azines. You know, the Quick Way to Killing

    Pow­er… Thir­ty Days to a Bet­ter Build, things like that. You just mail in the coupon–“




    “It takes a life­time,” Re­mo said.




    “Longer, if you’re white,” Chi­un added.




    “Well, I’m red. I bet I could pick that up in a cou­ple of weeks. I was watch­ing. It’s all

    in the wrist, isn’t it? If I just–“




    “If you just shut up, you can take Karen in­to San­ta Fe,” Re­mo said.




    “Uh-​uh, no way,” Wolf­shy said. “She’ll be safe go­ing down the moun­tain. You guys might

    need me.”




    “High­ly un­like­ly,” Chi­un said.




    “Well, what about just now?”




    “Just now with the sol­diers?” Re­mo asked. “You were in a tree, re­mem­ber?”




    “I was dis­tract­ing them. Be­sides, you hired a guide, right?”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said dry­ly. “Un­for­tu­nate­ly, we got you.”




    “Sam’s right,” Karen said. “There aren’t go­ing to be any sol­diers be­tween here and the

    city. But I’ll need the jeep.”




    “Whoa,” Wolf­shy said. “No­body said any­thing about loan­ing my jeep. Nei­ther a bor­row­er

    nor a lender be. Any­way, that north­east trail’s go­ing to be rough on the en­gine.”




    Re­mo sighed. “The route in­to San­ta Fe runs due south.” He reached in­to Wolf­shy’s

    jack­et, ex­tract­ed the keys, and tossed them over to Karen. “I think you’ll be bet­ter off

    with­out him any­way.”




    Karen caught the keys and smiled. “One thing,” Re­mo said. “When you get to the po­lice,

    don’t men­tion us, okay? Just tell them you es­caped and then stole the jeep from an emp­ty

    camp­site. Sam can pick it up lat­er.”




    “Okay.” She kissed him soft­ly. “Thanks for ev­ery­thing. Thank you all.”




    When she was gone, Chi­un sat back on the ground, his eyes half-​closed. “Now per­haps an

    old man may sleep.”




    “I’m with you,” Re­mo said. “I’m beat.”




    “That is un­for­tu­nate. Be­cause some­one has to clean up that mess you made.”




    “I made? I didn’t guil­lo­tine any­body.”




    “Nat­ural­ly. Your tech­nique is not ad­equate for pre­ci­sion work. But even such as you

    may be use­ful in your way. Clear away this dis­gust­ing refuse. These bod­ies are a blight on

    the land­scape.”




    “Who are you, Ranger Rick?”




    “And take that talkative per­son with you. Keep him silent if you can.”




    Wolf­shy fol­lowed Re­mo to the first body, but since the sight of blood made him sick, the

    In­di­an was of lit­tle use.




    “You’re re­al­ly worth­less,” Re­mo said as Wolf­shy lay quiv­er­ing on the ground af­ter a

    bout of retch­ing.




    “That’s what my un­cle says. That’s what just about ev­ery­body says about me.”




    “Well, just about ev­ery­body’s right.” He hoist­ed the body on­to his shoul­ders and lugged

    it down the slope, where he left it in a shal­low ar­royo.




    If it’s not trunks, it’s bod­ies, Re­mo thought bit­ter­ly. It seemed he spent the bet­ter

    part of his life car­ry­ing some­thing heavy from one place to an­oth­er.




    The whir of a he­li­copter sound­ed in the dis­tance. Alarmed, he strained through the

    dark­ness to make out its lights. The chop­per seemed to be mak­ing a loop around the side of

    the moun­tain, but it wasn’t com­ing as far down as their camp­site. He re­laxed. Then it

    hasn’t spot­ted Karen. It was prob­ably search­ing for the band of sol­diers that had am­bushed

    them.




    The drone re­ced­ed, grew loud­er, fad­ed again. Who­ev­er’s run­ning the op­er­ation at the

    top of the moun­tain, Re­mo thought as he lugged the bod­ies to the ar­royo, he’s got his own

    pri­vate army.




    The sound droned on. Re­mo felt his palms moist­en. He didn’t like the sound of

    he­li­copters. Or gun­fire. Or chil­dren scream­ing. They re­mind­ed him of the war, and more

    than all the oth­er hurts of his life, he want­ed to for­get that one.




    But he couldn’t. Ev­ery time he heard a chop­per, he re­mem­bered.


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVEN




    Most­ly he re­mem­bered the bod­ies.




    It hap­pened on some jun­gle hill on the out­skirts of some jun­gle vil­lage in Nam. Re­mo’s

    pla­toon had run out of ra­tions and were for­ag­ing for food, feast­ing on ex­ot­ic plumed

    birds and pre­his­toric-​look­ing greens. They’d held the Hill for more than six months. It

    looked like time to get out.




    Again.




    On­ly ev­ery time the food ran out, chop­pers would fly in from Malaya or Suma­tra with

    more. And with the chop­pers would come a fresh in­flux of sniper fire on the camp.




    It was use­less. Re­mo knew it, and so did ev­ery­body else in the out­fit. Maybe in the

    whole army. You can’t hold a hill with sev­en­ty men when you’re sur­round­ed by an

    in­ex­haustible sup­ply of en­emy firearms.




    Still, they held it, for weeks, months. And while the men were be­ing picked off one by one,

    the chop­pers kept fly­ing in with more food for the ones who were still alive.




    The chop­pers nev­er brought in re­place­ment troops. The on­ly men that flew in­to that

    hell­hole were oc­ca­sion­al CIA agents, look­ing for God knew what. They came with their

    sun­glass­es and fan­cy hand­guns and stayed awhile and didn’t talk to any­body. Then the CIA

    men would leave on the next food chop­per.




    Some­times the en­list­ed men would ask the CIA ex­perts when they were get­ting off the

    Hill, but the in­tel­li­gence men ei­ther didn’t know or wouldn’t talk. They didn’t have much

    to do with the army and didn’t in­ter­fere.




    Even with the bod­ies.




    They were the CO’s idea.




    They start­ed ap­pear­ing af­ter the first month on the Hill. The men were washed out by

    then, filthy and iso­lat­ed and scared to go to sleep at night. The on­ly thing that sus­tained

    them was the type of black hu­mor pe­cu­liar to men who faced death too of­ten to take it

    se­ri­ous­ly any­more.




    All but the CO. He was a ma­jor, and he thrived on the Hill. Ev­ery morn­ing he was up

    be­fore the rest of the pla­toon, dressed and shaved and whistling. He slept like a rock and

    woke up ready to kill. The ma­jor was at his best dur­ing an at­tack, es­pe­cial­ly when he

    could fight hand to hand. More than once, Re­mo had seen him throw back his head in laugh­ter

    while he stran­gled a Vi­et Cong in­vad­er with his bare hands.




    As time went by, while the oth­er men were qui­et­ly de­scend­ing to sub­hu­man lev­el, the

    ma­jor on­ly got clean­er and brighter and more ea­ger. He loved the ac­tion on the Hill. It

    sent a shiv­er down ev­ery­one’s back when they re­al­ized that he was nev­er go­ing to pull

    them out, and that the rea­son was be­cause he loved it.




    Then the bod­ies came. One swel­ter­ing sum­mer morn­ing Re­mo and the oth­ers got up to

    find the mu­ti­lat­ed bod­ies of six dead VC strung on a wire on the edge of camp. They were

    tied by their wrists. Their open eyes and gap­ing wounds were al­ready black with crawl­ing

    flies.




    “A lit­tle re­minder to the en­emy, boys,” the ma­jor said with a grin, as his troops stared

    with as­ton­ish­ment. “We’re go­ing to sur­round the camp with their car­cass­es. That’ll teach

    ‘em to fuck with the U.S. Army.” With a brief, con­fi­dent nod, he strode away, as if he had

    just pre­sent­ed the men with a gift.




    There was a CIA man on the Hill then. He’d come a cou­ple of days be­fore. His name was

    Mac­Cleary, and he looked dif­fer­ent from the oth­er in­tel­li­gence of­fi­cers who’d been in

    camp. For one thing, he wasn’t the weasel-​thin gov­ern­ment-​is­sue spy. Mac­Cleary was big,

    bor­der­ing on fat. For an­oth­er, he had a hook in­stead of a right hand. Mac­Cleary looked as

    if he could get mean if he want­ed to, but like the oth­ers, he seemed de­ter­mined to mind his

    own busi­ness. Even when he saw the bod­ies cru­ci­fied on the wire that hot Au­gust morn­ing,

    he said noth­ing.




    Lat­er that day, Re­mo ap­proached him. “Get us out of here,” he said qui­et­ly. “The CO’s

    nuts.”




    Mac­Cleary spit on his hook and pol­ished it on his trousers. “I know. I can’t.” He walked

    away.




    Ev­ery­day, more bod­ies were added while the old ones rot­ted off the wire.

    Oc­ca­sion­al­ly, a bird would car­ry a fall­en hand a few yards be­fore drop­ping it, so that

    the camp was lit­tered with gray, mag­got-​rid­den hands and fin­gers.




    At first, the on­ly bod­ies strung up were VC who’d tried an at­tack on the Hill. But when

    they shied away, the ma­jor would send out ex­pe­di­tions to bring back more. Lit­tle by

    lit­tle, the camp was sur­round­ed by a cur­tain of corpses that melt­ed and rot­ted in the

    un­re­lent­ing sun. The smell of death was ev­ery­where, and no one got used to it. When the

    cir­cle of bod­ies around the Hill was com­plete, the ma­jor or­dered a sec­ond wire to be put

    up.




    And all the time he smiled and shaved and whis­tled.




    It was an­oth­er hot, fetid morn­ing when Re­mo saw the first ar­rivals on the sec­ond wire.

    And heard them.




    They were not dead.




    Two Viet­namese civil­ians were hang­ing, like the corpses, by their wrists. One was an old

    man with white hair. He was stripped naked. The oth­er was a boy no more than nine or ten years

    old. He had a bul­let wound in his side. The old man moaned soft­ly. The boy, near death, on­ly

    opened and closed his mouth in short gasps.




    “What do you think, Pri­vate?” It was the ma­jor, clean­er than Re­mo had ev­er seen

    him.




    With­out a word, Re­mo cut down the old man and the boy. He held the boy in his arms. The

    child didn’t weigh fifty pounds.




    “These peo­ple need a doc­tor,” Re­mo said.




    The ma­jor scowled. “Did I hear you call these walk­ing garbage heaps peo­ple, sol­dier? Get

    them back up there be­fore I have you court-​mar­tialed.”




    “They’re civil­ians, sir,” Re­mo said, tast­ing the bile in his mouth.




    “They’re scum! You hear me? Scum. Like you, Williams. Now, you string those VC up, or a

    court-​mar­tial’s go­ing to be too good for you.”




    A few sol­diers had come around to see what was caus­ing the com­mo­tion. With them was

    Con­rad Mac­Cleary, the CIA man.




    Re­mo set the boy down. “You go straight to hell,” he mut­tered. “Sir.”




    In a flash the ma­jor’s knife was out and slash­ing to­ward Re­mo’s throat. Re­mo turned.

    The blade sliced across the fleshy part of his back.




    The ma­jor’s face hard­ened in­to a ter­ri­fy­ing grin. “You’re go­ing to be sor­ry you

    ev­er said that, Pri­vate.” His voice was soft as he backed Re­mo against the hang­ing

    bod­ies.




    “Hold it, Ma­jor.” It was Con­rad Mac­Cleary. His hook was pressed in­to the soft flesh of

    the ma­jor’s throat.




    “You’ve got no ju­ris­dic­tion here.”




    “No?” Mac­Cleary said. “What do you call this hook?” He jabbed it deep­er in­to the ma­jor’s

    neck.




    The mil­itary man looked wild­ly to his troops. “Stop him,” he croaked.




    None of the sol­diers moved.




    Af­ter a long mo­ment, Mac­Cleary re­leased him. The CIA man went to the two pris­on­ers and

    looked them over. “The boy’s al­ready dead,” he said. “The old man won’t live out the day. Get

    your men to find him a place to die in peace.”




    The ma­jor obeyed.




    The next day the corpses were tak­en down.




    The day af­ter that, the food chop­per ar­rived. Mac­Cleary ra­dioed a mes­sage and wait­ed.

    By six o’clock that evening, the ma­jor re­ceived or­ders of trans­fer, and the men on the Hill

    were or­dered to evac­uate.




    “I thought you couldn’t do any­thing,” Re­mo told Mac­Cleary.




    The big man shrugged. “What did I do? Sicced the fruit­cake on some oth­er out­fit. I

    couldn’t get him out. Guys like that are good for wars.”




    “But you got us out of here.”




    Mac­Cleary grunt­ed.




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause I want to see you live through this mess. I’ve seen you be­fore. I’ve seen you

    kill.”




    It was years be­fore Re­mo saw Con­rad Mac­Cleary again and found out that the man he was

    work­ing for in the CIA was Harold W. Smith. And that Mac­Cleary had come to the Hill look­ing

    for an or­phan named Re­mo Williams, be­cause Smith’s com­put­ers had pegged him as a

    pos­si­ble can­di­date for the en­force­ment arm of CURE.




    Re­mo nev­er did find out what hap­pened to the ma­jor. The episode on the Hill was one he

    tried not to think about. But some­times the ma­jor’s grin­ning, fright­en­ing­ly clean face

    still haunt­ed him, like the sound of he­li­copter blades.




    Ma­jor Deke Bauer. The name was etched in­to his mem­ory as deeply as the im­age of bod­ies

    hang­ing on wire.


  




  

    CHAPTER EIGHT




    Deke Bauer had the pa­tience that ev­ery good sol­dier re­quired, but at the mo­ment it was

    stretched to the lim­it. The ma­jor glanced at the clock on the man­tel for the hun­dredth time

    that night.




    Where in the hell were Brick­ell and his men? They’d gone down the moun­tain hours ago. They

    should have re­turned by now, bring­ing along with them the bod­ies of the three

    in­trud­ers.




    The man­tel clock chimed mid­night. Bauer pushed back his chair, crossed the room to the

    dy­ing fire, and then turned abrupt­ly around, head­ing for the door. On his way out he scooped

    up his Uzi and a pair of in­frared night­glass­es.




    He would check out the sit­ua­tion him­self. That was the on­ly way he’d get any sleep.




    “I’m go­ing out for a while,” the ma­jor in­formed the sen­try at the main door. “If

    Brick­ell and his team get back be­fore I do, tell Brick­ell to wait in my of­fice for me. I

    don’t care how late it is.”




    “Yes, sir,” the sen­try re­spond­ed quick­ly. He would not, he thought silent­ly, want to be

    in Brick­ell’s size twelves for any­thing right now. The old man was pissed, and some­one,

    prob­ably Brick­ell, was go­ing to pay the price. In spite of his heavy field jack­et, the

    sen­try felt a sud­den chill. The mon­ey on this job was tops, and any mer­ce­nary in the

    coun­try would jump at the chance to work here, but Bauer was no one to fuck with.




    It was cold and windy on the moun­tain­top. Wisps of fog ed­died and swirled around the tall

    pines. The ma­jor kept to the over­grown path, the same one the monks had hacked out of the

    moun­tain­side near­ly a hun­dred years be­fore. When they’d first tak­en over the monastery,

    Bauer con­sid­ered clear­ing away all the un­der­brush that ob­scured the trail. But then he’d

    de­cid­ed it was best left as they’d found it. The buck­brush and high grass were an

    ef­fec­tive cam­ou­flage. Why let any­one else know there was an easy way up and down the

    moun­tain?




    He smelled smoke. With his night­glass­es, he could make out the em­bers of a camp­fire.

    Three fig­ures were ly­ing near it.




    Dead?




    He watched for an­oth­er quar­ter-​hour. One of the fig­ures moved. So the in­trud­ers were

    still alive.




    Bauer slipped by the clear­ing where the fire was and then worked his way up from the

    down­wind side. Two tours of du­ty in Nam had taught him that it was best to ar­rive from the

    di­rec­tion from which you were least ex­pect­ed.




    When he found Brick­ell and the team, he re­solved, he’d teach them a les­son they’d nev­er

    for­get. He’d told them to do the job and come straight back. The or­der had been clear­ly

    un­der­stood. There was no damn ex­cuse for not car­ry­ing it out to the let­ter.




    Bauer clam­bered over a boul­der and dropped soft­ly down in­to a shal­low ar­royo. His boot

    sank in­to some­thing firm but yield­ing. Over­head, the moon shook off a bank of ragged

    clouds. Now Bauer could see the path clear­ly. What he’d stepped on was some­one’s

    stom­ach.




    “Brick­ell,” he whis­pered, look­ing down at the shat­tered re­mains of the man’s face. It

    was the team lead­er…. No, god­dammit, it was the whole team. The bro­ken bod­ies were stacked

    in a pile like left­over sand­wich­es from a par­ty to which no one had come.




    The ma­jor sank down on the rock. “Je­sus,” he said in a choked whis­per as he spot­ted

    some­thing a few yards away. He went over to ex­am­ine it. It was a sev­ered head wedged

    be­tween two rocks, its black­en­ing eyes wide and seem­ing to stare right at him. Bauer snaked

    his hand be­tween the rocks to dis­lodge it, but it slipped away from him and rolled down the

    rocks to rest at Brick­ell’s feet.




    What the hell hap­pened here? Bauer re­called hear­ing a sin­gle burst of gun­fire about a

    half-​hour af­ter he’d sent the team out. He’d as­sumed he’d heard the three in­trud­ers be­ing

    fin­ished off. But that wasn’t what had hap­pened. He kicked the pile of man­gled and twist­ed

    bod­ies and re­al­ized with a shud­der that his men hadn’t been shot. Some kind of thing had

    lit­er­al­ly torn them apart.




    He im­me­di­ate­ly ruled out the three civil­ians. If the team had been shot, he would have

    con­sid­ered them, but he damn well knew that no three guys, no mat­ter how good they were,

    could take out a par­ty of well-​armed, com­bat-​trained men.




    There was noth­ing he could do here. He’d send a buri­al par­ty out to­mor­row at day­break.

    With his au­to­mat­ic cra­dled in his arms, Bauer be­gan to work his way slow­ly and

    cau­tious­ly to­ward the fire.




    Af­ter an hour, Bauer slow­ly low­ered the night­glass­es. His legs felt cramped from

    crouch­ing so long in one po­si­tion. His tem­ples throbbed dul­ly, the headache fu­eled by the

    rage that had been steadi­ly build­ing in­side him. He didn’t un­der­stand what was go­ing on,

    and that was what he hat­ed the most. Two guys and an old gook. How in the world could they

    pos­si­bly have slaugh­tered eight armed men with­out even us­ing bul­lets?




    The strangest part of it was that he thought he rec­og­nized one of the men. The guy with

    the high cheek­bones and the brown hair. There was some­thing fa­mil­iar about the set of his

    head and shoul­ders, as if Bauer should know him well. Still, he couldn’t place the man.




    He pushed the an­noy­ing thought out of his mind. For over an hour now, his fin­ger had been

    itch­ing to squeeze the trig­ger, to fin­ish off the in­ter­lop­ers with a cou­ple of bursts of

    fire. But if it had been that sim­ple, he re­mind­ed him­self, that’s what Brick­ell would have

    done. In wartime, you didn’t make ma­jor by re­peat­ing some­body else’s mis­takes.

    Par­tic­ular­ly when that some­body else was a dead man.




    Bauer moved silent­ly back up the moun­tain, stray­ing off the path for a while in or­der to

    give the camp­site the widest pos­si­ble berth. He need­ed time to think, to come up with some

    sort of plan. He knew in­stinc­tive­ly that they’d head for the monastery to­mor­row, maybe as

    ear­ly as first light. That didn’t leave him a lot of time.




    Am­bush?




    No. He’d al­ready lost eight good men. He couldn’t af­ford more ca­su­al­ties. He need­ed

    some­thing more sub­tle, and yet with much greater force. He couldn’t take any chances this

    time. He couldn’t make the mis­take again of un­der­es­ti­mat­ing the en­emy.




    His mind be­gan to play with an idea, vague at first, then sud­den­ly de­fined in per­fect

    clar­ity.




    It would work.




    There was no way that it couldn’t.




    Slow­ly, Bauer’s hard-​set mouth be­gan to re­lax. It was the kind of idea that made him

    smile.


  




  

    CHAPTER NINE




    The first rays of the morn­ing sun burned off the ground fog and took the chill out of the

    air. Birds dart­ed among the tow­er­ing pines, swoop­ing down to feast off clus­ters of

    chokecher­ry and buck­brush. There was a light breeze, sweet-​scent­ed and cool. All in all, it

    looked like a per­fect morn­ing for a climb.




    Chi­un was the first to rise. He padded over to the fire, tossed a few sticks on the dy­ing

    em­bers, and then wait­ed for the fire to gath­er strength be­fore heat­ing a pot of wa­ter for

    tea. Some twen­ty min­utes lat­er Re­mo woke up.




    “Sleep well?” he asked as he squat­ted down be­side the Ori­en­tal.




    “Sleep,” Chi­un drawled ac­cus­ing­ly. “Even the dead could not slum­ber with all that

    noise. Ata-​tata-​tat.”




    “It was a he­li­copter,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly. “But I don’t think it spot­ted us.”




    With a se­ries of groans, Sam Wolf­shy got up and came to the fire, smack­ing his lips.

    “What time is it?” he yawned. He tilt­ed back his straw hat and tucked his hair be­neath it. “I

    know you guys want­ed to get an ear­ly start,” he groaned, “but this is ridicu­lous.” The

    In­di­an squat­ted down be­side the fire and poured him­self a cup of Chi­un’s tea. “What is

    this stuff?” He eyed the steam­ing, green­ish-​tint­ed liq­uid with ob­vi­ous dis­taste.




    Chi­un slapped the cup out of his hands. “It’s not for you,” he said pee­vish­ly.




    “I was on­ly go­ing to bor­row some.”




    “Bor­row some cloth and tie it around your mouth. We leave in ten min­utes.”




    “Is he al­ways like this in the morn­ing?” Wolf­shy asked when Chi­un was out of

    earshot.




    “On­ly on good days. Usu­al­ly, he’s worse.”




    They start­ed up the moun­tain­side to­geth­er, Re­mo tak­ing the point while Chi­un and the

    In­di­an trailed be­hind. Of all the times of day, Re­mo en­joyed the morn­ing the most. There

    was some­thing about the air and the sun­light, the qui­et tran­quil­ity of the world be­fore

    it was com­plete­ly awake, be­fore it had a chance to fill up with old scars and new mem­ories.

    Re­mo smiled. From down be­low he could hear Chi­un’s voice recit­ing a long po­em about a

    but­ter­fly.




    “There’s the path,” Wolf­shy ex­claimed, clam­ber­ing over a boul­der. “See where the ground

    is all grown over with buck­brush?”




    Chi­un hoist­ed him­self up be­side him. “Will mir­acles nev­er cease,” he said. “For once,

    you are right.”




    Sam beamed.




    Then, as if the sky had been torn open, a thun­der­ous ex­plo­sion knocked them both to the

    ground. Above them the moun­tain rum­bled and groaned. A sec­ond lat­er, the sun was blocked

    out as a forty-​foot wall of rock and earth hur­tled down on them.




    The air was filled with chok­ing, blind­ing dust. The ter­ri­ble sound was ev­ery­where, a

    deaf­en­ing scream as the earth col­lapsed on the three trav­el­ers. Re­mo strug­gled to keep

    his foot­ing, re­lax­ing his body in­stead of tens­ing it, as Chi­un had taught him. He pushed

    off, launch­ing him­self sky­ward, fight­ing his way through the on­slaught of rocks and

    dirt.




    For a while, he thought this dark, breath-​rob­bing rain would be end­less, but he fi­nal­ly

    broke free above the swirling dust. He blinked to clear his eyes of de­bris and hung on to the

    branch­es of an up­root­ed pine. The omi­nous roar of rocks di­min­ished, but he could still

    see on­ly a few feet in front of his face.




    While he caught his breath, the air be­gan to clear. The dev­as­ta­tion caused by the

    land­slide was freak­ish. It was as if some gi­ant hand had torn a gap­ing hole in the

    moun­tain, scoop­ing up a square quar­ter-​mile of earth and then let­ting it fall on what was

    be­low. The camp­site was buried un­der a hun­dred-​foot mound of ashy dust. Tow­er­ing pines

    had splin­tered like match­sticks, the sev­ered trunks stick­ing out at bizarre an­gles. All

    the fa­mil­iar land­marks had been oblit­er­at­ed. There was noth­ing be­low them but a

    gray­ish-​brown pile of earth, as silent and dead as the day the world be­gan.




    On­ly one thought came to Re­mo’s mind.




    Chi­un.




    The last time he’d seen the old Ori­en­tal and the In­di­an, they’d been cross­ing a gul­ly,

    a long chan­nel that snaked halfway up the moun­tain­side. He knew that the hurtling wall of

    de­bris would have filled it in a mat­ter of sec­onds. Chi­un would have had con­sid­er­ably

    less time to leap free, es­pe­cial­ly since he was en­cum­bered with Wolf­shy.




    Re­mo felt him­self sweat­ing. He drew a slow breath to re­lax, but it wasn’t work­ing. He

    was think­ing the un­think­able…. That Chi­un and Wolf­shy hadn’t made it to safe­ty. That

    be­cause of their po­si­tion, they were buried some­where be­low, en­tombed be­neath thou­sands

    of pounds of rock and earth.




    He start­ed to dig, blind­ly, aim­less­ly, in the still-​swirling clouds of dust.




    “Be still,” Chi­un hissed. He felt the gi­ant boul­der shift light­ly where it rest­ed on

    his out­stretched fin­ger­tips. He could see noth­ing in the to­tal dark­ness. He could hear

    noth­ing from above. The on­ly sounds were his own care­ful­ly mea­sured breath­ing and the

    pant­ing and squirm­ing of the In­di­an be­neath him in the small pock­et of space they

    oc­cu­pied.




    “Cease all move­ment,” Chi­un whis­pered in warn­ing. His words were bare­ly au­di­ble, but

    their tone halt­ed Wolf­shy’s thrash­ing. “Good. I did not wish to kill you. Imag­ine the

    em­bar­rass­ment if I my­self did not sur­vive.”




    The very thought of it made Chi­un wince. Not death; that was mere­ly the gate­way to

    par­adise. But to share a grave with a com­mon red-​skinned white man of du­bi­ous

    in­tel­li­gence? Would he drag Chi­un along to meet his an­ces­tors? Such a thing would be

    hor­ren­dous.




    There­fore, Chi­un con­clud­ed, he would not die.




    It was all the In­di­an’s fault to be­gin with. Chi­un could have car­ried them both clear

    if this cretin hadn’t in­sist­ed on run­ning in the wrong di­rec­tion. So Chi­un had lost the

    frac­tion of a sec­ond need­ed to trans­port them safe­ly above the falling rocks. The old man

    could have saved him­self. Af­ter all, he told him­self, what was this trem­bling mo­ron

    be­neath him in com­par­ison with a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju? But the mo­ment had de­creed it

    oth­er­wise. And now Chi­un knew that he had to live or die by that de­cree.




    “What’s hap­pen­ing?” the In­di­an whis­pered.




    “Noth­ing is hap­pen­ing!” Chi­un hissed. “When it does, you will sure­ly know. Ei­ther the

    rocks will crush us, or we will be saved. There is lit­tle like­li­hood of any oth­er

    al­ter­na­tive.”




    “How come we’re not al­ready dead?”




    Chi­un sighed. Maybe he ought to kill this id­iot, af­ter all. Who could blame him?

    “Be­cause,” he ex­plained pa­tient­ly, “I am hold­ing aloft the rocks that threat­en to

    flat­ten us. If this were not so, then I would not be able to an­swer all these stupid

    ques­tions.”




    “Sor­ry,” Wolf­shy mum­bled. “Just cu­ri­ous.”




    Chi­un felt the awe­some weight of his bur­den shift again slight­ly. Re­mo, he sensed, must

    be some­where above. If the rocks were moved prop­er­ly, then all would go well. On the oth­er

    hand, if they were dis­placed in­cor­rect­ly, there would be noth­ing that Chi­un could do to

    save him­self or the In­di­an. Black earth and rock would take the place of the air they

    breathed, grad­ual­ly push­ing their way in­to their mouths and nos­trils. Even un­der those

    con­di­tions Chi­un would be able to stave off death for a few hours, but the In­di­an would be

    sent in­to the Void in a mat­ter of sec­onds. All be­cause the rocks had been moved one way

    in­stead of an­oth­er.




    Chi­un felt him­self at one with the boul­der in his hand. Would Re­mo be equal to the task?

    he won­dered. He had taught the boy well. In spite of his pale skin, there had nev­er been

    an­oth­er, even a Ko­re­an, who had so quick­ly learned and mas­tered the ways of Sinan­ju. But

    as Chi­un knew all too well, this learn­ing was a pro­cess that would nev­er be com­plete.

    Re­mo would go on learn­ing all the years of his life, with per­fec­tion, the unattain­able

    goal, al­ways just out of reach. It was meant to be so. Oth­er­wise, Sinan­ju would not be

    Sinan­ju.




    The old Ori­en­tal heard Re­mo’s voice above him. “Chi­un!” it called. “Can you hear me?” It

    sound­ed like lit­tle more than a whis­per in the breeze.




    “Of course I can hear you,” Chi­un said soft­ly. “Stop that cat­er­waul­ing and get us out

    of this place.”




    Above him, he felt rocks shift­ing pur­pose­ful­ly. Re­mo was work­ing well.




    The boul­der in the old man’s hand be­gan to trem­ble. A thin trick­le of dust swirled in

    the air. He could feel the grit­ty par­ti­cles against his parch­ment­like cheek.




    “Fast but slow,” Chi­un mur­mured to him­self. Ev­ery breath and heart­beat must be

    prop­er­ly ex­ecut­ed. A hand­ful of earth mis­placed and the dark­ness would close in on them.

    But Re­mo would not fail. Chi­un knew that, and the knowl­edge made the weight of the boul­der

    lighter.




    “How’d Re­mo find us?” Wolf­shy asked soft­ly.




    “Be­cause he is Re­mo,” Chi­un said.




    The In­di­an sat silent­ly for a long time. Fi­nal­ly he said, “It must be a good feel­ing

    to know there’s some­one you can al­ways count on.”




    “That is what a son is, young man.” Chi­un’s voice was gen­tle.




    Son. That was the way it would al­ways be.




    “Son,” the old man whis­pered to him­self. Some words, he knew, were des­tined to be felt

    and yet nev­er ut­tered.


  




  

    CHAPTER TEN




    Miles Quantril sat in the pas­sen­ger seat of the he­li­copter as it passed over the

    south­ern slope of the moun­tain. “Turn around,” he or­dered the pi­lot. “And get down

    clos­er.”




    Be­side him, the pi­lot nod­ded as he eased the chop­per around in a low, swoop­ing cir­cle

    around the des­olate wreck­age of the slope. His hands trem­bled slight­ly as he ma­neu­vered

    the con­trols. Fly­ing Mr. Quantril al­ways made him ner­vous.




    “What the hell hap­pened down there?” Quantril’s face was pressed against the Plex­iglas

    bub­ble as if he in­tend­ed to gnaw his way through it.




    “Looks like a land­slide, sir,” the pi­lot said.




    “I can see that, you ass. How did it hap­pen? Why?”




    The pi­lot chewed on his low­er lip. “I don’t know, sir.”




    Quantril felt a rage build­ing in­side him as he took in the gi­gan­tic spill of rock and

    earth, with its twist­ed and bro­ken trees and huge boul­ders jut­ting out un­nat­ural­ly. It

    was a sur­prise, and Quantril hat­ed sur­pris­es. Any­thing that he didn’t plan him­self, he

    be­lieved, ought not to hap­pen. When it did hap­pen, the feel­ing of his own help­less­ness

    in­fu­ri­at­ed him. “Take me to the monastery.”




    “Yes, sir,” the pi­lot an­swered quick­ly. Once they land­ed, Mr. Quantril would let out his

    anger on some­one else.




    The chop­per land­ed on the monastery roof. The pi­lot cut the en­gine, but Quantril made no

    move to dis­em­bark. He was star­ing straight ahead, his man­icured hands idly toy­ing with a

    slen­der gold foun­tain pen.




    “We’re here, sir,” the pi­lot re­mind­ed him.




    Miles Quantril turned to­ward the pi­lot. “That fact has not es­caped me,” he said testi­ly.

    He tapped the pen against his knee. “Do you know how I feel when I’m faced with a fla­grant

    de­vi­ation from a care­ful­ly laid plan?”




    The pi­lot swal­lowed. “No, sir,” he said, sud­den­ly feel­ing trapped.




    “I feel like killing some­one. It doesn’t par­tic­ular­ly mat­ter who. It’s the act it­self

    that ven­ti­lates my anger. I be­lieve in ven­ti­lat­ing. Don’t you?”




    The pi­lot wiped a line of per­spi­ra­tion off his fore­head. “Mr. Quantril, I’m a fam­ily

    man,” he said. “I’ve got a wife and four kids.”




    “Why should I care about your fam­ily?”




    The pi­lot was silent.




    Quantril spoke soft­ly. “Frankly, I can’t think of one rea­son not to kill you in thir­ty

    sec­onds. Can you?” He smiled.




    He was kid­ding. He had to be kid­ding, the pi­lot told him­self. Still, he could not

    con­trol the flut­ter­ing of his hands. The vinyl seat be­neath him was damp and sticky with

    sweat. His throat seemed to be made of ash. “That’s– that’s very fun­ny, sir,” he said,

    forc­ing a wan smile.




    Quantril reached in­to his white linen jack­et and pro­duced a re­volver made of chrome and

    moth­er-​of-​pearl. “Twen­ty sec­onds,” he said, smil­ing back at the man.




    “But I’m a pi­lot. That’s it, I’m a pi­lot. If you kill me, there won’t be any­one else to

    fly you back to San­ta Fe.”




    The next few sec­onds were the longest in the pi­lot’s life.




    “Very good,” Quantril said fi­nal­ly. “You came up with a rea­son. You didn’t buck­le un­der

    pres­sure. You’re a good sol­dier.”




    The pi­lot closed his eyes with re­lief.




    “Un­for­tu­nate­ly for you, how­ev­er,” Quantril said, cock­ing the gun, “I’m a li­censed

    pi­lot my­self. He­li­copters and light planes. Your time is up.” He fired.




    The door opened and the pi­lot’s body spilled out on­to the roof. A mo­ment lat­er, Quantril

    stepped jaun­ti­ly over the body to­ward the wait­ing line of men stand­ing at at­ten­tion.




    Deke Bauer salut­ed him, ig­nor­ing the pi­lot’s bloody body.




    “What’s the mean­ing of the land­slide down there?”




    “It was an avalanche, sir,” Bauer said. “A planned avalanche.”




    “Re­al­ly.” Quantril was in­ter­est­ed. “I dab­ble in ex­plo­sives my­self. Let’s hear about

    it.”




    Bauer ex­plained about the three men who were sight­ed com­ing up the moun­tain af­ter the

    girl es­caped. He told Quantril about send­ing out the raid­ing par­ty and how he him­self had

    dis­cov­ered their re­mains. He de­scribed the white man, the In­di­an, and the Ori­en­tal in

    de­tail. Then he be­gan to smile as he re­lat­ed how he had plant­ed the ex­plo­sives that

    trig­gered the land­slide. He was ac­tu­al­ly grin­ning when he got to the ex­plo­sion it­self

    and the rain of de­struc­tion it un­leashed on the civil­ians who had dared to tres­pass on the

    moun­tain.




    “All that for just three peo­ple?” Quantril de­mand­ed.




    “Yes, sir,” Bauer said. “If you’d seen what my men looked like, you would have done the same

    thing, sir. There was a mas­sacre down there.”




    Quantril’s eyes nar­rowed. “What kind of weapons did they use?”




    “That’s the weird part,” Bauer said. “There wasn’t any shoot­ing.”




    Quantril sucked in his breath. “Who were they?”




    “Un­known, sir. But I’ve dis­patched a team to re­cov­er the bod­ies of the in­trud­ers.”

    His lips twitched at the thought.




    “What about the girl? Was she with them?”




    “No. She prob­ably didn’t reach them at the time of the avalanche. She was trav­el­ing on

    foot. But she’s dead now.”




    “Good,” Quantril said. “How’d she get out in the first place? I thought the se­cu­ri­ty in

    this place was tight.”




    “It is, sir. She was just lucky. For a while. Some Mex­ie here helped her es­cape. I’m

    tak­ing care of her now.”




    Quantril looked up in alarm. “You’re not–“




    “I’m not hit­ting their faces.”




    Quantril’s mouth formed a slow smile. “But you’d like to, wouldn’t you, Deke?”




    Bauer grinned. The boss was okay. Quantril was a lit­tle slick, maybe, but un­der­neath they

    were two of a kind. “Maybe a lit­tle,” he con­fessed, and the two men laughed.




    Quantril put his arm around Bauer’s shoul­ders. “Oh, Deke,” he whis­pered, “I’d like to look

    over the stock, if you know what I mean.”




    “I think I know,” Bauer said.




    “Af­ter all, I can’t give away gifts with­out see­ing the mer­chan­dise first, can I?”




    “No, sir.”




    Quantril’s gaze swept over the roof. “How about a lit­tle dress pa­rade, Deke? Here on the

    roof.”




    “Right away, sir.”




    “With­out dress.” He winked. “Got me?”




    “Gotcha, sir.” The ma­jor raced down the stone steps to­ward the prison.




    They ap­peared in sin­gle file, like a vi­sion in a dream: 180 beau­ti­ful young wom­en,

    stark naked, their bod­ies ripe and invit­ing as they were marched past the rows of armed

    guards.




    Quantril looked them over care­ful­ly as he passed down the line, brush­ing his hands

    against their soft breasts and bel­lies.




    “A lit­tle soiled, but ac­cept­able,” he said ap­prov­ing­ly.




    “They’ve had the best of care, sir,” Bauer as­sured him.




    Quantril stopped in front of Con­suela Madera. “This one is es­pe­cial­ly nice.” He fon­dled

    the mass of black curls on her head. “Yes, es­pe­cial­ly. I may keep her for my­self.”




    Con­suela stiff­ened. “What have you done with Karen?” she de­mand­ed.




    “Who?”




    Deke Bauer an­swered. “Karen Lock­wood. The blonde that got out. This is the Mex­ie bitch

    that helped her.”




    Quantril’s eye­brows rose. “And she went un­pun­ished?”




    “Body blows, sir.” Bauer chuck­led.




    Quantril saw the bruis­es on Con­suela’s ab­domen and traced them with his fin­ger. “Ah,

    yes. Good work, Bauer.” He felt him­self be­ing aroused. “I’m glad you didn’t touch her face. I

    so de­spise ug­ly wom­en.”




    “What did you do with her?” Con­suela shrilled.




    Quantril yanked her hair, snap­ping her head back­ward. “You speak when you’re spo­ken to

    like a good girl, un­der­stand? Or should I teach you some man­ners?” He jerked her head back

    far­ther. Her de­fi­ant eyes welled with tears of pain. The sight made Quantril’s erec­tion

    throb. He moved close to the wom­an. “Your friend is dead,” he whis­pered. “And you’re

    mine.”




    Con­suela spat in his face.




    With a howl of dis­gust, Quantril pulled back his arm and can­noned it across the wom­an’s

    mouth. She fell back­ward, her back scrap­ing against the bro­ken tile of the roof.




    “Slimy for­eign bitch.” He pulled out his chrome-​plat­ed re­volver, then yanked her by her

    hair to her feet. “Let’s see what your face looks like af­ter this.” He cocked the weapon and

    held it dead cen­ter against her eye.




    She trem­bled with fear. The smell of her ex­cit­ed him. “On sec­ond thought,” he said, “I

    think an­oth­er way may be even more in­ter­est­ing. Bauer!”




    “Sir?”




    “Es­cort the la­dy to the wall.”




    Bauer led Con­suela to the notched wall that sur­round­ed the roof. With the butt of his

    Uzi, he forced the naked wom­an to step in­to the space be­tween the bat­tle­ments.




    Be­low was a sheer drop of 1,500 feet in­to the val­ley. The wind whis­tled for­bid­ding­ly

    through Con­suela’s hair. She shiv­ered as Quantril ap­proached her from be­hind. “You’re

    go­ing to jump, muchacha,” he teased. “By the time we’re through with you, you’re go­ing to

    want to jump.”




    He turned back to Bauer. “Have your men bring up some stones.”




    “Stones, sir?”




    “About the size of base­balls, maybe small­er. Nice round throw­ing stones.”




    Bauer’s face broke in­to an ex­pec­tant grin. “Yes, sir.” The ma­jor sent off a half-​dozen

    men, in­clud­ing Cor­po­ral Kains, the wom­en’s guard. While the oth­er men scur­ried to the

    stair­well, Kains stood rigid, his eyes on the floor.




    “You wait­ing for a per­son­al in­vi­ta­tion, Cor­po­ral?” Bauer boomed.




    Kains blinked rapid­ly. “It’s not right, sir,” he said qui­et­ly. “He wants to stone

    her.”




    Bauer bris­tled. “He is Mr. Quantril, and what­ev­er Mr. Quantril wants, Mr. Quantril gets,

    un­der­stand?”




    “Not from me, sir,” Kains said, his beast’s eyes look­ing fright­ened but stub­born.




    Quantril came over.




    “I’ll straight­en him out, sir,” Bauer be­gan.




    Quantril waved him away. “It’s all right. Your man just has prin­ci­ples. Isn’t that right,

    sol­dier?”




    Kains was sweat­ing pro­fuse­ly. “I don’t know, sir. I on­ly know I’m not go­ing to help

    tor­ture Con­suela.”




    “So it’s Con­suela, is it? Maybe she’s some­thing spe­cial to you?”




    Kains flushed.




    “Well, well. I think we’ve got a re­al lover­boy here, Bauer. What do you think?”




    “He’s been trou­ble from the be­gin­ning, sir. It was Kains who let the Lock­wood girl

    es­cape.”




    “Well, well,” Quantril re­peat­ed. He walked over to the para­pet where Con­suela was

    stand­ing and looked over. “It’s a long way down there,” he said. “Maybe Cor­po­ral Kains would

    like to show his la­dy love what the trip’s go­ing to be like.”




    Kains’s face turned white.




    “Let’s have an es­cort for the cor­po­ral, Bauer,” Quantril said.




    Bauer barked an or­der. Four men with the ex­pres­sion­less faces of born thugs stepped

    for­ward to grasp Kains’s arms. The sol­dier’s feet skid­ded as he tried to stop the mo­men­tum

    of the men lead­ing him to the wall. When they reached the para­pet, Kains looked up at the

    hor­ri­fied wom­an stand­ing on the brink, and his eyes filled with sud­den tears.




    “Don’t be afraid, Con­suela,” he shout­ed hoarse­ly, scrab­bling at the wall with bleed­ing

    fin­gers. Then the sol­diers forced him through and he fell, his arms wind­milling, his hair

    blow­ing wild­ly in the wind.




    He nev­er screamed.




    Con­suela turned away, sob­bing. There was a scram­ble of foot­steps on the stairs. Five

    sol­diers ap­peared, hold­ing hel­mets filled with stones.




    “That was just the open­ing act,” Quantril said with a ring­mas­ter’s flour­ish. He picked

    up one of the stones and heft­ed it. “And now, ladies and gen­tle­men, the fea­ture

    at­trac­tion.”




    He took aim and threw the rock. It struck Con­suela on the back of one knee, caus­ing her

    legs to buck­le. The oth­er wom­en hushed as she teetered on the edge of the para­pet try­ing

    to re­gain her bal­ance. As soon as she did, Quantril threw an­oth­er rock that hit her square

    in the mid­dle of her back.




    “Be my guest, fel­lows,” he in­vit­ed. The four sol­diers and Bauer helped them­selves to

    stones from their hel­mets. Bauer yelped in tri­umph as one of his stones rapped the girl on

    the back of her head, pro­duc­ing a spurt of blood.




    Con­suela bent over piti­ful­ly, her limbs shak­ing as the blows dug in­to her flesh.




    None of the oth­er wom­en dared speak. The on­ly sounds were the rau­cous shouts of the six

    men hurl­ing rocks as if at some inan­imate tar­get, and the dull thumps as they hit the

    wom­an’s bat­tered body.




    “Aren’t you ev­er go­ing to jump, bitch?” Bauer shout­ed glee­ful­ly. “Maybe we should’ve

    washed her up first. Them Mex­ies are so dirty, their feet stick to any­thing.”




    The men howled with laugh­ter. Bauer drew back, tak­ing aim again, when he saw a sen­try

    rush­ing over to him.




    “You want some ac­tion, too?” the ma­jor said, his eyes fever­ish with ex­cite­ment. “Here,

    see what you can do.”




    “Sen­try re­port, sir,” the young sol­dier said. “There are three men ap­proach­ing the

    mis­sion. Civil­ians, sir.”




    Bauer felt some­thing tight­en in­side him. “What’d they look like?” he asked war­ily.




    The sol­dier thought. “One of ‘em’s white, tall, skin­ny. One’s an In­di­an or some­thing.

    Long black hair. The third one’s an old gook, maybe a hun­dred years old. Looks like he’d keel

    over if you breathed on him too hard.”




    Quantril dropped the stone he was hold­ing. “Weren’t they the men you blew up the moun­tain

    for?”




    Bauer’s face twist­ed. “It can’t be them, sir. They’ve got to be dead.” He looked in­to the

    val­ley. “They’ve got to be.”


  




  

    CHAPTER ELEVEN




    “You’re re­al­ly some­thing,” Sam Wolf­shy said for the hun­dredth time as they neared the

    peak of the moun­tain.




    Since their es­cape from be­ing buried alive, Chi­un had be­come even more of a hero to the

    In­di­an than he had been be­fore. “I can’t get over it,” Wolf­shy said. “That Sinan­ju stuff

    is the great­est. You got to teach it to me, Chi­un, okay?”




    “Do not in­sult the sun source of the mar­tial arts by as­so­ci­at­ing your­self with it,”

    the old man said cranki­ly.




    The In­di­an was un­daunt­ed. “If you’ll give me lessons, I’ll pay you for them lat­er,” he

    said. “It’ll be sort of like bor­row­ing a lit­tle in­for­ma­tion.”




    “The art of Sinan­ju re­quires more than a lit­tle in­for­ma­tion, O lard brain,” Chi­un

    said. He cocked his head. “Al­though you are cor­rect. I was quite re­mark­able. To hold up the

    boul­der as I did is a feat of ex­traor­di­nary dis­ci­pline, both men­tal and phys­ical.

    With­out my per­fect breath­ing and im­pec­ca­ble tim­ing, we would nev­er have es­caped from

    the bow­els of the earth alive.” He pol­ished his fin­ger­nails on the sleeve of his robe.




    “Hey, wait a minute. I’m the one that got you out,” Re­mo groused.




    “Oh, yes,” Chi­un con­ced­ed. “You per­formed quite ad­equate­ly– for a white thing.”




    “For a–“




    “Look at my robe. It is in tat­ters. Re­mo, re­mind me to get some oth­ers on our next trip

    to Sinan­ju.”




    “You mean there re­al­ly is such a place?” Wolf­shy asked. “Can I go?”




    “Cer­tain­ly not,” Chi­un said. “I would be laughed out of my vil­lage if I were to take

    you. Be­sides, you would man­age to get us lost on the way.”




    For the first time, the In­di­an showed dis­may. “I found the path, didn’t I?” His head hung

    low.




    “Cheer up, Sam,” Re­mo said. “Sinan­ju isn’t ex­act­ly the gar­den spot of the world.”




    “But I want to see it. I want to learn what you guys do. I know–“




    “Hold it. Look over that rise.”




    Over a grass-​cov­ered knoll rose the bell tow­er of the monastery. In the cen­ter of the

    crum­bling out­er wall were twin gates of rough-​hewn tim­ber bound to­geth­er by thick bands

    of iron. Even though the place had housed an or­der of holy men, it looked like a fort. The

    anal­ogy be­came even more pro­nounced as the three men watched a dozen black-​clad sol­diers

    spread along the top of the wall. Their gun bar­rels caught and re­flect­ed the late-​morn­ing

    sun­light.




    And there was some­thing else up there, too. Re­mo squint­ed to look in­to the light. “I

    think there’s a wom­an stand­ing on the wall.”




    The small nude fig­ure crouched, hold­ing on­to her el­bows.




    “Huh? Where?” Wolf­shy asked, strain­ing un­suc­cess­ful­ly to see.




    “She has been beat­en,” Chi­un ob­served. “This must be the place you seek.”




    From the deep grass on the val­ley floor came a low groan.




    “Try to get in­to the monastery,” Re­mo told Chi­un. “Sam, you take cov­er. I think we’ve

    been spot­ted.”




    He wad­ed in­to the deep grass, search­ing for the source of the sound. He al­most gasped

    when he saw Kains, or what was left of him. His arms and legs lay im­mo­bile in un­nat­ural

    po­si­tions. Bones in his chest and arms jut­ted bro­ken­ly through his black uni­form. Kains

    coughed, and a foun­tain of blood spurt­ed from his lips.




    “Je­sus,” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “For­give me, Fa­ther, for I have sinned.” The words came out in a fee­ble whis­per.




    Re­mo tried to dredge in the far­away cor­ners of his mem­ory for some words of com­fort. He

    had been raised as a Catholic in the or­phan­age, but he could re­mem­ber noth­ing that would

    make death eas­ier for this or any oth­er man.




    “He for­gives you,” Re­mo said. He was not a re­li­gious man, but he couldn’t be­lieve that

    God could look at a man as man­gled as Kains and turn His back on him.




    “Thank you,” Kains mum­bled. Blood oozed out of the cor­ner of his mouth. “I did it for

    Con­suela.”




    “Sure, kid,” Re­mo said. He ar­ranged the young sol­dier’s limbs in­to a more nor­mal

    ap­pear­ance.




    “But Quantril’s go­ing to kill her all the same.”




    Re­mo’s ears prick­led at the name. It was too un­com­mon and too fa­mous. “Who’s

    Quantril?”




    Kains’s lips quiv­ered in an ef­fort to speak. “Quantril’s the boss. Rich man.”




    “Miles Quantril? The big busi­ness type?”




    “He’s a killer, mis­ter. You got to stop him. Oh, Con­suela….”




    “Take it easy,” Re­mo said.




    “She was so pret­ty.”




    “Yeah. Try not to talk.”




    “It was all I could do.”




    Re­mo looked over the dy­ing man. “It was enough,” he said. “You kept her alive.”




    Kains smiled once, as if he were watch­ing some­thing far away. Then a low, gur­gling sound

    bub­bled up out of his throat. The sol­dier tensed in one weak spasm and then died. Re­mo

    closed the man’s eyes.




    Be­fore he could rise, a grenade ex­plod­ing at his feet knocked him over in a vi­olent

    som­er­sault.




    He dived for cov­er in a grove of piñon trees. A bul­let cracked the air and kicked up a

    cloud of dust near his face. Five more shots were fired in rapid se­quence, splin­ter­ing a

    large tree near­by. On the monastery wall, the lone naked wom­an was re­placed by a swarm of

    men in black mov­ing like spi­ders along the for­ti­fi­ca­tion’s out­er edge.




    Duck­ing the gun­fire, Re­mo peered out to spot Chi­un. The old Ori­en­tal was near the

    front gates of the monastery, walk­ing for­ward with great dig­ni­ty and cer­emo­ny. Be­hind

    him Wolf­shy slinked, crouch­ing in the shad­ow of Chi­un’s tiny frame.




    He’s draw­ing the fire away from me, Re­mo thought. It was the right thing to do. Re­mo

    need­ed a clear path.




    Like dy­ing crows, a rain of black hand grenades fell from the monastery wall on­to Chi­un

    and the In­di­an. Ef­fort­less­ly, Chi­un snapped them out of the air as quick­ly as they fell

    and lobbed them back to the oth­er side with a flick of his fin­ger.




    It was Re­mo’s cue. He aimed him­self for the wall and bar­reled for it at full speed. As he

    neared the fortress, he felt the force of grav­ity pulling at his cheeks and lips.




    Above him on the roof of the build­ing could be heard the sound of wom­en scream­ing. But

    they were screams of fear, not of pain, and the voic­es came from the op­po­site side of the

    roof from where Chi­un had re­turned the grenades.




    The old man had tak­en it all in­to con­sid­er­ation, Re­mo thought. By the time Re­mo

    reached the wall, he was al­most fly­ing. His legs kept mov­ing at ex­act­ly the same pace as

    he ran out of ground and in­to a ver­ti­cal stone wall, but be­cause of his mo­men­tum, there

    was no dif­fer­ence in his stride.




    Re­mo could climb walls from a dead halt, but it re­quired del­icate bal­ance, and the act

    could on­ly be per­formed slow­ly, by eas­ing his feet and fin­gers along the sur­face. Mov­ing

    so slow­ly, he would have made too easy a tar­get. The way he scaled it now, the sol­diers

    stand­ing on the edge of the para­pets saw lit­tle more than a blur as Re­mo vault­ed over the

    top. Even be­fore he land­ed, he was slash­ing with both hands, feel­ing two necks un­joint

    un­der his knuck­les.




    Re­mo did not need to see. From the mo­ment he start­ed his run in the val­ley, all of his

    nor­mal sen­sa­tions were blocked out, re­placed by a feel­ing of oc­cu­pied space. He him­self

    was an ob­ject in that space, and so were the sol­diers around him. They were all units of

    weight, and Re­mo could feel that weight as it shift­ed and turned around him. He kicked out

    be­hind him, not be­cause he heard the sol­dier’s stealthy tread or the whoosh of the weapon as

    it scraped soft­ly against the man’s uni­form to rest in fir­ing po­si­tion, but be­cause Re­mo

    felt the space be­hind him as the sol­dier oc­cu­pied it. His foot struck the sol­dier in the

    ab­domen. From the mut­ed crack of ver­te­brae, which Re­mo felt on the sole of his foot, he

    knew the sol­dier’s back was bro­ken.




    Ef­fort­less­ly, with­out thought, he raised his el­bow in a light­ning-​quick move­ment. It

    caught an­oth­er black-​garbed sol­dier in the jaw, spin­ning the man’s head around with a

    sharp crack. Re­mo’s arms moved con­tin­uous­ly. As the space around him be­gan to open up, he

    heard the throaty gur­gles of the dy­ing and the rapid tat­too of a man’s boots on the tile

    roof of the monastery as he con­vulsed with his last breath.




    Then the gun­fire be­gan. He had on­ly, he re­al­ized, gone through the first line of

    de­fense. Forc­ing his eyes to work, he now saw a group of sol­diers, armed with sub­ma­chine

    weapons, lined along the wall on three sides. On the fourth side, be­hind Re­mo, hud­dled the

    scream­ing, naked wom­en.




    He could not let the sol­diers fire on him. He him­self could dodge the bul­lets if he had

    to, but the wom­en could not.




    The lead­er of the armed sol­diers ad­vanced, and the men along all three walls edged in

    clos­er to­ward Re­mo.




    “Aim,” the lead­er com­mand­ed.




    The sol­diers moved for­ward an­oth­er step.




    Then Re­mo saw it: a scrap of blue bro­cade bil­low­ing be­hind the mov­ing line of guards;

    and he knew he was un­stop­pable now.




    He raised him­self off the ground in a jump so well-​con­trolled that he seemed to be

    lev­itat­ing; then he be­gan his de­scent. He glid­ed down in a fly­ing wedge, his feet

    land­ing firm­ly on the chest of the lead at­tack­er. The sol­dier screamed, his Uzi

    spi­ral­ing out of his hands. The force of the blow sent him fly­ing to­ward the wall, where he

    car­omed off the top edge, spun in midair as if by mag­ic, and then hur­tled head first in­to

    the val­ley be­low.




    The oth­ers, sur­prised by the strange tra­jec­to­ry of their lead­er’s path, hes­itat­ed a

    mo­ment be­fore fir­ing.




    A mo­ment was enough. Chi­un whirled through the for­mal ranks of sol­diers in a neat

    in­side line at­tack, killing each man in turn as he wove be­tween them. The old man moved so

    fast that not even Re­mo could fol­low the mo­tions of his hands and feet. But he knew that

    each blow was per­fect from the crisp, rhyth­mic, dead­ly sounds of im­pact.




    While Chi­un worked, Re­mo gath­ered the wom­en to­geth­er and moved them as

    un­ob­tru­sive­ly as pos­si­ble to­ward the stair­well. One of them was so cov­ered with

    lac­er­ations and bruis­es that she could not walk. Her long dark hair was mat­ted with blood.

    Her face was gashed and swollen, but de­spite her wounds, Re­mo could tell that she was a great

    beau­ty.




    “Are you Con­suela?” Re­mo asked, pick­ing her up gen­tly.




    The wom­an nod­ded, try­ing to force open her bruised eyes.




    “There’s a dead man in the val­ley who loved you,” he said. Then he stopped short.




    He heard a sound from the oth­er side of the bell tow­er, a sound that to him was as

    un­mis­tak­able as a ba­by’s cry or the crack of gun­fire: it was the sound of a

    he­li­copter.




    For­get­ting he still held the wom­an in his arms, he walked a few paces to see be­yond the

    tow­er. The chop­per was a large Grum­man paint­ed bright blue, and two men were get­ting

    in­side. The first was dressed in stylish civil­ian clothes, the oth­er in the all-​black

    fa­tigues of the sol­diers who’d de­fend­ed the monastery. The civil­ian crawled in­to the

    he­li­copter with­out a back­ward look. The oth­er glanced be­hind him briefly, turned away,

    then froze where he stood and turned again. He had rec­og­nized Re­mo.




    And Re­mo re­mem­bered the sol­dier’s face, too. It was a face of death and tor­ture, of

    sev­ered hands and dy­ing chil­dren. For Re­mo, Ma­jor Deke Bauer pos­sessed the face of

    war.




    Re­mo’s mind was sud­den­ly a con­fu­sion of ban­ished im­ages and sen­sa­tions: a skew­ered

    bird, roast­ed, its white plumes blow­ing in the breeze be­fore a jun­gle down­pour; a line of

    bod­ies sus­pend­ed on wire, seem­ing to dance an eerie jig by morn­ing’s first light; the

    stench of rot­ting flesh.




    A low groan es­caped from his lips. The su­per­hu­man re­flex­es drilled in­to him through a

    decade of Chi­un’s teach­ing van­ished. For him. now, there was no Sinan­ju. There was noth­ing

    but the war and the end­less, fu­tile com­edy of the Hill.




    As if it were oc­cur­ring in slow mo­tion, he watched Bauer snap his Uzi in­to

    po­si­tion.




    “A chop­per’ll be com­ing to­mor­row with ra­tions….” said a far­away voice in his

    mem­ory.




    “I took the Hill, and I’m go­ing to keep the Hill, and I don’t care if ev­ery last one of

    you bas­tards dies for it….”




    “Put up a sec­ond wire. That’ll teach ‘em not to fuck with the U.S. Army….”




    “Get down!” The voice, pan­icky and loud, star­tled Re­mo as he fell to the ground with the

    wom­an, scream­ing, in his arms. Sam Wolf­shy’s arms were still out­stretched. And then he

    heard the bul­lets, and the In­di­an col­lapsed on top of Re­mo and the wom­an in a spray of

    blood.




    “Oh, my God,” Re­mo said, com­ing to his sens­es. “Sam!”




    The chop­per’s whirling blades beat the air. It lift­ed off grace­ful­ly, hov­ered for a

    mo­ment, and then sped off to­ward the hori­zon.




    Chi­un fin­ished off the last sol­dier in his at­tack and came to them. With deft hands he

    lift­ed the big In­di­an off Re­mo and Con­suela.




    Sam’s arm had been all but blown off at the shoul­der. The old Ori­en­tal made a quick

    tourni­quet from a length of silk torn from his robe. “He will live,” he said. “For a while.

    How long I can­not say. But he can­not make the de­scent down the moun­tain, even if we car­ry

    him.”




    Re­mo re­mained where he had fall­en, his face dazed. Vague­ly he felt the wom­an slip­ping

    from his arms. “He saved us,” Con­suela said. “Oth­er­wise, the bul­lets…”




    “Yes. I saw,” Chi­un said. He looked down at the In­di­an. “I knew he had some­thing of the

    hero in him,” he said soft­ly.




    Wolf­shy’s lips curved in­to a smile. His eyes opened slow­ly. “I heard that,” he

    whis­pered. “Think you can teach me Sinan­ju now?”




    Chi­un placed his cool hand on Sam’s brow. “My son, courage such as yours is be­yond any

    dis­ci­pline.”




    Re­mo turned away. He had seen a man’s face, and that look had prob­ably cost Sam Wolf­shy’s

    life. It was the one un­par­don­able sin, and Re­mo had com­mit­ted it. He had for­got­ten

    Sinan­ju.




    It was the chop­per, he said to him­self. The damned chop­per….




    And sud­den­ly he could hear it again, men­ac­ing and in­ex­orable, the he­li­copter in his

    mind that would lead him to mad­ness.




    But it wasn’t in his mind. Con­suela burst in­to a flur­ry of Span­ish as she point­ed to

    the east­ern hori­zon.




    Re­mo saw it, too. It was com­ing from the op­po­site di­rec­tion from where Bauer’s

    he­li­copter had gone. As it drew near­er, he could see that its mark­ings were dif­fer­ent,

    too. It was a po­lice he­li­copter.




    “Karen!” Con­suela gasped. “She must have con­tact­ed the po­lice be­fore she died.”




    Chi­un smiled. “Our yel­low-​haired friend is with them.”




    “How can you see that far?” The Mex­ican wom­an looked at him. be­wil­dered.




    “Don’t ask.” Wolf­shy said.




    The Ko­re­an was on his feet. “We must be quick. The po­lice will find you medicine and a

    place to rest, son. But you must not men­tion that Re­mo and I were with you.”




    “Why not? You did–“




    “It is our Em­per­or’s wish that we re­main anony­mous. Tell the au­thor­ities that you

    act­ed alone.” He took a fi­nal look at Con­suela. “And tell these wom­en to clothe

    them­selves. It is dis­grace­ful.”




    He lift­ed Re­mo up by the ribs and pro­pelled him to­ward the stair­well. By the time the

    po­lice he­li­copter land­ed and Karen Lock­wood and the of­fi­cers got out, the two of them

    were deep in the val­ley, out of sight.


  




  

    CHAPTER TWELVE




    By night­fall, Re­mo and Chi­un were near the foothills of the moun­tain range. Re­mo had

    not spo­ken since Deke Bauer’s bul­lets tore across the sun­lit monastery roof. Those bul­lets

    had al­most killed Sam Wolf­shy, and it had been Re­mo’s fault.




    How could I for­get? Re­mo asked him­self again and again. How could I ig­nore all the

    dis­ci­pline and train­ing of Sinan­ju be­cause of a mo­ment’s mem­ory?




    The sight of Deke Bauer’s face had caused him to lose con­trol. But he had let it hap­pen.

    At the mo­ment when he most need­ed his skills and con­fi­dence, he had lost them. And Sam

    Wolf­shy had paid the price for Re­mo’s fail­ure.




    At the edge of a bar­ren copse, near a streambed trick­ling with wa­ter. Chi­un fi­nal­ly

    let go of his pupil’s arm and told him to sit down. Re­mo obeyed, his face a tense mask of

    self-​ha­tred.




    Chi­un built a fire. Then, with a stone, he fash­ioned a bowl from a piece of wood and

    filled it with wa­ter. He un­tied a small silk pouch from the belt of his robe, poured its

    con­tents in­to the wa­ter-​filled bowl, then set the bowl on the fire.




    “It is rice,” he said soft­ly. “Even Mas­ters of Sinan­ju must eat.”




    Re­mo stood up and turned away.




    “And so must you, whether you feel you de­serve it or not,” the old man added

    point­ed­ly.




    Re­mo leaned against a tree. He re­mained there, his eyes fo­cused in­ward, un­til the rice

    was cooked. Fi­nal­ly he walked over and knelt be­side the old man. “I want you to do me a

    fa­vor,” he said, so qui­et­ly that he was al­most in­audi­ble.




    “So the white man speaks at last. Of course, his first words are to de­mand some ser­vice of

    me. But I am pre­pared. Go ahead.”




    “I want you to go back to Smit­ty and tell him I’m through.”




    The ex­pres­sion on Chi­un’s face did not change. “Be­cause you failed?”




    Re­mo hung his head. “Yeah.” A puff of mirth­less laugh­ter came from his lips. “Just a

    lit­tle. Sam on­ly got his arm blown off be­cause of me.”




    Chi­un helped him­self to the rice. “Well,” he said, “for once I agree with you. You have

    failed mis­er­ably.”




    Re­mo ex­pect­ed him to say more, but when the old man on­ly went on with his meal in

    si­lence, Re­mo stood up. “That’s that, then. I guess I’ll leave you here.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Yes, yes. But be­fore you go, Re­mo, let me ask you one ques­tion. Have you

    nev­er failed be­fore?”




    “Not like this.”




    “Ah.” He chewed an­oth­er mouth­ful of rice.




    Af­ter what seemed like an eter­ni­ty, Re­mo said, “What does that mean? ‘Ah’?”




    “Noth­ing. On­ly that a great les­son has been shown to you. But ev­ident­ly you have

    cho­sen not to learn from it.”




    “What are you talk­ing about?” Re­mo shout­ed. The veins in his neck stood out. “I’m

    walk­ing away from ev­ery­thing that means any­thing to me.”




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause I don’t de­serve it, damn it!”




    “Ah,” Chi­un re­peat­ed. “As I thought.”




    Re­mo took a deep breath. “I sup­pose you knew I was go­ing to quit.”




    “Of course.”




    “Oh, ex­cuse me,” Re­mo said nas­ti­ly. “I un­der­es­ti­mat­ed your pow­ers as a

    prophet.”




    “Not as a prophet. As a his­to­ri­an.”




    “This nev­er hap­pened be­fore.”




    “Not to you,” Chi­un said. “But to an­oth­er. Shall I tell you the sto­ry, or are you ea­ger

    to dart aim­less­ly in­to the dark­ness?”




    Re­mo shot him a dis­gust­ed look, then sat down. “This bet­ter not be about how the

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju had to hire them­selves out as as­sas­sins to feed their starv­ing

    vil­lagers.”




    “It is,” Chi­un said cheer­ful­ly.




    Re­mo rolled his eyes. But it would be the last time, he thought. Even if it was a sto­ry

    he’d heard Chi­un tell count­less times be­fore, he want­ed to hear it again. “Okay,” he

    said.




    “I have nev­er be­fore told you the full sto­ry of the Great Wang, first re­al Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.” Chi­un be­gan. “You know on­ly that he was the one to save his vil­lage by

    of­fer­ing his ser­vices as an as­sas­sin to for­eign monar­chs. But you do not know how Wang

    came up­on the idea. You see, it was the Mas­ter him­self who brought on the mis­for­tune that

    de­stroyed his vil­lage and made his peo­ple starve.”




    “Wang? I thought he was the Dud­ley Do-​Right of the East.”




    “Then lis­ten, my son.” The old man set­tled his robe around him. Lit by moon­light, his

    parch­ment­like skin seemed to glow as he told the an­cient leg­end.




    “Wang did not be­come Mas­ter un­til well in­to his fifth decade.” Chi­un said. “But he was

    a hero among his peo­ple from the time he was a young man. As a youth, he used the dis­ci­pline

    of Sinan­ju, which he him­self de­vel­oped, to pro­tect the vil­lage from the in­vad­ing

    sol­diers of a greedy prince. The vil­lagers loved him for his deeds of val­or. They draped his

    house with gar­lands and show­ered hon­ors up­on him. He was known to them all as Wang the

    In­vin­ci­ble.




    “A year­ly fes­ti­val was set up in his hon­or. Dur­ing the pro­ceed­ings, all the young men

    of the vil­lage would pit their strength and cun­ning against the mighty Wang. They could not

    de­feat him, of course, be­cause even in those days the the tal­ents of the House of Sinan­ju

    were in­com­pa­ra­ble. But Wang pre­tend­ed to strug­gle with the com­peti­tors, and each one

    came away with a feel­ing of ac­com­plish­ment.




    “The vil­lagers who did not com­pete sold trin­kets and made mu­sic and danced and feast­ed,

    and the cel­ebra­tion of Wang the In­vin­ci­ble was a day of gai­ety and cheer for all.




    “But dur­ing one fes­ti­val– the last– a small child wan­dered away from the vil­lage

    to­ward the seashore. It was a windy day, and the sea was tur­bu­lent, toss­ing many

    beau­ti­ful shells on­to the sea­weed-​strewn rocks of the coast. The child saw the shells and,

    since he was alone, climbed down the rocks to play with them. But the rocks were slip­pery, and

    the ocean wild. The child was drowned.




    “When Wang heard of the tragedy, he vis­it­ed the child’s griev­ing par­ents. They had

    dressed the drowned boy in his best clothes and laid him out be­fore buri­al. It was there that

    Wang no­ticed that the boy’s fin­gers had been scraped near­ly to the bone. He re­al­ized that

    the boy had not been drowned quick­ly, but had clung to life un­til his last breath on some

    cold piece of rock. And he knew al­so that the boy had called for help for all the ter­ri­ble

    hours that he held on­to the rock, but no one could hear him above the mu­sic and laugh­ter of

    the fes­ti­val. You see, no one was lis­ten­ing– not even Wang, whose du­ty it was to pro­tect

    the peo­ple of his vil­lage.”




    “But– but it wasn’t his fault,” Re­mo said.




    “No? For the plea­sure of an af­ter­noon, Wang had per­mit­ted a life to be sent in­to the

    Void un­nec­es­sar­ily. Was he not to blame?”




    Re­mo was qui­et for some mo­ments. “What did he do?” he asked at last.




    “What you have planned,” Chi­un said. “As penance for his neg­li­gence, he took him­self to

    the caves of Sinan­ju, where he lived in soli­tude for thir­ty years with­out even the sound of

    an­oth­er voice to com­fort him.”




    Re­mo nod­ded. It was a stiff sen­tence, but he could see the jus­tice of it.




    “Dur­ing that time, in­vad­ing armies tore the vil­lage of Sinan­ju to pieces, un­til there

    were no crops, no trades– not even fish in the sea. The con­quer­ing prince knew that with­out

    Wang the vil­lagers would of­fer no re­sis­tance, and so he took what he want­ed from Sinan­ju

    and then left it to die. The vil­lagers grew so poor that they had to send their in­fant

    chil­dren back to the sea be­cause there was no food for them.




    “Then, in his fifty-​sev­enth year, Wang re­turned to Sinan­ju. See­ing the ru­ins of his

    vil­lage, he re­al­ized that the thir­ty years he had spent aton­ing for his sin had been

    wast­ed. For in those thir­ty years, the drowned boy had not re­turned to life, and Wang had

    not been present to fight for his vil­lage ei­ther.




    “He went to the ocean in an­guish, and asked of the God of the Sea, ‘Why was it or­dained

    thus? The sac­ri­fice of three decades of my life was for noth­ing. It has brought on­ly more

    fail­ure and more shame to my heart.’




    “The sea rum­bled. The sky dark­ened. At last the voice of the God of the Sea boomed out

    like a thun­der­clap: ‘Has it brought enough, then?’ And at last Wang un­der­stood that

    some­times the on­ly way to learn is to fail.




    “On that day did Wang go forth to dis­tant lands, trad­ing his skills in ex­change for gold

    to feed the starv­ing peo­ple of Sinan­ju. To ac­com­plish this, he had to set aside his shame

    over the past for the sake of the fu­ture. For he re­al­ized that al­though he was not a

    per­fect man, he would do his best and nev­er look back. It was then and on­ly then that Wang

    be­came Mas­ter. He was the first, and the great­est of us all. Do you not think, my son, that

    Wang’s fail­ure was as much a part of him as his suc­cess­es?”




    Re­mo nod­ded slow­ly. “Thank you, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he whis­pered.




    “Have some rice. But don’t eat it all.”


  




  

    CHAPTER THIRTEEN




    Ear­ly evening was Al Meech­er’s fa­vorite time of day. Es­pe­cial­ly the half-​hour

    be­tween six and six-​thir­ty. His din­ner was over and the dish­es were stacked and dried.

    That was when he poured him­self a sec­ond cup of cof­fee from the pot on the stove and took it

    in­to the liv­ing room, where he could read the evening pa­per, sip his cof­fee, and re­lax.

    For a short time, he could for­get about his fail­ing busi­ness, his ex-​wife and her shark

    lawyer, and the ev­er-​in­creas­ing stack of bills on the hall ta­ble.




    Meech­er’s wife had left him a year be­fore, tak­ing ev­ery cent in the sav­ings and joint

    check­ing ac­counts. She’d al­so tak­en the fam­ily dog, a cock­er spaniel named Bin­go. It had

    on­ly tak­en a few weeks for Meech­er to re­al­ize that he missed the dog a hell of a lot more

    than he did his wife. The dog had been loy­al, cheer­ful, and obe­di­ent– ev­ery­thing Ethel

    hadn’t been.




    Meech­er set­tled in­to the padded arm­chair and took a sip of cof­fee. Maybe, he thought,

    open­ing his pa­per, he ought to get an­oth­er dog. He cer­tain­ly couldn’t af­ford an­oth­er

    wife. But a dog would be nice. He let the idea roam free in his mind for a few sec­onds. It was

    just the kind of un­de­mand­ing com­pan­ion­ship he need­ed. Some­one to share this big, emp­ty

    apart­ment with. Some­one who’d sit with him on the bal­cony and watch the world go by. The

    on­ly view the bal­cony of­fered was of the mono­lith­ic Dream Date build­ing across the

    street, but for Meech­er and his dog, it would be enough.




    Now that the idea had tak­en hold, Meech­er knew it was right. Ethel and the shark lawyer

    would prob­ably bleed him dry, but they wouldn’t get his dog, not this time. He was so pleased

    at the prospect of a new Bin­go that he put down the pa­per, un­read for the first time in

    years. He padded in­to the bed­room, slipped on a sports coat, and picked up his wal­let from

    the dress­er. The pet store on Sun­rise Av­enue was still open.




    Meech­er felt a grow­ing sense of ex­cite­ment. Maybe this was what he’d need­ed all along,

    an­oth­er pur­pose to his life, no mat­ter how small it might be. This just might be a turn­ing

    point, he de­cid­ed. Maybe a dog would help turn his life around. He whis­tled cheer­ful­ly as

    he head­ed for the door. His plump hand was on the knob when the door­bell rang. Prob­ably

    Morty from down the hall, he thought. He’d in­vite Mort along. Morty would get a re­al kick out

    of help­ing Meech­er choose Bin­go II.




    Smil­ing, Meech­er opened the door. There was a soft, pop­ping sound as a sin­gle bul­let

    from the si­lenced Colt pierced his heart. He sagged to his knees and then top­pled over,

    hit­ting the car­pet­ed foy­er with a gen­tle thud.




    “Let’s get him in­side,” Bauer said. “We wouldn’t want to dis­turb the neigh­bors.”




    Quantril nod­ded. He took hold of one of the dead man’s wrists. With Bauer hold­ing on­to

    the oth­er one, they dragged Meech­er’s body in­to the bed­room and propped him up against the

    dress­er.




    “I won­der what the rent is on this place,” Bauer said.




    Quantril laughed. “I don’t know. But I think they just had a va­can­cy.”




    Bauer grinned be­fore he dis­ap­peared through the door­way. With his gun in hand, he

    checked out the rest of the place. There was no one in the oth­er rooms. From the look of

    things, the late Al Meech­er had lived alone.




    When he came back to the liv­ing room, Quantril was out on the pock­et-​sized ter­race.

    “Ter­rif­ic view,” Quantril said, nod­ding to­ward the Dream Date build­ing on the op­po­site

    side of the street. The tall steel-​and-​glass struc­ture rose six­ty sto­ries up­ward. On the

    top, a blink­ing red light flashed a warn­ing sig­nal to low-​fly­ing air­craft.




    Lean­ing against the ter­race rail­ing, Bauer peered up at the skyscrap­er. “This time it’s

    got to work,” he said ner­vous­ly.




    “It will. Ev­ery de­tail has been tak­en care of. All my records will be de­stroyed, and the

    an­noy­ing mat­ter of those two id­iots will be cleared up in the pro­cess.”




    “What if they don’t come to the build­ing?”




    “Where else would they go?” Quantril said, ex­as­per­at­ed. “Your sen­tries spot­ted them

    com­ing this way, didn’t they?”




    Bauer nod­ded.




    “And the po­lice weren’t with them?”




    “No. They must be a cou­ple of thrill seek­ers or some­thing. No cops with­in half a

    mile.”




    “So it’s just a mat­ter of time be­fore they get them­selves killed.”




    “If you say so,” Bauer con­ced­ed un­cer­tain­ly.




    “I do say so. Do you think I want them alive? I’ve tak­en a big loss my­self, you know. The

    whole monastery set­up is blown, and I’ve got all those wom­en to re­place.” He walked in­to

    the liv­ing room and slumped down on Meech­er’s easy chair with a sigh. “It’ll work,” he said.

    “They can’t get out of this one. The back-​up’s fool­proof.”




    Bauer was on edge, rest­less and un­easy. He wan­dered aim­less­ly around the liv­ing room,

    pick­ing up the news­pa­per and then toss­ing it back to the floor un­opened.




    “Stop pac­ing,” Quantril or­dered. “It’s mak­ing me ner­vous.”




    Bauer forced him­self to sit down. “It’s just…”




    “Just what?” Quantril asked ir­ri­ta­bly.




    “I rec­og­nized that guy on the roof. Name’s Re­mo Williams. He served un­der me in

    Nam.”




    “So?”




    “He’s sup­posed to be dead. I read about it a long time ago. Some drug thing. Williams got

    the chair.”




    “Looked like a pret­ty live­ly corpse to me.”




    “It was the same guy. I know it was.”




    “You’re sure you didn’t hit him at the monastery?”




    “Yeah,” Bauer said. “The long-​haired kid got in the way.”




    “Well, you should have,” Quantril grum­bled. “That mis­take’s go­ing to come out of your

    pay.”




    There was a long si­lence. Fi­nal­ly Bauer said, “I just don’t un­der­stand it.”




    “For God’s sake, what now?”




    “The way they fought. Williams and that old gook. Christ, he must have been as old as the

    man in the moon. And Williams is sup­posed to be dead. It just gives me the creeps, that’s

    all.”




    “Look, he’s not a ghost, okay? Take my word for it. Some­body screwed up some­where. And the

    oth­er guy might have looked a lot old­er than he re­al­ly was. There’s noth­ing

    su­per­nat­ural go­ing on. Now will you leave me alone? I have to think.”




    “Sure, boss,” Bauer said. He chewed on his thumb­nail to pass five min­utes. “You’re sure

    it’s go­ing to work?”




    “Shut up,” Quantril said stoni­ly. “I’ll just say it one more time. Those two might be good

    fight­ers, but they can’t fly, got it?”




    “Can’t–” Bauer smiled. “I guess not.”




    “Now, we’ll just watch for a while un­til the fun starts. Then we’ll be on our way. My

    of­fice al­ready thinks I’m on va­ca­tion in the Alps.”




    Bauer looked up in sur­prise. “Is that where we’re go­ing?”




    Quantril gave him a sly look and shook his head. “No. We’re go­ing to a place about three

    hun­dred miles south of here called Bay­ersville.”




    “A town? You sure it’s safe?”




    Quantril chuck­led. “More than safe. Be­lieve me, you’ve nev­er seen a town like

    Bay­ersville be­fore.”




    There was a knock at the door. Bauer pulled out his Mag­num and walked soft­ly to the wall.

    Quantril head­ed for the door. “Who is it?”




    “Spe­cial de­liv­ery.” The voice was nasal, with a thick Mex­ican ac­cent. Quantril nod­ded

    to Bauer and opened the door.




    Im­me­di­ate­ly a knife was at his throat. “Throw down your gun, Bauer,” Wal­ly Don­ner

    said.




    “Do it,” Quantril rasped.




    The Colt clat­tered to the floor.




    Wal­ly Don­ner edged Quantril in­to the apart­ment and slammed the door shut with his foot.

    “Now, look, I don’t want any trou­ble, Mr. Quantril. I just want my mon­ey.”




    “What mon­ey?” Quantril man­aged, look­ing wild­ly to­ward Bauer.




    “The mon­ey for keep­ing qui­et about you. Have you seen the pa­pers?”




    Be­wil­dered, Bauer picked up the news­pa­per on the floor and opened it. On the front page

    was a pic­ture of Karen Lock­wood, along with the pho­tos of the now-​emp­ty monastery in the

    San­gre de Cristo Moun­tains.




    “She spilled the beans to the po­lice,” Don­ner said. “De­scribed your lit­tle set­up to a

    T. She de­scribed you, too, Bauer, and I rec­og­nized the de­scrip­tion from the times I’d seen

    you at the ren­dezvous point when I de­liv­ered the wom­en. On­ly she didn’t know your name. I

    do.”




    “What’s this got to do with me?” Quantril gasped, strain­ing against the blade at his

    throat.




    “I just used my head. All this time I’ve been won­der­ing about the girls. Who would want

    two hun­dred and forty-​two wom­en bad enough to lock them up in the hills, I asked my­self.

    And then, af­ter I saw the pa­pers, I asked my­self an­oth­er ques­tion. Why here, near San­ta

    Fe? And then it came to me. Dream Date. It had to have some­thing to do with Dream Date. So I

    watched the build­ing un­til Bauer came out. And guess who was with him?”




    Quantril at­tempt­ed a laugh. “That’s ridicu­lous. There’s no ev­idence to link me to any of

    this.”




    “Hey, maybe you’re for­get­ting, big shot. I’m not a cop. I don’t need ev­idence. I need

    mon­ey. A mil­lion bucks, noth­ing less–“




    Deke Bauer slammed in­to Don­ner’s head with his el­bow, send­ing him crash­ing in­to a

    wall. Then, be­fore Don­ner came to enough to pick up the knife, the mil­itary man stepped on

    his right hand. He dug in his heel, feel­ing the small bones break with sat­is­fy­ing lit­tle

    snaps. While Don­ner howled in pain, Bauer picked him up by the scruff of the neck and the back

    of his belt and dragged him to the bal­cony. Then, with a pow­er­ful heave, he tossed Don­ner

    over the rail­ing.




    There was a sharp wail, fol­lowed by a strange bounc­ing sound. Bauer looked out.




    Don­ner had not fall­en on the street be­low. In­stead, he was hang­ing sus­pend­ed by one

    arm and one leg from a flag­pole halfway down the build­ing.




    “In­cred­ible,” Quantril said hoarse­ly be­hind the sol­dier.




    Bauer rushed back in­to the room to re­trieve his Mag­num, but Quantril stopped him.




    “I’ll just fin­ish him off with one shot,” Bauer ex­plained.




    “Don’t be a fool. There are al­ready pedes­tri­ans on the side­walk watch­ing.”




    From the street, they could hear a wom­an scream, “Look at that!”




    “We’ve got to get out of here,” Quantril said. “Now.”




    “What about him? He’ll talk.”




    “He’ll fall first.”




    “The cops“




    “They’ll be busy. Re­mem­ber?”


  




  

    CHAPTER FOURTEEN




    “I think we take a right here,” Re­mo said as he peered up at the street sign in down­town

    San­ta Fe. “Yeah, this is it.” He nod­ded to­ward a mod­ern glass build­ing up the block. “And

    that’s the head­quar­ters of Dream Date.”




    “What a loathe­some name for a busi­ness en­ter­prise,” Chi­un said.




    “It’s Quantril’s op­er­ation. And if that sol­dier was right, he does a lot more than play

    match­mak­er.”




    The build­ing’s lob­by, as seen from the street, was bright­ly lit and ul­tra­mod­ern, with

    a mas­sive steel-​and-​bronze sculp­ture as its cen­ter­piece.




    “There are no valets here,” Chi­un com­plained.




    “It’s Sun­day evening. The build­ing’s closed. I fig­ured it was the best time to check

    Quantril’s records.” He peered through the win­dow. “Still, there ought to be some­one

    here.”




    He leaned against one of the large glass doors to judge its weight, but to his sur­prise,

    they swung open. “I don’t get it,” Re­mo said. “There’s not a se­cu­ri­ty guard in sight.”




    Their foot­falls echoed through the emp­ty, cav­ernous lob­by. Re­mo strode silent­ly across

    the gleam­ing mar­ble floor to con­sult the build­ing di­rec­to­ry. Dream Date oc­cu­pied the

    en­tire pent­house floor. Across the way he no­ticed an el­eva­tor marked “Pent­house

    On­ly.”




    The un­locked door and the ab­sence of a guard made Re­mo more than a lit­tle sus­pi­cious.

    He couldn’t help think­ing that their ar­rival had been an­tic­ipat­ed. He won­dered what kind

    of sur­pris­es Quantril and his friend. Ma­jor Deke Bauer, had in store for them.




    “That’s the way to the top,” Re­mo said, in­di­cat­ing the pri­vate el­eva­tor. “Let’s go up

    and take a look around.”




    Re­mo pushed the el­eva­tor but­ton. The stain­less steel doors silent­ly part­ed. Three men

    were wait­ing in­side. Each was hold­ing a base­ball bat.




    “Sur­prise,” one of them said, step­ping out. He was so big that he had to stoop to clear

    the top. Re­mo slow­ly took in the bull neck and mus­cle-​cord­ed arms. The man was wear­ing a

    gar­ish flow­ered shirt and lime-​green slacks. His bul­let-​shaped head was bald and shin­ing.

    His thick, meaty hands were wrapped around a bat. The top hand sport­ed a red ru­by ring that

    winked like a flash­ing road­mark­er.




    “Out for a lit­tle bat­ting prac­tice, boys?” Re­mo said in greet­ing.




    “Yeah,” the big man an­swered. “You can be the ball.” He whacked the Louisville slug­ger

    against his open palm.




    The two oth­er men stepped out from the el­eva­tor, tak­ing up po­si­tions on ei­ther side

    of the bald man. One was black, the oth­er His­pan­ic.




    “What do you guys call your­selves?” Re­mo asked. “The Bad Breath Bears?”




    “Very fun­ny,” Flow­ered Shirt said. “Watch me laugh.” He took a mighty swing at Re­mo’s

    head. The on­ly prob­lem was that by the time the bat reached the place where Re­mo had been

    stand­ing, Re­mo was gone. The bat hit the mar­ble wall with a thun­der­ous crash and

    splin­tered in­to shards.




    “How the hell did you do that?” the black man asked.




    “Like this.” Re­mo moved one wrist. The next mo­ment, the black man was fly­ing through the

    air. He screamed as his mas­sive body smashed against the un­yield­ing bronze-​and-​steel

    sculp­ture in the mid­dle of the lob­by. His base­ball bat went fly­ing.




    “Strike one,” Re­mo said.




    The His­pan­ic mem­ber of the team took a pace for­ward. “Willy mus­ta slipped,” he said. He

    raised his bat. “You’re gonna pay for that, shit­head.” The hick­ory slug­ger in his hand cut

    through the air with a sharp, swoosh­ing sound. This time Re­mo didn’t move. A mo­ment be­fore

    the bat made con­tact with Re­mo’s neck, he reached out and grabbed its end with two fin­gers.

    He pushed, and the bat slid through the His­pan­ic man’s hands like a greased knife, lodg­ing

    deep in his chest.




    “Strike two,” Re­mo said.




    The bald, bul­let-​head man, alone now, blinked a few times in rapid suc­ces­sion. His

    fore­head creased in­to a puz­zled frown, as he picked up the black man’s bat.




    “Look out for strike three,” Re­mo said, tap­ping him on the shoul­der. The big man whirled

    around to find Re­mo lean­ing against the el­eva­tor doors.




    Baldy lunged at him, both hands spread wide on the bat. He slammed it against Re­mo’s throat

    with all the force in his pow­er­ful arms.




    Re­mo ex­haled and the bat snapped in two like a dis­card­ed tooth­pick.




    The bro­ken bat clat­tered to the floor as the bald man locked his arms around Re­mo’s neck.

    “You bas­tard,” he whis­pered. At close range, the man’s breath smelled of meat arid cheap

    wine. His thick fin­gers edged to­ward Re­mo’s wind­pipe. His hood­ed eyes gleamed as his hands

    closed on Re­mo’s throat.




    “It’s lan­guage like that that gives the game a bad name,” Re­mo said. He took a half-​step,

    turned his wrist, and the bald man dis­ap­peared through the floor of the el­eva­tor. Re­mo

    heard a high-​pitched echo­ing scream and then a muf­fled thud from be­low.




    “You’re out,” Re­mo called af­ter him.




    They walked to the pent­house floor. The foy­er was dec­orat­ed with life-​size pho­tos of

    cou­ples hold­ing hands, skip­ping along the beach, or star­ing long­ing­ly in­to one

    an­oth­er’s eyes. None of the peo­ple in the pic­tures looked as if they would have any

    trou­ble find­ing dates on their own. There was a big teak desk in the un­oc­cu­pied

    re­cep­tion area, and be­yond it twin glass doors em­bel­lished with Dream Date’s swirling gold

    lo­go. Re­mo padded across the thick cream-​col­ored car­pet and tried the doors. Like the ones

    down­stairs, they, too, were un­locked.




    “I re­al­ly don’t un­der­stand this,” Re­mo said.




    “What is so dif­fi­cult to un­der­stand? My rep­uta­tion has ob­vi­ous­ly pre­ced­ed me. The

    two men you seek, know­ing they had an ap­point­ment with death, have fled the scene.”




    Re­mo shook his head. “I don’t know. If there isn’t any­one up here, then why did they go to

    all the both­er of pro­vid­ing the wel­come wag­on in the lob­by? Those three clowns weren’t

    just hang­ing around the el­eva­tor for ex­er­cise.”




    Re­mo was still pon­der­ing the sit­ua­tion as he fol­lowed Chi­un through an­oth­er pair of

    dou­ble glass doors. They passed un­der an arch­way and in­to a big room lined with desks. On

    each desk was a small com­put­er ter­mi­nal and some soft­ware. There were some open doors off

    to the right. Re­mo poked his head in­to one of them. There was a video unit, an­oth­er small

    com­put­er, a cou­ple of com­fort­able-​look­ing chairs, and a low ta­ble piled with bright­ly

    col­ored brochures.




    “This is prob­ably where they bring the clients,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un pound­ed on one of the video units un­til it shat­tered to dust. “The man must die,”

    he said.




    “Huh? Hey, what are you do­ing? We’re not sup­posed to wreck the place.”




    “The per­son you seek is a sadist. He has filled an en­tire room with tele­vi­sion sets, and

    none of them has so much as a chan­nel chang­er.”




    “There are more doors over there,” Re­mo said, walk­ing past the old man to­ward yet

    an­oth­er area. Through the new set of doors, the at­mo­sphere was rad­ical­ly changed. The

    ster­ile, mod­ern fur­nish­ings were re­placed with high-​backed leather chairs, an­tique

    ta­bles, and paint­ings in or­nate frames. “I think we’re get­ting close to the boss’s

    of­fice.”




    They pushed open a door marked “Pri­vate.” “I’ll lay odds this is it,” Re­mo said,

    sur­vey­ing the el­egant room. Even though there was on­ly a sin­gle glass-​and-​chrome desk

    in­side, the room was big­ger than any of the ones they’d been in be­fore. Re­mo rum­maged

    through the few neat­ly stacked let­ters on the desk.




    “Noth­ing,” he said. He looked at the shelves of leather-​bound books, the wall-​sized

    com­put­er unit, and the gi­ant pic­ture win­dow with its panoram­ic view of the city.




    Re­mo shrugged. “I don’t un­der­stand any of this. Not a file, not a phone book. It just

    doesn’t make sense.”




    Sud­den­ly the com­put­er hummed to life, tiny lights flash­ing all over the con­sole. Steel

    pan­els slid in­to place, cov­er­ing the doors, the win­dows, all pos­si­ble means of ex­it

    from the room. At the same time the car­pet be­gan to smol­der. Spi­rals of danc­ing flame

    sprang to life in a dozen dif­fer­ent lo­ca­tions.




    “Now it makes sense,” Re­mo said.


  




  

    CHAPTER FIFTEEN




    A sheet of flame en­veloped the car­pet with the sud­den­ness of a windswept prairie fire.

    Nox­ious blue smoke filled the room, clos­ing around them in swirling clouds.




    “Chi­un?” Re­mo called.




    “Save the air in your lungs. You will need it.”




    Re­mo slowed his breath­ing. But the smoke still burned and blind­ed his eyes. He turned

    around fu­tile­ly, hop­ing to spot the steel doors lead­ing to the foy­er and the stairs. But

    the smoke was so thick that he on­ly man­aged to dis­ori­ent him­self.




    “Wait to hear my voice, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I’m go­ing to break through one of the steel plates

    in­to the next room. I think the fire’s con­tained here.”




    Be­fore Chi­un could ob­ject, Re­mo hurled him­self feet first to­ward what he hoped were

    the doors. He knew as soon as his feet touched a slick sur­face that shat­tered un­der him that

    he had found the huge pic­ture win­dow in­stead.




    The glass ex­plod­ed out­ward with a whoosh of flame. For a mo­ment, Re­mo was sus­pend­ed

    in midair, like all ob­jects be­fore a fall. Through the bil­low­ing smoke he caught a glimpse

    of the street six­ty sto­ries be­low.




    Quick­ly he con­tract­ed him­self in­to a tight ball and moved his left shoul­der slight­ly

    to­ward the build­ing. The move­ment gave him just enough im­pe­tus to thrust out an arm and

    catch hold of one of the com­ers of the blown-​out win­dow. The bro­ken glass in the cor­ner

    cut deep in­to his hand, but he forced him­self to hang on un­til he could swing his legs back

    in­to the room.




    It was less smoky now, but the flames were blaz­ing high­er. Waves of heat dis­tort­ed his

    vi­sion. It was so hot that he could feel his hair singe. A small bony hand touched his and

    de­posit­ed a ball of silk cloth in­to it to stem the bleed­ing.




    “We go up,” Chi­un said. Rais­ing his arm, the old man crouched and turned slight­ly. There

    was al­most no breath com­ing from him, so com­plete was his con­cen­tra­tion. Then he

    spi­raled up­ward, crash­ing through the ceil­ing in a burst of pure pow­er. Af­ter the rain of

    de­bris from his ex­it set­tled, Re­mo spun on his right foot and glid­ed up to fol­low Chi­un

    through the nar­row open­ing.




    The two men stood on a grav­el rooftop. It felt good to breathe again. Above them was the

    night sky, silent and dot­ted with stars. Too silent.




    “Do you know what’s fun­ny?” Re­mo asked.




    “This is not an ap­pro­pri­ate time for hu­mor.”




    “What’s fun­ny is that no fire alarm went off. Quantril must want to burn his own build­ing

    down.”




    “Take an­oth­er time to pon­der the ec­cen­tric­ities of strangers,” Chi­un said. “Let us

    climb down from this un­com­fort­able place.” He threw his legs over the side, but a col­umn of

    flame shot up be­side him, and he re­tract­ed quick­ly back to the cen­ter of the roof. More

    flames from be­low surged up, en­cir­cling the top of the build­ing as the wind whipped the

    fire up to as­ton­ish­ing heights.




    “There is on­ly one so­lu­tion,” Chi­un said grim­ly.




    “The Fly­ing Wall?”




    “Nev­er. There are au­to­mo­biles on the street. We would be killed. What is re­quired is

    four sep­arate move­ments. First, a sim­ple arch­ing dive.”




    “To­ward what?”




    “The build­ing across the street.”




    “I can’t even see it,” Re­mo said.




    “It is there. Next, a half-​turn. This is done quick­ly, to halt your speed. Then you move

    slow­ly in­to the Fal­con’s Glide. Re­mem­ber when I made you prac­tice cliff-​div­ing? That is

    it. The last part is del­icate. You must flat­ten your­self against the build­ing on the

    in­haled breath.”




    “What hap­pens if I’m ex­hal­ing?”




    Chi­un clucked. “Do not find out,” he said, shak­ing his head. “Fol­low me.” The old man

    stretched out his arms and leaped off the side, in­to the flames.




    Re­mo fol­lowed. He could feel the heat against his face and chest. His eyes were closed,

    and the in­side of his eye­lids were col­ored a bright or­ange.




    At the peak of the dive, when he felt he was los­ing speed, Re­mo did a fast half-​turn,

    halt­ing him­self in the mid­dle of emp­ty space. Then he drew a breath and soared down­ward in

    a per­fect Fal­con’s Glide, his back rigid, his head raised.




    He re­laxed his body as he felt the space in front of him be­ing filled with the form of

    an­oth­er build­ing. Chi­un was right. It had been there. He sucked in his breath on im­pact.

    He could feel his body shake like a wil­low in the wind. His cut hand sent a shriek of pain

    through him as it slapped against the sand­stone wall, but his grasp held.




    He felt around with his feet, and found the top of a win­dow ledge. It was an

    old-​fash­ioned apart­ment build­ing, with re­al sills. It would be an easy climb down. Re­mo

    felt his breath come eas­ier.




    He had not failed again.




    Be­low, a crowd of on­look­ers gath­ered on the street. Fire en­gines be­gan to wail in the

    dis­tance. Chi­un’s white tou­sled head bobbed at the lev­el of the sixth or sev­enth floor.

    But there was some­thing else be­tween him and Chi­un, some­thing that made him shake his head

    as he de­scend­ed and won­der if he were see­ing things.




    At the twelfth sto­ry, there ap­peared to be a man hang­ing from a flag­pole. As he neared,

    he could hear the man’s hoarse screams. “Help me,” he called wild­ly to Re­mo. He tried to

    wave, as if the man climb­ing in­ex­pli­ca­bly down the side of the build­ing could miss

    see­ing him.




    “Hold still,” Re­mo said. “I’ll get you.”




    “They tried to kill me,” the man bab­bled. “I don’t know what they want­ed the girls for.

    All I want­ed was some mon­ey.”




    “Tell me lat­er. Now, when I come close, just grab hold of my shoul­der with your free

    hand.”




    “I can’t,” the man wailed. “My hand’s bro­ken.”




    “That’s great,” Re­mo mum­bled. “Well, just sit tight. I’ll get you.”




    He de­scend­ed care­ful­ly, veer­ing to­ward the man on the flag­pole. The blood from his

    hand left a long red streak be­hind him. When at last he reached the man, he felt

    ten­ta­tive­ly with his arm, and lo­cat­ed a spot on the mid­dle of the man’s back. Then, in a

    smooth, strong mo­tion, Re­mo pulled the man off the pole and flung him be­hind him­self so

    that the man land­ed on Re­mo’s back.




    The man was scream­ing for all he was worth.




    “Re­lax, will you?” Re­mo said. “We’re al­most there.”




    “Wha… wha…” Slow­ly, the man opened his squeezed-​shut eyes. “I didn’t fall,” he mar­veled.

    Then he gasped as he re­al­ized he had some­how land­ed on Re­mo’s back. “How did… It was so

    fast.”




    “I don’t give out trade se­crets, so don’t ask,” Re­mo said.




    He de­posit­ed the man on the ground. The crowd burst in­to spon­ta­neous ap­plause. Chi­un

    bowed to them, smil­ing serene­ly. A van with the call let­ters of a TV sta­tion was hurtling

    down the street to­ward them.




    “Let’s go, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo prompt­ed.




    “Hey, wait a minute.” It was the man Re­mo had res­cued, his legs wob­bling like lengths of

    rub­ber hose. “I’ve got to talk to you.”




    “Save your thanks,” Re­mo said.




    “It’s not about thanks. It’s about Quantril and Bauer. I think you were the guys they were

    try­ing to get rid of.”




    “Quantril and Bauer? Do you know where they went?”




    The man’s face trans­formed sud­den­ly. In­stead of the fright­ened, di­sheveled per­son who

    was cer­tain he was go­ing to die a hor­ri­ble death, there now stood be­fore Re­mo a

    smirk­ing, oily-​look­ing crea­ture ready to deal. “Maybe,” he said sly­ly.




    “What do you mean, maybe?” Re­mo yelled so loud his voice cracked.




    “Let’s talk,” the man said, smil­ing now.




    His legs were not wob­bling any longer.




    Wal­ly Don­ner led them through a se­ries of wind­ing al­ley­ways to an

    in­con­spic­uous-​look­ing build­ing. In­side, he opened the door to a small but im­pec­ca­bly

    fur­nished apart­ment.




    “Sit down,” he said, flash­ing a smile.




    “No thanks. What do you want?”




    “I think I’d like a yacht,” Don­ner said dream­ily. “A place on the Riv­iera. A bath­room

    made of black mar­ble. Maybe a lit­tle pied-​à-​terre in Paris.”




    “What do you think this is, a quiz show?”




    “Do you want to know where Bauer and Quantril are?” he teased.




    Re­mo looked him up and down. “How would you know that any­way?”




    Don­ner lit a cigarette. “They were in the build­ing you came down. Killed the guy who lived

    in the apart­ment just so they could watch you two bum up. I heard them plan­ning it. I was

    out­side the apart­ment door. That’s how I know where they’re go­ing. And I’ll tell you– for a

    price.”




    “I just saved your life!” Re­mo ex­plod­ed.




    “Yes. And don’t think I don’t ap­pre­ci­ate it. But a guy’s got to make a liv­ing, you

    know?” He shrugged ex­pres­sive­ly.




    “Break his el­bows,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed.




    “Then I’ll nev­er talk. And they’ll come af­ter you again.”




    Re­mo sighed. The in­grate would talk, all right. But Re­mo was hot and dirty, and not at

    all in the mood to break any­body’s el­bows, even if it was for a good cause. He reached in­to

    his pock­et and pulled out a roll of bills. “All right. How much do you want?”




    “A mil­lion dol­lars,” Don­ner said.




    “Here’s eight hun­dred. Take it or leave it.”




    Don­ner hes­itat­ed on­ly a mo­ment be­fore snatch­ing the mon­ey.




    “Per­haps you can build a bath­room of con­crete blocks with that,” Chi­un said.




    “There’s an­oth­er thing,” Don­ner said as he count­ed the mon­ey. “A promise. You seem like

    a man who’s good to his word.”




    “I am,” Re­mo said.




    “Then I want your word that you won’t kill me.”




    “You mean to get back the mon­ey? You got it.”




    “You promise?”




    “We both do,” Re­mo said mag­nan­imous­ly.




    Don­ner stepped back care­ful­ly, edg­ing to­ward the door. “Okay. They’re head­ed for a

    place called Bay­ersville, about three hun­dred miles south of here. It’s a ghost town.”




    “Have you been there?”




    “I read about it once in a movie mag­azine. They used to shoot a lot of low-​bud­get

    West­erns there back in the fifties. Quantril owns the town now. He us­es it for his Dream Date

    videos.”




    Don­ner opened the door to leave.




    “Wait a sec­ond,” Re­mo called. “Just to sat­is­fy my cu­rios­ity… How do you know

    Quantril?”




    Don­ner smiled. “I think I used to work for him,” he said. “Run­ning il­le­gals across the

    Mex­ican bor­der.”




    Re­mo felt the blood rush out of his face. “Wom­en?”




    “The ones I kept were wom­en, yes.” He flashed an­oth­er daz­zling smile, then went out,

    clos­ing the door be­hind him.




    Re­mo clenched his teeth. He had just found the man who’d mur­dered 300 peo­ple in the

    desert. And let him go.


  




  

    CHAPTER SIXTEEN




    The lights of the rent­ed car passed over a weath­ered road sign. “Bay­ersville,” it

    an­nounced in peel­ing, sun-​fad­ed let­ters. “Just Watch Us Grow.” In spite of the

    op­ti­mistic pre­dic­tion, the on­ly growth that Re­mo could see were the weeds and wild

    flow­ers that over­ran the rut­ted dirt road.




    As they passed over a bumpy rise, the town came in­to view, shim­mer­ing in the moon­light.

    There were four blocks of build­ings, in­clud­ing a church, a bank, a sa­loon, a few shops.

    From a dis­tance, Bay­ersville looked ex­act­ly like a fic­tion­al town of the Old West. It was

    on­ly up close that one no­ticed that the build­ings were re­al­ly false-​front­ed,

    weath­er-​beat­en struc­tures with no breath of life in them.




    As Re­mo drove past the sag­ging build­ings, the sight of them stirred some­thing in his

    mem­ory. Sud­den­ly he knew. It was the movies at St. There­sa’s.




    In the or­phan­age where Re­mo grew up, the biggest treats the nuns had to of­fer were the

    once-​a-​month movies. All of the kids would gath­er in the base­ment, im­pa­tient and

    rest­less while Sis­ter Mary Agnes thread­ed the an­cient pro­jec­tor.




    The movies they saw were do­nat­ed by a lo­cal the­ater own­er, so they were rarely

    Hol­ly­wood’s newest or best. They al­so had to pass Sis­ter Brid­get’s rigid code of

    in­spec­tion that made the Hays Of­fice look like a hotbed of lib­ertines and pan­der­ers. So

    most­ly they saw West­erns, the old-​fash­ioned kind with Straight Shoot­ers in white hats and

    Bad Hom­bres in black ones. The films nev­er had much in the way of plot. It was good against

    evil, pure and sim­ple. And in the end, al­though things looked kind of close for a while, good

    al­ways car­ried the day. For a time, when he was very young, Re­mo had be­lieved that that was

    the way the world ac­tu­al­ly was, all black and white, with noth­ing in be­tween.




    Viet­nam and the Newark po­lice de­part­ment had put that idea to rest for­ev­er. Still,

    Re­mo felt a child­ish de­light as he drove through the silent town. There was the sa­loon

    where Red Ry­der had shot it out with the coun­ter­feit­ers and, across the way, the sta­ble

    where John Wayne had leaped in­to the sad­dle from the hayloft above. Bay­ersville was a ghost

    town, silent as death, pop­ulat­ed on­ly by the shad­ows of yes­ter­day’s heroes.




    And two oth­er men who were re­al. And dan­ger­ous.




    Re­mo parked the car in front of the board­ed-​up Em­pire Ho­tel. “We might as well start

    here,” he said.




    The mo­ment their feet touched the dusty street, they were en­gulfed in a pow­er­ful,

    glar­ing light. There was no ex­plo­sion, just a fizzing sound, like so­da be­ing poured from a

    bot­tle, to break the si­lence. The town and ev­ery­thing else seemed to dis­ap­pear in the

    pure white light.




    Then, as quick­ly as it had come, the light van­ished. In its place was to­tal

    dark­ness.




    “Wel­come to Bay­ersville,” a voice called out from the rooftop above. Re­mo rec­og­nized it

    as Deke Bauer’s. “I didn’t think you’d be out here, but when I saw the car com­ing, I fig­ured

    you two might be com­ing for a short vis­it. Re­al short.” He laughed.




    You sur­prised me once, Re­mo said to him­self. It’s not go­ing to hap­pen again. “Just keep

    talk­ing, Bauer.”




    The ma­jor’s harsh laugh­ter grew loud­er. “Hon­est, I’m glad you came. Now I can fin­ish

    what I start­ed. That is, un­less you brought some­one along to throw him­self in front of you

    when the shoot­ing starts. That’s your style, isn’t it, Williams?”




    “Don’t–” Chi­un be­gan, but Re­mo’s anger was stronger than his rea­son. He leaped blind­ly

    to­ward the voice. But just as he left the ground, his bal­ance was thrown by a thun­der­ing

    blast of mu­sic. It was march­ing mu­sic turned up to an un­bear­ably high lev­el, its brass

    and drums blar­ing like the shock waves of an ex­plo­sion.




    Re­mo slammed in­to the roof, out of con­trol, and top­pled over back­ward, hit­ting the

    bumpy road be­low. The loud mu­sic masked all oth­er sounds. He couldn’t see Bauer in the

    sud­den dark­ness, and now he couldn’t hear him, ei­ther. He strained to pick out the sound of

    foot­steps, but it was im­pos­si­ble. Ev­ery­thing was drowned out by the crash of cym­bals and

    the high, pierc­ing notes of a dozen or more cor­nets.




    Re­mo made him­self re­lax, and in a few mo­ments his eyes ad­just­ed to the dark­ness. But

    all he could see around him were the car and the de­sert­ed build­ings. Chi­un was gone.




    He start­ed to look for the old man, but a sharp jolt of pain stabbed in­to his shoul­der. A

    frac­tion of a sec­ond lat­er, he heard the crack of the bul­let.




    “Bauer,” he hissed. All of the hate he had felt for the man welled up in­side him again.




    Don’t, he told him­self. Don’t let him get to you again. The past is gone, as dead as the

    ghosts in this place. Re­mem­ber who you are now. Now is what mat­ters. Noth­ing else.




    He felt the sticky flow of blood as it seeped through his fin­gers. An­oth­er shot

    ric­ocheted off the car with a metal­lic whine. As best as Re­mo could judge, it had land­ed a

    few inch­es right of his head. He rolled, try­ing fran­ti­cal­ly to find Bauer’s form on one of

    the dark­ened rooftops.




    It oc­curred to him then that he might well die in this place. What a stupid way to go, he

    thought– lis­ten­ing to an army march­ing song. He winced as air be­gan to work its way in­to

    the wound. Why didn’t Bauer just fin­ish him off? The ar­ro­gant bas­tard was play­ing with

    Re­mo, gloat­ing over his hand­iwork. But, then, Re­mo should have ex­pect­ed that Bauer would

    play this out for all it was worth. He re­mem­bered the bod­ies on the wire.




    “For­get it,” Re­mo said out loud, as if the words would calm his fears. “Now. On­ly

    now.”




    Lurch­ing to his feet, he skit­tered down the street, keep­ing close to the build­ings. If

    Bauer was go­ing to kill him, he’d have to work for it.




    Sud­den­ly the mu­sic stopped. Re­mo shook his head to clear the ring­ing in his ears. In

    the dis­tance he could hear a board creak un­der the pres­sure of a heavy foot.




    Re­mo flat­tened him­self against the side of a build­ing. It was marked “Gen­er­al Store,”

    and Bauer was in­side. The foot­steps moved in one di­rec­tion and then an­oth­er, ex­plor­ing.

    At last they head­ed to­ward the street.




    And Re­mo was ready. Now. On­ly now.




    At the first quiver of the swing­ing doors, Re­mo burst through, kick­ing Bauer’s weapon

    clear.




    Bauer hit with­out hes­ita­tion. He dug his fist di­rect­ly in­to Re­mo’s shoul­der wound.

    Re­mo screamed and reeled back­ward. Bauer came af­ter him, de­liv­er­ing a pow­er­ful kick

    be­tween Re­mo’s legs. As Re­mo dou­bled over in pain, Bauer picked the Colt off the ground and

    saun­tered calm­ly over to where Re­mo lay.




    “You know what I’m go­ing to do?” he asked soft­ly. His lips were curved in a ma­li­cious

    smile. “First, I’m go­ing to shoot you– not kill you, Williams, just air-​con­di­tion you a

    lit­tle.” His eyes shone. “And then I’m go­ing to put up a wire.” He stretched the word out

    un­til it seemed to pull with it a thou­sand night­mare mem­ories. “Re­mem­ber the wire,

    Williams?” He stepped back a pace and cocked the safe­ty.




    Now… on­ly now… noth­ing else….




    “I re­mem­ber,” Re­mo said, too qui­et­ly to hear. And the gun fired, but Re­mo was not

    there, and the next mo­ment Bauer’s face twist­ed in sur­prise as a foot came out of nowhere

    and sent him crash­ing against a post that splin­tered and broke un­der his weight.




    Then Re­mo was on him, drag­ging him back in­to the street, shov­ing him to the ground, his

    fin­gers wound around Bauer’s thick, cord­ed neck.




    “Don’t,” Bauer gur­gled. “It isn’t–“




    “Where’s Quantril?”




    Spit­tle oozed out of the com­ers of Bauer’s mouth. “The sa­loon.” His bulging eyes looked

    at Re­mo ex­pec­tant­ly, but the pres­sure around his neck did not lessen. “Be fair,” he

    plead­ed. “Re­mem­ber…”




    “I do,” Re­mo said soft­ly. “That’s the trou­ble.” His fin­ger­tips met.




    “Chi­un?” Re­mo whis­pered. There was no an­swer.




    Leav­ing Bauer’s body on the street, he walked the block to the Bay­ersville sa­loon. As he

    neared it, he heard tin­kling mu­sic from the play­er pi­ano and the sound of voic­es.




    The sa­loon was lit with col­ored gaslights. Re­mo stopped short in the door­way for a

    mo­ment, be­cause the place seemed to be filled with peo­ple. Volup­tuous girls, their hair

    piled on their heads, their long dress­es lift­ed to the an­kle to re­veal high-​but­ton shoes,

    danced with beard­ed, burly men in an­tique suits. But he saw quick­ly that the peo­ple were

    on­ly im­ages pro­ject­ed on the sa­loon’s walls. The place was emp­ty ex­cept for one man

    seat­ed alone at a ta­ble near the stair­way in the back.




    “Quantril?” Re­mo said, ap­proach­ing him.




    The man nod­ded el­egant­ly. “I re­al­ly nev­er thought you’d get this far,” he said.

    “You’re quite a re­mark­able man.”




    “Where’s Chi­un?”




    “Who? Oh, your Ori­en­tal friend. He’s fine.”




    “I didn’t ask how he is. I want to know where.”




    Quantril ig­nored him. He spread his arms in a ges­ture en­com­pass­ing the room. “How do

    you like my town, Mr. Williams?”




    “I can think of places I’d rather be.”




    “The sa­loon is one of Dream Date’s most pop­ular fan­ta­sy set­tings.”




    “Dream Date’s his­to­ry, Quantril.”




    “Non­sense.”




    “There’s a mat­ter of a cou­ple of hun­dred wom­en you kept as pris­on­ers against their

    will.”




    Quantril shook his head like an in­dul­gent fa­ther ad­dress­ing a child. “That can’t be

    linked to me. It was Deke Bauer’s op­er­ation. He’s dead, I pre­sume.”




    “That’s right.”




    “Ex­cel­lent. You spared me the both­er.”




    “You boo­by-​trapped your own build­ing.”




    “That’s what you say. But from the ev­idence, it looks like you and your an­cient friend

    broke in, killed three se­cu­ri­ty guards, and then set the pent­house on fire, de­stroy­ing

    all my records. They were in the com­put­er.” He burst in­to laugh­ter. “If the po­lice want

    any­one, it’ll be you.”




    Re­mo ex­haled nois­ily. Quantril was ex­act­ly the kind of crim­inal CURE had been de­vised

    to stop. The law couldn’t touch him. Re­mo could. But not un­til he had found Chi­un.




    “What about the guy who led us here? You left him for dead. Do you think he won’t talk?”




    “Wal­ly Don­ner? Don’t make me laugh. He’s got a crim­inal record a mile long. A

    psy­cho­path­ic killer. The minute he shows his face, he’ll be es­cort­ed to a psy­chi­atric

    ward.”




    “Wal­ly Don­ner, is it?” Re­mo bright­ened. At least he had a name now. But he’d have to try

    a bluff.




    He shrugged. “Well, it looks like you’ve got the rap beat­en, Quantril. No­body’ll ar­rest

    you.”




    “Thank you.”




    “Be­cause I’m go­ing to kill you first.”




    “Not so fast,” Quantril said, smil­ing. “There’s one small mat­ter. You see, through the

    years I’ve made a sort of hob­by of ex­plo­sives. Keeps my fin­gers busy. This is one of the

    places I prac­ticed on.”




    Re­mo felt his skin tight­en­ing.




    “In fact, I’ve rigged the en­tire town of Bay­ersville to blow up like a rock­et in…” He

    checked his watch. “Six­ty sec­onds.”




    “I don’t think so,” Re­mo said. “You don’t look like the sui­ci­dal type.”




    “Oh, I’m not plan­ning to die. It would ru­in my plans for the fu­ture. You on­ly

    in­ter­rupt­ed them. You haven’t re­al­ly changed a thing.”




    Re­mo could hear his in­ter­nal clock tick­ing away the sec­onds. “Where’s Chi­un?” he

    de­mand­ed.




    “I’ll give him to you. All I ask of you in re­turn is a head start.”




    “What about this so-​called bomb?”




    “I’ll de­ac­ti­vate it as soon as you say yes.”




    Re­mo thought about it. “You’re ly­ing,” he said.




    “Eleven sec­onds, Mr. Williams. Ten. Nine. Eight…”




    He couldn’t take the chance. “All right.”




    “A wise de­ci­sion,” Quantril said. He took a key from his pock­et, in­sert­ed it in a small

    box in the wall by the stair­way, and turned it. The pro­ject­ed im­ages fad­ed from the walls.

    The tin­kling mu­sic stopped. Quantril climbed the stairs.




    “How about your part of the deal?” Re­mo called.




    “Be­hold,” Quantril said from the dark­ness of the stair­way. A pan­el in the far wall slid

    open to re­veal the old Ori­en­tal, gagged and tied to a chair.




    “Chi­un!”




    Above, a he­li­copter whirred to life.




    The Ko­re­an burst out of his bonds in a fren­zy. “Fool! You let him go!”




    “He was go­ing to blow the place up, and you with it,” Re­mo ex­plained.




    Chi­un shot him a black look. “You are even more ig­no­rant than I thought,” he said as he

    raced to­ward the stairs. “Do you think a piece of twine can hold the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?”




    “It sure looked that way,” Re­mo said, fol­low­ing.




    “Id­iot. I on­ly let that per­fumed fop tie me up so that he would stop that in­fer­nal

    mu­sic. We must hur­ry. Faster, Re­mo.”




    “There’s no way we can catch that chop­per, Chi­un. We’ll just have to track Quantril

    down–“




    “Where? In Par­adise?”




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    Chi­un sighed. “Like all crim­inals, he felt the need to boast. So while I per­mit­ted him

    to tie me up, I lis­tened to his prat­tle. I want­ed to know if there were oth­ers. The bomb

    was not ac­ti­vat­ed when you came in.”




    The stairs led up­ward to a trap­door. Re­mo left it open as he climbed on­to the roof. “So

    he’s a liar,” he said. Quantril’s he­li­copter was be­gin­ning to lift off.




    “Yes. It was ac­ti­vat­ed when he turned off the movie pic­tures.”




    “The… oh, God.”




    Re­mo lunged for the he­li­copter, hook­ing his arm around the rud­ders. “Jump!” he yelled

    as the ma­chine lift­ed him in­to the air. “Chi­un, jump!”




    Som­er­sault­ing up­ward, Re­mo kicked open the he­li­copter door. Miles Quantril’s

    el­egance de­sert­ed him as Re­mo pulled him out of the pi­lot’s seat and dan­gled him from the

    open door.




    “You can’t do this!” he screamed. “I’m Miles Quantril! This is bar­bar­ic!”




    “That’s the biz, sweet­heart,” Re­mo said as he dropped him.




    Quantril made a per­fect one-​point dive in­to the open trap­door on the roof of the

    sa­loon. Re­mo jumped a mo­ment lat­er, twist­ing as he fell so that he land­ed in the weeds

    next to Chi­un be­hind Bay­ersville’s one street.




    The he­li­copter, now aban­doned, ca­reened down­ward, its en­gine stalled. It hit the

    ground with a boom, then ex­plod­ed in­to flame.




    “If there re­al­ly is a bomb, it’ll go now,” Re­mo said. “We’d bet­ter get as far away as we

    can.”




    The two of them dashed at top speed to­ward the dis­tant hills. They just made it past the

    weath­er-​beat­en sign an­nounc­ing Bay­ersville when the ex­plo­sion came.




    The very earth seemed to crack open with an ear­split­ting roar as ev­ery build­ing in the

    de­sert­ed vil­lage blew apart in a Tech­ni­col­or spec­ta­cle of de­struc­tion.




    Some­thing in­side Re­mo hurt more than the wound in his shoul­der while he watched the old

    fa­mil­iar movie set­ting col­lapse and dis­ap­pear in a sea of flame.




    It nev­er re­al­ly ex­ist­ed, he told him­self. Red Ry­der and John Wayne had on­ly been in

    movies, and their ad­ven­tures were no more than a harm­less way for an or­phan­age full of

    lone­ly kids to pass the time. But part of Re­mo still re­mem­bered the heroes who once rode

    down the town’s sin­gle dusty street on their mag­nif­icent steeds to set things right and make

    the world fine again, and that part of him ached.




    “Let’s go,” he mum­bled, feel­ing old. There was noth­ing more to be seen in Bay­ersville.

    When the fires set­tled, he knew, noth­ing would re­main of it ex­cept a few charred bits of

    stone and wood, along with the fad­ing, splen­did ghosts from its past.


  




  

    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




    Wal­ly Don­ner stag­gered out of the bar, leaned against a parked car, and threw up in the

    gut­ter. His head was reel­ing and his stom­ach churned from the two dozen Scotch­es he’d

    con­sumed in the sleazy Mex­ico City bar where he’d spent the past five hours. There was a

    bit­ter af­ter­taste in his throat, and his tem­ples throbbed rhyth­mi­cal­ly, as if a tiny

    mari­achi band were play­ing in­side his head.




    The hor­ri­ble part of it was that the band was play­ing Mex­ican mu­sic. It was bad enough

    to have to lis­ten to strum­ming gui­tars and mara­cas in ev­ery com­er of this god­for­sak­en

    place, but now even his own mind was be­tray­ing him.




    Don­ner grit­ted his teeth and wiped the crust of vom­it from his mouth with the back of his

    hand. He hat­ed Mex­ican mu­sic. He hat­ed Mex­ican food. He hat­ed som­breros and san­dals

    made out of used tires. But most of all, he hat­ed Mex­ico, which was where he was go­ing to

    have to live for the next few years if he want­ed to avoid a long stretch in a state

    pen­iten­tiary.




    “Get back to the ho­tel room,” he com­mand­ed him­self. But it was so damn hard to think

    with that band play­ing in his head. He drew a deep breath and stag­gered out in­to the street.

    He could see his shiny new van parked on the oth­er side of it.




    Don­ner was al­most there when the old Ford turned the cor­ner and sent him fly­ing in­to

    traf­fic. In the split sec­ond be­fore death took him, he saw the tiny Vir­gin Mary on the

    dash­board flanked by two tiny flags.




    “Mex­ico,” he screamed.




    Sud­den­ly the dance band stopped play­ing.




    Re­mo, Chi­un, and Harold W. Smith sat at a can­dlelit ta­ble in one of San­ta Fe’s best

    restau­rants.




    “We’re here un­der the name of Hossen­feck­er,” Smith said with his usu­al para­noia.




    “Ah. Very good, Em­per­or. It is so much less con­spic­uous than ‘Smith.’”




    Smith rus­tled the pa­pers in front of him. “It was my moth­er’s name,” he mum­bled. “At any

    rate, I have the in­for­ma­tion you asked for.” He cleared his throat. “Wal­ly, a.k.a. José

    Don­ner. Re­cent­ly de­ceased in Mex­ico City.”




    “What?” Re­mo asked, in­cred­ulous.




    “Au­to­mo­bile ac­ci­dent. He had in his pos­ses­sion a Ruger Black­hawk that match­es the

    bul­lets found in the bod­ies scat­tered over the mesa. Er, good work, both of you.”




    “A car ac­cid–“




    “It was noth­ing,” Chi­un said hasti­ly, kick­ing Re­mo un­der the ta­ble. “When for­tune

    comes your way, ac­cept it,” he added in Ko­re­an.




    “I beg your par­don?” Smith asked.




    “A lit­tle in­di­ges­tion. Em­per­or,” Chi­un said sweet­ly.




    “Oh. Well, the sec­ond per­son you want­ed to know about, this Samuel P. Wolf­shy…”




    “Go on,” Re­mo said.




    Smith made a face. “I’m not sure he’s the right man. The in­for­ma­tion on him was very

    scanty. Ac­cord­ing to my records, this per­son has nev­er worked.”




    “That’s him..”




    Chi­un leaned for­ward ea­ger­ly. “Yes. Do tell what has be­come of our young brave.”




    This time Re­mo kicked Chi­un. “Not that we know him, Smit­ty. He nev­er saw us. Af­ter all,

    we don’t leave wit­ness­es.”




    “I should hope not,” Smith said. “Well, it seems Mr. Wolf­shy en­coun­tered some good

    for­tune.”




    “Hey, great,” Re­mo said.




    Smith slapped down his pa­pers. “He was just a by­stander, wasn’t he? The state­ment he gave

    to the po­lice said that he ar­rived at the monastery af­ter ev­ery­thing had al­ready been

    set­tled, and that he was shot ac­ci­den­tal­ly while pick­ing up an aban­doned firearm.”




    “Right,” Re­mo said. “Ab­so­lute­ly.”




    Smith shot him a sus­pi­cious look. “Then why are you so in­ter­est­ed in him?”




    “I saw his pic­ture in the pa­per,” Re­mo said glibly. “He looked like he might be a

    dis­tant cousin of mine.”




    Smith’s eyes nar­rowed, but he let it pass. “Very well,” he said. “Af­ter this Wolf­shy

    re­cov­ered from his wound, he mar­ried a wom­an named Con­suela Madera in Las Ve­gas. Two days

    af­ter the wed­ding, he ap­par­ent­ly bor­rowed a quar­ter from the door­man of a down­town

    casi­no, put it in a slot ma­chine, and won ap­prox­imate­ly one point nine mil­lion

    dol­lars.”




    Re­mo’s face went blank. “What?”




    “Right now he’s mak­ing in­quiries about start­ing a bank on an In­di­an reser­va­tion. The

    Kan­ton Sav­ings and Loan.”




    He fold­ed his pa­pers, then care­ful­ly burned them in the ash­tray. “Any­thing else?”




    “I’ll be damned,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un gasped, jerk­ing his chair back­ward and clutch­ing at his heart.




    Re­mo jumped up. “Chi­un! Are you–“




    “It is she!” He point­ed a trem­bling fin­ger to­ward the en­trance, where a ma­tron­ly

    look­ing blond wom­an wear­ing a fur coat en­tered. “Mona Madri­gal!” He pulled him­self to his

    feet. “Thank you, most kind and gra­cious Em­per­or,” he said for­mal­ly.




    Smith stared at the old man above his steel-​rimmed spec­ta­cles. “Er… think noth­ing of

    it,” he said.




    When Chi­un had waft­ed away to­ward the husky wom­an, Smith turned to Re­mo. “Who is this

    Mona Madri­gal?”




    “A wom­an Chi­un thinks you gave him.”




    Chi­un was ec­stat­ic as he bowed to the ac­tress. The fates had de­creed their meet­ing,

    and thus did it hap­pen. “It is I,” he an­nounced in a cheer­ful singsong.




    “Step aside, shorty,” Mona an­swered in a deep whiskey voice.




    Chi­un looked around him. Who­ev­er “shorty” was, he had ap­par­ent­ly beat a hasty

    re­treat. “Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, of­fers you the trib­ute of his ado­ra­tion.”




    “No kid­din’.” She waved over his head. “Hey, Walt! Walt!”




    The maitre d’ came rush­ing over. “Yes, madame?”




    She cocked her head to­ward Chi­un. “Do me a fa­vor, hon, and give this bum the rush.”




    The tuxe­doed gen­tle­man glared at Chi­un. “Sir, per­haps you’re want­ed at your

    ta­ble.”




    “Oh, it’s quite all right. They’ll wait,” Chi­un said af­fa­bly. “Miss Madri­gal, I gaze at

    your coun­te­nance each day on ‘As the Plan­et Re­volves.’”




    She burst in­to stri­dent laugh­ter. “What? That piece of shit? They wouldn’t let me show so

    much as one tit on that show. It al­most wrecked my ca­reer.”




    Chi­un stepped back, his mouth gap­ing. “I… I…”




    “Am­scray, Pops,” she said, el­bow­ing her way past him.




    The old Ori­en­tal stood where he was for a long mo­ment, his white hair droop­ing like a

    melt­ing ice cream cone. Then, tak­ing a deep breath, he came qui­et­ly back to the ta­ble.




    Re­mo hurt for him. “I’m sor­ry. Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he said.




    Chi­un shrugged. “It was a dis­ap­point­ment, but the world can be a thought­less

    place.”




    “That’s the spir­it,” Re­mo said, pat­ting him on the back.




    “How­ev­er, I must write to Miss Madri­gal im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “Af­ter that? What for?”




    “To tell her that there is in her very city a vile, coarse wom­an at­tempt­ing to

    im­per­son­ate her, of course.”




    “What?”




    Chi­un bent low over the ta­ble and whis­pered, “Ob­vi­ous­ly that wom­an is in the ser­vice

    of some for­eign pow­er de­ter­mined to shat­ter my seren­ity and sour my dis­po­si­tion.”




    Re­mo stared at him for a mo­ment, blink­ing. “Ob­vi­ous­ly,” he said at last.




    “It may be a con­spir­acy. Per­haps you would like to look in­to the mat­ter your­self,

    Em­per­or.”




    Harold Smith choked on his wa­ter. “Er… yes. That is, I’ll see what I can do.”




    The old man grinned with sat­is­fac­tion as he picked up his cup of tea and sipped it. “It

    is a good feel­ing,” he said, “to as­so­ciate with rea­son­able men.”
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