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    Chapter One




    He wouldn’t take a tip for help­ing her home from the air­port. No, not even a nice frost­ed

    piece of yel­low cake or even a cup of tea from the old wom­an.




    All he want­ed was to put a pale yel­low cloth around her neck, and he wouldn’t take no for

    an an­swer. He al­so wouldn’t stop tight­en­ing it.




    The Chica­go po­lice found her body in the morn­ing. Her bags had not been un­packed. A

    homi­cide de­tec­tive thought he rec­og­nized a pat­tern he had seen be­fore, and he thought he

    had read about an­oth­er death like that in Om­aha: a trav­el­er found stran­gled to death with

    the lug­gage still packed.




    The de­tec­tive checked with the FBI clear­ing­house in Wash­ing­ton to see if this might be

    some sort of pat­tern. “The dead wom­an had a tick­et with just Folks Air­lines?” asked the FBI

    voice from Wash­ing­ton.




    “Yes, she did.”




    “She met some­one on the plane? A nice young per­son, per­haps?”




    “We don’t know that yet,” the de­tec­tive said.




    “You will soon enough,” the FBI voice an­swered.




    “So there is an M.O.,” said the de­tec­tive, re­fer­ring to a repet­itive crime

    pat­tern.




    “Like a clock tick­ing,” replied the FBI agent.




    “A na­tion­al pat­tern? Or just here?”




    “Na­tion­al. She was the hun­dred and third.”




    “A hun­dred and three peo­ple stran­gled?” asked the de­tec­tive. His voice rose in hor­ror

    as he imag­ined that old wom­an back in her picked-​clean apart­ment, her purse open, her

    fur­ni­ture ri­fled. More than a hun­dred, just like that? Im­pos­si­ble, he thought. “But this

    one was al­so robbed,” he said.




    “So were all hun­dred and three oth­ers,” the FBI agent said.




    Num­ber 104.




    Al­bert Birn­baum was in sev­enth heav­en. He had found some­one who was not on­ly will­ing

    to lis­ten to the prob­lems of sell­ing re­tail hard­ware but was ac­tu­al­ly en­thralled.




    His late wife, Ethel, may she rest in peace, used to say: “Al, no­body cares about the

    markup on a three-​quar­ter-​inch screw.”




    “That markup gave you Mi­ami Beach ev­ery year for two weeks dur­ing the win­ter, and-“




    “And the ranch house in Garfield Heights and the ed­uca­tions for the chil­dren and those

    charge ac­counts. I’ve heard it, but no­body else wants to hear it. Not even once do they want

    to hear it. Al­bert, pre­cious, sweet­heart, loved one, a three-​quar­ter-​inch screw lacks

    glam­our.”




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, she did not live to see the day that she would be proved wrong. Be­cause

    Al­bert Birn­baum had found a young wom­an, a beau­ti­ful young thing with pink cheeks and

    yel­low hair and in­no­cent blue eyes, and a lit­tle shik­sa nose and she was fas­ci­nat­ed

    about hard­ware markup. Tru­ly fas­ci­nat­ed.




    Al­bert had thought for a mo­ment that she might be af­ter his body. But he knew his body,

    and what he knew about it was that no one as good-​look­ing as this love­ly young thing would

    have to lis­ten to hard­ware sto­ries to get it, if she even want­ed it in the first place

    al­ready.




    She had the ad­ja­cent seat on the just Folks Air­lines flight to Dal­las. She had asked him

    if he were com­fort­able. He had said he was, con­sid­er­ing that this was an econ­omy fare.

    For a re­duced rate, he said, it was a won­der­ful flight. How­ev­er, she could keep the

    sand­wich and can­dy bar they had tried to hand out at lunch. “Cheap planes serve cheap food

    and it’ll rot your stom­ach.”




    “Isn’t that ev­er so?” she said. “You re­al­ly have such a phi­los­ophy of life. Even

    some­thing like a flight, Mr. Birn­baum, you turn in­to an ob­ject les­son of com­par­ative

    val­ues.”




    “Lis­ten, I don’t need big words,” he said. “Life is life, right?”




    “So well put, Mr. Birn­baum. That’s just what I mean. Life is life. It has majesty. It

    rings.”




    “You’re putting me on,” said Al Birn­baum. The seat was pinch­ing his hips. But the way he

    looked at it, ev­ery­thing but a first-​class seat pinched his hips nowa­days. And he wasn’t

    go­ing to pay five hun­dred dol­lars ex­tra not to get a pinched hip. He didn’t men­tion this.

    The girl couldn’t see the few ex­tra pounds he was car­ry­ing around, as long as he was

    sit­ting down, so why men­tion it, right? And as pret­ty as she was, she was al­lowed to

    ex­ag­ger­ate a lit­tle bit -about his phi­los­ophy of life be­ing so won­der­ful.




    But when he talked hard­ware and she re­al­ly lis­tened, Al Birn­baum re­al­ized he had

    found some­one who would not lie. You did not keep those big blue eyes trans­fixed on the

    speak­er, with­out hon­est­ly car­ing, not when you were able to say:




    “You mean a lit­tle three-​quar­ter-​inch screw is the back­bone of hard­ware-​store

    prof­its? The ones I used to apol­ogize for, buy­ing just a few and wast­ing the clerk’s time?

    Those screws?” she said.




    “Those screws, those nails, those wash­ers,” Al Birn­baum said. “They’re the gold of

    hard­ware. A six­ty-​maybe six­ty-​five-​per­cent markup on ev­ery one of them, and next year

    they won’t go out of style or be re­placed, but the price’ll go up. The screw and the nail are

    the back­bone of the busi­ness.”




    “Not the big ap­pli­ance? That’s not your big mon­ey­mak­er?”




    “God should nev­er have in­vent­ed them,” said Al Birn­baum. “You take some

    six-​hun­dred-​dol­lar-​tick­et item, they see a scratch on it, they don’t want it. Back it

    goes. You put one out for dis­play, kiss it good-​bye, you sell it for junk. Then you’ve got

    your markup. How you go­ing to com­pete with a dis­count store? I saw a con­vec­tion oven at a

    dis­count house sell­ing for fifty-​sev­en cents over what I pur­chased it for whole­sale.”




    “My God,” gasped the girl, clutch­ing her breast.




    “Fifty-​sev­en cents,” said Al Birn­baum. “On a hun­dred-​and-​fifty-​dol­lar-​tick­et

    item.”




    The girl was close to tears hear­ing that. Al Birn­baum had found a won­der­ful young wom­an

    and his on­ly prob­lem was that he didn’t know a young man good enough for her. Which he told

    her.




    “Oh, Mr. Birn­baum, you’re too kind.”




    “No. You’re a very spe­cial young la­dy. I’m on­ly sor­ry I’m not young enough.”




    “Mr. Birn­baum, you’re just the sweet­est man I have ev­er met.”




    “C’mon,” said Al Birn­baum. “Don’t give me that.” But it was nice to think about.




    Lat­er on, when the girl had trou­ble get­ting her own bag­gage, Al Birn­baum of­fered to

    step in. Al Birn­baum wasn’t go­ing to leave a de­cent young girl strand­ed. He wouldn’t leave

    some­one he didn’t like strand­ed, so why should he leave this young girl who didn’t even have

    a way to get in­to Dal­las to vis­it her fi­ance? He hailed the cab. He rode in with her. He

    even said he would like to meet her boyfriend.




    “I wish you would. I know you’ll just love him, Mr. Birn­baum. He’s think­ing of go­ing

    in­to hard­ware too, and he could use ad­vice from some­one ex­pe­ri­enced.”




    “Tell him for me, it’s a hard busi­ness but an hon­est one.”




    “Oh, you should tell him. You know so much more about it.”




    “He’s got to watch out for buy­ing now. Amer­ican tools are get­ting killed by Ko­rea and

    Tai­wan.”




    “Please, not me. You tell him. You just can’t buy ex­pe­ri­ence like yours.”




    “Oh, you can buy it,” said Al Birn­baum. “It just won’t be any good.” He liked that.




    Her boyfriend lived in one of the city’s worst neigh­bor­hoods and the apart­ment had

    vir­tu­al­ly no fur­ni­ture. He won­dered how he might be able to of­fer them some help in

    get­ting a de­cent place to live. But he had to be care­ful. You didn’t just barge in on a nice

    young cou­ple like this and in­sult them by of­fer­ing to help with the rent.




    He sat on a sim­ple wood­en box un­der a bare light bulb, smelling old cof­fee grounds and a

    musti­ness as if the place hadn’t been cleaned in a year or two. Then he re­mem­bered that the

    door hadn’t re­quired a key. This was an aban­doned apart­ment. They had no place to live. He

    de­cid­ed he would have to help them.




    He heard a creak­ing of foot­steps be­hind him and he turned to see an­oth­er clean-​cut

    young man with a yel­low hand­ker­chief that he held by each end, spin­ning it in­to a pale

    yel­low rope.




    “Ex­cuse me,” the young man said. “Can I get this around your neck?”




    “Wha-” Al Birn­baum start­ed to say. He felt hands grab his legs, pulling him off the box,

    while oth­er hands grabbed his right wrist. It was the girl. She had thrown her en­tire body on

    his right hand, and his left was pinned be­hind him and the ro­pe­like pale yel­low

    hand­ker­chief was around his throat.




    The hand­ker­chief tight­ened. At first it just hurt, like some­thing cut­ting in­to his

    neck, and he thought: I can han­dle this for a while.




    He tried to twist away, but they seemed to twist with him. At his first try for air, that

    help­less try to breathe, he gave a vi­olent lunge and when no air would come in­to his body,

    he felt a sear­ing, des­per­ate lust for just one breath. For mer­cy’s sake, one breath. Give

    him one breath and he would give them any­thing.




    They were chant­ing. He was dy­ing and they were chant­ing. Strange sounds. Un-​En­glish

    sounds. Maybe he was too far gone to un­der­stand words? Al­ready that far gone?




    Dark­ness, dark­ness in the room, dark­ness in his skull, dark­ness in his con­vuls­ing,

    air-​des­per­ate body. And he heard very En­glish words.




    “She loves it.”




    And then, strange­ly, in the dark­ness, the deep dark­ness, there was no need for air, just

    a great peace up­on him with much light, and there was Ethel wait­ing for him and some­how he

    knew that now, at this time, she would nev­er tell him he bored her with talk about hard­ware.

    Nev­er again would she be bored. She was so hap­py to see him.




    Then he heard a voice, far off some­where, and it was a promise: “They will not get away

    with this, these play­ers with the gods of death.”




    But he didn’t care now in this place of light. He didn’t even have to tell any­one about

    hard­ware. He had for­ev­er to be ab­so­lute­ly hap­py.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    His name was Re­mo and they had not giv­en him the right breath­ing equip­ment. They were

    go­ing to kill him. He re­al­ized it even be­fore the div­ing boat pulled out from the

    Flamin­go Ho­tel in Bonaire, a flat jew­el of an is­land in the Nether­lands An­tilles.




    Dur­ing the win­ter, Amer­icans and Eu­ro­peans came here to es­cape the cold and dive in

    the turquoise wa­ters and watch the fish of the Caribbean reefs as the fish watched back.




    Tourism had been quite prof­itable to the is­land, and then some­one want­ed more prof­it.

    So Bonaire be­came a pump­ing sta­tion in the co­caine pipeline in­to the Unit­ed States, and

    there was so much mon­ey, peo­ple would kill to pro­tect it. Lo­cal po­lice had dis­ap­peared,

    Dutch in­ves­ti­ga­tors from Am­ster­dam had dis­ap­peared, but when Amer­ican as­sis­tance

    per­son­nel dis­ap­peared, Amer­ica told the An­til­lean gov­ern­ment that the Unit­ed States

    would take care of it in an­oth­er way.




    Then noth­ing seemed to hap­pen. No Amer­ican in­ves­ti­ga­tors came down. No

    in­tel­li­gence agents came down. And no one in Amer­ica seemed to know what on earth Amer­ica

    had promised. All any­one knew was that it would be tak­en care of.




    A high­ly placed Amer­ican as­sured the Bonaire gov­er­nor who was his friend:




    “I’ve seen things like this hap­pen be­fore. Usu­al­ly with the CIA, but some­times with the

    FBI or the Se­cret Ser­vice. It’s usu­al­ly some­thing at cri­sis lev­el and noth­ing seems to

    work. Then some­body says: Stop ev­ery­thing, for­get it. It will be tak­en care of.”




    “And then what hap­pens?” asked the Bonaire gov­er­nor, his voice a stew of Dutch and

    En­glish ac­cents on a stock base of African di­alects.




    “It re­al­ly gets tak­en care of.”




    “By whom?”




    “I don’t know.”




    “An agen­cy?”




    “I re­al­ly don’t know.”




    “It must be some­thing,” the gov­er­nor said.




    “I don’t think it is like any­thing we know of.”




    “Then what is it?” the gov­er­nor in­sist­ed.




    “I heard of some­body who once had an idea what it was,” said the high­ly placed

    Amer­ican.




    “Yes?” asked the gov­er­nor.




    “That’s it,” said the Amer­ican.




    “That’s it? You just heard of some­one who pos­si­bly knew what Amer­ica was us­ing to solve

    its un­solv­able crises and then noth­ing more? Who was he?”




    “I’m not sure. I just heard,” the Amer­ican said.




    “Why didn’t you try to find out?” the gov­er­nor asked.




    “Be­cause I heard that they found a fin­ger of his on one con­ti­nent and a thumb on

    an­oth­er. They didn’t match prints when they found him, they matched fin­gers.”




    “Be­cause he knew?” the gov­er­nor said.




    “I think- I’m not cer­tain- that he was try­ing to find out who or what this thing was.”




    “Not cer­tain, eh?” said the Bonaire gov­er­nor, a bit ex­as­per­at­ed at the Amer­ican who

    knew so lit­tle about what he was talk­ing about. “You don’t know who. You don’t know what.

    Would you please be so em­inent­ly kind as to tell me just what you do know?”




    “I know that if Amer­ica says it’s go­ing to do some­thing to solve your prob­lems, your

    prob­lems are solved.”




    “Any­thing else?”




    “Watch out for the falling bod­ies.”




    “We don’t have any heights here,” the gov­er­nor said.




    “Then watch where you step.”




    Noth­ing un­usu­al had hap­pened. The usu­al tourists came down for the usu­al sum­mer

    va­ca­tion sea­son, and no one no­ticed an­oth­er white skin, a man around six feet tall with

    high cheek­bones, death-​dark eyes, and thick wrists. They might have no­ticed that in the

    three days he was there he ate on­ly once and that was a bowl of un­sea­soned rice.




    Some­one did no­tice that he re­fused tan­ning lo­tion to pro­tect his white skin. They were

    sure he was go­ing to end up in the hos­pi­tal, the col­or of rasp­ber­ry so­da. But no mat­ter

    how long he stayed in the sun with his skin ex­posed, he did not burn, nor did he tan, and

    ev­ery­one was sure this man had some sun-​block­ing lo­tion, al­though no one had ev­er seen

    him use it and it cer­tain­ly was in­vis­ible.




    One clean­ing wom­an who prac­ticed the old re­li­gion, hon­or­ing African gods as well as

    the Lord Je­sus, want­ed to see what this lo­tion was, this lo­tion that did not glis­ten in

    the sun and did not look like cold cream lath­ered thick on a porce­lain-​white body. So she

    tried to touch him with a fin­ger to see what it was that kept that white skin safe. Lat­er,

    she would swear that she could not touch him. Ev­ery time she reached out a fin­ger to­ward his

    body, the skin it­self moved, the flesh pulling back away from her touch.




    She had the voodoo and she knew the spells and she knew her prophe­cy and she warned all

    those who would lis­ten that no one would be harmed if they did not seek to do the white man

    harm. She said he had the pow­er.




    But since she was, af­ter all, on­ly a clean­ing la­dy in the ho­tel, rich­er and more

    pow­er­ful men did not lis­ten to her. They were sure, with­in a day, who that man was. Some

    sort of Amer­ican agent set­ting up some sort of raid. He went to the old slave huts on the

    wind­ward side of the is­land to try to set up a deal too large to be trust­ed. He asked

    ques­tions that deal­ers wouldn’t ask. He vir­tu­al­ly set him­self up to be killed. Peo­ple

    who could make a mil­lion dol­lars in a week cer­tain­ly were not go­ing to lis­ten to a

    warn­ing of a wom­an who cleaned rooms not to harm him. They were go­ing to harm him. And when

    he signed up to take the div­ing ex­cur­sion, they knew how they were go­ing to harm him.




    Re­mo leaned against the rail­ing of the boat, glanc­ing once at the yel­low air tanks set

    up like huge wine bot­tles in a wood­en rack. One of them was sup­posed to kill him. He did not

    know how it was sup­posed to be done and he might not even un­der­stand if some­one tried to

    ex­plain it to him. Me­chan­ical things al­ways seemed to go wrong, and it had got­ten worse

    with the years.




    But he did know one of those tanks could kill. He knew it by the way the div­ing

    in­struc­tor had set it down in­to the rack. He had been taught to know this, in a learn­ing so

    deep that he could not imag­ine not know­ing it.




    The div­ing in­struc­tor had set the heavy tank down the same way he had low­ered the oth­er

    fif­teen tanks of air. Knees bent, arms close to his body, and, ker­plunk, met­al tank bang­ing

    down on­to wood­en rack. So what was dif­fer­ent?




    How did Re­mo know that the third tank from the right con­tained death? How did he know that

    the very loud div­er from In­di­ana, who said he was part of a div­ing club, had nev­er used

    that div­ing knife he kept wav­ing about? Was it that the man talked too much about “how to

    dis­en­gage from an oc­to­pus”? Was rapid, loud talk the tip-​off? Was that how Re­mo knew?




    No. Oth­ers talked like the man who said he was from In­di­ana, and Re­mo knew that they had

    used their knives in div­ing. Re­mo thought about it and fi­nal­ly re­al­ized, there on that

    boat in the Caribbean sun, that he no longer knew how he knew some things. His train­ing had

    been that good. And if it hadn’t, if he had need­ed to think about such things, then per­haps

    he would not be alive to­day.




    The two who would kill him were on op­po­site ends of the boat, one up front with the

    cap­tain, the oth­er at the div­ing plat­form in the rear, mak­ing jokes with a young wom­an

    who was try­ing to se­duce him. They mo­tored for twen­ty min­utes, un­til they came to an

    is­land even flat­ter than the one they had just left.




    “We are now at Lit­tle Bonaire, the best div­ing is­land in the world. The fish you are

    about to see rep­re­sent the high­est con­cen­tra­tion of reef fish found any­where,”

    an­nounced the dive in­struc­tor. He men­tioned that there was a pair of gi­ant French

    an­gelfish that would eat from the hands of divers. He warned about moray eels. He had seen

    them many times, and one of them was even named Joseph.




    “But he doesn’t an­swer to his name,” the in­struc­tor said with a laugh. Re­mo laughed too.

    He laughed while look­ing at the man in the rear of the boat, who was al­so laugh­ing. The man

    had a big gold tooth right in the front of his mouth and he was look­ing at Re­mo.




    The div­ing in­struc­tor, on the oth­er hand, did not look at Re­mo. Thus, Re­mo thought,

    men dif­fered in the way they ap­proached their vic­tims.




    The div­ing in­struc­tor was sure to give Re­mo the third tank from the right. Re­mo let

    them strap it on and lis­tened to all the talk of how to op­er­ate the air-​de­mand valve,

    as­sured them he had done this be­fore, which he had, but did not men­tion that he had

    for­got­ten all of it. None of it mat­tered.




    With the tank on his back and flip­pers on his feet, he put the mouth­piece in his teeth and

    dropped in­to the glass-​clear wa­ters of the Caribbean. He al­lowed him­self to sink, down as

    far as a man, then a sto­ry down, then a frame house down. Ten sto­ries down in­to the deep

    ravine, he snapped the air hose to let air slip from the tank in gob­let-​size bub­bles to

    im­itate the breath­ing of a man. They rose like slow white bal­loons to­ward the great

    sil­ver-​white cov­er­ing of air above him.




    The oth­er divers fol­lowed, more slow­ly, check­ing their gauges, equal­iz­ing the air

    pres­sure in­side their lungs with the wa­ter pres­sure out­side their bod­ies, count­ing on

    gauges and di­als to do what Re­mo let his body do bet­ter. Man had come from the sea, and

    blood was ba­si­cal­ly sea­wa­ter. Re­mo felt his pulse lev­el drop as he let his body at­tune

    it­self to the sea, feel­ing a har­mo­ny in a thin body a hun­dred feet be­neath the sea, still

    as a cave shark: part of the sea, not just in it.




    Two yel­low fish swam up to this strange crea­ture who moved as if he be­longed here, and

    then swam away as if con­ced­ing that he did. Re­mo saw them quiver as they passed through his

    air bub­bles. Then they con­vulsed in crazy cir­cles and float­ed up, out of con­trol, to the

    sur­face.




    The air tanks held poi­son gas, he re­al­ized. Giv­en that, he should be dead by now, so he

    let his arms float loose­ly, opened his mouth to re­lease the breath­ing de­vice, and float­ed

    like a corpse, slow­ly up to­ward the sur­face like the two yel­low fish.




    His two killers grabbed his wrists, as if as­sist­ing him, but slow­ly they stopped his

    as­cent and then tugged him down with them, eleven sto­ries, thir­teen, six­teen, al­most two

    hun­dred feet down, where the sur­face was just a mem­ory in the hazy dark­ness of this

    cloud­ed world.




    They tugged him to a dark open­ing in a vol­canic hole, wide as a door and tall as a

    dog­house, and pushed him through. They fol­lowed to make sure he got through all the way, then

    pushed him up­ward in dark wa­ters bro­ken by sud­den sharp lights from their flash­lights.




    Re­mo heard the wa­ter break and felt the wa­ter drain from his body. It must be an

    un­der­wa­ter cave with a trapped pock­et of air, he re­al­ized. The two men pushed his body

    along on a rocky ledge, but they did not take off their scu­ba mouth­pieces while do­ing it.

    Re­mo re­al­ized why. He could feel it on his skin. There was death here, rot­ting hu­man

    bod­ies in a cave be­neath the sea, a stench like sour soup. He con­tin­ued to hold his

    breath.




    This was where all the bod­ies that dis­ap­peared from Bonaire went. This was where the dope

    smug­glers put them. One of the divers’ flash­lights shone on a pile of bales in dark blue

    plas­tic, all of them sealed tight. Those were the drugs. The drug store­house was in the body

    store­house.




    They left Re­mo’s body on the ledge, food for the fish and the eels, and took one of the

    blue bags of drugs. But as they were about to leave, they felt some­thing on their wrists.




    Re­mo had them.




    Be­fore they could slip back un­der the wa­ter to ex­it from the cave, they heard Re­mo say:

    “Sor­ry, boys. Not just yet.”




    In shock, the man with the gold tooth opened his mouth. His mouth­piece dropped out and he

    tried to breathe with­out it but caught a lung­ful of stench with­out much oxy­gen. He gagged

    and vom­it­ed and tried to breathe, then reached un­der the wa­ter for his ar­ti­fi­cial air.

    Re­mo helped push him un­der. The rapid bub­bling showed the he hadn’t found his mouth­piece.

    Soon there was no more bub­bling.




    Re­mo said, very soft­ly, to the div­ing in­struc­tor’s two fear-​widened eyes, vis­ible

    through his mask, “You and I have a prob­lem. Do you agree?”




    The mask nod­ded with in­cred­ible sin­cer­ity, es­pe­cial­ly af­ter Re­mo tight­ened his

    grip on the man’s wrist.




    “You see, my prob­lem is if I stay here, I get bored,” Re­mo said as he threw off the tank

    with the poi­son gas in it. “Your prob­lem’s dif­fer­ent,” he said. “You stay here and you get

    dead.”




    The in­struc­tor nod­ded again. Sud­den­ly a knife flashed out from his leg sheath. Re­mo

    caught it eas­ily, like a very thin Fris­bee, and flipped it over on­to the rock ledge, where

    it would not again in­ter­rupt their con­ver­sa­tion.




    “So how do we solve our prob­lems?” Re­mo asked. “Your life and my bore­dom?”




    The div­er shook his head, in­di­cat­ing he did not know. He nois­ily sucked the air from

    his mouth­piece. “I have a so­lu­tion,” Re­mo said, rais­ing a fore­fin­ger in the air for

    em­pha­sis. “You tell me your em­ploy­er.” Tears formed in­side the div­er’s mask. The sound of

    his breath­ing be­came loud­er.




    “You’re afraid he’ll kill you?”




    The man nod­ded.




    “I will kill him. If I kill him, he will not kill you.” The div­er made a mo­tion with his

    hand that could in­di­cate many things.




    “Is that one or two syl­la­bles?” Re­mo asked. “Sounds like … ?”




    The div­er point­ed in de­spair.




    “You’ll tell me ev­ery­thing on the sur­face?”




    The div­er nod­ded.




    “And you will be a wit­ness against the sur­vivors?”




    The div­er nod­ded again.




    “Then let’s get out of here. This place has noth­ing to rec­om­mend it. It’s even more

    bor­ing than the is­land.” Back on the boat, it looked as if the div­ing in­struc­tor had

    res­cued Re­mo by shar­ing his mouth­piece and air af­ter Re­mo had lost his tanks. Re­mo did

    noth­ing to change any­one’s opin­ion, but af­ter they left the cruise boat, they went down to

    the beach for a nice qui­et chat.




    The div­er’s em­ploy­er was in Cu­ra­cao, a neigh­bor­ing Dutch is­land, a piece of quaint

    Hol­land in a warm azure sea.




    Re­mo went there and vis­it­ed four very im­por­tant busi­ness­men who had sud­den­ly

    be­come very rich. Re­mo want­ed to in­form them in per­son that first, their body­guards and

    fences were use­less; sec­ond, their ca­reers in the com­merce of the is­lands was over, since

    they had been deal­ing in drugs; and third, since they had killed Amer­ican agents and oth­er

    law-​en­force­ment peo­ple, their lives were over. He ex­plained that they wouldn’t be need­ing

    their wind­pipes any­more, so he would take them with him and feed them to the beau­ti­ful

    ocean fish. He did and they died.




    Lat­er, he had one last fa­vor to ask the div­er who had led him to the four main drug

    smug­glers.




    “We’ve been to­geth­er on­ly a day now, yet I feel we’re re­al friends,” Re­mo said.




    The div­er, who had been held two hun­dred feet be­neath the sea by a man who need­ed no

    air, by a man who seemed to melt over fences and vir­tu­al­ly through radar beams, and who took

    out the throats of pow­er­ful men as though pluck­ing fleas from a dog, ex­pressed his de­sire

    that they should al­ways be such friends. A bar­room of drunks on Christ­mas Eve nev­er felt

    such true depth of friend­ship.




    “All I ask,” Re­mo said, “is that no mat­ter what hap­pens, you will nev­er tell any­one

    about me, what you have seen, or why you have de­cid­ed to turn state’s ev­idence.”




    “I promise. We are broth­ers,” sobbed the man.




    And Re­mo re­peat­ed a line from a dat­ing club that ad­ver­tised trips to the Caribbean.

    “You meet such nice friends here.” And then his smile fad­ed and he said, “And if you speak the

    wrong things, I will meet you again.” The voice was ice cold.




    He flew out on Pri­nair to Mi­ami, and from there to a ho­tel in Boston which he had been

    call­ing home for the last month. He was a man with­out a place, at­tuned to the forces of a

    uni­verse which did not con­tain one roof he could ev­er get used to.




    In­side the pent­house of the Ritz Carl­ton, over­look­ing the Boston Com­mon, the floor was

    strewn with posters, some of them in En­glish, some with Ko­re­an let­ter­ing.




    They all said ei­ther “Stop” or “Halt.”




    On a small ta­ble just in­side the door was a pe­ti­tion with three sig­na­tures. One in

    Ko­re­an head­ed the list, and then there was the scrawl of the maid and the room-​ser­vice

    wait­er.




    “We’re grow­ing,” came a squeaky voice from the par­lor of the ho­tel suite.




    Re­mo walked in­side. An old man in a sun-​yel­low af­ter­noon ki­mono, em­broi­dered with

    the gen­tle drag­ons of life, pored over the let­ter­ing on a new poster. The man had small

    wisps of a beard and parch­ment-​yel­low skin. His hazel eyes shone with joy.




    “I didn’t hear you sign the pe­ti­tion,” he said.




    “You know I am not go­ing to sign. I can’t sign,” said Re­mo.




    “I know now that you are not go­ing to sign. I know now that grat­itude has its lim­its.

    That the finest years of a life­time have been for naught, that the very blood of life I poured

    in­to a white thing has proven again to be worth­less. I do de­serve this,” the old man

    said.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo to the on­ly man in the world he could call friend, Chi­un,

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, lat­est grand as­sas­sin of the House of Sinan­ju, keep­er of all that

    house’s an­cient wis­doms which Re­mo too now had in his be­ing, “I can­not sign that

    doc­ument. I told you that be­fore I left. I told you why be­fore I left.”




    “You told me why when we had on­ly my sig­na­ture,” Chi­un said. “Now we have oth­ers. We

    are grow­ing. This city and then the na­tion will be the pi­oneer group of a new mass

    move­ment, re­turn­ing the world to san­ity and mankind to jus­tice.”




    “What do you mean, jus­tice?” Re­mo asked.




    “All move­ments talk of jus­tice. You can’t have a move­ment with­out a call to

    jus­tice.”




    “This isn’t jus­tice we’re talk­ing about,” Re­mo said.




    “It is just,” Chi­un said solemn­ly. His En­glish was pre­cise, his voice high-​pitched.

    “The most just. And for the pub­lic good, for their safe­ty and eter­nal free­dom.”




    “What safe­ty? What free­dom?” Re­mo said.




    “Read,” said Chi­un proud­ly. He hand­ed Re­mo the rough copy of the new poster he had been

    draw­ing. The En­glish let­ters were scrawled like the writ­ing of a palsied man, but the

    Ko­re­an char­ac­ters were clean and artis­tic, with a clar­ity that ap­proached grace. Re­mo

    had nev­er been good at for­eign lan­guages, but he had learned Ko­re­an over the years as

    Sinan­ju had been drilled in­to his body and mind and soul. So he read.




    The poster called for an end to am­ateur as­sas­sins: “STOP WAN­TON KILLING,” it read. “THE

    AM­ATEUR AS­SAS­SINS LIT­TER YOUR STREETS WITH BLOOD, YOUR PALACES WITH CORPSES, AND RU­IN A

    VI­TAL PART OF ANY ECON­OMY. BRING BACK OR­DER. BRING BACK A SENSE OF DIG­NI­TY TO THE

    KING­DOM. END THE BLIGHT OF THE AM­ATEUR AS­SAS­SINS WHO KILL WITH­OUT PAY OR REA­SON. HIRE

    ON­LY THE PRO­FES­SION­AL FOR YOUR NEEDS.”




    Re­mo shook his head sad­ly. “What do you think this is go­ing to do, Lit­tle Fa­ther? It’s

    al­ready against the law in Amer­ica to kill some­one.”




    “Of course. And why? The am­ateur as­sas­sin, the spouse-​bash­er, the po­lit­ical

    mur­der­er, the thrill-​seek­er who does not care about pro­fes­sion­al stan­dards. Of course

    it is out­lawed. I would out­law it too the way it is done nowa­days.”




    “It is killing, Chi­un,” said Re­mo, and he went to the win­dow over­look­ing a very old

    piece of re­al es­tate, acres of lawns and gar­dens in Boston that once the good­ly cit­izens

    were al­lowed to use as com­mon pas­turage, now called the Boston Com­mon. Those cit­izens had

    be­longed and now their de­scen­dants be­longed. A share­crop­per from Geor­gia could come to

    the Rox­bury dis­trict of this city and be­long. Some­one could sail in from Por­tu­gal and

    find a com­mu­ni­ty where he be­longed. But Re­mo did not be­long; he would nev­er be­long.




    “It’s killing, no mat­ter how well it’s done,” he said, with­out turn­ing around. “That’s

    what it is and maybe those old em­per­ors feared Sinan­ju and paid Sinan­ju, but they didn’t

    want them around for break­fast or for an af­ter­noon par­ty.”




    “They were em­per­ors. They had their ways. Ev­ery great em­per­or had his great

    as­sas­sin,” said Chi­un. He smoothed his ki­mono and as­sumed the pos­ture of pow­er­ful

    pres­ence, the one of dig­ni­ty and re­spect which an­oth­er Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, many

    cen­turies be­fore, had de­mand­ed that the Ming Dy­nasty rulers show him.




    “They had them where no one could see them,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “Where ev­ery­one saw them. Where ev­ery­one saw them,” Chi­un said, his squeaky voice

    ris­ing to tea ket­tle shrill­ness from the in­dig­ni­ty of it all. “For here is the truth.

    On­ly in this coun­try is it a thing of shame.”




    Re­mo did not an­swer. How many hun­dreds of times, thou­sands of times, in fact, had he

    tried to ex­plain that they worked for an or­ga­ni­za­tion which had to re­main se­cret? Two

    decades be­fore, the peo­ple who ran the Unit­ed States had come to re­al­ize that the coun­try

    could not sur­vive the com­ing tur­bu­lent years while liv­ing with­in the strict con­fines of

    its Con­sti­tu­tion. So they set up an or­ga­ni­za­tion that did not ex­ist, be­cause to ad­mit

    that it did would be to ad­mit that the ba­sis of the coun­try-​the Con­sti­tu­tion

    it­self-​did not work.




    The or­ga­ni­za­tion was named CURE and it would op­er­ate out­side the law to try to

    pre­serve the law and the na­tion.




    Of course, even­tu­al­ly, there had to be an en­force­ment arm to mete out the pun­ish­ment

    that the courts could not or would not mete out. The en­force­ment arm was Re­mo Williams,

    for­mer po­lice­man who had been framed for a mur­der he did not com­mit, and sen­tenced to die

    in an elec­tric chair that did not work. It had hap­pened a long time ago in a state Re­mo had

    once called home. A long time ago, when he had had a home. Now his on­ly place was not a place

    at all. It was his train­ing as an as­sas­sin, giv­en in full mea­sure by Chi­un, the reign­ing

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, on­ly be­cause he ex­pect­ed Re­mo to fol­low him as the next reign­ing

    Mas­ter.




    CURE thought it had paid, in gold, for Chi­un to train Re­mo. It did not un­der­stand that

    what Chi­un had giv­en Re­mo could not have been pur­chased at any price. It had been giv­en to

    Re­mo be­cause Chi­un had found no one in Sinan­ju, a rocky windswept vil­lage in North Ko­rea,

    who had the char­ac­ter to be­come the next Mas­ter in the long un­bro­ken line of as­sas­sins

    from Sinan­ju. Chi­un nev­er ad­mit­ted this in so many words to Re­mo. Chi­un did not ad­mit

    such things to whites. And there was an­oth­er rea­son al­so. One of the an­cient scrolls of

    the House of Sinan­ju talked about a white man who would be dead, but who would nonethe­less,

    be trained to be­come the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. This white man would be­come the great­est

    Mas­ter of all, be­cause he was more than just a man: he was the en­bod­iment of Shi­va, the

    De­stroy­er God. Chi­un be­lieved that Re­mo was this white man. Re­mo thought that this was a

    porce­lain crock of crap. But he did not tell Chi­un that, one did not tell Chi­un such

    things.




    Re­mo was still silent and Chi­un said, “Sulk­ing is nev­er a suf­fi­cient re­sponse to

    any­thing.”




    “I could tell you again but you wouldn’t hear it.”




    “I have giv­en the best years of my life, the sa­cred years of my life, to breathe Sinan­ju

    in­to your soul, and now you are ashamed of it.”




    “I’m not ashamed.”




    “Then how can you la­bel what an as­sas­sin does as killing? Sim­ple killing. An au­to

    kills. A fall kills. A mush­room kills. We do not kill.”




    “What do we do, then?” Re­mo asked.




    “There isn’t a good word in En­glish for it. It lacks majesty.”




    “Be­cause it’s the right word,” Re­mo said stub­born­ly.




    “Nev­er,” Chi­un spat. “I am not a mush­room. Maybe you are but I am not and I nev­er will

    be. I have tried to take what was giv­en me, ig­nor­ing the fact that you are white. I have

    al­ways ig­nored it.”




    “You’ve nev­er stopped men­tion­ing it, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “You men­tion it and bring it on your­self. Ig­nor­ing the fact that you were white, I gave

    all to you. I gave you Sinan­ju.”




    “No­body in Sinan­ju could get it right. That’s why. You thought you would teach me a few

    blows, pick up a bag of gold, and go home. I know why you stayed on to re­al­ly teach me.

    Be­cause I was the on­ly one who could learn. This cen­tu­ry. Not in the Mings or the Fus or

    any dy­nasty from Per­sia to the gold­en blos­som courts of Japan. To­day. Me. I was the on­ly

    one.”




    “Try­ing al­ways to ig­nore the fact that I was deal­ing with an un­grate­ful white, I gave

    you what cen­turies have blessed on­ly one house of as­sas­sins with,” Chi­un said

    solemn­ly.




    “And I learned.”




    “And if you learned, then you can­not call what we do … that word.”




    “Killing,” said Re­mo. “We do killing.”




    Chi­un clasped his breast. Re­mo had used the word. Chi­un turned his head away.




    “Killing,” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    “In­grate,” Chi­un said.




    “Killing.”




    “Then why do you do it?” Chi­un asked.




    “I do it,” said Re­mo, “be­cause I do it.”




    Chi­un light­ly waved a long-​nailed, del­icate hand in­to the air of the pent­house

    suite.




    “Of course. A rea­son with­out a rea­son. Why should I have ev­er ex­pect­ed that you would

    have per­formed for the House of Sinan­ju or for me? What have I done to de­serve the

    slight­est inkling of re­spect from you?”




    “I’m sor­ry, Lit­tle Fa­ther, but . . .”




    Re­mo did not fin­ish. Chi­un had clapped his hands over his ears. It was now the prop­er

    time for sulk­ing and Chi­un was do­ing it. He had one last word for Re­mo be­fore he went to

    the large pic­ture win­dow where he could best be seen sulk­ing.




    “Nev­er say that word again in my pres­ence.” Chi­un low­ered him­self in­to a lo­tus

    po­si­tion fac­ing the win­dow, his back to the room and Re­mo, his head in per­fect bal­ance

    with his per­fect spine, his face a rhythmed still­ness of poise and si­lence. It was a

    grace­ful sulk. But then again, he was the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    It was on­ly when he heard the door to the suite slam shut that he re­mem­bered there had

    been a mes­sage for Re­mo from the head of CURE.




    “I will come up there to meet him,” Smith had said.




    “We wait with de­light your com­ing, O Em­per­or,” Chi­un said.




    “Please tell Re­mo to wait there for me.”




    “It is in­scribed in the stone of my soul,” Chi­un had promised.




    “You’ll give him that mes­sage, then?” Smith asked.




    “As the sun in­forms the spring flow­ers of its pres­ence,” Chi­un had said.




    “That’s yes?” Smith asked.




    “Does the sun rise in the morn­ing and the moon at night, O Em­per­or?” said Chi­un.




    Re­mo had of­ten cor­rect­ed him, say­ing that Dr. Harold Smith was not an em­per­or, and

    did not like to be called an em­per­or. He just ran CURE. He was a man cho­sen, Re­mo would

    ex­plain, pre­cise­ly be­cause he didn’t like such things as ti­tles and be­cause he would not

    use such a pow­er­ful or­ga­ni­za­tion for his own self-​ag­gran­dize­ment. Chi­un had al­ways

    smiled tol­er­ant­ly, know­ing that Re­mo would even­tu­al­ly grow out of hold­ing such sil­ly

    no­tions about peo­ple. He could not learn ev­ery­thing at once.




    “So he will be told as soon as he gets there,” Smith had said war­ily to Chi­un.




    “He shall not see my face be­fore he hears your words,” Chi­un had said, and hav­ing tak­en

    care of Smith, he had got­ten back to more im­por­tant things, name­ly his posters as­sail­ing

    am­ateur as­sas­sins.




    He re­mem­bered the mes­sage on­ly when he heard the door slam be­hind Re­mo. But it didn’t

    re­al­ly mat­ter. Smith shipped the gold for Chi­un’s ser­vices to Sinan­ju whether mes­sages

    were de­liv­ered or not. Be­sides, even though he hadn’t de­liv­ered the mes­sage, Chi­un could

    al­ways fig­ure out some­thing to tell Smith when the time came. One had to know how to han­dle

    em­per­ors. Some­day Re­mo would learn that.




    Harold Smith ar­rived in Boston and al­most had a heart at­tack at Lo­gan Air­port. In World

    War II he had been parachut­ed in­to France with the OSS, and even float­ing at the end of a

    chute in dark­ness over Limo­ges, he did not feel quite so help­less as he did now, hold­ing

    this Boston news­pa­per. He hadn’t even bought it to read the news, since he al­ready knew the

    news, but for the sports sec­tion, hop­ing to find some­thing on Dart­mouth foot­ball.




    His gaunt lemo­ny face sud­den­ly be­came white, and even the cab­driv­er no­ticed it.




    “Are you okay?” the driv­er asked.




    “Yes, yes. Of course,” said Smith. He straight­ened the gray vest of his gray suit. Of

    course he was all right. He had been deal­ing with shock­ing sit­ua­tions all his life. That

    was why he had been cho­sen for this po­si­tion.




    But he had not ex­pect­ed this. Not in a news­pa­per. Just three days be­fore, Smith had

    been in the White House to as­sure the Pres­ident that CURE was a se­cure or­ga­ni­za­tion.




    “I’m sure you know how the press would treat some­thing like this,” the Pres­ident said.

    “Es­pe­cial­ly in my ad­min­is­tra­tion. It wouldn’t mat­ter that I wasn’t the Pres­ident who

    start­ed your lit­tle op­er­ation.”




    “Se­cu­ri­ty, sir, is paramount with us,” Smith had said. “Are you aware how we

    es­tab­lished our se­cu­ri­ty arm?”




    “No.”




    “We used a dead man. We framed some­one for a crime he didn’t com­mit. We al­tered the

    ex­ecu­tion mode to let him live and then we trained him. He’s a man who doesn’t ex­ist

    work­ing for an or­ga­ni­za­tion that doesn’t ex­ist.”




    “If you framed him, why didn’t he re­sent it?” the Pres­ident asked.




    “He did.”




    “Why didn’t he just walk away?”




    “He wasn’t the type,” Smith said. “That’s why we picked him. He is a pa­tri­ot, sir, and he

    can’t fight that.”




    “And the old­er one? The one you said was well in­to his eight­ies?” The Pres­ident smiled

    when he men­tioned that.




    “He is no pa­tri­ot,” Smith said. “Not to us, and I be­lieve he would leave us if the gold

    stopped. But he has de­vel­oped some form of at­tach­ment for his pupil. The pupil loves him

    like a fa­ther. They are al­ways to­geth­er.”




    “The old­er one is bet­ter?” the Pres­ident asked with a mel­on-​wide grin.




    “I’m not sure.”




    “I’ll bet he is,” the Pres­ident said.




    “I don’t know. Those two would know, but I don’t, sir,” said Smith.




    “So there is no dan­ger of ex­po­sure,” the Pres­ident said.




    “There are no guar­an­tees in this world. But I think you can re­ly on us. We are noth­ing

    if not se­cret,” Smith said.




    “Thank you, Smith. And thank you for do­ing what has to be the loneli­est job in Amer­ica.

    My pre­de­ces­sors were right. We have the best of men run­ning that shop.”




    “May I ask you a fa­vor?” Smith said.




    “Of course.”




    “I will, of course, come here when­ev­er called. But ev­ery con­tact, no mat­ter how well

    ex­ecut­ed, is an­oth­er small dan­ger of ex­po­sure.”




    “I un­der­stand,” the Pres­ident said.




    “If you un­der­stand, sir,” Smith said cold­ly, “then please re­frain from ask­ing for a

    con­tact just to be re­as­sured that ev­ery­thing is all right and to give me com­pli­ments. If

    there is any dan­ger, you will know about it be­cause we will not be there any­more. I will

    col­lapse the or­ga­ni­za­tion as planned.”




    “I just want­ed to tell you I ap­pre­ci­ate what you’re do­ing.”




    “We all have wants, sir, but with the re­spon­si­bil­ity for so many lives, it be­hooves us

    all to con­trol them,” Smith said.




    The Pres­ident re­al­ized his pre­de­ces­sors had been right about Smith in an­oth­er way

    too. The cold­est SOB ev­er put on this green earth, they had called him. And they were right.

    The Pres­ident tried to smile.




    Smith re­mem­bered that smile, try­ing to cov­er up the Pres­ident’s hurt at be­ing so

    cold­ly re­buffed. Smith had not want­ed to hurt his feel­ings, but se­cre­cy was paramount. To

    be ex­posed was to be a fail­ure in ev­ery re­spect; it was to ad­mit that Amer­ica could not

    work with­in its own laws.




    Se­cre­cy. It was ev­ery­thing.




    And now Smith was in Boston and there on the page fac­ing the sports page was an

    ad­ver­tise­ment with a fa­mil­iar face, the slit eyes, the wisp of a beard. It was a pub­lic

    ap­peal to stop am­ateur as­sas­sins. It was Chi­un.




    Chi­un’s face, right there in the news­pa­per. Hun­dreds of thou­sands of peo­ple look­ing

    at his face.




    Smith re­al­ized he had read the ad­ver­tise­ment sev­er­al times be­fore re­cov­er­ing.

    There was no men­tion of Re­mo and no men­tion of the or­ga­ni­za­tion. Chi­un, for­tu­nate­ly,

    had nev­er seemed to un­der­stand what they were do­ing any­how. Smith saw that the pa­per was

    shak­ing in his hands. He tried but couldn’t stop it. There was that face that was sup­posed to

    share se­cre­cy, right there in the pa­per along with that in­sane ap­peal: “STOP AM­ATEUR

    AS­SAS­SINS.”




    Smith put the pa­per on the cab’s back­seat. He could see the worst com­ing on. Tele­vi­sion

    cam­eras sur­round­ing Chi­un. There in the back­ground would be Re­mo. And that would be the

    end. To have Re­mo’s face on the tele­vi­sion news. It would all be over and it had start­ed

    un­rav­el­ing right here with this news­pa­per ad.




    Smith tried to calm him­self. He could not go di­rect­ly to the ho­tel; his pres­ence

    be­fore the TV cam­eras would just make things worse. He changed his des­ti­na­tion to a good

    restau­rant named Davio’s, a mile or so down New­bury Street. He or­dered sal­ad and tea and

    asked to use the tele­phone. He told the ho­tel op­er­ator that he wished on­ly to speak

    per­son to per­son to the oc­cu­pant named Re­mo. No one else.




    “He’s not in, sir.”




    Good, Smith thought. Re­mo must have seen the ad and un­der­stood that he could not be

    com­pro­mised. Re­mo prob­ably al­ready was call­ing Smith’s spe­cial num­ber. Smith checked

    the small com­put­er ter­mi­nal in­side his brief­case. No mes­sage had been re­ceived,

    ac­cord­ing to his read­out screen.




    By evening, when Re­mo still did not make con­tact, Smith had a cab drive him to the Ritz

    Carl­ton. There were no tele­vi­sion cam­eras in front, no news­men in the lob­by.




    He had made a mis­take, un­der­es­ti­mat­ing the abil­ity of Boston news­men to miss a news

    sto­ry. CURE had lucked up and maybe got­ten out of this one alive. But no more. He was go­ing

    to speak to Chi­un. No. He would speak to Re­mo. They could not af­ford to keep Chi­un in

    Amer­ica -any­more.




    While Smith was plan­ning his ul­ti­ma­tum to Re­mo, num­bers 105 and 106 were about to

    un­pack their bags in a small mo­tel in North Car­oli­na when some down­right friend­ly

    trav­el­ers who had helped them with their lug­gage said some­thing fun­ny about a pale yel­low

    hand­ker­chief that they want­ed to put around their necks.




    “Well, sure, but don’t you think you’ve done more than a good Chris­tian ser­vice

    al­ready?”




    “We’re not Chris­tians.”




    “Well, if it’s a Jew­ish cus­tom . . .”




    “We’re not Jews ei­ther,” said the young peo­ple, who did not wish to dis­cuss their

    re­li­gion with peo­ple who were go­ing to be part of the ser­vices.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    “So?” said Re­mo. He hand­ed the ad­ver­tise­ment back to Smith.




    “You know this com­pro­mis­es us,” Smith said.




    “Com­pro­mis­es,” Re­mo snapped. “You com­pro­mise Chi­un’s hon­or ev­ery day. What have you

    giv­en him? You ship gold to his vil­lage so that those dead­beats who live off him can stay

    alive. You tell him a few nice words and then you ex­pect him to fall down all over him­self.

    Lis­ten, Smit­ty, this coun­try has giv­en him beans of re­spect.”




    “Re­spect?” Smith said. “What are you get­ting at?”




    “You know, in the Ming Dy­nasty, there was a spe­cial chair for the em­per­or’s as­sas­sin.

    The old shahs of Per­sia made their as­sas­sins no­bles of the court. In Japan, they even

    im­itat­ed the walk of the old Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. So he took out a lit­tle ad. So what?”




    “I would have as­sumed,” said Smith, “that you, most of all, would un­der­stand.”




    “Just give me the job,” Re­mo said. “Who do you want killed?”




    “You’re sound­ing strange,” Smith said.




    “Maybe. So he bought an ad. What dif­fer­ence does it make?”




    “The dif­fer­ence be­tween whether this lit­tle is­land of law and democ­ra­cy, this very

    small is­land in a very big sea of time, is go­ing to make it. The world has nev­er seen a

    place where so many peo­ple come from so many places to live so free. Do we help pre­serve it

    or not? That’s the dif­fer­ence it makes.”




    “I’m sur­prised that you would be giv­ing a speech,” Re­mo said.




    “I give it to my­self some­times,” Smith said. The old man low­ered his head. Re­mo saw that

    the years had tak­en their toll on him. He was not like Chi­un, for whom time and pres­sure

    were on­ly in­gre­di­ents in a larg­er cos­mos. To Smith they were bur­dens, and the bur­dens

    showed. Smith was old while Chi­un would nev­er be old.




    “Don’t feel bad,” Re­mo said. “I give my­self the same speech some­times.”




    “But do you lis­ten?” Smith asked. “You’ve changed, Re­mo.”




    “Yes, I have.” He won­dered how he could ex­plain it. He still be­lieved as Smith be­lieved.

    But now he knew that Smith was car­ry­ing some kind of death in the left pock­et of his gray

    vest, some­thing to kill him­self with. Prob­ably a pill, should he be fac­ing some sit­ua­tion

    in which he might be cap­tured and talk.




    In the be­gin­ning of his train­ing, when Re­mo was still an Amer­ican pa­tri­ot first,

    last, and al­ways, he would have known how he could tell that there was death in that vest

    pock­et. He might have ob­served the ten­der way that Smith treat­ed that pock­et. There was

    al­ways some ob­vi­ous tip-​off. Peo­ple nev­er for­got they had death on them, and they

    touched it. Their bod­ies moved dif­fer­ent­ly. They sat dif­fer­ent­ly. And at the be­gin­ning

    of his train­ing, Re­mo no­ticed those things and knew what they meant.




    Now he no longer no­ticed those things. He just knew. He knew that Smith had death in his

    vest and he did not know any­more ex­act­ly how he knew. This is what made him dif­fer­ent from

    be­fore.




    What he did know was that al­though he was still an Amer­ican, he was now al­so Sinan­ju.

    Chi­un was the reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, but Re­mo was a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju al­so. The

    on­ly oth­er one in the world. He was two things in one place. Amer­ica and Sinan­ju. Oil and

    wa­ter. Sun­light and dark­ness. And Smith had asked him if he had changed. No, he hadn’t

    changed. Yes, he had changed com­plete­ly.




    When he said noth­ing, Smith said, “We have a prob­lem with air­line trav­el­ers.”




    “What else is new? Get the air­lines to spend less mon­ey on ad­ver­tis­ing and more mon­ey

    on bag­gage han­dling and you won’t have any more prob­lems with trav­el­ers,” Re­mo said.




    “These trav­el­ers are be­ing killed,” Smith said.




    “Hire de­tec­tives.”




    “They’ve had them. All over the coun­try. Trav­el­ers are be­ing killed. They fly on just

    Folks Air­lines and then they’re stran­gled.”




    “That’s too bad, but what’s it got to do with us?”




    “Good ques­tion,” Smith con­ced­ed. “This has been go­ing on for a cou­ple of years now.

    More than a hun­dred peo­ple have been killed.”




    “I haven’t heard any­thing about it,” Re­mo said. “I watch the news some­times.”




    “You haven’t been pay­ing enough at­ten­tion. They are al­ways dis­cov­er­ing some­body who

    killed fifty or six­ty peo­ple and you’ve nev­er heard of those killings ei­ther un­til the

    mur­der­ers are ar­rest­ed. These killings are hap­pen­ing all over the coun­try, so none of

    the news­peo­ple have no­ticed yet. Ev­ery one of the vic­tims is robbed.”




    “I still say, why us? So there are a hun­dred more deaths. So what? No­body does any­thing

    about any­thing any­more any­how. They just count the bod­ies.” There was bit­ter­ness in

    Re­mo’s voice. He had been with CURE for more than a decade, killing who­ev­er Smith said to

    kill, all in the ser­vice of some greater com­mon good. And Amer­ica didn’t look one damned bit

    bet­ter than it had be­fore he had start­ed.




    “The whole thing’s en­dan­ger­ing trav­el,” Smith said. “It has that po­ten­tial and it

    could be quite se­ri­ous.”




    “So that’s it. We don’t want some air­line some­where to lose a buck,” Re­mo said.




    “No, that’s not it,” said Smith sharply. “If you look at ev­ery civ­iliza­tion that has

    col­lapsed, the first thing that went was its road net­work. The first thing a civ­iliza­tion

    does is to es­tab­lish safe roads. That’s what makes com­merce and the ex­change of ideas

    pos­si­ble. When you give up your roads to the ban­dits, you give up your civ­iliza­tion. And

    our roads are in the sky.”




    “An­oth­er speech,” Re­mo said sourly. “Peo­ple will still fly. Why should our air­lines be

    any safer than our streets?”




    “Cities died in this coun­try when they couldn’t use the streets any­more. The whole

    coun­try would die if we couldn’t use the sky. It’s im­por­tant, Re­mo,” Smith said, and the

    to­tal sin­cer­ity of his voice was such that Re­mo said with a sigh, “Okay. Where do I

    start?”




    “First things first. We can no longer af­ford to have Chi­un in this coun­try. You’re go­ing

    to have to tell him to leave. He’s be­come a dan­ger to our or­ga­ni­za­tion.”




    “Good-​bye,” Re­mo said.




    “You won’t do it?”




    “If Chi­un goes, I go. If you want me, Chi­un stays.” Smith thought a mo­ment, but a very

    small mo­ment. There was no choice re­al­ly.




    “All right for now,” he said. “You go to the cor­po­rate head­quar­ters of just Folks

    Air­lines. They have been in­ves­ti­gat­ed be­fore and noth­ing’s ev­er been found.”




    “So why there?”




    “Be­cause peo­ple are get­ting killed all over the coun­try and there isn’t any oth­er place

    to start. Maybe you can find some­thing at just Folks that oth­er in­ves­ti­ga­tors have

    missed. Some of these vic­tims have been killed for just thir­ty dol­lars. And please take

    Chi­un with you. Maybe we can get him out of town be­fore the Boston press wakes up.”




    “I don’t think you’ve treat­ed him very well,” Re­mo said, glanc­ing out the win­dows at the

    dark­en­ing Boston sky. Just then, Chi­un re­turned. He had two more sig­na­tures. One was

    writ­ten as if it had been done dur­ing an earth­quake. There were squig­gles in the line.

    Re­mo thought that ei­ther a child or some­one held up­side down out a win­dow un­til he saw

    the wis­dom of stop­ping am­ateur as­sas­sins had signed it.




    Chi­un had heard Re­mo’s last re­mark, and when he turned to Smith, he was all sweet oil and

    in­cense. His long fin­ger­nails made the gen­tle but flam­boy­ant sign of the fan in Smith’s

    hon­or.




    “Em­per­or Smith,” Chi­un said. “We must apol­ogize for the dis­re­spect of our pupil. He

    does not know that an em­per­or can­not mis­treat any­one. What­ev­er you did, we know was

    jus­ti­fied. It should be even more. Speak. Tell me who is this in­so­lent one who has

    de­served even harsh­er treat­ment from your might­iness. Give me but his name and I will make

    him quake in hon­or of you.”




    “No one, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” said Re­mo with­out tak­ing his eyes off Smith.




    “Si­lence,” Chi­un com­mand­ed him, and turned back to Smith. “Speak but the word, O

    Em­per­or. Thy will be done.”




    “It’s all right, Mas­ter,” Smith said. “Ev­ery­thing has been set­tled.”




    “I bow to your wis­dom,” said Chi­un in En­glish. In Ko­re­an he mut­tered to Re­mo: “This

    is an em­per­or. Tell the id­iot any­thing he wants to hear.”




    “Thank you, Chi­un,” said Smith, who did not un­der­stand Ko­re­an. “You’ve been . . . uh,

    very gra­cious.”




    “Good-​bye,” said Re­mo.




    “Good luck,” said Smith.




    “May the sun re­flect your awe­some glo­ry,” said Chi­un in En­glish; and in Ko­re­an: “He

    cer­tain­ly has a lot of work for us late­ly. Maybe we are not charg­ing him enough. “




    “It’s not that,” Re­mo said in Ko­re­an.




    “It’s al­ways that,” Chi­un said. “Should I ask him to sign my pe­ti­tion?”




    Re­mo’s loud laugh­ter fol­lowed Smith from the ho­tel suite. When he was gone, Re­mo told

    Chi­un: “Smith is not an em­per­or. We don’t have em­per­ors in this coun­try.”




    “They all like it, though,” Chi­un said. “It’s stan­dard in the vo­ca­tion of as­sas­sins.

    Al­ways call them Em­per­or.”




    “Why?” Re­mo asked.




    “If I must ex­plain it now again, then cer­tain­ly I have wast­ed my time with you these

    many years,” said Chi­un, the squeaky voice again res­onat­ing with the mag­ni­tude of the

    of­fense.




    Chi­un was still of­fend­ed when they reached Den­ver, Col­orado, the head­quar­ters city of

    just Folks Air­lines. Re­mo was to be iden­ti­fied as an agent of the NAA, the Na­tion­al

    Aero­nau­ti­cal Agen­cy, and Chi­un-​if he would wear an Amer­ican suit and take off the more

    ex­trav­agant wisps of hair around his chin and ears-​could do the same.




    Or, re­fus­ing that, Chi­un could stay at the ho­tel. Re­mo ex­plained this to him. Chi­un

    had a choice. One or the oth­er.




    There was a third way avail­able, Chi­un ex­plained, as with­out chang­ing any­thing, he

    ac­com­pa­nied Re­mo to the of­fices of just Folks. On the way, he ex­plained the virtues of

    the ki­mono over the tight three-​piece suits that white men wore and which Chi­un called

    “cave­skins.”




    Aldrich Hunt Baynes III, pres­ident of just Folks Air­lines, was wear­ing a gray “cave­skin”

    with a dark tie. He had set aside up to ten min­utes for the NAA rep­re­sen­ta­tives who

    want­ed to see him.




    A. H. Baynes had a smile with all the warmth of a gi­ant sala­man­der. His fin­ger­nails

    were pol­ished and his light blond hair looked as if it were cared far by a nurse. He be­lieved

    in the old adage that ev­ery­thing in life has its place. He had a time for emo­tions, too, all

    the emo­tions, as he of­ten told key stock­hold­ers and oth­ers close to him. He even liked to

    roll around in the dirt once in a while. Usu­al­ly, around late May, for sev­en min­utes in the

    sun­shine with a com­pa­ny pho­tog­ra­pher present to record his hu­man­ity for the com­pa­ny’s

    an­nu­al stock­hold­ers’ re­port.




    A. H. Baynes was thir­ty-​eight years old. He had been a mil­lion­aire since he was

    twen­ty-​four, a year af­ter he grad­uat­ed from the most pres­ti­gious busi­ness school in

    Amer­ica. When he had en­tered Cam­bridge Busi­ness School, he put down on his ap­pli­ca­tion

    un­der, “goals”: “I want to be the rich­est son of a bitch in the world and I have

    ab­so­lute­ly no qualms or in­hi­bi­tions about what I do to get there.”




    He was told that sort of state­ment was un­ac­cept­able. Ac­cord­ing­ly, he wrote: “I hope

    to be part of a com­mu­ni­ty-​based syn­er­gism, re­spon­si­bly and ef­fec­tive­ly an­swer­ing

    the deep­est needs and as­pi­ra­tions of all peo­ple with­in the struc­ture of a free-​mar­ket

    econ­omy.”




    It meant ex­act­ly the same thing, he knew. He was pres­ident of just Folks by twen­ty-​six

    and at thir­ty-​eight, with two chil­dren, one white male, age eleven, one white fe­male, age

    eight, a white fe­male wife and a pho­to­genic dog, he kept pil­ing up mon­ey by an­swer­ing

    the deep­est needs and as­pi­ra­tions of all peo­ple.




    A short while be­fore, he had bought a com­pa­ny in a small Ohio town. The com­pa­ny was

    bare­ly break­ing even and was a prime can­di­date for clos­ing down, even though ev­ery­one in

    town worked for the com­pa­ny. The town was so hap­py when Baynes bought the com­pa­ny that it

    held an A. H. Baynes Day.




    He ar­rived with wife, two chil­dren, dog, smiled for the pho­tog­ra­phers, and two days

    lat­er as­sured the de­part­ment that made the cas­es for ship­ping the prod­uct that they

    would nev­er lose their jobs if they worked for him. The cas­es con­tin­ued to be made in the

    Ohio town; they con­tin­ued to read “Made in the USA.” The prod­ucts that went in­to the

    cas­es., how­ev­er, were sub­con­tract­ed out of Nepal, Bangladesh, and Ram­frez, Mex­ico,

    cut­ting la­bor costs to six cents an hour, sev­en cents if the work­ers got an ex­tra bowl of

    rice.




    When his sec­re­tary came in and told him that the two NAA men were here for their meet­ing

    and one of them was an Ori­en­tal, Baynes thought that there must be a mis­take in his

    ap­point­ment book and that one of his sub­con­trac­tors was vis­it­ing him. He de­cid­ed to

    see them any­way.




    “Hi. A. H. Baynes, and you two are from … ?” The white man looked at a card he took out of

    his pock­et. Baynes thought it was a busi­ness card and reached to take it. But the white man

    was read­ing it. “We’re from Na­tion­al Aero­nau­tic some­thing,” he said.




    “I thought you were from Asia,” he said, smil­ing to the old man in the ki­mono.




    “Sinan­ju,” said Chi­un.




    “North Ko­rea?” said Baynes.




    “You have heard,” said Chi­un serene­ly.




    “Ev­ery­body has heard of North Ko­rea,” Baynes said. “A great work force. Even bet­ter than

    Bangladesh. They eat ev­ery oth­er day in North Ko­rea, I’ve heard. And they’ve got to like

    it.”




    “One does not have to gorge one­self on meats and fats and sug­ars if one knows how to make

    one’s body work prop­er­ly,” Chi­un said.




    “I’m go­ing to be rene­go­ti­at­ing some la­bor con­tracts pret­ty soon,” Baynes said. “How

    of­ten does a per­son have to eat, would you say? I’m re­al­ly in­ter­est­ed.”




    “Once a week. It de­pends on how one stores one’s food,” Chi­un said.




    “Won­der­ful. Let me write that down. You’re not mak­ing this up?” Baynes was scrib­bling

    fran­ti­cal­ly on a white pad with a gold pen.




    “He’s not talk­ing about the same thing as you,” said Re­mo.




    “I don’t care,” Baynes said. “The con­cept is per­fect. I just have to turn it in­to more

    hu­man terms.”




    “Such as?” Re­mo asked.




    “Once-​a-​week eat­ing is good for peo­ple. For good peo­ple. And we want to make

    ev­ery­body in­to good peo­ple.”




    “It doesn’t work for ev­ery­body,” Re­mo said, and took the pad from Baynes’s hand. Baynes

    lunged for it but Re­mo had it in the waste­bas­ket be­fore Baynes could reach it.




    “That’s an as­sault,” Baynes said. “You, a fed­er­al em­ploy­ee. You have as­sault­ed an

    of­fi­cer of a cor­po­ra­tion.”




    “That wasn’t an as­sault,” Re­mo said.




    “That is a le­gal as­sault,” said Baynes, sit­ting down in a formidably dark cher­ry­wood

    chair from which he could, if he wished, men­ace his grow­ing em­pire.




    Re­mo took the arm of the chair and the arm of A. H. Baynes and blend­ed them some­what.

    Baynes want­ed to scream but the white man’s oth­er hand was on his spinal col­umn and all that

    came out was a bare­ly au­di­ble peep from a des­per­ate­ly quiv­er­ing ton­sil.




    Baynes could not move his right arm. He did not even dare to look at it. The pain told him

    it would be an ug­ly sight.




    Tears came to his eyes.




    “Now, that,” Re­mo said, “is an as­sault. Can you see the dif­fer­ence? The oth­er thing

    with the pad was kind of a get­ting-​some­thing-​out-​of-​the-​way, not an as­sault. If you

    un­der­stand the dif­fer­ence, nod.”




    Baynes nod­ded.




    “Would you like the pain to end?” Re­mo asked. Baynes nod­ded, very sin­cere­ly.




    Re­mo ad­just­ed the spinal col­umn where the pain-​con­trol­ling nerves were. He did not

    know their names but he knew they were there. Baynes would not feel pain any­more.




    “I can’t move my arm,” Baynes said.




    “You’re not sup­posed to,” Re­mo said.




    “Oh,” said Baynes. “I sup­pose that’s your lever­age for get­ting me to talk.”




    “You got it,” Re­mo said. “Peo­ple are get­ting killed on your air­line.”




    “No, they’re not. That is wrong. That is a mis­per­cep­tion and we have re­spond­ed to that

    be­fore,” Baynes said.




    “About a hun­dred peo­ple, all of them tick­et-​hold­ers on just Folks, have been

    stran­gled.”




    “Un­for­tu­nate, but not on our air­line, and we’ll sue any­one who sug­gests such a thing,”

    Baynes said. “Any one.”




    “I’m say­ing it,” said Re­mo, mak­ing an ob­vi­ous move to­ward the oth­er arm, the one not

    yet blend­ed with the cher­ry­wood.




    “Say­ing it among our­selves is not slan­der,” Baynes said quick­ly. “We’re just

    brain­storm­ing, right?”




    “Right. Why do you say they’re not be­ing killed on your air­line?”




    “Be­cause they get killed af­ter they get off our air­line,” Baynes said. “Not on it. Af­ter

    it.”




    “Why do you think some­body picked just Folks to do this to?” Re­mo asked.




    “What I hear is that they’re cheap rob­beries. And we have the cheap con­sumer fares,”

    Baynes said.




    “What’s that mean?”




    “Low­est fares in the busi­ness. Peo­ple Ex­press took fares as low as they could re­al­ly

    go. So we had to do some­thing else to take them even low­er. We’re a semisched­uled

    air­line.”




    “What’s semisched­uled?” Re­mo asked.




    “We take off af­ter your check clears,” Baynes said. “We al­so don’t waste a lot of cap­ital

    over­train­ing pi­lots.”




    “How do you train your pi­lots?” Re­mo asked.




    “All Just Folks pi­lots have a work­ing knowl­edge of the air­craft they fly. That doesn’t

    have to mean count­less hours of wast­ing fu­el in the sky.”




    “You mean your pi­lots have nev­er flown un­til they fly a just Folks plane?”




    “Not so. Let me clear that up. They most cer­tain­ly do fly. They have to fly to get their

    pi­lot’s li­cens­es.They just don’t have to fly those big planes that use so much fu­el.”




    “What do they fly?” Re­mo asked.




    “We have the most ad­vanced pow­ered hang-​glid­ers in the busi­ness. We have in-​air

    train­ing for our pi­lots.”




    “So you think it’s the low fares that at­tract these rob­bers and killers to your

    semisched­uled air­line?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ex­act­ly. May I have my arm back now?”




    “What else do you know?”




    “Our ad­ver­tis­ing de­part­ment says there’s no way we can cap­ital­ize on the fact that

    our fares are so low that even small-​time killers fly us. They said an ad­ver­tis­ing ap­peal

    to hood­lums wouldn’t help our tick­et sales.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Hood­lums. Killing for pen­nies. The hor­ror of it. Re­mo, I should have

    brought my pe­ti­tion with me.”




    Re­mo ig­nored him. “Would any of your peo­ple rec­og­nize any of the killers? Maybe they

    fly fre­quent­ly.”




    “We wouldn’t rec­og­nize our own em­ploy­ees,” Baynes said. “This is a semisched­uled

    air­line. We don’t go tak­ing off on the but­ton like Delta. You’re not talk­ing a Delta crew

    when you’re talk­ing Just Folks. We are semisched­uled. We have to fac­tor in some el­ement of

    crew turnover.”




    “What do you mean, crew turnover?” Re­mo snapped. “In the course of a whole year some­one

    had to no­tice some­thing.”




    “What year? Who’s been at just Folks a year? You’re a se­nior mem­ber of our line if you can

    find the men’s bath­room,” said Baynes. “My arm. Please.”




    “We are join­ing just Folks,” Re­mo said.




    “By all means. Would you please sep­arate my arm from the chair?”




    “I nev­er learned how,” Re­mo said.




    “What?” gasped Baynes.




    “I am a semisched­uled as­sas­sin,” Re­mo said. “By the way, what I did to your arm … ?”




    “Yes?”




    “If you were to talk about this to some­body, I might just do it with your brain and a

    pota­to,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s crude, ” said Chi­un in Ko­re­an. In En­glish he told Baynes, “There are many things

    we do not un­der­stand in the world. My son’s de­sire for se­cre­cy is one of them. Please be

    as so­lic­itous of his feel­ings as he is of yours. “




    “You’ll do to my brain what you just did to my arm,” said Baynes. “Is that it?”




    “See?” Chi­un told Re­mo. “He un­der­stood, and with­out your be­ing crude about it.”




    Baynes was think­ing of how he would get his arm sawed free. Maybe he could walk around with

    a piece of cher­ry­wood blend­ed to his arm. He could live that way. Spe­cial­ly tai­lored

    suits could hide most of it.




    Sud­den­ly the hands that hard­ly seemed to move were at his arm again and he was free. He

    rubbed his arm. Noth­ing. It was slight­ly sore, but noth­ing was wrong. And the arm of the

    chair was just as it had al­ways been. Had he been hyp­no­tized? Had there been hid­den straps

    hold­ing him to the chair?




    He thought he might have talked too much. He should have been tougher and just called the

    po­lice. Maybe he would try it now, he thought.




    The young white man seemed to know what Baynes was think­ing be­cause he took the air­line

    pres­ident’s gold pen and rubbed his fin­ger very slow­ly over the clasp. First the gold

    shim­mered un­der the flu­ores­cent light as if it were wav­ing, and then the met­al melt­ed on

    his desk, burn­ing a smok­ing foul hole in the per­fect­ly pol­ished cher­ry­wood.




    “You’re hired,” Baynes an­nounced. “Wel­come aboard just Folks Air­lines. We have sev­er­al

    vice-​pres­iden­cies open.”




    “I want to fly,” Re­mo said. “I want to be on board.”




    Baynes stuck a fin­ger straight up in the air. “Which way is that?”




    “Up,” said Re­mo.




    “You’re now a nav­iga­tor on a semisched­uled air­line. “




    “I want to move among the pas­sen­gers,” Re­mo said.




    “We can make you a flight at­ten­dant.”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “Both of us.”




    On the next just Folks flight from Den­ver to New Or­leans, there was no cof­fee, tea, or

    milk. The two flight at­ten­dants just sat all the pas­sen­gers down and watched them. There

    were no com­plaints. When one of the pi­lots asked for a glass of wa­ter, he was thrown back

    in­to the cock­pit and told to wait un­til he got home.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Num­ber 107.




    Hol­ly Ro­dan’s moth­er was de­light­ed. When she heard that her daugh­ter’s new re­li­gion

    did not in­volve dat­ing mi­nori­ties, ev­ery­thing took on a pos­itive glow. It was a re­al

    com­mu­ni­ty kind of re­li­gion but Hol­ly would not have to live there all the time. Just

    oc­ca­sion­al­ly, for for­mal prayers and cer­emonies, such as tonight, when Hol­ly would be

    in­duct­ed, and then re­turn home in a few days.




    “Do you need any spe­cial dress like for First Holy Com­mu­nion or some­thing like that?”

    her moth­er asked.




    “No,” said Hol­ly.




    “I see you have an air­plane tick­et. Is your church far away?”




    “Moth­er. I have found a mean­ing­ful in­volve­ment. Are you go­ing to try to ru­in it

    now?”




    “No, no. Fa­ther and I are re­al­ly hap­py for you. I just thought I might help. Af­ter all,

    we can af­ford to help. We would be hap­py to give you the price of a full fare on a sched­uled

    air­line. You don’t have to be poor or any­thing for your faith, do you?”




    Hol­ly was a beau­ti­ful girl with a blond cherub’s face, in­no­cent blue eyes, and a ripe

    milk­maid’s body.




    “Gawd, will you ev­er leave me alone,” she said.




    “Yes, yes, dear. Sor­ry.”




    “I have found a place for my­self in this world.”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly, dear.”




    “I have done this de­spite the op­pres­sion of wealth . . .”




    “Yes, Hol­ly.”




    “A fam­ily en­vi­ron­ment de­void of a mean­ing­ful shar­ing . . .”




    “Yes, dear.”




    “And par­ents who have nev­er failed to fail me. De­spite all this, I have found a place

    where I tru­ly be­long.”




    “Yes, dear.”




    “Where I am need­ed.”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly, dear.”




    “So get off my back, bitch,” said Hol­ly.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly, dear. Can I give you some­thing to eat be­fore you leave?”




    “On­ly if you want to saute your heart,” Hol­ly said.




    “God bless you, dear,” said her moth­er.




    “She does,” said Hol­ly Ro­dan.




    She did not say good-​bye to her moth­er and she did not tip the cab­driv­er who took her to

    the air­port. She took her just Folks card­board tick­et to a counter, where some­one checked

    it against a hand­writ­ten list of pas­sen­gers, then made a mark on the back of her hand with

    a rub­ber stamp. She was then di­rect­ed to a wait­ing area, where some­one was rent­ing stools

    to sit on.




    Hol­ly stead­ied her­self and thought of the prayers she had been taught. She chant­ed

    silent­ly to her­self and then knew that who­ev­er she se­lect­ed would be a de­mon and

    de­served to be killed for Her. Be­cause She was the moth­er of all de­struc­tion and re­quired

    that demons be killed so that oth­er hu­mans might live. All it took was killing, Hol­ly

    re­al­ized. Kill, she thought. Kill. Kill for the love of Kali.




    She walked around the wait­ing room look­ing for a suit­able de­mon to sac­ri­fice.




    “Hel­lo,” said Hol­ly to a wom­an with a pa­per bun­dle. “Can I help you get that on­to the

    plane?”




    The wom­an shook her head. Ap­par­ent­ly she did not be­lieve in speak­ing to strangers.

    Hol­ly smiled her warm smile and tilt­ed her head win­ning­ly. But the wom­an wouldn’t even

    ac­knowl­edge that she was there. Hol­ly felt the first chill fin­ger of pan­ic. What if she

    couldn’t get any­one to trust her? They had to trust you first, she had been told. You had to

    win their trust.




    An old man was sit­ting on a rent­ed stool read­ing a news­pa­per. Old men had al­ways

    seemed to trust her. “Hi,” she said. “That’s an in­ter­est­ing news­pa­per you’re

    read­ing.”




    “Was read­ing,” the man cor­rect­ed.




    “Can I help?” she asked.




    “Usu­al­ly I do my read­ing so­lo,” he said. It was a cold smile he re­turned.




    Hol­ly nod­ded and walked away, fright­ened now. No­body is go­ing to let me help. No­body

    is go­ing to let me be friend­ly.




    She tried to calm her­self but she knew she was go­ing to fail. She would be the first to

    fail. Ev­ery oth­er ini­ti­ate had passed. It was sup­posed to be so easy be­cause peo­ple

    trav­el­ing were sup­posed to feel vul­ner­able, grate­ful for help, but there was no one in

    the sparse wait­ing room of just Folks Air­lines who would let her help.




    She tried a young boy read­ing a com­ic book and he phys­ical­ly kicked her away.




    “You’re not my mom­my and I don’t like you,” he snarled.




    The world was like that. She was go­ing to fail. She had failed emo­tion­al de­vel­op­ment

    at the con­scious­ness in­sti­tute. All the march­es for peace, for sup­port to rev­olu­tions,

    to end all arms-​they had all failed, be­cause there was still no peace. Gov­ern­ments re­fused

    to spon­sor and sup­port rev­olu­tions, and there were still arms. All fail­ures, and now, in

    the most cru­cial test of her life, she was fail­ing again. She cried.




    A young man with a face of ac­ne that looked ready to har­vest with a hard rub of a

    wash­cloth asked if he could help.




    “No, dammit, I’m sup­posed to be the one help­ing,” she said.




    “Help any way you want, hon­ey,” he said, giv­ing her a las­civ­ious wink.




    “Re­al­ly?” said Hol­ly. Her eyes widened. The tears stopped.




    “Sure,” said the young man, who was a sopho­more at a large Louisiana uni­ver­si­ty and was

    re­turn­ing to New Or­leans on just Folks be­cause it was cheap­er than a bus. In fact, he

    said, when you con­sid­ered what shoes cost to­day, it was cheap­er than walk­ing. While he was

    talk­ing, he was record­ing ev­ery­thing in his mind to boast about back at the dorm if this

    pick­up should turn out to be as suc­cess­ful as he hoped.




    “Are you go­ing to be met by any­one?” asked Hol­ly.




    “No. I’ll just take a bus to the cam­pus,” he said.




    “Do you need a lift or any­thing?”




    “Well, I’ll take one,” he said.




    “What is your name, where are you go­ing, and why; is there any­one you re­al­ly care about

    in your life; what are your main wor­ries and hopes? Mine are to live hap­pi­ly,” said Hol­ly.

    Dammit, she thought. She was sup­posed to ask those ques­tions one at a time, not all at

    once.




    But the young man didn’t mind. He an­swered them all. She didn’t even both­er to lis­ten.

    She just smiled and nod­ded ev­ery few min­utes and it was enough for him.




    Ev­ery one of his jokes was fun­ny, ev­ery one of his ideas pro­found. He dis­cov­ered in

    this milk-​skinned, big-​bust­ed blond beau­ty an ap­proval the world had nev­er giv­en him

    be­fore.




    The two hard­ly no­ticed the two male flight at­ten­dants on just Folks, one of them

    wear­ing a ki­mono. They must have been ef­fi­cient, though, be­cause ev­ery­one seemed to stay

    in his seat and there were no calls for any­thing. Once some­one want­ed to use the lava­to­ry

    and the old Ori­en­tal in the ki­mono ex­plained how to use blad­der con­trol.




    But Hol­ly and her new friend didn’t mind at all. At the air­port out­side New Or­leans,

    Hol­ly of­fered the stu­dent a lift. He thought that was a great idea, es­pe­cial­ly since she

    im­plied she knew of a lone­ly, se­clud­ed place.




    The place was an old ramshack­le build­ing in a black sec­tion of the city. Hol­ly led him

    in­side, and when she saw her broth­ers and sis­ters in Kali, she could hard­ly con­tain

    her­self. They were her prayer-​mates. And there was the phan­si­gar. He had brought the

    stran­gling cloth.




    Hol­ly smiled when she saw the yel­low cloth in his hands. Tra­di­tion, she thought. She

    loved tra­di­tion. She loved call­ing the stran­gler “the phan­si­gar,” just as Kali devo­tees

    had done in the old­en days. The cloth too was a part of that tra­di­tion.




    “This isn’t go­ing to be a gang bang, is it?” The stu­dent laughed and all the rest laughed

    with him: He thought they were won­der­ful peo­ple. They thought he was as bril­liant as she

    did.




    He wait­ed awhile for Hol­ly to take off her clothes. While he was wait­ing, one of the

    oth­ers asked if he could get a hand­ker­chief around the stu­dent’s throat.




    “No, I don’t go for kinky stuff.”




    “We do,” said the oth­er man, and then they were all on him, hold­ing his hands, his feet,

    and there was a cord around his neck.




    He couldn’t breathe, and then, af­ter a point of in­cred­ible pain, he didn’t even want to

    breathe. “She loves it,” said Hol­ly, see­ing the death strug­gles of the young man, his face

    be­com­ing red, then blue with death. “Kali loves his pain. She loves it.”




    “You did well, Sis­ter Hol­ly,” said the phan­si­gar, re­mov­ing the yel­low cloth. There

    was a red welt around the neck, but no blood. He un­tied the sa­cred stran­gling cloth, which

    was called the “ru­mal.” They went through the stu­dent’s pock­ets and found forty

    dol­lars.




    It bare­ly cov­ered the air fare, even the just Folks con­sumer fare. The phan­si­gar shook

    his head. He did not know what the Holy One would say.




    “But isn’t the im­por­tant thing the death of­fer­ing to Kali?” Hol­ly asked. “Kill for

    Kali? Of­fer her up a de­mon? Doesn’t Kali love pain? Even our pain? Even our deaths?”




    The phan­si­gar, for­mer­ly a sta­tionery-​store clerk in Kansas City, had to agree. “It was

    a good death,” he said. “A very good death.”




    “Thank you,” said Hol­ly. “It was my first. I thought I wasn’t even go­ing to be able to say

    hel­lo to any­one, I was so fright­ened.”




    “That’s just how I felt my first time,” said the broth­er phan­si­gar, he of the stran­gling

    cord, he who of­fered up the sac­ri­fice suit­able to Kali, the god­dess of death. “It gets

    eas­ier as you go along.”




    On their way to the Holy Tem­ple, where Kali re­ceived the kiss to Her fol­low­ers, Her

    loy­al ser­vants ate the tra­di­tion­al raw sug­ar and said the prayers again. They wrapped the

    forty dol­lars in the holy ru­mal, and with songs of praise and the raw sug­ar still on their

    lips, went be­fore the Holy One, who had been brought to Amer­ica by Kali. They in­toned

    prayers for Kali and recita­tions of the vic­tim’s pain, which was wine for Her lips.”




    Ban Sar Din heard the prayers, heard the recita­tions of de­vo­tion from the fol­low­ers,

    and wait­ed un­til the holy ru­mal was placed at his feet. Then he nod­ded sage­ly at the

    bow­ing devo­tees.




    “Kali has tast­ed the sweet­ness of death again be­cause of you, beloved fol­low­ers,” he

    said, and then added some­thing in the lan­guage of Ban­ga­lore, his na­tive In­di­an city.

    Amer­icans liked that. Es­pe­cial­ly the kids. The kids were the best. They were com­plete

    jerks.




    Ban Sar Din gave the holy stran­gler phan­si­gar a fresh ru­mal and took the closed death

    cloth with a grunt of grat­itude. A quick glance in­side told him on­ly forty dol­lars.




    Im­pos­si­ble, he thought. Even on a just Folks con­sumer-​fare flight, they would be

    los­ing mon­ey on a forty-​dol­lar take. And that was just one fare. What about the oth­er

    fares? What about those times when there was no one for them to set up? The over­head was

    enor­mous. The lights alone for the tem­ple cost $120 a month. What was the mat­ter with these

    kids? Forty dol­lars. Im­pos­si­ble.




    When Ban Sar Din re­treat­ed for pri­vate de­vo­tions in­to his soli­tary of­fice, the cold

    bru­tal fact hit him when he saw three tens, a five, and five sin­gles. It was forty dol­lars.

    This group of yo-​yos had wast­ed a con­sumer-​bonus fare for forty dol­lars. He want­ed to run

    back in­to the tem­ple and kick them out.




    How the hell did they think he was go­ing to meet his bud­get?




    The yel­low hand­ker­chiefs were go­ing up. He used to be able to get a gross for $87.50,

    and that in­clud­ed the print­ed like­ness of Kali. Now a gross of some­thing bare­ly strong

    enough to stran­gle a neck big­ger than a chick­en’s cost $110, and if you want­ed print­ed

    pic­tures, for­get the whole thing. And the oth­er pic­tures of Kali. They went well, but

    prices were ris­ing there too. And can­dles. Ev­ery­body in Amer­ica was burn­ing can­dles, and

    prices had gone up like smoke.




    So with stran­gling cloths go­ing up, can­dles out of sight, print­ing pro­hibitive, and it

    on­ly a mat­ter of time be­fore just Folks raised its fares to meet the com­peti­tors’, Ban Sar

    Din re­al­ized he was go­ing broke at forty dol­lars a pop.




    But how was he go­ing to tell these Amer­ican hooples to at least look to see if the vic­tim

    was wear­ing an ex­pen­sive watch? Was that too much to ask? Look for an ex­pen­sive watch

    be­fore you send the de­mon on his way to Kali.




    That didn’t seem like a lot to ask. But he didn’t know. He nev­er knew about Amer­icans or

    Amer­ica. He had come to the coun­try sev­en years be­fore, with on­ly a six-​month visa and

    his quick wits. Back in Ban­ga­lore, the rul­ing mag­is­trate had let him know that he wasn’t

    want­ed on the streets of the city and if he were caught pick­ing an­oth­er In­di­an pock­et,

    the po­lice were go­ing to take him in­to an al­ley and beat his dark brown skin pur­ple.




    Then a friend told him about the won­ders of Amer­ica. In the Unit­ed States, if you were

    caught pick­ing a pock­et, you were giv­en a room to your­self and three good meals a day. It

    was sup­posed to be pun­ish­ment. Amer­icans called it jail.




    You could even get free le­gal help, and be­cause Amer­icans thought that any kind of

    pun­ish­ment was too harsh, they were even ex­per­iment­ing with mak­ing the op­po­site sex

    avail­able so that pris­on­ers wouldn’t be lone­ly. They had tak­en away the bars too, and

    giv­en pris­on­ers free ed­uca­tion so they could make mon­ey out­side jail by work­ing if they

    chose to, al­though not too many did. And who could blame them, when jail was so good?




    “I do not be­lieve such a place like this ex­ists,” Ban Sar Din had told his friend.




    “True. It is like that in Amer­ica.”




    “You lie. No one is that stupid. No coun­try.”




    “Not on­ly do they do all these things, but if a per­son who is re­ward­ed for killing and

    rob­bing kills and robs again, guess who they blame?”




    “I don’t know.”




    “Them­selves,” his friend had said.




    “You lie,” Ban Sar Din spat.




    “They gave In­dia fif­teen bil­lion dol­lars in grain, and look at how we treat them.

    Fif­teen bil­lion when a bil­lion was a lot of mon­ey even for Amer­icans.”




    “They can’t be that rich and that stupid. How do they sur­vive?” Ban Sar Din asked.




    “They have a very big ocean on both sides of them.” Ban Sar Din crossed one of those oceans

    with his very last pen­ny and im­me­di­ate­ly went about pick­ing pock­ets, ex­pect­ing to get

    caught and go to this won­der­ful place called jail. Then one day some white man on a park

    bench near Lake Pontchar­train spoke to him. “Where did I go wrong?” the white man said.




    Ban Sar Din would have left, but his hand was solid­ly in­side the man’s trous­er

    pock­et.




    The man fur­rowed his brows. “We are a va­cant, emp­ty so­ci­ety,” he said.




    Ban Sar Din tried to get his hand out but couldn’t, so he nod­ded.




    “I am va­cant, too,” the man said.




    Ban Sar Din nod­ded again. He was on­ly five feet tall and weighed less than one hun­dred

    pounds. He did not have the lever­age to just yank free.




    He had black hair and eyes and dark brown skin and he had ex­pect­ed peo­ple in Amer­ica to

    sin­gle him out be­cause of that. Ev­ery­one in Ban­ga­lore had the same col­or­ing, but in

    Amer­ica peo­ple were dif­fer­ent col­ors, but none of them ev­er died in the streets no

    mat­ter what their col­or. In Ban­ga­lore, there were of­ten demon­stra­tions on be­half of the

    racial­ly op­pressed in Amer­ica, and ev­ery­one marched, ex­cept of course the un­touch­ables,

    who, when they tried to demon­strate along with the oth­er castes, were beat­en to death or

    flogged from the streets.




    “What can I do to make amends?” the white man asked.




    “Lean for­ward a bit to I can get my hand out of your pock­et,” Ban Sar Din sug­gest­ed.




    “For­ward. Yes, of course. I’ve been look­ing at the past, turn­ing in on my­self and the

    tragedies of the past. I have to look for­ward.”




    “And twist a bit,” Ban Sar Din said.




    “Of course. Twist. Change. Are you telling me all change is pos­si­ble?” asked the man on

    the bench. Ban Sar Din smiled.




    “You smile. Do you think my strug­gles lu­di­crous?” asked the man. “Or do they have a

    deep­er, more tran­scen­den­tal mean­ing?”




    The hand was al­most loose from the pock­et now. “Up,” said Ban Sar Din.




    “High­er than tran­scen­den­tal?”




    “Stand, please.”




    “You are be­yond me in your wis­dom,” said the man, slow­ly get­ting to his feet. “I know

    mon­ey is mean­ing­less to you, but here, let me give you some­thing.”




    He took the wal­let out of his rear pock­et along with the limp brown hand that was

    clutch­ing it. Ban Sar Din knew now he had suc­ceed­ed. The man would sure­ly call the po­lice.

    Then, glo­ri­ous jail.




    “You knew I want­ed to give you ev­ery­thing, didn’t you?” the man said. “You un­der­stood

    my prob­lem.” He kissed Ban Sar Din’s limp hand and pressed the wal­let for­ward. “Yours,” he

    said.




    Ban Sar Din backed away, sus­pi­cious, and the man said, “No. Yours, please. I have been

    en­light­ened. I have been freed from the bonds of ma­te­ri­al­ism. I am go­ing to free my­self

    from ev­ery­thing that binds, and I owe it all to you. What can I do for you, friend?”




    “Do you have any change al­so?” asked Ban Sar Din as he made a great re­al­iza­tion:

    pick­ing Amer­icans’ pock­ets were not near­ly as prof­itable as pick­ing their minds.




    It was a rev­ela­tion and it proved to be a turn­ing point. Ban Sar Din found that in

    Amer­ica noth­ing was un­sellable, no mat­ter how stupid, if you put a tow­el on the head of a

    sales­man and called it mys­ti­cal.




    The prob­lem was which re­li­gion. Most of the good ones were tak­en al­ready and were

    do­ing land-​of­fice busi­ness. One of them even had peo­ple pay­ing good mon­ey in the be­lief

    that they would be able to learn to lev­itate.




    Then, on a rainy af­ter­noon in down­town New Or­leans, Ban Sar Din re­mem­bered the old

    rob­bers of the high­ways.




    Be­fore the British came, an In­di­an could hard­ly trav­el from one province to an­oth­er

    with­out an army to guard him.




    But dur­ing the British op­pres­sion, as he had learned to call it, schools were start­ed,

    courts of law were es­tab­lished, and roads to en­able the peas­ants to en­gage in com­merce

    were es­tab­lished.




    But there was a prob­lem on the roads. There were the ser­vants of Kali, called the

    Thuggees. Their re­li­gion told them to rob trav­el­ers, but nev­er to spill blood. It was so

    suc­cess­ful that both Hin­dus and Mus­lims, in a rare shar­ing of a doc­trine, formed Thuggee

    bands, from which the word “thug” came in­to use through the En­glish-​speak­ing world. The

    British Colo­nial Of­fice, in their rigid back­ward­ness, thought it im­prop­er to have bands

    of killers prowl­ing the roads, prey­ing on trav­el­ers, so af­ter years of con­stant

    po­lice­work, they fi­nal­ly hanged the last of the lot.




    Ban Sar Din checked around. No one was us­ing Kali. He went to an old junk shop and found a

    stat­ue of the god­dess. The price was sur­pris­ing­ly low, and af­ter pay­ing it, and safe­ly

    hold­ing the stat­ue in his arms, he asked the store own­er why he had sold it so cheap­ly.




    “Be­cause the damn thing’s haunt­ed, that’s why,” the store own­er said. “Came in on a ship

    a hun­dred years ago, and any­body who owned it died bad­ly. It’s all yours, my friend.”




    Ban Sar Din was no one’s fool, and cer­tain­ly not fool enough to be­lieve in one god from a

    coun­try that had twen­ty thou­sand of them.




    He rent­ed an old store­front for use as an ashram and in­stalled the stat­ue at the front

    of it.




    And then things start­ed to hap­pen. Stu­dents made the first good con­verts. They told him

    sto­ries of how be­fore their con­ver­sion, they had been timid and fright­ened. But as soon as

    they had placed their first ru­mal around a throat, pow­er had come to them.




    The con­verts them­selves taught Ban Sar Din, whom they called the Holy One, new

    in­tri­ca­cies of the cult of Kali, the god­dess of death. He nev­er knew where they were

    get­ting their in­for­ma­tion or how they were learn­ing In­di­an words. Then, one hor­ri­ble

    night, he had a dream and the god­dess with all her arms talked to him.




    “Lit­tle pick­pock­et,” she said in his dream, “I have let you live be­cause you have

    brought me to my new home. Lit­tle pick­pock­et, I have hun­gered these many years for the

    death strug­gles of vic­tims again. Lit­tle pick­pock­et, do not in­ter­fere with the rit­uals

    of death. I love them.”




    He ran out in­to the de­sert­ed ashram and looked at the cheap stat­ue, which he had not

    even both­ered to re­paint. It had grown an­oth­er arm, and there was no seam, no paint,

    noth­ing to show that the arm had not al­ways been there, noth­ing but Ban Sar Din’s mem­ory.

    It fright­ened him so much that he de­cid­ed he had been wrong about the num­ber of arms and

    put it out of his mind.




    By this time, the lit­tle In­di­an weighed 240 pounds and looked like a gi­ant M the can­dy

    coat­ing. He was al­so wear­ing one-​thou­sand-​dol­lar suits and driv­ing a Porsche 911SC. He

    was win­ter­ing in Ja­maica, sum­mer­ing in Maine, and hit­ting the French Riv­iera twice a

    year in be­tween, all for hand­ing out lit­tle yel­low hand­ker­chiefs and get­ting them back

    with mon­ey in them.




    He knew, there­fore, to leave well enough alone. So when forty dol­lars came back in a

    ru­mal, he gave the lit­tle jerks the In­di­an ho­cus-​pocus they want­ed and took the mon­ey.

    Al­though forty dol­lars in New Or­leans would not even buy him a top-​of-​the-​line meal.




    He did not know, dur­ing that evening of de­spair, that his mon­ey trou­bles would soon be

    over and that he would be­come far more dan­ger­ous than any lit­tle band that had ev­er

    ter­ror­ized an In­di­an high­way.




    And as he went to sleep at his lux­ury pent­house that night, he did not know that back at

    the ashram, the chants were reach­ing a hys­ter­ical pitch.




    Hol­ly Ro­dan, who had just that day made her first of­fer­ing, no­ticed it first. That was

    her priv­ilege for pleas­ing Kali.




    “It’s grow­ing, it’s grow­ing,” she cried. A small brown nub was sprout­ing from the side of

    the stat­ue, so slow­ly it looked as if it had al­ways been there, so very slow­ly, but yet,

    when one blinked, one could see sev­er­al small­er bumps, lit­tle things, like the be­gin­nings

    of fin­gers on the be­gin­ning of a new arm.




    Kali was speak­ing to them, they all re­al­ized. She was grow­ing an­oth­er arm.




    And it too would have to be fed.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    Just Folks Air­lines was mak­ing a few ad­just­ments in flight-​at­ten­dant

    pro­file-​per­for­mance pack­ages. Re­mo didn’t un­der­stand what that meant, and a

    su­per­vi­sor told him:




    “When some­one has to go to a lav, you don’t give him a lec­ture on blad­der con­trol.”




    The su­per­vi­sor was an at­trac­tive dark-​haired wom­an with a pleas­ant smile and that

    sort of help­less de­ter­mi­na­tion peo­ple get when con­front­ed by the re­al­ity that things

    are not go­ing to work out well. She had al­ready ad­just­ed to just Folks no-​frills con­sumer

    fare, and far from be­ing em­bar­rassed at the air­line’s pol­icy of charg­ing to use the

    bath­rooms, she now re­gard­ed it as some­what of a sa­cred du­ty.




    “We get a quar­ter ev­ery time they use a lav,” she told Re­mo. “Four dol­lars near the end

    of the trip. So please don’t have your part­ner give in­struc­tions on how not to go to the

    bath­room.”




    “Why do you charge four dol­lars at the end of the trip?”




    “Mr. Baynes fig­ures that peo­ple have to go worse at the end of a flight, so you can get a

    pre­mi­um price. There’s a lav-​in­cre­ment scale. Twen­ty-​five cents on board­ing, fifty

    cents right af­ter take­off, and so forth.”




    “That’s rob­bery,” Re­mo said.




    “No one is forc­ing them to take our lav-​time.”




    “Where else are they go­ing to go?”




    “They could plan ahead and use the johns at the air­port.”




    “What are we sup­posed to tell them when we ask for four dol­lars to use the bath­room?”

    Re­mo said.




    “We al­ways sug­gest say­ing that fu­el con­sump­tion in­creased near the end of the flight

    and mum­ble some­thing about flush-​to-​fu­el com­par­ative ex­pen­di­tures.”




    “I am not charg­ing some­one for a bod­ily func­tion,” said Re­mo.




    “Then the loss comes out of your pay.”




    The first thing Re­mo did on the next flight was to give away the snacks and the so­das. He

    ripped the pay locks from the lava­to­ry doors. He lent out the pil­lows with­out cost and

    urged the pas­sen­gers to take them home as sou­venirs. Then he care­ful­ly tried to see if

    any­one was set­ting some­one up for a kill. He had learned that a col­lege stu­dent who had

    been on his pre­vi­ous flight had been found mur­dered, stran­gled and robbed.




    Yet, on that flight, there had been no one giv­ing off any sense of death.




    He asked Chi­un about it lat­er. “Do you give off a sense of death, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “For me, death is not evil. So I do not,” Chi­un said.




    “Per­haps, then, there are oth­ers who don’t think death is evil,” Re­mo said. “Maybe they

    don’t give off the sense of death ei­ther.”




    “Per­haps.”




    “I can’t be­lieve there are that many trained as­sas­sins who are pet­ty rob­bers too,”

    Re­mo said.




    “Per­haps they are not trained as­sas­sins. Per­haps there is an­oth­er rea­son,” Chi­un

    said.




    “What rea­son?” asked Re­mo.




    “We will see,” Chi­un said, and turned away to check the pas­sen­gers on the plane. He liked

    be­ing a flight at­ten­dant, pro­vid­ed pas­sen­gers did what they were told. What he liked

    best was en­sur­ing their safe­ty, telling them what they should do in the event of a

    crash.




    “The wings are al­ways falling off planes like this,” he would say. “When it hap­pens, make

    your essence not part of the plane, but part of the pull of the plan­ets.”




    “Yeah? And just how do we do that?” asked a ro­tund wom­an in the smok­ing sec­tion.




    “Change your filthy eat­ing habits first,” said Chi­un, who then de­cid­ed that there would

    no longer be a smok­ing sec­tion on his just Folks flights. In­stead, he told them to oc­cu­py

    their time with read­ing ma­te­ri­al. He passed out pe­ti­tions and brief ex­cerpts from an Ung

    po­em prais­ing the first petal of the first flow­er on the first morn­ing of the new dawn.




    “I don’t like that flow­ery crap,” said one young man. “I’d rather smoke.” Chi­un showed him

    how he re­al­ly didn’t need a seat beak to stay trans­fixed to his seat. He did it with the

    young man’s spinal col­umn, and in­stant­ly the youth’s ap­pre­ci­ation of po­et­ry rose. He

    loved the po­em.




    Chi­un said he did not want the young man to ap­pre­ci­ate the po­em be­cause he was be­ing

    forced to ap­pre­ci­ate it, be­cause then he would not re­al­ly ap­pre­ci­ate it at all. The

    youth swore over and over again that he was not be­ing forced. There were tears in his

    eyes.




    Chi­un vis­it­ed with pas­sen­gers. He es­pe­cial­ly ap­pre­ci­at­ed par­ents’ tales of

    their chil­dren’s in­grat­itude, and called Re­mo over to lis­ten to many of them.




    And then Re­mo no­ticed a young blond wom­an with milk­maid skin, very in­ter­est­ed in an

    el­der­ly gen­tle­man who was go­ing on about the mean­ing of spas­tic fab­rics in a

    non­spas­tic world, as he called it.




    Ev­ery­one around that seat was doz­ing, hav­ing been put un­der by the in­ter­minable Ung

    po­et­ry. Ex­cept for the girl. Her blue eyes were wide, gaga with the wis­dom of not try­ing

    to mar­ket non­spas­tic fab­rics in a spas­tic world, and vice ver­sa. The man was ob­vi­ous­ly

    a sales­man of some sort. Re­mo knew this be­cause the man talked in terms that could have been

    used rea­son­ably on­ly by Napoleon or Alexan­der the Great.




    The man had New Eng­land and South Amer­ica. He would con­trol Cana­da. He wouldn’t move

    in­to Eu­rope be­cause that was held too tight­ly.




    Re­mo fig­ured out that these were the man’s sales ar­eas. He nev­er did quite fig­ure out

    what a non­spas­tic fab­ric was, al­though he got the im­pres­sion that it was used some­how in

    zip­pers.




    Re­mo thought he rec­og­nized the girl. He looked at the pas­sen­ger list and saw her name

    was Hol­ly Ro­dan. He asked to speak to her pri­vate­ly.




    “Don’t be too long, hon­ey,” said the sales­man. Re­mo brought the young wom­an up to the

    well be­tween the cock­pit and the seats. The copi­lot came out to talk to him.




    Re­mo said, “I’m busy.”




    “Look, I’m a pi­lot and you’re a stew­ard. You’re not even in uni­form. You are go­ing to

    make me a cup of cof­fee, do you un­der­stand?”




    Re­mo twist­ed the copi­lot’s arm in the shape of a han­dle, stuck his head in­to the

    cof­feepot, then de­liv­ered him back to the cock­pit soak­ing wet.




    “You are now a cup of cof­fee,” Re­mo said.




    Re­mo tried to talk to the young wom­an, but a pas­sen­ger came up in­to the well want­ing a

    drink. “Speak to the oth­er one,” Re­mo said.




    “He said to talk to you.”




    “What do you want?”




    “I want a rum fiz­zle. Do you have a rum fiz­zle?”




    “Take what­ev­er you want,” Re­mo said.




    The pas­sen­ger poked around in the liquor bin. Hol­ly said she want­ed to go back to her

    seat. She asked nice­ly and she was an­swered nice­ly. No.




    “I don’t see any rum fiz­zles,” the pas­sen­ger said.




    “Take what’s there,” Re­mo said.




    “Can I have a vod­ka and rum?”




    “Sure. Take it and go,” Re­mo said. “Can I have two?”




    “Take them. Go.”




    “Two of them?”




    “All of them,” Re­mo said.




    “Are you re­al­ly a stew­ard?” Hol­ly asked Re­mo. She was not afraid. She had Her on her

    side.




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “I’ve even seen you be­fore. On this flight.”




    “Not on this flight,” said Hol­ly. “This flight on­ly be­gan a half-​hour ago.” It was a

    per­fect an­swer. She liked putting peo­ple in their places. Moth­er had taught her how. It was

    the on­ly thing her moth­er had ev­er been good for.




    Re­mo sug­gest­ed that now, since the cof­feepot wasn’t us­ing the hot­plate, she might like

    to sit there.




    “You can’t talk to me like that. There are reg­ula­tions. You’ll get fired.”




    “All right,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s it?”




    “Yup,” he said.




    “Noth­ing else?”




    “Go back to your seat.”




    She did, and Re­mo watched her go. There was some­thing wrong with this young la­dy. He

    won­dered if Chi­un had no­ticed it, but Chi­un was busy with sev­er­al peo­ple who were

    agree­ing with him that work­man­ship through­out Amer­ica was be­com­ing shod­dy. The true

    pro­fes­sion­al was a thing of the past. Chi­un nod­ded sage­ly and pulled an­oth­er pe­ti­tion

    from his ki­mono: “STOP AM­ATEUR AS­SAS­SINS.”




    Re­mo let Hol­ly Ro­dan get off the plane with the man she had been fawn­ing over, but just

    as she was about to be picked up by some young friends, Re­mo moved in on the car and told the

    sales­man to get lost.




    The man threat­ened to call the po­lice. Re­mo no­ticed his wed­ding ring and said, “Good.

    And call your wife too.”




    “Talk about a semisched­uled air­line. I’ve nev­er seen such bad ser­vice,” the sales­man

    said.




    “He has a right to come with us,” said Hol­ly. “We want to give him a lift.”




    “Give me a lift,” said Re­mo.




    “We don’t want to give you a lift.”




    “We’ll give him a lift,” said the man in the front seat.




    “We’re not giv­ing this son of a bitch a lift,” Hol­ly said. “I’ve got the oth­er man who

    wants to go with us, and we’re not giv­ing this one a lift. He’s a lousy stew­ardess and I

    wouldn’t give him a lift to hell in a hand­bas­ket. “




    The young man in the front seat did not try to rea­son with her, as her moth­er had, nor did

    he seek, as her fa­ther had, to un­der­stand the deep­er mean­ing of her com­plaints. He did

    not at­tempt, as her teach­ers had, to es­tab­lish a bridge of un­der­stand­ing.




    What he did was far more ef­fec­tive than any­thing else that had ev­er been prac­ticed on

    her. He slapped her in the mouth. Very hard.




    “We would be hap­py to give you a lift, trav­el­er,” she told Re­mo.




    “Much obliged,” he said. “You peo­ple trav­el much?”




    “On­ly when we have to,” said the man next to the driv­er. The air­port was Raleigh-​Durham

    and they asked Re­mo if he want­ed to go to Duke Uni­ver­si­ty or Chapel Hill.




    “I just want to talk,” Re­mo said.




    “We like to talk too,” said the pas­sen­ger in the front seat. His hand rest­ed over his

    shirt pock­et and Re­mo knew that the pock­et con­tained a weapon, al­though all that he could

    see was a yel­low hand­ker­chief.




    They stopped the car near a small woods to have a pic­nic. They said they were hun­gry and

    had, in fact, been de­scrib­ing the odors and tastes, the crisp­ness of fried chick­en, the

    suc­cu­lence of lob­ster in but­ter, the smooth rich­ness of choco­late in the throat. When

    Re­mo thought about these things, his stom­ach be­came queasy, but he said noth­ing be­cause,

    they ob­vi­ous­ly were try­ing to work up his ap­petite.




    They parked the car and walked with Re­mo along a lit­tle path to a clear­ing, where they

    opened a pic­nic bas­ket.




    “Ex­cuse me,” said the man who had been sit­ting next to the driv­er. “Can I get this around

    your throat?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. So the hand­ker­chief wasn’t hid­ing a weapon. It was the weapon. The

    oth­ers grabbed his legs and hands. The hand­ker­chief be­came a cord and cir­cled his neck and

    then closed and tight­ened. Re­mo coun­ter­act­ed the con­trac­tion with neck pres­sure. He did

    not fight it with his mus­cles. He just lay there with peo­ple sprawled across his arms and

    legs.




    The stran­gler pulled. Re­mo lay there.




    “She loves it, She loves it,” said Hol­ly Ro­dan.




    “The hell She does,” said the driv­er. “Look, he’s not even turn­ing red.”




    Re­mo let the blood pres­sure rise in his head so his face red­dened.




    “There it goes,” said the driv­er.




    “Now She loves it,” said Hol­ly.




    “Why isn’t he strug­gling? Pull hard­er,” the driv­er said.




    The noose tight­ened. The phan­si­gar’s fore­head broke out in per­spi­ra­tion. His

    knuck­les whitened and his wrists strained. Hol­ly Ro­dan dropped an arm to help pull on the

    oth­er side of the ru­mal. She pulled and the phan­si­gar pulled. The de­mon about to be

    of­fered up to Kali smiled and then the ru­mal snapped in half.




    “Hi,” said Re­mo. “Let’s talk about stran­gling and rob­bery.”




    “You’re not dead,” said the phan­si­gar.




    “Some peo­ple might give you an ar­gu­ment about that,” Re­mo said.




    The driv­er made a break for the car. Re­mo caught one leg, then the oth­er leg. He whipped

    the body in­to a tree, where it fold­ed up neat­ly with a snap of the spinal col­umn, then

    con­vulsed once and was still.




    The phan­si­gar opened his mouth, and then break­fast came up as he looked at the driv­er.

    The body was bent in two, back­wards, with the nape of the neck touch­ing the heels.




    “Don’t make bod­ies the way they used to,” Re­mo said. “Now, the Ne­an­derthal, that was a

    man. Sol­id. You hit a Ne­an­derthal against a tree and the tree would break. Look at this guy.

    Nev­er go­ing to fix him. He’s done. Just one lit­tle bang on a tree and he’s done. What do you

    think, sweet­heart?”




    “Me?” said Hol­ly Ro­dan. She was still hold­ing half of the yel­low ru­mal in her hand.




    “You, him, I don’t care,” Re­mo said. “What’s go­ing on?”




    “We’re prac­tic­ing our re­li­gion. We have a right,” said the phan­si­gar.




    “Why are you killing peo­ple?”




    “Why do Catholics say Mass? Why do Protes­tants sing or Jews chant?”




    “It’s not nice to stran­gle and rob,” Re­mo said.




    “That’s what you say,” the phan­si­gar said.




    “How would you like it if I killed you?”




    “Go ahead,” said the phan­si­gar. “Long live death.” Re­mo felt him­self hes­itate. He

    looked at the girl, and she was just as calm as the oth­er young man. That was why he had

    sensed noth­ing about the girl on the just Folks flight.




    “Go ahead,” said the young man.




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “If you in­sist,” and dropped him like a loose mar­ble on­to the pic­nic

    bas­ket.




    “Long live pain,” the young man gasped as he ex­pired.




    “What is all this about?” Re­mo asked the girl. Hol­ly Ro­dan stared at the bro­ken body. It

    had been so fast, so force­ful, the body break­ing like a brit­tle stick. She felt her limbs

    grow warm, and a tin­gling look over her bel­ly. It was beau­ti­ful. This new one brought death

    in such speed and force. She had nev­er seen it like this. She had a taste for death now. It

    could be beau­ti­ful, she re­al­ized, beau­ti­ful if it were strong enough. Not some limp­ing

    off in­to eter­ni­ty, but the gi­gan­tic crash in­to a tree. She looked at the phan­si­gar,

    dis­patched by Re­mo like a gum wrap­per.




    Then she looked at Re­mo, the hand­some dark-​eyed man with high cheek­bones. His sharp gaze

    sent gush­ers of pas­sion through her body. She want­ed him. All of him. She want­ed him in

    death, in life, his body, his hands. Death or pas­sion, it was all the same thing. She now knew

    the se­cret of Kali. Death was life it­self. They were the same.




    Hol­ly Ro­dan threw her­self at Re­mo’s feet and be­gan kiss­ing his bare an­kles.




    “Kill me too,” she said. “Give me death. For Her.” The feet moved away and she crawled

    af­ter this beau­ti­ful force of death. She crawled down the path, her knees scrap­ing on

    stones, bleed­ing. She had to reach him. She had to serve him with her life.




    “Kill me,” she said. She looked up in­to his eyes, im­plor­ing him. “Kill me. For Her. Death

    is beau­ti­ful.” For the first time in his new life, Re­mo ran. He ran from the clear­ing and

    from some­thing he did not un­der­stand. He did not even know what he was run­ning from.




    Back at the air­port, he met Chi­un, who was stop­ping passers­by and ask­ing them to sign

    his pe­ti­tion. But when Chi­un saw Re­mo, he knew some­thing was wrong and put the pe­ti­tion

    away in­side his ki­mono.




    All the way back to New Or­leans, Chi­un made no crit­icism, ex­pressed no an­noy­ance at

    hav­ing had to train a white man, and on leav­ing the plane, even paid Re­mo a com­pli­ment.

    “You move and breathe well, Re­mo.”




    “I’ll be all right, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I just have to think.”




    “Of course,” said Chi­un. “We will speak when you are ready.”




    But that night, at their new ho­tel, they still did not speak. Re­mo looked at the stars and

    could not sleep. Chi­un watched Re­mo, and late, dur­ing the night, he put away the pe­ti­tions

    in one of his large steam­er trunks.




    They would have to wait; some­thing more im­por­tant had hap­pened, he knew.


  




  

    Chapter Six




    Ban Sar Din ate his way through the forty dol­lars be­fore break­fast. And it wasn’t even at

    his fa­vorite restau­rant; he couldn’t af­ford that.




    He left the restau­rant and wan­dered the streets. Some­thing was wrong with Amer­ica. If

    you bought a plane tick­et and sent three peo­ple out to do a job and then all you earned was

    less than the price of a full meal with dessert, some­thing was se­ri­ous­ly wrong. With the

    econ­omy. With ev­ery­thing.




    Peo­ple were mak­ing for­tunes on fund-​rais­ers for rev­olu­tion­ary move­ments that were

    lit­tle more than ban­dit gangs. There was one yo­gi who was even sell­ing a se­cret word for

    two hun­dred dol­lars a pop and he had the suck­ers lined up wait­ing.




    Some cults had man­sions. Oth­ers had cor­po­ra­tions that came close to be­ing list­ed in

    the For­tune 500. Some yo­gis bought their own towns, drove around in Rolls-​Royces, and the

    suck­ers threw flow­ers at their feet.




    And what did Ban Sar Din have?




    He had an ashram full of cra­zies who thought noth­ing of killing some­one for forty

    dol­lars just to see the vic­tim wrig­gle a bit. And he was los­ing mon­ey. The Kali thing had

    start­ed out all right, but now the cra­zies seemed more in­ter­est­ed in the killing than in

    the rob­bing, and he was go­ing bust.




    In a land of op­por­tu­ni­ty, if you couldn’t make mon­ey through mur­der and theft, how

    could you make mon­ey?




    He felt like tak­ing one of those bonus-​fare coupons from just Folks Air­lines and fly­ing

    off some­where. But his hands had got­ten too fat for pick­ing pock­ets and he had got­ten used

    to be­ing a spir­itu­al lead­er to Amer­ica’s youth. What both­ered him most of all that

    trou­bling evening was that he knew there was a for­tune to be mined some­how, some­where in

    that ashram. He had free per­son­nel and a cult that seemed to have caught on.




    How to make a buck out of it? A re­li­able buck.




    He couldn’t send out more of the killer teams. If each one showed a loss, in­creas­ing the

    vol­ume just meant in­creas­ing the loss. Ex­pens­es? He couldn’t cut any more than he had

    al­ready. Hand­ker­chiefs any cheap­er and they wouldn’t be able to hold a throat. He had tried

    white hand­ker­chiefs once, but the faith­ful in­sist­ed on the yel­low, and how could you

    ar­gue with peo­ple you weren’t pay­ing any­way?




    He couldn’t even cut ex­pens­es by go­ing to a to­tal­ly un­char­tered air­line. Who knew

    what kind of pover­ty-​strick­en pas­sen­gers that kind of line might be car­ry­ing? His

    loonies would wind up killing and come home with a hand­ful of food stamps.




    He was in a cir­cle grow­ing small­er and there was no way out.




    And then, in his de­spair, Ban Sar Din heard voic­es, a beau­ti­ful song ris­ing with faith

    and gus­to to­ward the heav­ens. He looked around and saw he had wan­dered in­to a poor black

    neigh­bor­hood. The voic­es came from a church. He en­tered and sat down in a rear pew.




    The min­is­ter sang with the cho­rus. He preached of hell and he preached of sal­va­tion,

    but most of all he preached of the mag­ic prayer cloth that would an­swer prob­lems, and when

    treat­ed with the mag­ic blue juice, would cure the gout, rheum­sey, cabob dis­or­der, and lung

    can­cer.




    Af­ter the prayer meet­ing, Ban Sar Din went up to the min­is­ter.




    “What ails you, broth­er?” asked the Rev­erend, Tee Vee Walk­er, a boom of a man with a

    rut­ted black face and large hands that glis­tened with gold and di­amonds. His was the Church

    of the In­stant Sav­ior. “Busi­ness is bad,” said Ban Sar Din.




    “What busi­ness you in?” asked the Rev­erend Walk­er.




    “Re­li­gion busi­ness,” said Ban Sar Din.




    “You in the life, then?” chuck­led the Rev­erend Walk­er, and when Ban Dar Sin ex­plained he

    was run­ning an In­di­an re­li­gion, the Rev­erend Walk­er asked his week­ly take.




    “It used to be good, but costs have got­ten out of hand.”




    “Don’ know how to han­dle costs, ex­cep’ don’ have none. What I al­ways do is take the

    ugli­est wom­an in the choir and give her some heavy lovin’ and then make her in charge of all

    the costs. She fig­ure out how to pay. Learned from my Dad­dy, he be a preach­er too, one of

    your ba­sic no-​frills yell-​in-​their-​face gospel preach­ers. You can go any­where with that.

    Yell in their faces.”




    “I have a dif­fer­ent sort of gospel,” Ban Sar Din said.




    “They all the same. It be what peo­ple buyin’.”




    “It’s not the same. I’m afraid of my con­gre­ga­tion.”




    “Pack one of these,” said the Rev­erend Walk­er. It was a lit­tle sil­very au­to­mat­ic. He

    ex­plained that it was un­seem­ly for a min­is­ter to car­ry a large pis­tol, but a

    pearl-​han­dled au­to­mat­ic could fit in a jack­et or trous­er pock­et. His fa­ther, he said,

    used to car­ry a switch­blade.




    “But mine are crazy,” Ban Sar Din said. “I mean re­al cra­zies. You just can’t yell in their

    faces. You don’t un­der­stand.”




    “Lis­ten, lit­tle fat fel­la. I’m not res­cu­ing yo’ con­gre­ga­tion for noth­ing. I’ll show

    you how to work the pul­pit,” the Rev­erend Walk­er said. “But I get the day’s of­fer­ings.

    “




    “You can yell in their faces?”




    “I can whip yo’ con­gre­ga­tion in­to a pack of lit­tle pup­pies. And when I got them where

    you want ‘em, re­mem­ber … give the ugli­est wom­an some lov­ing and let her solve yo’

    prob­lems for you.”




    Ban Sar Din gauged the big man’s size again. Per­haps. Per­haps he might get them in line.

    And once they were in line, Ban Sar Din might be able to get them in­to more prof­itable

    ar­eas, might be able to con­vince them that com­ing back with forty dol­lars in a ru­mal was a

    sin, es­pe­cial­ly in these times when forty dol­lars didn’t even get you a first-​class meal

    with dessert.




    “All right, nig­ger,” Ban Sar Din said. “A deal.”




    “What’s that word yo’ say?” asked the Rev­erend Tee Vee Walk­er.




    “It’s wrong?”




    “On­ly a nig­ger can use the word ‘nig­ger.’ “




    “Ev­ery­body calls me ‘nig­ger,’ ” Ban Sar Din said, in great con­fu­sion. “I thought that

    made us blood broth­ers or some­thing.”




    “Not you. You brown enough, but you talk fun­ny.”




    “The British im­pe­ri­al­ists forced us to learn this fun­ny talk,” said Ban Sar Din,

    catch­ing in a sin­gle sen­tence the ba­sic doc­trine of the third-​world the­ol­ogy; name­ly

    that no mat­ter what hap­pened, one had to blame it on some white men. That done, any­thing was

    ac­cept­able.




    The Rev­erend Walk­er did not find a pul­pit in the ashram. There was a bare wood floor,

    well pol­ished, a stat­ue of their saint, which had too many arms and an ug­ly face, and not

    even the smell of some­thing cook­ing some­where. Just some very qui­et, very white, very young

    peo­ple walk­ing around.




    “When do ser­vices be­gin?” the Rev­erend Walk­er asked Ban Sar Din.




    “I don’t know. They be­gin them them­selves most of the time.”




    “This has got to stop right heayah. You run the church, or the church runs you. Let’s lay

    some gospel down on their heads.”




    He no­ticed a blond girl, quite ex­cit­ed, her cheeks flushed with joy. For this oc­ca­sion

    on­ly, for his pudgy brown broth­er on­ly, he would make an ex­cep­tion about the ugli­est

    wom­an in the con­gre­ga­tion. One had to take care of the good-​look­ing ones too.




    Rev­erend Walk­er flashed his broad­est smile and stepped in front of the stat­ue at which

    ev­ery­one was look­ing.




    “Broth­ers and sis­ters,” he boomed. He wished he had a pul­pit to bang. He wished he had

    chairs to look at, faces to look back at him. But half these peo­ple had their heads down on

    the floor and the oth­er half were on­ly try­ing to look past him to­ward the stat­ue.




    “We got to move on to be right on,” yelled the good Rev­erend Tee Vee Walk­er. “Man can’t

    walk, man can’t talk. If you pray, you pay.”




    Peo­ple still didn’t look at him. He thought that that should have worked. It hard­ly ev­er

    failed. One black preach­er had even run for pres­ident by try­ing to re­duce the

    nu­cle­ar-​tech­no­log­ical age to sev­en-​year-​old rhymes.




    The rev­erend didn’t know why these whites weren’t re­spond­ing.




    If he couldn’t get them with preach­ing, he would try singing.




    His rich voice boomed out over the throng, call­ing for sweet un­der­stand­ing, be­moan­ing

    suf­fer­ing, call­ing for trust. He liked the way he could bring it all up from his toes. But

    they still didn’t re­spond. And it was good singing, too.




    The Rev­erend Walk­er be­gan to clap. No Walk­er had ev­er lost a con­gre­ga­tion, not in

    four gen­er­ations of preach­ers, and he wasn’t go­ing to be the first. He stamped his feet. He

    yelled some more at their heads, and no one even no­ticed him.




    Then the pret­ty lit­tle blond girl smiled at him and nod­ded him in­to a side room.




    The Rev­erend Tee Vee Walk­er did not miss that smile. So there were oth­er ways to bring a

    con­gre­ga­tion in­to line. He knew them all. He winked back and fol­lowed the girl in­to the

    room.




    “Hi,” she said.




    “Hel­lo there,” said the Rev­erend.




    “Can I just get this around your neck?” came a voice from be­hind him.




    So these whites did groups. “Any neck you want,” he said with a broad smile.




    And there was num­ber 108.




    Ban Sar Din was wait­ing in his pri­vate de­vo­tion of­fice when he heard a knock on the

    door. They were call­ing him to ap­pear be­fore Her.




    Good, he thought. The rev­erend has fi­nal­ly got­ten them in­to line.




    But there was no Rev­erend Walk­er. Just a small group hold­ing one of those sil­ly yel­low

    hand­ker­chiefs. He didn’t re­mem­ber any groups go­ing out now, but then again, they weren’t

    telling him ev­ery­thing any­more ei­ther. He won­dered what they had in the ru­mal this time.

    Loose change? He looked around the ashram, but saw no sign of the min­is­ter. Maybe he had done

    his job and left.




    “She loved it,” said one of the fol­low­ers.




    Ban Sar Din reached in­to his pock­et. No cloth. He looked at the up­turned faces of his

    fol­low­ers. The cra­zies were go­ing to kill him if he didn’t have a fresh ru­mal. Maybe

    stran­gle him with their bare hands.




    “We await, Holy One,” said the kid from In­di­anapo­lis who had tak­en to call­ing him­self

    the phan­si­gar. There were sev­er­al of them now.




    “Right. Wait­ing,” said Ban Sar Din. “Wait­ing is per­haps the fullest way of ser­vice to

    our holy Kali.”




    “Did you for­get the ru­mal?” asked the kid from In­di­anapo­lis.




    “For­get­ting is a form of wor­ship. Why does one re­mem­ber? That is the ques­tion we must

    all ask our­selves,” said the pudgy lit­tle man. He felt sweat form­ing in his un­der­pants,

    and his mouth was dry. He tried to smile. If he smiled, they might not think he was get­ting

    ready to run for it.




    He made a sign of bless­ing he had seen some­where. Oh, no. It was the sign of the cross,

    and he care­ful­ly did the mo­tions again, back­ward, as if eras­ing his pre­vi­ous moves.




    “Thus Kali eras­es false doc­trine,” he said unc­tu­ous­ly. If he ran for it, could he get

    away? he won­dered. “You have for­got­ten the ru­mal, the holy blessed ru­mal with which we

    serve Her,” said the yel­low-​haired girl from Den­ver. She was the one who fright­ened him

    most. He had gath­ered in­di­rect­ly that she loved the death throes even more than the male

    fol­low­ers did.




    “Let us all praise Kali now,” said Ban Sar Din. He backed to­ward the door. If he could get

    a jump on these crazy white kids, he might make it in­to the al­ley and then out of New

    Or­leans. He could al­ways lose weight and pick pock­ets again. And even if he failed, there

    was al­ways jail. At least, he would still be alive. It was an in­cred­ibly ap­peal­ing

    thought.




    Ban Sar Din’s lit­tle legs be­gan run­ning to­ward the thought be­fore he could stop them.

    They were mov­ing, and mov­ing fast.




    They were not fast enough.




    Hands had his an­kles, his arms, and he knew his throat was next. He felt his legs still

    go­ing through the mo­tions of run­ning, but he was not go­ing where he want­ed to go. He was

    be­ing car­ried to the base of that stat­ue, which ap­par­ent­ly was a new one, be­cause it had

    more arms now than when he bought it. This was re­li­gion out of con­trol, he thought, and

    some­body ought to do some­thing about it.




    “Kali. Kali.” The chants be­gan, first as two screams, then as drum­rolls, and the feet

    be­gan hit­ting the floor and the whole ashram build­ing shook with the chant of Kali. Kali the

    di­vine. Kali the death giv­er. Kali the in­vin­ci­ble, god­dess of death.




    The floor shook un­der­neath his back from the stomp­ing, and his fin­gers grew numb

    be­cause his wrists were be­ing held so tight­ly. He could smell the floor wax and feel the

    fin­ger­tips of young wor­shipers dig in­to his an­kles.




    The chant con­tin­ued: “Kali. Kali.”




    It oc­curred to Ban Sar Din at that mo­ment that if he heard the chants and smelled the

    floor wax and felt the pound­ing of feet, he was still alive. And if there was one thing he

    knew about the cult of Kali, it was that they nev­er did the chant­ing be­fore a death. It was

    al­ways af­ter a death had oc­curred. Of course, he did not know all that much about the cult.

    He had on­ly bought the stat­ue and giv­en the white kids some In­di­an names.




    Ban Sar Din felt some­thing fun­ny on the soles of his feet. At first it tick­led.




    “Please don’t tor­ture me,” he cried out. “Have mer­cy.”




    “It’s kiss­ing,” said the phan­si­gar from In­di­anapo­lis. Bar Sar Din opened his eyes. He

    saw lots of yel­low hair near his feet.




    “Head north,” he said.




    “It is so. It is ev­er so,” said the yel­low-​haired girl. “He does not have the

    ru­mal.”




    “If you say so,” said Ban Sar Din.




    “We were told you wouldn’t,” she said.




    “Who told you? Get him out of here, who­ev­er he is,” said Ban Sar Din. “What does he

    know?”




    They were all look­ing down at him. He pulled his feet away from the yel­low-​haired girl

    and rose. He pulled his up­per tu­nic tighter around his body.




    “Do you have the ru­mal for us?” asked one youth.




    “Why do you ask?”




    “Tell us you don’t. Please,” said the blond girl. Tears of joy filled her eyes.




    “All right. Since you asked, I don’t. Now, step back. Holy men don’t like to be

    crowd­ed.”




    “Kali the grand. Kali the eter­nal. Kali vic­to­ri­ous,” chant­ed three young men. Their

    feet be­gan stomp­ing on the wood­en floor of the ashram.




    “Right,” said Ban Sar Din. “I am go­ing to get an­oth­er ru­mal. I knew that this time I

    shouldn’t bring one.”




    “She told us. And we knew,” said Hol­ly Ro­dan.




    “On­ly the Holy One should pre­dict and know,” said Ban Sar Din as he looked around at the

    cult mem­bers. No one seemed to ob­ject, so he re­peat­ed it with more force. “On­ly one should

    pre­dict.”




    “She did. She did,” re­peat­ed Hol­ly Ro­dan. “She said that two must be brought be­fore

    Her. He who has not the ru­mal will be the Holy One, the lead­er. And that one is you.”




    “And the one who has the ru­mal?” Ban Sar Din asked.




    “He will be Her lover. And we will send him to Her in death,” Hol­ly Ro­dan said. “And that

    one is not you,” she said. The blond-​haired girl smiled at Ban Dar Sin. “Do you not won­der

    who that one is?”




    “The Holy One nev­er won­ders,” Ban Sar Din said, won­der­ing what she was talk­ing

    about.




    “Did you not no­tice that we are now few­er?” Hol­ly Ro­dan asked him.




    The pudgy In­di­an looked around. There were two faces miss­ing. What had hap­pened to them?

    Prob­ably they took off for some oth­er wacko cult.




    “Here to­day, gone to­mor­row,” he said. “Lots of peo­ple leave for fly-​by-​night cults,

    and we are well rid of them. We just have to make sure that they don’t leave with the

    of­fer­ings in the ru­mals. Kali needs our of­fer­ings. It’s part of our faith, faith of our

    fa­thers, now and cer­tain­ly through Novem­ber,” he said, think­ing of the dis­con­nect

    no­tice of the elec­tric­ity.




    “No. They did not leave. They were faith­ful. They tast­ed death. It was beau­ti­ful. Nev­er

    have we seen death so strong, death so quick, death so pow­er­ful,” said Hol­ly Ro­dan.




    “Wait a minute. You mean we lost peo­ple to death?” asked Ban Sar Din.




    “Long live death. Long live Kali,” said the girl. “We have met the great one, the one She

    wants. We have met Her lover. And we will bring him to Her and he will be car­ry­ing the

    ru­mal.”




    Ban Sar Din took the yel­low hand­ker­chief that was shoved in­to his hands and left to go

    back in­to his of­fice. Over the edge, he thought. They had gone over the edge. It was one

    thing to kill for some stat­ue with too many arms, but to talk about bring­ing Her some lover

    to die for Her, well, that was just too much. He broke out in a sweat when he re­al­ized that

    he had been on­ly a yel­low hand­ker­chief away from be­ing the one.




    The pudgy pick­pock­et was think­ing of pack­ing and leav­ing when he opened the ru­mal and

    no­ticed the very thick roll of green bills. There was twen­ty-​three hun­dred dol­lars in

    cash. There were four rings. Were they com­bin­ing rob­beries now? Then he no­ticed that all

    the rings were for large fin­gers. There was a gold Rolex watch with a di­amond-​stud­ded sweep

    sec­ond hand. There was a lapis-​lazuli co­caine case with goldin­laid ini­tials, TVW, and a

    pearl-​han­dled au­to­mat­ic pis­tol.




    The rev­erend. They had killed the Rev­erend Tee Vee Walk­er.




    Ban Sar Din would have run if he hadn’t count­ed the bills again. Over two thou­sand

    dol­lars. And in­side the roll of bills was an air­line tick­et.




    He thought at first that it was one of the just Folks cheapo tick­ets, but this was a

    first-​class round-​trip tick­et to Stock­holm, Swe­den. In­side was a note with per­fumed

    sta­tionery. It read: “From your grate­ful con­gre­ga­tion to the Rev­erend Tee Vee

    Walk­er.”




    On the in­side of the tick­et was an­oth­er hand­writ­ing, much rougher and less re­fined.

    Ban Sar Din guessed that it was Rev­erend Walk­er’s own writ­ing. He had ap­par­ent­ly jot­ted

    down some­thing he didn’t want to miss in Stock­holm: “Madame Ol­ga’s House of One Thou­sand

    Plea­sures.”




    Ban Sar Din looked at the tick­et for a long time. He could use it to flee, but some­thing

    told him not to. Some in­ner voice said the tick­et was a gift and an op­por­tu­ni­ty, not to

    be wast­ed.




    He wrapped the tick­et in one of the old ru­mals with the Kali pic­ture on it, the ones you

    couldn’t buy for a de­cent price any­more, and went out in­to the ashram and placed it in one

    of the stat­ue’s many hands. The fol­low­ers would know what to do.




    Three days lat­er, the ru­mal came back with $4,383.47. Plus jew­el­ry. Re­al jew­el­ry. And

    Ban Sar Din learned a new les­son about eco­nom­ic suc­cess. You had to spend mon­ey to make

    mon­ey.




    No more con­sumer flights. No more semisched­uled air­lines. From now on, first-​class

    flights.




    He called just Folks Air­lines and can­celed his spe­cial year-​round con­sumer fare with

    the free-​use-​of-​the-​bath­room op­tion and the off­sea­son three a.m. An­chor­age to

    Tal­la­has­see fare and told them where to send the re­fund.




    Num­ber 109.




    Come­di­enne Beat­rice Bix­by found some­one who re­al­ly thought she was fun­ny. She found

    him next to her in first class head­ed to Stock­holm, Swe­den. He was not in­ter­est­ed in her

    body or her fame or her mon­ey. He re­al­ly gave Beat­rice what she had al­ways sought on the

    stage, ap­proval. Ev­ery­thing she said was ei­ther bril­liant or hys­ter­ical­ly fun­ny.




    “I’m not that fun­ny,” she said, not mean­ing a word of it. She was as fun­ny as she had

    al­ways dreamed of be­ing. When the young man in­vit­ed her to stop off at a lit­tle

    restau­rant and then lat­er sug­gest­ed they go some­place qui­et, and then asked a sim­ple

    fa­vor about a hand­ker­chief, she said:




    “Of course. And if it’s go­ing around my neck, you can put di­amonds in the hand­ker­chief

    too.” She wait­ed for the laugh.




    But he wasn’t laugh­ing any­more. And soon, nei­ther was she.


  




  

    Chapter Seven




    Dr. Harold W. Smith got the one an­swer he had al­ways feared from Re­mo. It was two

    let­ters, one word, and the word was “No.”




    He had got­ten a se­cure tele­phone hookup to call Re­mo from the CURE head­quar­ters, which

    were hid­den be­hind the large brick walls that sur­round­ed Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New

    York. It had been many years ago that Re­mo had been brought to the san­itar­ium from the

    morgue of the prison and nursed back to life and to health and then to some­thing more. He had

    been cho­sen by Smith be­cause all the tests had shown that Re­mo’s ba­sic char­ac­ter would

    not let him fail to serve his coun­try.




    And now Harold Smith was get­ting that first “no” to a call for help.




    “It’s gone in­ter­na­tion­al,” Smith said.




    “Fine. Then Amer­ica’s safe.”




    “We can’t let some­thing like this go on,” Smith said.




    “Well, we are, aren’t we?”




    “What’s wrong with you, Re­mo?”




    “Maybe there are a lot of things that are wrong.”




    “Would you like to tell me about them?” Smith asked in what he tried to project as his warm

    voice. It sound­ed like ice cubes crack­ing in warm wa­ter.




    “No,” Re­mo said.




    “Why not?”




    “You wouldn’t un­der­stand.”




    “I think I could,” Smith said.




    “I think you couldn’t.”




    “That’s it?”




    “It,” agreed Re­mo.




    “Re­mo, we need you,” Smith said.




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    For the first time since Re­mo had gone out for the or­ga­ni­za­tion, Smith was forced to go

    to Chi­un for an ex­pla­na­tion. It was not some­thing he rel­ished, be­cause he sel­dom

    un­der­stood the old Ori­en­tal. The on­ly things he was ev­er sure of was that he was be­ing

    forced to send more mon­ey to the old man’s vil­lage in North Ko­rea. Re­mo had ex­plained to

    him once that the vil­lage of Sinan­ju was poor and that for cen­turies its peo­ple had lived

    on the earn­ings of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, the world’s fore­most as­sas­sin.




    There had been many bad times, and in those times, Re­mo ex­plained, the vil­lagers had been

    forced to “send their ba­bies home to the sea.” This meant to throw them in the bay to drown

    rather than let­ting them starve to death. Re­mo felt it ex­plained Chi­un’s in­sis­tence on

    large pay­ment, fre­quent pay­ment, and pay­ment in gold, and seemed to think that it was a

    beau­ti­ful sto­ry.




    Smith thought that it was ba­si­cal­ly stupid and that all the vil­lagers had to do to

    pre­vent star­va­tion was to find a job some­where and work for a liv­ing. Re­mo told him that

    he should nev­er men­tion this idea to Chi­un, and Smith nev­er did. The in­fre­quent meet­ings

    of the two men gen­er­al­ly de­gen­er­at­ed in­to Chi­un’s fawn­ing all over Smith as

    Amer­ica’s em­per­or and then pro­ceed­ing to do ex­act­ly what Chi­un want­ed.




    Not this time, Smith thought. He had to find out what was wrong with Re­mo. The meet­ing

    with Chi­un was im­per­ative, but where to meet some­one in a ki­mono with­out at­tract­ing

    at­ten­tion, some­one who, for some in­sane rea­son, had bla­tant­ly tak­en out an

    ad­ver­tise­ment in a Boston news­pa­per with his pic­ture in it?




    He thought about it a long while, then de­cid­ed to fly out to Den­ver. He rent­ed a car at

    the air­port, picked Chi­un up at his ho­tel, and drove off in­to the Rocky Moun­tains out­side

    Den­ver. It was the best he could think of. And Smith was tired. And he was won­der­ing if it

    all made a dif­fer­ence any­more. Maybe Re­mo was right.




    Look­ing at the first snows on the peaks, Smith won­dered if all he was try­ing to do, all

    the strug­gles and or­ga­ni­za­tion, were not just like those moun­tains. The prob­lems were

    here to­day, and like the moun­tains, they would be here to­mor­row. Noth­ing had been lost,

    but what had been won? He had been at this for twen­ty years and he was get­ting old and tired.

    Who would re­place him? And would it make a dif­fer­ence? Could any­thing make a dif­fer­ence

    any­more?




    He saw Chi­un’s long fin­ger­nails reach over and ap­pear as though they moved a but­ton on

    Smith’s chest.




    “Breathe as if a mel­on is stuck in your throat,” Chi­un said. “As if you must force the air

    in­to your stom­ach. Hard.”




    Smith, with­out un­der­stand­ing why, com­plied and pulled air deep in­to his body, and

    sud­den­ly things felt light. The world was light. Prob­lems were solv­able. This sud­den

    change un­set­tled Smith. He was a man who ran ev­ery­thing by his in­tel­lect, and he did not

    want to be­lieve that his per­spec­tive on the world could al­ter be­cause of the way he took

    oxy­gen in­to his sys­tem. And yet it hadn’t changed. He knew ev­ery­thing he knew be­fore, all

    the prob­lems and wor­ries. It was just that he felt stronger, more able to deal with them,

    less tired of the world.




    “Chi­un, you have trained Re­mo mag­nif­icent­ly.”




    “A re­flec­tion of your glo­ry, O Em­per­or.”




    “We are, as you know, en­gaged in an op­er­ation yet to be com­plet­ed,” Smith said.




    “How wise,” Chi­un said, and nod­ded, and his beard flut­tered in the breeze­less car. He

    was not sure what Smith had said. He as­sumed that he had just stat­ed that they were all

    work­ing on some­thing, but Chi­un nev­er knew with Smith. He nev­er quite un­der­stood him, so

    he nod­ded a lot.




    “Re­mo seems to be hav­ing trou­bles,” Smith said. “Do you know what they are?”




    “I know that he, like I, lives to serve your wish and en­hance the glo­ry of the name Smith,

    great­est of Em­per­ors.”




    “Yes, yes. Of course. But have you no­ticed some­thing both­er­ing him?”




    “I have. I must ad­mit, I have. But it is noth­ing that your glo­ry should con­cern it­self

    with.”




    “It does con­cern me,” Smith said.




    “How no­ble. Your grace knows no bounds.”




    “What is both­er­ing him?”




    “As you know,” Chi­un be­gan, “the year­ly trib­ute is de­liv­ered to Sinan­ju, as was

    agreed in our con­tract of ser­vice. Your sub­ma­rine de­liv­ers on­shore a sev­en­teen-​weight

    of sil­ver, a five-​weight of gold, and fra­grances of great val­ue.”




    “Yes, that’s the con­tract,” said Smith sus­pi­cious­ly. “Since the last time you

    rene­go­ti­at­ed it. What’s that got to do with Re­mo?”




    “Re­mo’s ado­ra­tion for you, Em­per­or, is so strong that he can­not bring him­self to

    share with you his true wor­ries. He said to me: ‘Gra­cious Mas­ter, teach­er of Sinan­ju,

    de­vot­ed ser­vant of our great Em­per­or, Harold W. Smith, how can I rest my head know­ing

    that a five weight of gold is all that comes from my coun­try to Sinan­ju? How can we be so

    dis­graced as a race and a peo­ple to give a pal­try five-​weight of gold and a mere

    sev­en­teen-​weight of sil­ver?’




    ” ‘Still your tongue,’ I said. ‘Has not Em­per­or Smith through these many years de­liv­ered

    the cor­rect amount? Have we not agreed to this amount? Is it not ac­cord­ing to the

    con­tract?’




    ” ‘In­deed, no­ble teach­er, true ser­vant of the Em­per­or Smith,’ Re­mo said, ‘it is

    ac­cord­ing to the con­tract and I should still my tongue.’




    “And this he did,” said Chi­un. “But the hurt re­mains. I tell you this on­ly be­cause of my

    great trust in you.”




    “Some­how, I can’t see Re­mo wor­ry­ing about Sinan­ju’s year­ly trib­ute,” Smith said.




    “It is not that. It is the hon­or of his na­tion. And yours. “




    “I don’t think Re­mo’s mind works like that,” Smith said. “Not even af­ter all your

    train­ing.”




    “You asked, Em­per­or, and I but told. I await your com­mand.”




    Smith could eas­ily add more gold to the pay­ment. The cost of hav­ing a sub­ma­rine en­ter

    North Ko­re­an wa­ters to de­liv­er the trib­ute to the house of as­sas­sins far ex­ceed­ed the

    trib­ute it­self. But the prob­lem with giv­ing Chi­un more mon­ey for a spe­cial emer­gen­cy,

    as this was, was that it be­came the new base price for ev­ery­thing else in the fu­ture.




    “An­oth­er weight of gold,” said Smith re­luc­tant­ly.




    “Would that it were enough for Re­mo’s heavy heart,” Chi­un said. “But in my fool­ish­ness,

    I told him that even a small king in a small poor coun­try paid a ten-​weight of gold to

    Sinan­ju.”




    “Sev­en,” said Smith.




    “It is not seem­ly that a ser­vant ar­gue with his em­per­or,” Chi­un said.




    “Does that mean that sev­en is ac­cept­able? That we have a deal at sev­en?” Smith

    asked.




    “It means I dare not ne­go­ti­ate with you.”




    “You’re stand­ing at ten?” Smith asked.




    “I am yours to com­mand. As al­ways,” Chi­un said.




    “Eight.”




    “If on­ly I could con­vince Re­mo.”




    “I know he isn’t go­ing to serve any oth­er coun­try,” Smith said. “He isn’t that much

    Sinan­ju yet.”




    “I on­ly fol­low your will,” Chi­un said Calm­ly. His hands were fold­ed and he looked out

    at the moun­tains.




    “Nine. And that’s it.”




    “For this spe­cial emer­gen­cy, your will over­rules the very tides,” Chi­un said.




    “Some­thing is wrong with Re­mo,” Smith said again, “and we need him. This dan­ger has just

    got­ten worse, and he’s not will­ing to do any­thing about it.”




    “It will be done,” Chi­un said. “What will?”




    “What is need­ed to be done,” Chi­un said, and such was the au­thor­ity of his voice and the

    grace of his body and move­ments that Smith, at that mo­ment, be­lieved him. Why not? This was

    Sinan­ju, and it had not sur­vived for thou­sands of years be­cause these peo­ple did not know

    their busi­ness.




    “Did Re­mo tell you what this case is all about?” Smith asked.




    “In his halt­ing way,” Chi­un an­swered. “He is on­ly elo­quent when speak­ing about

    in­jus­tices done to my vil­lage.”




    “Some­one is killing peo­ple who fly aboard air­craft. Now, you might think the num­ber of

    deaths small-” Smith did not get a chance to fin­ish the sen­tence be­cause Chi­un spoke

    first.




    “The deaths them­selves are unim­por­tant. Rob­bers and mur­der­ers do not make roads

    un­safe or im­pass­able. They kill on­ly a few at worst. What makes a road im­pass­able is that

    peo­ple be­lieve it is. If trav­el­ers come to be­lieve they can­not move with safe­ty, they

    will cease to use your roads. And this coun­try’s roads are in the sky.”




    “It is a dan­ger,” Smith agreed.




    “More than a dan­ger,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “It is the end of civ­iliza­tion. Goods

    would not trav­el, and nei­ther would ideas.”




    “We’ve just been lucky so far that the news me­dia haven’t picked up on it,” Smith said. “Do

    you think you can get Re­mo to un­der­stand why this is im­por­tant?”




    Chi­un said, “I will try, Em­per­or,” but he did not know if he could. How­ev­er, he did

    know he would not be the one to let this civ­iliza­tion die, be­cause he was the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju who had been con­tract­ed to save it. Fail­ing would be too much shame to bear and

    would hu­mil­iate him in the eyes of all the an­ces­tors who had gone be­fore.




    Chi­un would have to tell Re­mo some­thing that he had hid­den for all these years. He would

    have to tell him about the shame of Sinan­ju, about Mas­ter Wu, who lost Rome.




    And then he would have to find out ex­act­ly what was both­er­ing Re­mo.




    A. H. Baynes liked to run a tight ship, and his staff had stand­ing or­ders to show him any

    pa­per­work that was out of the or­di­nary. So when the re­quest was re­ceived in the mail

    ask­ing for a re­fund on the year-​round con­sumer-​fare tick­et, he thought it was worth

    look­ing in­to. It was the on­ly year-​round con­sumer-​fare tick­et that had been sold by just

    Folks, and he looked at the let­ter and saw it had been bought by a small re­li­gious

    com­mu­ni­ty in New Or­leans.




    He in­struct­ed his New Or­leans area man­ag­er to find out why the re­fund was be­ing

    sought.




    A week lat­er, the area man­ag­er had not been heard from. When his pay­check re­mained

    un­cashed, this strange in­ci­dent came up on Baynes’s com­put­er ter­mi­nal.




    For the first time, Baynes no­ticed the area man­ag­er’s name, and won­dered where he had

    seen it be­fore. He checked it with his com­put­er and found out.




    The area man­ag­er had ad­vised him once by note that he was go­ing to track the

    stran­glings just in case any­one tried to sue just Folks Air­lines for the deaths.




    Baynes was about to put it out of his mind and for­get it when his at­ten­tion was called to

    a news clip­ping. The area man­ag­er’s body had been found. His face was blue from the last

    hor­ri­ble mo­ments with­out air, his pock­ets had been emp­tied. He left five-​his wife, three

    chil­dren, and an ail­ing moth­er.




    An­oth­er mur­der, and there had been nine oth­ers in the past few weeks of peo­ple who had

    not been fly­ing just Folks. Qui­et­ly, Baynes pro­grammed his com­put­er to find out who had

    pur­chased tick­ets on over­seas flights af­ter which pas­sen­gers had been stran­gled and

    robbed.




    On ev­ery flight af­ter which there had been a mur­der, Baynes saw the name of the same

    tick­et pur­chas­er: it was the lit­tle re­li­gious group in New Or­leans that had just asked

    for a re­fund on its just Folks tick­ets.




    It was im­me­di­ate­ly clear to Baynes. He had found the pas­sen­ger killers. It was

    some­one con­nect­ed with that re­li­gious group. And what they had done was equal­ly clear:

    first they had flown just Folks, killing pas­sen­gers. And then they had moved up in the world,

    fly­ing big­ger and more ex­pen­sive air­lines, and killing and rob­bing rich­er pas­sen­gers.

    Since the first death in­volv­ing an over­seas air­line, there had been no more mur­ders of

    just Folks’s pas­sen­gers.




    He felt ex­ul­tant. He had fig­ured it out, and those two id­iot­ic in­ves­ti­ga­tors from

    the NAA were still out there some­where fly­ing just Folks, and they hadn’t fig­ured out

    any­thing yet. So much for free en­ter­prise ver­sus gov­ern­ment, he thought.




    For a mo­ment he con­sid­ered let­ting the gov­ern­ment know of his find­ings

    im­me­di­ate­ly, and then he paused and con­sid­ered some more. He cer­tain­ly wasn’t go­ing to

    rush to­ward some pub­lic ac­claim be­fore think­ing ev­ery­thing through. He had not gone to

    Cam­bridge Busi­ness Col­lege so that he could for­get its most im­por­tant les­son: how can I

    make some prof­it out of this?




    He phoned the ashram in New Or­leans and asked to speak to its spir­itu­al lead­er.




    “We are most sor­ry. The Holy One can­not an­swer the tele­phone. He is com­muning in his

    holy of­fice.”




    “Tell the Holy One that if he doesn’t com­mune with me on the phone, he’ll be com­muning

    with the po­lice in per­son. I know what you peo­ple are do­ing to air­line pas­sen­gers.”




    “Hel­lo,” came the high-​pitched voice of an In­di­an a few mo­ments lat­er. “How can the

    bless­ings of cos­mic uni­ty be be­stowed up­on your con­scious­ness?”




    “I know what you’re do­ing with air­line pas­sen­gers,” Baynes said.




    “We bless the whole world with our mantras.”




    “I don’t want your bless­ings,” Baynes said.




    “Have a mantra. No charge. I’ll give you a free one over the phone and call it even.”




    “I want to know how you do what you do,” Baynes said.




    “Dear kind sir,” said Ban Sar Din. “If I should be do­ing some­thing of an il­le­gal

    na­ture, I cer­tain­ly would not dis­cuss it over the tele­phone.”




    “And I cer­tain­ly wouldn’t put my neck with­in grasp of any of you peo­ple.”




    “Stale­mate,” said Ban Sar Din.




    “The po­lice can prob­ably break the stale­mate,” Baynes said.




    “We fear no po­lice. We serve the cult of Kali,” Ban Sar Din said.




    “A re­li­gious thing?” Baynes said.




    “Yes.”




    “Then you don’t pay tax­es. Ev­ery­thing above over­head is prof­it.”




    “How Amer­ican to think of mon­ey in con­nec­tion with holy work,” said Ban Sar Din.




    “How In­di­an to turn holy work in­to mur­der,” said Baynes. “Do you know the num­ber of the

    New Or­leans po­lice? Save me a dime.”




    A com­pro­mise was struck. Baynes would come to New Or­leans and he would meet Ban Sar Din,

    alone, in a pub­lic restau­rant, and they would talk.




    Agreed. “Trav­el safe­ly,” Ban Sar Din said.




    “You bet­ter be­lieve it. I’m fly­ing Delta,” said Baynes.




    In the restau­rant, Baynes got right down to busi­ness: “Your gang is killing trav­el­ers so

    they can rob them.”




    And Ban Sar Din, who rec­og­nized a kin­dred spir­it when he en­coun­tered one, said, “You

    think this is easy? You don’t know what the hell I’ve been liv­ing with. These peo­ple are

    nuts. They don’t care about any­thing ex­cept a stat­ue I have in the ashram.”




    “They’re your peo­ple, aren’t they? They call you the Holy One.”




    “I can’t con­trol them. They don’t care about mon­ey, they don’t care about liv­ing well, or

    even, damn it, about liv­ing. All they want to do is kill.”




    “Why do you hang around, then?” Baynes asked.




    “I do make a small prof­it, a liv­ing so to speak, sir,” said Ban Sar Din.




    “You mean you have peo­ple who will go out and kill for you, risk their lives for you, take

    mon­ey off corpses, and give it all to you.”




    “I guess you could say that,” said Ban Sar Din. “But it is not all as rosy as it might seem

    to be.”




    “Ban Sar Din, you now have a part­ner.”




    “Some­one tried that be­fore. He said he was go­ing to yell in their faces, and now he has

    earth in his face,” said the In­di­an.




    “I’m not him,” said A. H. Baynes.




    “You’re go­ing to get killed.” Baynes gave him a tol­er­ant smile.




    “How much of the take do you want?” Ban Sar Din asked.




    “It’s all yours.”




    “You mean we’re part­ners, but I get to keep all the mon­ey?”




    “Yes. And I’ll pro­vide the plane tick­ets for your peo­ple too,” said Baynes.




    “Okay, part­ner,” said Ban Sar Din.




    The next day, fif­teen thou­sand dol­lars’ worth of first-​class air­line tick­ets ar­rived

    by couri­er pack. They were all for one air­line, In­ter­na­tion­al Mid-​Amer­ica, a

    medi­um-​size car­ri­er that served the Mid­west and South Amer­ica.




    At first, Ban Sar Din thought that Baynes must have got­ten some in­cred­ibly re­duced rate,

    but then, some­thing on the tick­ets ap­peared odd. None of them had a name writ­ten in. Were

    they stolen? Was that why the Amer­ican ex­ec­utive had giv­en them to him free? A thing to

    think about, re­flect­ed the In­di­an.




    He heard the chant­ing out in the ashram. He knew he had to go out there and pass out the

    hand­ker­chiefs soon. They were be­gin­ning their fren­zy.




    Ban Sar Din had al­ways lived in fear that one day the chant­ing would stop and they would

    come in­to his of­fice af­ter him. When he had for­got­ten the hand­ker­chief the oth­er day,

    he had thought he was done for. But it had all worked out for the best. Some­how Kali had told

    them-​who could be­lieve these Amer­ican kids?-that since Ban Sar Din didn’t have the ru­mal on

    him, he was the Holy One. The one who came with the ru­mal was go­ing to be Kali’s lover. Which

    was an­oth­er word for dead. All in all, it had worked out well. He was stronger than ev­er in

    the ashram.




    He stood up, ready to take some of the tick­ets out­side, but stopped. Some­thing was wrong

    with a stack of first-​class air­plane tick­ets as high as a phone book, and all with­out the

    pur­chasers’ names.




    He phoned In­ter­na­tion­al Mid-​Amer­ican Air­lines, IMAA.




    “I have some tick­ets that I think were stolen,” he said.




    “Just a minute, sir.”




    The chant­ing from the ashram grew loud­er. He could feel the walls hum with the name of

    Kali, and he could hear the joy­ous, al­most or­gas­mic fren­zy of the young peo­ple. Even his

    desk cal­en­dar was jump­ing. If they weren’t all cra­zies, he would have liked to join them.

    But they might turn on him. Who knew with these peo­ple?




    He watched his cal­en­dar jump and vowed that when he could af­ford it, he would line the

    walls and doors of his of­fice with steel, put in a lock that could stop a tank, and build a

    se­cret rear ex­it to the al­ley and keep a very fast car parked out­side. He would not

    nec­es­sar­ily have the mo­tor run­ning.




    He heard a pound­ing on his door and changed his mind about the mo­tor run­ning.




    IMAA fi­nal­ly came up with the right per­son. No, those tick­ets had not been stolen. They

    had been pur­chased the day be­fore for cash. No, they did not know the name of the

    pur­chas­er. Yes, any­one who had such a tick­et could use it.




    “Thank you,” said Ban Sar Din, and stuffed two round-​trip first-​class tick­ets in­to two

    yel­low hand­ker­chiefs. He had the tick­ets, why not use them? At least it would keep the

    cra­zies busy a lit­tle longer.




    They were thump­ing on his of­fice door. He opened the door and with a flour­ish of his holy

    robes ducked the knock­ing mo­tion of one of the fol­low­ers and strode out in the ashram. He

    thought it was a bit crowd­ed to­day. That ac­count­ed for the ex­tra strength of the

    chant­ing.




    Was the cult grow­ing? Or­di­nar­ily, when he pre­sent­ed the sa­cred ru­mal, there were, at

    most, sev­en kneel­ing be­fore him. To­day there were clos­er to fif­teen. There were faces he

    didn’t rec­og­nize. Old­er peo­ple. Younger peo­ple. He was hap­py he had thought to bring

    dou­ble hand­ker­chiefs and dou­ble tick­ets. He spoke in the Gon­di tongue as he nor­mal­ly

    did and told them that Kali was proud of them but that She was hun­gry for Her of­fer­ings.




    But be­fore he had a chance to tell them that this day he had brought twice the nor­mal

    in­stru­ments for the of­fer­ings, two phan­si­gars pre­sent­ed them­selves for the

    ru­mals.




    “She knew. She knew. She knew,” chant­ed the fol­low­ers.




    Ban Sar Din on­ly nod­ded know­ing­ly. Then he got out of there fast.




    Num­bers 120, 121, 122.




    The Wal­ford fam­ily was tak­ing its first va­ca­tion trip out­side the coun­try and they

    found that in­ter­na­tion­al trav­el was more prob­lem than plea­sure, at least when they

    need­ed help with the bag­gage. IMAA per­son­nel were ab­so­lute­ly worth­less, they thought.

    For­tu­nate­ly, some de­cent young peo­ple were there not on­ly to help them but al­so to give

    them a lift to Aca­pul­co.




    Num­ber 123.




    Deeter Jack­son was the on­ly man ev­er to be se­lect­ed by the Grain So­ci­ety of Troy,

    Ohio, to vis­it the Ar­genti­na Feed and Util­ity Show with all ex­pens­es paid. Of course, he

    didn’t ex­pect some­one as love­ly as the pas­sen­ger next to him on the IMAA flight to be

    in­ter­est­ed in that. But not on­ly was that beau­ti­ful young wom­an in­ter­est­ed, she said

    she want­ed to vis­it Troy, Ohio. It had al­ways held a fas­ci­na­tion for her. Maybe Deeter

    could take some time and tell her all about it. In her ho­tel room in Ar­genti­na.




    Num­ber 124.




    Mrs. Pruel­la Nascen­to thought that if IMAA charged so much for a first-​class seat, the

    least they could do was cod­dle an egg prop­er­ly.




    “She’s right,” a pas­sen­ger across the way told the stew­ardess. “I hope you don’t mind my

    butting in. But I think that I just wouldn’t want to fly again in an air­plane where they can’t

    even cod­dle an egg cor­rect­ly.”




    Mrs. Pruel­la Nascen­to did not mind the pas­sen­ger butting in. She was found dead along a

    road­side the next morn­ing and the time of her death was fixed at one-​half hour af­ter she

    left the air­craft. The coro­ner could tell be­cause the yolk of the egg had been on­ly

    par­tial­ly de­com­posed by her stom­ach acid.




    Num­ber 125.




    Vin­cent Palmer Grout did not speak to strangers on air­planes, did not like to dis­cuss his

    busi­ness, did not even po­lite­ly an­swer in­quiries about his opin­ion of the weath­er. There

    was al­ways some kind of weath­er and Vin­cent Palmer Grout saw no need to dis­cuss this fact

    with strangers.




    Oh, well, some­body was will­ing to give him a lift in­to the city? Well, he would ac­cept

    that, if the per­son did not pre­sume to be too friend­ly.




    When they asked if they could put a hand­ker­chief around his throat, he said,

    “Ab­so­lute­ly not. Who knows where it’s been?”




    When they did so any­how, he be­came en­raged and he would have giv­en them a piece of his

    mind, but he couldn’t very well talk if he couldn’t get air in­to his throat, could he?




    Num­ber 126.




    Who said there still weren’t nice young peo­ple in the world who cared about the el­der­ly

    and were will­ing to help al­so?




    Num­ber 127.




    “Are you from Day­ton too? Re­al­ly?”




    Num­ber 128.




    “I col­lect watch chimes. Wife doesn’t think any­body else in the world would be

    in­ter­est­ed in watch chimes. Boy, will she be sur­prised.”




    Ban Sar Din was ec­stat­ic. The ru­mals were com­ing back stuffed with mon­ey and jew­els.

    Bet­ter air­lines pro­duced bet­ter pas­sen­gers, and bet­ter pas­sen­gers pro­duced bet­ter

    corpses with fuller wal­lets. He still did not know what was in it for A. H. Baynes, but he

    knew what was in it for him. It was on­ly the best restau­rants from now on.




    He or­dered ny­lon-​re­in­forced ru­mals and he in­sist­ed on a full four-​col­or pic­ture

    of Kali on each one. He even or­dered two gross, just in case, and threw out the old cheap

    ones.




    He had con­trac­tors set steel plates around his of­fice, in­stall dou­ble-​bolt locks, and

    cut in that se­cret ex­it door to the al­ley, where he parked his new Porsche 9115C.




    A news­pa­per re­porter at a wire ser­vice got a tele­phone call late one night, just

    be­fore he was ready to go home.




    “I have got the great­est sto­ry of your ca­reer. How would you like to hear about

    mul­ti­ple mur­ders, rit­ual mur­ders? Huh? Is that a news sto­ry?”




    “Who’s this?”




    “Some­one who wants to help.”




    “I can’t just take in­for­ma­tion over the phone. Who are you?”




    “Some­one who can tell you where to look. There have been a dozen mur­ders re­cent­ly. All

    of the vic­tims had just got­ten off an In­ter­na­tion­al Mid-​Amer­ica Air­lines flight. All

    stran­gled af­ter they left their air­planes. It’s the air­line of death. Do you hear me?”




    “How do you know this? Why haven’t I heard of it?”




    “Be­cause re­porters cov­er a mur­der here and a mur­der there and they don’t know it’s one

    sto­ry. Now you do. One sto­ry. Many mur­ders, all the same.” And the caller gave the cities

    the deaths had oc­curred in.




    “How do you know?” asked the re­porter, but the caller hung up.




    The next day, ev­ery news­pa­per on the wire-​ser­vice line car­ried the sto­ry. IMAA

    be­came the Air­line of Death. By the time the tele­vi­sion news de­part­ment got through with

    the sto­ry, a view­er got the im­pres­sion that to fly on IMAA meant cer­tain death by

    stran­gu­la­tion.




    Reser­va­tions were can­celed as peo­ple switched to oth­er air­lines. IMAA flew half-​full

    flights, then quar­ter-​full flights, then emp­ty planes.




    Then IMAA stopped fly­ing at all.




    It took two days, and in Fol­croft San­itar­ium, be­hind the one-​way glass shield­ing him

    from the un­tidy out­side world, Harold W. Smith knew that what had hap­pened to IMAA could

    hap­pen to ev­ery air­line in Amer­ica. Ev­ery air­line in the world.




    So did the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States.




    “What’s hap­pen­ing?” he asked over the spe­cial red tele­phone line that ran from the White

    House di­rect­ly to Smith’s of­fice.




    “We’re on it,” an­swered Smith.




    “Do you know what this means?” asked the Pres­ident.




    “I do know, sir.”




    “What am I sup­posed to tell the heads of the South Amer­ican coun­tries? What about

    Eu­rope? They know what it means too. If it spreads, are we go­ing to close the air­ways to

    pas­sen­ger trav­el? I don’t care what you do. I don’t care if you’re ex­posed and have to go

    un­der, stop this. Stop it now.”




    “We’re work­ing on it.”




    “You sound like an au­to me­chan­ic,” said the Pres­ident dis­gust­ed­ly.




    Smith held the red phone in his hand and stared out through his win­dows at Long Is­land

    Sound. It was a dark au­tumn day and storm warn­ings were up for all the boats. He put that

    phone away and took an­oth­er and tried to reach Re­mo. He got Chi­un in­stead.




    Chi­un was in the ho­tel room, and with re­lief Smith heard him say that Re­mo had not on­ly

    been told about the se­ri­ous prob­lem but al­so now un­der­stood its mag­ni­tude and had come

    around again. Both he and Chi­un were very close to putting the per­pe­tra­tors out of

    busi­ness, all for the glo­ry of Em­per­or Smith.




    “Thank God,” Harold W. Smith said, and hung up. Across the coun­try in a Den­ver ho­tel

    room, Chi­un gave a for­mal lit­tle bow to the tele­phone and set out to find Re­mo. Not on­ly

    had he not spo­ken to Re­mo, he had not even seen him for a week. But he knew he could make him

    un­der­stand.




    For now he was pre­pared to tell him of the great­est fail­ure in the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju,

    and he was not go­ing to see it re­peat­ed here in a lit­tle 200-year-​old coun­try, doomed

    even be­fore it be­gan to grow up.


  




  

    Chapter Eight




    Re­mo saw the snow of the Rock­ies and did not care. He sat in a lodge by a fire­place and

    did not an­swer ques­tions about what he did for a liv­ing or if he liked Vail this year or if

    he pre­ferred Snow Bird in Utah. One of the young wom­en flock­ing around him men­tioned that

    she hadn’t seen his skis.




    “I ski bare­foot,” he said.




    “Are you be­ing in­sult­ing?” she asked.




    “Try­ing my best,” Re­mo said.




    “I think that’s cute,” she said. She gave no sign of leav­ing, so Re­mo got up, left the

    fire and left the lodge, and be­gan walk­ing in the snow. It was a sun-​crisp day in the

    Rock­ies and the au­tumn snows had be­gun and the world was alive, so in­cred­ibly alive.




    And there were peo­ple out there who wel­comed death. Young peo­ple. Killing hap­pi­ly and

    dy­ing hap­pi­ly, in some night­mare of a world.




    He saw skiers use the edges of their skies to turn, the bet­ter ones in tighter con­trol,

    know­ing that when they put pres­sure on the edge of the down­hill ski, the skis would turn.

    But what would they do, thought Re­mo, if they cut with their down­hill ski and there was no

    turn? Like him, with those cra­zies off the just Folks Air­lines. Ev­ery­thing he had been

    trained for, things that had be­come in­stinc­tive, sud­den­ly were no longer use­ful. It was

    like lean­ing on a down­hill ski but not turn­ing. He paused to think about that and squat­ted

    in the snow and idly let the fresh pow­der sift through his fin­gers. He had met re­li­gious

    fa­nat­ics be­fore and he had killed them when he had to with­out even a look back. He had

    fought and killed po­lit­ical zealots, ma­ni­acs who were sure their cause was right to the

    point of death.




    Why was it dif­fer­ent this time? What was it that had stopped him from sim­ply killing that

    lit­tle bub­ble-​head­ed blond girl and clos­ing the book on that par­tic­ular

    as­sas­si­na­tion squad?




    He didn’t know the an­swer, but he knew he had done the right thing out­side of

    Raleigh-​Durham air­port. Some­how, he knew, it would have done no good to fin­ish off that

    girl. She re­al­ly did love death. So did the two young men he killed. They all loved death.

    And some­thing in­side Re­mo was all knot­ted up and he knew he could not give them all the

    death that they lust­ed for. Some rea­son, some in­stinct, some­thing stopped him. And he

    didn’t know what it was.




    He head­ed across the slopes, past warn­ing signs of deep pow­der and un­marked trails. He

    wore a light jack­et but did not need it. He knew the tem­per­ature was low; he did not feel

    the cold as pain but in­stead as some­thing that au­to­mat­ical­ly made his body gen­er­ate its

    own heat. Ev­ery­one’s body could do the same thing if it were trained prop­er­ly. In bed, it

    was nev­er a blan­ket that made heat; it on­ly kept in the heat that was made by the body.

    Re­mo could do the same thing, but he didn’t need a blan­ket. His blan­ket was his skin, and he

    used his skin the way all men did be­fore they in­vent­ed cloth­ing.




    This was Re­mo’s ex­pla­na­tion to him­self of why Sinan­ju worked; it har­nessed all those

    ves­ti­gial pow­ers in the an­imal body, all the pow­ers that man had let die, and the abil­ity

    to do that was the ma­jor ac­com­plish­ment of an an­cient house of as­sas­sins from a vil­lage

    on a west Ko­re­an bay.




    It was cold­er now and Re­mo walked in­to deep snow and his body be­gan to swim through it,

    with­out his know­ing it, mov­ing like a fish, a shark of the airy snow. His mouth breathed in

    the air in the snow and it tast­ed of the fresh pure oxy­gen no longer found in the cities. He

    lost track of time. It was per­haps on­ly min­utes, or maybe hours, be­fore he was out of the

    snow, stand­ing on rocks, and then he found the place. It was a small cave, an open­ing in the

    great stone moun­tain, and when he en­tered, he re­al­ized he was re­treat­ing from

    ev­ery­thing.




    And there he sat, his body qui­et­ed, wait­ing for his mind to work out for it­self just

    what was go­ing on. He had sat for sev­er­al days when he heard move­ment out­side the cave. It

    was not the sound of feet com­press­ing snow, but a pure glid­ing move­ment, as soft as a

    breeze.




    “Hel­lo, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said with­out look­ing up.




    “Hel­lo,” said Chi­un.




    “How did you know I was here?”




    “I knew where your body would take you when you were fright­ened.”




    “I’m not fright­ened,” Re­mo said.




    “I did not mean fear of be­ing hurt or be­ing killed,” Chi­un said. “I meant an­oth­er kind

    of fear.”




    “I don’t know what is go­ing on, Chi­un. All I know is I don’t like it and I don’t

    un­der­stand it.” He looked up at Chi­un for the first time and he was smil­ing. “You know how

    you’re al­ways say­ing we should leave this coun­try and go to work for this king or that shah,

    and I’ve al­ways said no be­cause I be­lieve in my coun­try the way you be­lieve in your

    vil­lage?”




    “Not the vil­lage. The vil­lage is just where the House of Sinan­ju is,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed.

    “The house. The house is what we are and what we do.”




    “What­ev­er,” Re­mo said. “Any­way, let’s do it. Let’s go to an­oth­er coun­try. Let’s just

    pick up and go.”




    “No. We must stay,” Chi­un said.




    “I knew it,” Re­mo said with a sigh. “All these years, you’ve just been wait­ing for me to

    say ‘go,’ so you could say ’stay.’ Right?”




    “No,” said Chi­un, sit­ting down in the cave, spread­ing his thin white win­ter robe

    be­neath him. “To­day we stay not for your fool­ish loy­al­ty to this fool­ish coun­try. We

    stay for Sinan­ju. We stay be­cause we must not let it hap­pen again.”




    “Let what hap­pen again?” Re­mo said.




    “You have heard of your West­ern em­pire, Rome?”




    “Sure. It con­quered the world once.”




    “How white of you to think of it that way. On­ly the white world was con­quered by Rome, and

    not even all of that.”




    “All right, all right. It was still the great­est em­pire the world has ev­er known.”




    “For whites,” Chi­un said. “But I have not told you about … about Lu the Dis­graced.”




    “Was he a Ro­man em­per­or?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un shook his head. The wisp of beard hard­ly moved in the icy chill cave, where no wind

    cut or sun en­tered.




    “A Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said.




    “I know all the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. You made me learn them and I nev­er heard of this

    Lu­lu.”




    “Would that I nev­er had to tell you of Lu the Dis­graced.”




    “I take it he screwed up,” Re­mo said, and Chi­un nod­ded.




    Re­mo said, “No rea­son to keep him a se­cret. Some­times you can learn more from what’s

    wrong than from what’s right.”




    “I did not tell you be­cause you did not have to know. I did not tell you be­cause you might

    men­tion his name one day to some­one.”




    “Who would care?” asked Re­mo. “I care, but who else would care?”




    “Whites would care,” said Chi­un. “Whites would nev­er for­get. They are a treach­er­ous

    gang, just wait­ing for Sinan­ju to fail.”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said pa­tient­ly, “they don’t care.”




    “They do,” Chi­un said.




    “No,” said Re­mo. “The line of as­sas­sins of Sinan­ju is not ex­act­ly a ma­jor study

    course at Amer­ican uni­ver­si­ties. “




    “Rome is. The fall of that em­pire is,” Chi­un said.




    “What are you get­ting at?”




    “Rome fell be­cause we failed it. Sinan­ju failed Rome. Lu the Dis­graced failed Rome.”




    He fold­ed his long-​nailed hands in front of him as he of­ten did when about to be­gin a

    lec­ture. Re­mo clasped his hands be­hind his head and leaned back against the cold wet rock

    wall of the cave.




    As Chi­un be­gan to tell it, he slow­ly start­ed slip­ping in­to the fa­mil­iar phras­es of

    old Ko­re­an, the lan­guage of the old­er leg­ends with its sharp­er ca­dences.




    He re­lat­ed how Sinan­ju had dis­cov­ered the Ro­mans many cen­turies be­fore their prime

    and marked them as a com­ing civ­iliza­tion, al­though in those mat­ters no one ev­er re­al­ly

    knew. So much was left to chance, and this was the way of na­tions too. The on­ly sure thing

    about king­doms and em­pires was that they came and they went.




    Still, the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju put Rome on their list as a place worth watch­ing, be­cause

    if it grew and pros­pered, its em­per­ors would want as­sas­sins to pro­long their reign, and

    that was the busi­ness of the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju.




    Fi­nal­ly, in the year of the pig, Rome was grow­ing. It had two con­suls who ruled

    to­geth­er, and one, be­cause of van­ity, wished to rule alone. So it came to pass that he

    em­ployed a Mas­ter of the House of Sinan­ju and paid him, and soon he ruled alone.




    Thus Rome be­came an im­por­tant city, and of­ten, when there was no call for their work

    among more civ­ilized courts, Mas­ters of Sinan­ju would jour­ney to Rome and vis­it the

    West­ern city where peo­ple had strange eyes and big noses.




    Now, it hap­pened that Lu, in the 650th year since the found­ing of the city of Rome, which

    was rough­ly A.D. 100 by Re­mo’s cal­en­dar, came to that city. Rome had changed. There was an

    em­per­or now, and the games, once small re­li­gious fes­ti­vals, were now fill­ing gi­ant

    are­nas. Men fought an­imals. Men fought men. Spears and swords and tigers. So great was their

    lust that the Ro­mans could not see enough blood.




    But be­cause they did not re­spect life, they could not ap­pre­ci­ate a pro­fes­sion­al

    as­sas­sin. Death was just death to them, noth­ing spe­cial, so there was no work for Lu.




    Yet, Chi­un re­lat­ed, it came to pass that the em­per­or heard of the one from the East and

    wished to see his eyes and his man­ner, and Lu ap­peared be­fore him. The em­per­or asked what

    weapons Lu used, and Lu an­swered that the em­per­or nev­er asked his sculp­tor what chis­el he

    used or his car­pen­ter what lathe.




    “Do you kill with your fun­ny eyes?” asked the em­per­or.




    Lu knew that this was a new land, and so he did not show the dis­dain he felt. He an­swered,

    “One can kill with a thought, Em­per­or.” The em­per­or thought this emp­ty boast­ing, but his

    ad­vis­er, a Greek, who were at that time smarter than the Ro­mans, al­though, Chi­un said, it

    is now a tie for who is stupi­dest in the world, spoke to Lu and said that Rome had a prob­lem.

    The prob­lem was with Rome’s roads, Lu was told. Rome used them to move le­gions around the

    em­pire, to al­low farm­ers to bring goods to mar­ket. The roads were the lifeblood of the

    em­pire, this ad­vis­er said, and Lu nod­ded. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju had al­ready not­ed that

    there was on­ly one per­ma­nent truth about the pros­per­ity of an em­pire. With roads, they

    flour­ished; with­out roads, they didn’t.




    Chi­un now point­ed out to Re­mo in the cave of the Rocky Moun­tains that Chi­na’s great

    wall was no wall. The Chi­nese, Chi­un said, are sloth­ful per­verts, but they have nev­er been

    fools. They nev­er thought that a wall would stop an army. It nev­er had and nev­er would. The

    se­cret of the Great Wall of Chi­na that no one un­der­stood these days was that it was not a

    wall at all. It was a road.




    Re­mo re­mem­bered see­ing pic­tures of it. Of course it was a road. It was a raised road,

    for mov­ing armies and goods. Peo­ple on­ly called it a wall be­cause they felt safer be­hind

    walls, al­though Re­mo knew that walls were on­ly il­lu­sions of safe­ty.




    The Ro­man em­per­or’s ad­vis­er told Lu, “We have ban­dits on our roads. We cru­ci­fy them

    by the road­ways so that will serve as a re­minder to oth­ers not to rob again.”




    “Do they rob much?” Lu asked.




    “What they rob is not im­por­tant. That they rob at all is. It is the fear of the peo­ple we

    are con­cerned with. If they fear the roads, if they fear to trav­el, they will be­gin to mint

    their own coins, they will be­gin to with­hold crops.”




    “But it is not a prob­lem yet,” said Lu, who could not help but no­tice that these

    bar­bar­ians with the big noses had floors of mar­ble as fine as any Ming em­per­or had ev­er

    had.




    “The best time to solve a prob­lem is at the be­gin­ning,” said the ad­vis­er. “The rob­bers

    know that on­ly a few will be caught and cru­ci­fied by the road­ways. But if some­thing they

    did not un­der­stand was killing them and it was said that it was the will of our di­vine

    em­per­or in Rome, then the rob­bers would di­min­ish and we could make the roads of Rome

    tru­ly safe for all.”




    And to Lu this was wise, so he set forth south to­ward the city of Her­cu­la­neum. Be­tween

    Brun­di­si­um and Her­cu­la­neum, he sought out the rob­ber bands and with swift and sure hand

    dis­patched them, even some of them who were in league with lo­cal gov­ern­ments. For it

    hap­pened then, as al­ways, wher­ev­er there was mon­ey, it could find its way from the

    rob­bers to those who were sup­posed to stop them.




    And from Rome the word went out. Di­vine Claudius had de­creed that rob­bers would die by

    his will alone. They would suf­fer in the night the bro­ken neck, the split spine, the crushed

    skull-​all by the em­per­or’s will alone. And none knew that Lu, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, was

    the em­per­or’s se­cret pow­er.




    The sud­den ter­ri­ble deaths were more ef­fec­tive than even cru­ci­fix­ion. Rob­bers left

    the roads. Nev­er had the high­ways been so safe, and trav­el­ers and mer­chants moved along

    them in con­fi­dence, mak­ing the em­pire even stronger and giv­ing an un­war­rant­ed

    rep­uta­tion for ex­cel­lence to the fool em­per­or Claudius. So said Chi­un.




    And then, just as ev­ery­thing had be­come suc­cess­ful, the fool Claudius, who was a

    glut­ton for the blood are­na, want­ed more en­ter­tain­ment. He want­ed the as­sas­sin from

    far away who was busy pro­tect­ing the roads of Rome to per­form for him.




    Now, it is an em­per­or’s right to be a fool, Chi­un told Re­mo. But it is an as­sas­sin’s

    ev­er­last­ing dis­grace.




    Lu, re­mem­ber­ing the fine mar­ble floors and find­ing bore­dom and hot winds be­tween

    Her­cu­la­neum and Brun­di­si­um, ac­cept­ed and did per­form for the em­per­or. And al­so for

    the crowds in the are­na. In three ap­pear­ances, he made more than he had be­fore in his

    en­tire life­time, and he left. But not on­ly did he leave Rome, he left be­hind his vow to

    pro­tect Rome’s roads. “He took ma­te­ri­al wealth and left,” Chi­un said.




    “I saw Ro­man jew­els in your vil­lage,” Re­mo told Chi­un.




    “Those. And a bag­gage train of mar­ble for the floors, and gold, of course. Al­ways

    gold.”




    “So how did Sinan­ju cause the fall of the em­pire?” Re­mo asked.




    “The roads went back to the rob­bers,” Chi­un said. “Soon the peo­ple knew that, and soon

    none would trav­el those roads.”




    “But Rome didn’t end then. It took a few more cen­turies, didn’t it?” Re­mo said.




    “It died then,” Chi­un said. “It took a few more cen­turies to fall down, but it be­came a

    corpse the day Lu for­got his mis­sion and left.”




    “But no one blames Sinan­ju for that,” Re­mo said. “On­ly you know about it.”




    “And now you.”




    “I’m not telling any­one. So Sinan­ju doesn’t have to be blamed for los­ing an em­pire at

    all.”




    “Blame is blame, but facts are facts. Lu lost Rome. I will not be the Mas­ter who los­es

    Amer­ica,” Chi­un said.




    “What hap­pened to Lu the Lunkhead?” Re­mo asked.




    “Much more hap­pened, but that will be for an­oth­er time,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo rose and looked out at the cold white­ness of the Rock­ies. The sky was a del­icate

    pale blue, cold, se­vere, and de­mand­ing. It re­mind­ed him of the code that bound him to

    Sinan­ju and to his du­ty. He knew he was re­turn­ing to the bat­tle. He was re­turn­ing to

    those peo­ple who so un­nerved him by their will­ing­ness to die. He would do it, but he didn’t

    want to. He just knew he had to.




    “What is trou­bling you?” Chi­un asked.




    Re­mo looked at him and said, as Chi­un had said of the rest of Lu’s sto­ry, “That will be

    for an­oth­er time.” And Chi­un mere­ly smiled and took Re­mo’s arm and led him from the

    cave.




    In the ashram, Kali the god­dess, Kali the in­vin­ci­ble, stretched out a shin­ing new arm

    and pushed it for­ward so that even the wor­shipers could see she was bring­ing some­thing to

    her bo­som. But there was noth­ing in the hand yet.




    “He is com­ing. Her lover is com­ing,” the dis­ci­ples chant­ed. And Hol­ly Ro­dan, the

    over­priv­ileged child from Den­ver, was the hap­pi­est of all. She knew who the lover would

    be. She had seen him kill in North Car­oli­na.




    “What was he like?” the oth­ers asked.




    “He had dark hair and dark eyes, and high cheek­bones. And he was thin but he had very thick

    wrists.”




    “And what else?”




    “You should have seen him kill,” Hol­ly said.




    “Yes?”




    “He was. . .” Hol­ly Ro­dan gasped, her body quiv­er­ing with mem­ories of that day. ” . . .

    he was won­der­ful.”


  




  

    Chapter Nine




    A. H. Baynes lived in days of hon­ey and sun­shine. If he could have whis­tled or sung or

    danced on his desk, he would have, but he had not learned any of those tech­niques at the

    Cam­bridge Busi­ness School.




    What he knew was that the deaths had stopped aboard just Folks Air­lines and that

    In­ter­na­tion­al Mid-​Amer­ica Air­lines was as good as dead. Its stock had van­ished through

    the floor of the stock ex­change, but just Folks’s was soar­ing and would go even high­er when

    his new pro­mo­tion­al cam­paign-“Just Folks, the Friend­ly, Safe Air­line”-hit the

    news­pa­pers in an­oth­er week.




    He thought that he had per­formed very well, even though, for some rea­son, his fa­ther’s

    im­age popped in­to his mind and he knew his fa­ther would have called it cheat­ing. “You’ve

    al­ways been a smart-​ass cheat, A.H.”




    But the Cam­bridge Busi­ness School phi­los­ophy that had di­rect­ed the in­dus­tri­al

    think­ing of Amer­ica since the six­ties and had re­mold­ed the armed forces ac­cord­ing to its

    man­age­ment sys­tems was some­thing that A. H. Baynes thought his fa­ther was ill-​equipped to

    com­ment on. Dad­dy had run a lit­tle gro­cery store in Beau­mont, Texas, and on his on­ly

    vis­it to Cam­bridge had told A. H. that the school was filled “with a pack of pis­sants with

    the morals of rat­tlers and the brains of cac­tus weeds.”




    “Dad is such a card,” A. H. had said, try­ing to laugh it off.




    “You pis­sants don’t know bucks and you don’t know goods,” his fa­ther had said again. “You

    know talk. God help us all.”




    When Cam­bridge grad­uates had re­designed the armed forces along mod­ern man­age­ment

    lines, Dad­dy had said, “There goes the army.”




    But his fa­ther didn’t un­der­stand that it did not mat­ter that the Amer­ican mil­itary

    lead­er­ship was be­com­ing more com­fort­able in Bloom­ing­dale’s than on the bat­tle­field.

    That wasn’t im­por­tant. It wasn’t part of the new code.




    Armies didn’t have to win and cars didn’t have to run and noth­ing man­ufac­tured had to

    work to be a suc­cess, ac­cord­ing to the new code. What had to be en­sured was that the

    grad­uates of Cam­bridge Busi­ness School were al­ways em­ployed. That was a

    max­imum-​pri­or­ity item and its grad­uates learned that les­son well.




    The days of hon­ey and sun­shine that A. H. Baynes now en­joyed were due to that train­ing.

    But late­ly he had be­gun to won­der if maybe there was some­thing else in­volved. Maybe there

    was a god and maybe that god had sin­gled him out for spe­cial suc­cess. And maybe, just maybe,

    that god had some­thing to do with the ug­ly mul­ti-​armed stat­ue in that store­front church

    in New Or­leans.




    Ac­cord­ing­ly, one day, the en­tire A. H. Baynes fam­ily, ex­cept the dog, showed up at the

    ashram and pre­sent­ed them­selves to Ban Sar Din.




    Ban Sar Din did not like their looks. The wom­an had a mousy face and wore a neat white

    suit. The boy had on a lit­tle green blaz­er, white shirt, tie. His gray pants were pressed

    sharp and his black shoes were shined.




    The girl wore a white skirt and car­ried a lit­tle white pock­et­book.




    “This is my fam­ily. We want to join your ser­vices,” A. H. Baynes said. He wore a dark blue

    suit with a striped red-​and-​black tie.




    “It’s not Sun­day, Dad­dy,” said the boy.




    “Shh,” said Mrs. Baynes. “Not ev­ery­one wor­ships on a Sun­day, dear. There are oth­er

    places to wor­ship than in a big church.”




    Ban Sar Din took A. H. Baynes aside. “You’re bring­ing your fam­ily in­to that ashram? Out

    there?”




    “Yes,” said Baynes. “I have searched my heart and I find that I wish to be a part of

    some­thing mean­ing­ful and spir­itu­al­ly re­ward­ing. I want to be­long to Kali.”




    “They’re crazy killers,” hissed Ban Sar Din, loud­er than he want­ed to. “That’s your

    fam­ily.”




    “They’re go­ing to kill us, Dad­dy. They’re go­ing to kill us. I don’t like it. I want to go

    to our church,” cried the girl.




    “No­body is go­ing to kill us, dear,” said Mrs. Baynes sooth­ing­ly. “Dad­dy would not

    per­mit it.”




    “He said so,” said the girl, point­ing to the bal­loon of a man in his white silk suit. Ban

    Sar Din blushed.




    “Dad­dy says this is a re­ward­ing faith, dear, and we have to give it a chance,” said Mrs.

    Baynes, and turned to Ban Sar Din to ask if the ashram of­fered yo­ga pro­grams, breath­ing,

    dis­cus­sion groups, chant­ing, and had guest speak­ers.




    Ban Sar Din did not know what else to do, so he nod­ded for­lorn­ly.




    “See?” Mrs. Baynes told her chil­dren. “It’s just like our church at home.”




    Mrs. Baynes did not mind that there was no min­is­ter talk­ing about. Je­sus or sal­va­tion.

    There hadn’t been much talk about that at her church back home for a long time ei­ther. Back

    home, there was usu­al­ly some rev­olu­tion­ary lead­er giv­ing a speech against Amer­ica and

    then be­ing in­vit­ed to one of the homes, where if he hadn’t talked about over­throw­ing

    Amer­ica, he would not have been al­lowed in the neigh­bor­hood. It didn’t mat­ter to Mrs.

    Baynes, be­cause she nev­er lis­tened to the ser­mons any­way. One joined a church to be with

    the sort of peo­ple one want­ed to be with. These peo­ple did not seem to fit that cat­ego­ry,

    but good old A. H. would nev­er let her and the chil­dren join a re­li­gion that was not

    so­cial­ly ac­cept­able.




    She heard about some man who was sup­posed to be com­ing for the god­dess, Kali, to be Her

    lover. Not at all un­like the Sec­ond Com­ing, her oth­er church used to talk about be­fore

    they got in­to rev­olu­tion.




    One thing she liked very much was the way this new church re­ferred to God as She.




    A. H. Baynes knelt in the rear with his fam­ily, and they all waved their arms and screamed

    when the rest of the ashram screamed to kill for the love of Kali.




    “Kill for the love of killing,” chant­ed the peo­ple as they bowed be­fore the many-​armed

    stat­ue.




    A. H. nudged his son, who had been silent. “I don’t like to yell, Dad­dy,” said the boy.




    “You yell enough at home,” whis­pered A. H.




    “That’s dif­fer­ent.”




    “You can yell here,” Baynes said.




    “I don’t know the words.”




    “Move your lips,” Baynes said.




    “Who do they want to kill?”




    “Bad peo­ple. Yell.”




    A. H. Baynes let his mind wan­der pleas­ant­ly as the chants be­gan to roll: kill for the

    love of killing, kill for the love of Kali. This was a re­source driv­en by a pow­er he had

    nev­er ex­pe­ri­enced be­fore. In the rear of the ashram, he felt as if he had just

    dis­cov­ered atom­ic en­er­gy.




    There was one prob­lem that he could see. If this group kept grow­ing, there would be an

    ev­er-​grow­ing need for trav­el­ers to kill. And that many killings might not just kill

    trav­el­ers; it might kill trav­el it­self.




    No more com­mu­ni­ca­tions, no more com­merce. Pro­fes­sors un­able to trav­el, stu­dents

    un­will­ing. Civ­iliza­tion might well re­turn to the Stone.Age.




    The Stone Age.




    Baynes thought about that for a mo­ment as the chant­ing beat out like thun­der from the

    skies. The Stone Age, he thought. Ev­ery­thing gone. Could it hap­pen? Maybe.




    He knew what to do. He would have to buy up some good cave prop­er­ty as a hedge. In the

    mean­time, all was right with his world, and he opened his lungs to shout, “Kill for the love

    of Kali.” And his chil­dren joined him this time.




    And then, sud­den­ly, the ashram fell silent. All eyes turned to the door in the back as a

    young man raced for­ward, down the aisle, his eyes glit­ter­ing with ex­cite­ment. “She has

    pro­vid­ed,” he shout­ed. “She has pro­vid­ed.” In his hand he held a large pile of air­line

    tick­ets. “I found them on the street out­side,” he said. “She has pro­vid­ed.”




    The oth­er fol­low­ers nod­ded. Some mum­bled. “She al­ways pro­vides. We love Kali.”




    A mo­ment lat­er, Ban Sar Din ran out in­to the ashram from his holy of­fice in the back,

    dumped out a batch of yel­low hand­ker­chiefs, and ran back to his of­fice. The floor of the

    ashram shud­dered with the slam of a steel-​re­in­forced door.


  




  

    Chapter Ten




    Hol­ly Ro­dan fin­ished mak­ing her five hun­dredth tis­sue-​pa­per car­na­tion and

    at­tached it to the gar­land draped around the stat­ue’s neck.




    “Oh, Kali,” she purred. “You are even more beau­ti­ful with these. When he comes, he will

    not be able to re­sist you.”




    She sang a lit­tle song as she wound the pa­per flow­ers around the stat­ue, as if it were a

    may­pole. One of the flow­ers must have fall­en from the gar­land and got­ten un­der­foot,

    be­cause sud­den­ly her foot slipped out from un­der her and she fell for­ward on her face with

    a crash.




    “Clum­sy me,” she gig­gled, and ap­plied a blob of spit­tle to her skinned knee.




    She had just bare­ly start­ed on the 501st car­na­tion when she fell again with a loud

    thump. This time she slid al­most to the edge of the raised plat­form on which the stat­ue

    stood. She tried to get up and fell again, this time ca­reen­ing com­plete­ly off the plat­form

    with a hard thump.




    “Noise! Noise!” Ban Sar Din screeched, wad­dling out of his of­fice. On his way out, he

    slammed in­to a com­put­er con­sole that had been de­liv­ered that morn­ing for A. H.

    Baynes.




    “First the crazy Amer­ican in­stalls two pri­vate tele­phone lines in my sa­cred of­fice,

    and now this,” he snapped. He kicked the com­put­er. “What does he want of me? Oh, I live the

    life of a pig.”




    Hol­ly thumped loud­ly to the floor again, this time near the emp­ty chairs of the

    faith­ful.




    “What is the mat­ter with you, noi­some child? In my land, wom­en do not crash on the floor,

    even when they bend to kiss the feet of their hus­bands. Do you not think I have headaches

    enough with this Baynes pi­rate tak­ing over my in­ner sanc­tum? Boom, boom, thump, thump. Even

    in Cal­cut­ta it is not so noisy.”




    “A thou­sand thou­sand par­dons, Holy One and re­spect­ed of Kali,” Hol­ly said. “I just

    can’t seem to get a grip on my . . .” With that, she slid halfway across the floor and banged

    her head on the in­cense ta­ble. “I’ve got it,” she sud­den­ly cried, sit­ting up. “I know why

    I’m stum­bling and falling all over the place.”




    “Ah, drugs. It is the curse of our age. What are you on?” he said.




    “It’s Kali,” Hol­ly said, beam­ing. “Don’t you see, Holy One? She’s push­ing me out the

    door. She wants me to leave on a mis­sion. Alone. And some­how I knew She would. That is why

    when the oth­ers left on their trips, I chose to stay be­hind to dec­orate the stat­ue.”




    “If you say so,” Ban Sar Din said.




    “The god­dess has spo­ken to me,” Hol­ly rhap­sodized. “Me, Hol­ly Ro­dan. She has cho­sen

    me es­pe­cial­ly to serve Her.” She stood up with dig­ni­ty, crashed to the floor again, then

    crawled on her hands and knees to­ward the stat­ue. “O Holy One,” she shout­ed. “I can smell

    her.”




    “Fine, fine,” Ban Sar Din said, smil­ing and nod­ding agree­ably. In­ward­ly, he made a

    men­tal note not to let Hol­ly go on any more flights. The young wom­an had ob­vi­ous­ly gone

    over the edge. A plane­ful of clos­et killers was risky enough, but a gen­uine loud-​mouthed

    loony-​tune like Hol­ly among them was sure to at­tract at­ten­tion.




    “The scent, the scent,” Hol­ly chant­ed, whip­ping her long blond hair back and forth across

    the base of the stat­ue. “She wants me to car­ry her scent with her. Smell for Kali,” she

    in­toned. “Smell, smell, SMELL. O Holy One, I will nev­er wash again,” she said.




    “Very In­di­an,” Bar Sar Din said. The tele­phone rang.




    “Smell for Kali. Kill for Kali,” Hol­ly was chant­ing.




    “It’s for you,” Ban Sar Din said. “I think it’s your moth­er.”




    Hol­ly made a dis­gust­ed face as she dis­en­tan­gled her hair from the god­dess’s feet.




    “Oh, Moth­er, what is it now?” she said in­to the phone. “Yeah. Yeah. So what? Huh? Well, I

    don’t know. God … that’s it. She made it hap­pen. What? I’ll ex­plain lat­er.”




    She hung up and looked at Ban Sar Din with an un­al­loyed ex­pres­sion of plea­sure. “Holy

    One. My fa­ther’s been killed in a car wreck,” she said breath­less­ly.




    “Poor child. My sym­pa­thies-“




    “No, no, no. Don’t you see? Kali did it.”




    Ban Sar Din looked du­bi­ous­ly at the stat­ue for which he had paid forty-​three dol­lars.

    “Kali killed your fa­ther? Is he around here some­where?”




    “No. He’s in Den­ver. Or what’s left of him is in Den­ver. See. That’s where Kali wants me

    to go. The call from my moth­er was a sign. My mis­sion is to go to Den­ver. Maybe there’s

    some­one spe­cial I’m sup­posed to kill there.”




    “Now, don’t be rash, Hol­ly,” Ban Sar Din said, won­der­ing what would hap­pen if she got

    picked up for mur­der alone, with­out an­oth­er mem­ber of the ashram around to kill her

    be­fore she could spill the beans to the po­lice. “Per­haps you should be ac­com­pa­nied . .

    .”




    “I must go alone,” Hol­ly said fer­vent­ly. “I must go where Kali sends me.”




    “And Kali is send­ing you to Den­ver?” Bar Sar Din said. He re­al­ized he no longer had any

    plane tick­ets to Den­ver.




    “Den­ver,” Hol­ly said, her voice al­most lyri­cal. “Kali is send­ing me to Den­ver.”




    “Fly tourist,” Ban Sar Din said. “I don’t have a free tick­et to Den­ver.”




    Hol­ly Ro­dan chant­ed “Kill for Kali” un­der her breath dur­ing the taxi ride on the way to

    the air­port. She chant­ed while she wait­ed for her plane in the just Folks ter­mi­nal. It was

    now the most crowd­ed ter­mi­nal in the air­port. Ban­ners ev­ery­where with just Folks’s

    red-​white-​and-​blue lo­go an­nounced it as “the Friend­ly, SAFE Air­line.” In the wait­ing

    area, loud­speak­ers droned con­stant­ly, giv­ing the safe­ty statis­tics of just Folks

    com­pared with In­ter­na­tion­al Mid-​Amer­ica Air­lines.




    The loud­speak­ers an­noyed Hol­ly. It was hard to chant with words blar­ing at her, but she

    kept try­ing. “Kill for Kali,” she said soft­ly, try­ing to con­cen­trate. “Kill for the love

    of Kali.”




    “Hey, ba­by,” rum­bled a voice in her ear. The own­er of the voice was a mid­dle-​aged man

    wear­ing a rain­coat.




    Hol­ly looked up at him, blink­ing. Was he the rea­son for her jour­ney? Had Kali sent this

    man for her to kill? “Maybe you’re the one,” she said.




    “You bet I am,” the man an­swered. He pulled open his rain­coat to ex­pose a flab­by naked

    body un­der­neath.




    Then he ran away, but the ex­pe­ri­ence left Hol­ly shak­en. “It’s a test,” she told

    her­self. “I am sup­posed to go to Den­ver. Kali has de­creed it. And She knows all.” On the

    plane, she si­dled up to an el­der­ly wom­an and asked if she could help her with any­thing.

    The la­dy punched her in the stom­ach. Then as the pas­sen­gers were leav­ing the plane in

    Den­ver, Hol­ly flashed a bright smile at a good-​look­ing young man and of­fered him a ride to

    his ho­tel.




    “The games and ploys of ag­gres­sive het­ero­sex­ual fe­males is some­thing I find

    par­tic­ular­ly dis­gust­ing,” he said.




    “Oh, I’m sor­ry.”




    “You’ll do any­thing you can to get a man, won’t you?”




    “I was on­ly of­fer­ing-“




    “Yes, I can see that you’re very gen­er­ous with your of­fers. Well, you can take that

    hair­less per­fumed car­cass of yours and pa­rade it around some sin­gles bar. Some of us

    hap­pen to pre­fer the pure beau­ty of our own gen­der.”




    “Fag­got,” Hol­ly said, walk­ing away.




    “Breed­er,” he called af­ter her. “And you smell bad, too.”




    In the Den­ver ter­mi­nal, a teenag­er with red-​and-​blue streaked hair be­gan to walk

    along­side her.




    “Are you the one?” she asked in de­spair.




    “The one and on­ly,” he an­swered. “Su­per­man, do­ing it through the night, a whole lot of

    lov­ing just wait­ing for you, and I work hard for the mon­ey. I am the One.”




    Her wor­ries dis­ap­peared. “Thank Kali,” she said. “Can I be your friend?”




    “Sure,” he said. “Give me all your mon­ey and I’ll be your friend for­ev­er.” He snapped

    open a switch­blade, pressed it against her throat, and herd­ed her in­to a nar­row dark

    cor­ri­dor. “Let’s see some friend­ly green­backs.”




    Hol­ly sham­bled in­to Den­ver broke and dis­ap­point­ed. She had failed in her mis­sion.

    Kali had se­lect­ed her to serve in a unique and spe­cial way, and Hol­ly had blown the

    op­por­tu­ni­ty. “Maybe I’ll nev­er be worth any­thing as a killer,” she said in de­spair. As

    she walked in­to her par­ents’ split-​lev­el sub­ur­ban home, her moth­er saw Hol­ly’s tears

    and ran to com­fort her.




    “Poor ba­by,” Mrs. Ro­dan said. “I know this is a try­ing time for both of us.”




    “Oh, get lost, Moth­er. Where’s Fa­ther?”




    “He’s dead. Re­mem­ber?”




    “Oh, yeah. It’s about time.”




    “Would you like some tu­na-​noo­dle casse­role?” her moth­er asked.




    “I’d rather eat barf.”




    “Yes, dear. The fu­ner­al’s in an hour. I’ve had your good black dress cleaned.”




    “I’m not go­ing to any fu­ner­al,” Hol­ly said.




    “But, dear, it’s your fa­ther.”




    “I didn’t come here for any stupid fu­ner­al. I’ve got im­por­tant things on my mind.”




    “Of course, dear. I un­der­stand,” said Mrs. Ro­dan. Hol­ly wan­dered aim­less­ly around the

    streets of Den­ver, pon­der­ing her ob­scure mis­sion for Kali. If the stat­ue had want­ed her

    to leave the ashram, she rea­soned, it must have been for a pur­pose, a se­ri­ous pur­pose. But

    no one seemed to be avail­able for killing. She had tried to be a faith­ful ex­ecu­tion­er, but

    things kept go­ing wrong.




    “A sign,” she said aloud. “What I need is a sign.” The sign came from the Moun­taineer

    Na­tion­al Sav­ings and Loan As­so­ci­ation, which was in­au­gu­rat­ing its first night­time

    hours and hav­ing them com­mem­orat­ed by a bank rob­bery. The armed rob­ber came flee­ing

    through the doors of the bank with pis­tols blaz­ing. He killed a po­lice­man non­cha­lant­ly,

    fired in­to a crowd of on­look­ers, and dashed to­ward a tan Lin­coln Con­ti­nen­tal parked

    half a block away. Hol­ly was stand­ing di­rect­ly in front of the door on the driv­er’s side

    of the car when he reached it. With a curse, he shoved Hol­ly aside, toss­ing her in­to the

    line of traf­fic, and flung open the door.




    As he got in­to the car, al­most as an af­terthought, he turned and point­ed his pis­tol at

    Hol­ly to kill her. Then a pe­cu­liar thing hap­pened. A thin young man with thick wrists

    stepped be­tween the two of them. Hol­ly watched as the door on the driv­er’s side of the car

    ceased to ex­ist. Then the steer­ing wheel mag­ical­ly spun off its col­umn and em­bed­ded

    it­self in the bank rob­ber’s stom­ach.




    The young man then turned and ap­peared to stop an on­com­ing au­to­mo­bile five inch­es

    away from Hol­ly Ro­dan’s head by plac­ing the heel of his shoe against the car’s bumper.




    The bank rob­ber, hope­less­ly pinned in the car, watched, feel­ing his in­sides turn to

    mush. Then he felt him­self be­ing lift­ed from the seat by the thin man, moved so quick­ly he

    felt like a blur. He felt the air whoosh around him as he sailed through the air, back to­ward

    the Moun­taineer Na­tion­al S. ded in a lump in the midst of a crowd of on­rush­ing

    po­lice­men, who pinned him to the ground. The last thing the bank rob­ber saw was a

    re­flec­tion in a plate-​glass win­dow of the man who had stopped him.




    Hol­ly hud­dled on the street, her long hair strewn about her face like gold­en

    sea­weed.




    “Are you all right?” Re­mo asked as he bent over her. She looked up and gaped at him.

    “You’re the one,” she said.




    “Oh, no.” Re­mo stood up and skit­tered away from her. His back moved against a tele­phone

    pole. He couldn’t breathe. A ghast­ly fear shook him to the pit of his stom­ach.




    “Get away,” he whis­pered as Hol­ly Ro­dan rose and came to­ward him.




    “No.” Hol­ly’s voice was tri­umphant. “I fi­nal­ly un­der­stand. You’re the rea­son She sent

    me here. I wasn’t sent to kill. I was sent to bring you back. For Her. For Kali.”




    “Go away. I don’t know what you’re talk­ing about. And be­sides, you smell like a

    steer.”




    “It’s the scent of Kali. It’s on my hair,” Hol­ly said. “Come, smell it.”




    “Go fu­mi­gate the coun­ty jail with your hair,” Re­mo said. He edged far­ther away from

    her.




    “Don’t be afraid,” Hol­ly said, smil­ing sweet­ly. “I know about you. I know who you

    are.”




    “You do?” Re­mo said. Maybe now, maybe this time he could kill her. Maybe if the rea­son was

    strong enough, he could do it. Maybe if she knew too much, if she was a dan­ger to CURE, to the

    coun­try. Maybe then he could kill her.




    “Who am I?” he said.




    “You’re Kali’s lover. She se­lect­ed you and She sent me here to bring you to Her,” Hol­ly

    said. She moved clos­er and wrapped her arms around Re­mo’s neck. The scent of her hair

    dis­gust­ed and ex­cit­ed him. He felt a loath­some stir­ring in his loins.




    “Go away,” he said hoarse­ly. “Go away.”




    She rubbed her hand on his thigh and Re­mo felt his re­sis­tance drain away. Her hair was so

    close to his face, the smell so pun­gent. It was a smell of far away and long ago.




    “Maybe you don’t un­der­stand,” she whis­pered in­to his ear, “but I do. I know your

    des­tiny. You must come with me. Fol­low me to Kali.” She pulled him off the street and in­to a

    nar­row twist­ing al­ley be­tween two tall build­ings. He felt pow­er­less to re­sist.




    “What are you called, Lover of Kali?” she asked.




    “Re­mo,” he said numbly.




    “Re­mo.” She sa­vored the word. “I am Kali’s mes­sen­ger, Re­mo. Come to me. I will give you

    a taste of what She will give you.” She kissed him. The sick­en­ing, per­vert­ed smell crawled

    in­to his nos­trils and set fire to his blood.




    “Take me,” Hol­ly said, her eyes glazed in a trance. “Take what Kali gives you.” She pulled

    him down to the slimy bricks of the al­ley, lit­tered with rot­ted cab­bage leaves and cof­fee

    grounds and bird drop­pings. “Take me here, in the filth, for it is as She wish­es.” She opened

    her legs to Re­mo and then gasped as she felt his flesh burn in­side her.




    When it was over, Re­mo turned his face to the wall of the build­ing. He felt ashamed and

    dirty. Hol­ly took his hand, but he brushed it away as if it were a mag­got. “I don’t al­ways

    do this on the first date,” she said.




    “Go away.”




    “It re­al­ly wasn’t my idea,” Hol­ly said. “It’s some­thing that came over me.”




    “Just get out of here, all right?”




    “Look, I’ve heard of post­coital tristesse, but isn’t this a bit much?”




    Re­mo stum­bled to his feet and stag­gered back from the young wom­an, who still lay on the

    ground amid the dirt of the al­ley. He bare­ly had the strength to move. The smell of her was

    as a drug in his nos­trils; his limbs felt lead­en.




    “You can try to leave,” Hol­ly said. Her voice broke in­to brit­tle sharp laugh­ter. “You

    can try, but you will fol­low me all the same. Kali wants you. She will bring you to Her.

    You’ll see. You will come to Kali.”




    Her voice grew small in the dis­tance as he stum­bled away. But even when Re­mo could no

    longer hear her, the scent of her still fol­lowed him like an in­vis­ible, teas­ing de­mon, and

    he knew that the girl was right. He would fol­low her, and some­how he knew the path would lead

    to death.




    He had been wrong in try­ing to solve things alone. He need­ed help.




    He need­ed Chi­un.


  




  

    Chapter Eleven




    It was dark in the ho­tel room. The on­ly il­lu­mi­na­tion came from the stars that shone

    bright­ly in the clear Rocky Moun­tain night.




    Re­mo lay on a mat on the floor in the mid­dle of the room, his hands fold­ed across his

    stom­ach as Chi­un had placed them. The old Ko­re­an sat in a lo­tus po­si­tion on the floor

    near Re­mo’s head.




    “And now you will speak,” Chi­un said.




    “I don’t know what’s wrong with me, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I thought I could shake it, but I

    can’t.”




    “Speak of it,” Chi­un said gen­tly.




    “I think it was a girl,” Re­mo said.




    “Just a girl?” Chi­un said.




    “No one spe­cial,” Re­mo said. “Be­longed to some crazy cult. I fol­lowed her when we took

    that just Folks flight in­to North Car­oli­na and two of her friends tried to kill me.”




    “Did you kill them?”




    “The friends. But not her,” Re­mo said. He shiv­ered from the mem­ory, but then his body

    grew calm as Chi­un, sens­ing Re­mo’s pain even in the dark­ness, reached out a hand and

    touched his shoul­der.




    “I couldn’t kill her. I want­ed to. But she want­ed to die. She want­ed me to kill her. And

    she was chant­ing, they were all chant­ing, and it made me crazy and I had to get out of there.

    That’s when I went to the moun­tains to think.”




    Chi­un was silent.




    “Any­way, I saw her again tonight and I thought I could kill her this time. She had

    some­thing to do with the deaths on the planes, and I thought I could do my job and kill her.

    But I couldn’t. It was her smell.”




    “What kind of smell?” Chi­un said.




    “It was a smell … but not re­al­ly a smell,” Re­mo said in­to the dark­ness of the room.

    “More like a feel­ing.”




    “A feel­ing of what?”




    Re­mo tried to find the words but could not. He just shook his head. “I don’t know, Lit­tle

    Fa­ther. Some­thing big. Fright­en­ing. More fright­en­ing than death. A ter­ri­ble thing . . .

    God, I am go­ing crazy.” He rubbed his hands to­geth­er ner­vous­ly, but Chi­un took them in

    his own hands and re­placed them over Re­mo’s so­lar plexus.




    “You said they chant­ed,” Chi­un prompt­ed. “What kind of chant­ing?” he asked soft­ly.




    “What? Oh. Crazy stuff. I don’t know. ‘Long live death. Long live pain. She loves it.’ I

    tell you, they love death, even their own. And it was that way tonight too. She told me I would

    have to fol­low her, and I knew, Chi­un, I knew that even if I had killed her, she would have

    been say­ing, ‘Kill me, kill me, kill me, be­cause it is right.’ I couldn’t kill her; I let her

    go.”




    “Why must you fol­low her?” Chi­un asked.




    “Be­cause I’m sup­posed to be some­body’s lover. Some­body wants me.”




    “Who is this per­son who wants you?” Chi­un asked.




    “A name. A fun­ny name. I think it’s a wom­an’s name,” Re­mo said. “The name was . . .” He

    paused, try­ing to re­mem­ber.




    “Kali?” Chi­un asked. His voice was hard­ly more than a breath in the black­ened room.




    “That’s it. Kali. How did you know?”




    Re­mo heard Chi­un sigh, and then the old Ko­re­an’s voice was brisk again.




    “Re­mo, I must ar­range to meet Em­per­or Smith at once.”




    “What for?” Re­mo asked. “What’s he got to do with it?”




    “He must help me pre­pare for my jour­ney,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo looked at him, puz­zled. Even in the dark­ness of the room, his eyes were able to

    gath­er enough light to see clear­ly. The look on Chi­un’s face was one of pained

    res­ig­na­tion.




    “I must go to Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said.




    “What for? Why now?”




    “To save your life,” Chi­un said. “If it is not al­ready too late.”


  




  

    Chapter Twelve




    Harold W. Smith walked briskly in­to the Den­ver mo­tel room.




    “What is it? What was so im­por­tant that you couldn’t tell me over the tele­phone?”




    “Don’t look at me,” Re­mo said. He was leaf­ing through a mag­azine and did not both­er to

    look up from its pages.




    Chi­un sat in a cor­ner of the room on a straw mat. As Smith turned to him, the old man

    raised his head slow­ly. His face looked old­er than Smith had ev­er seen it be­fore.




    “Leave us, Re­mo,” Chi­un said soft­ly.




    Re­mo slapped the mag­azine down in­to his lap. “Come on, Chi­un. Isn’t this a lit­tle much?

    Even for you?”




    “I said, leave us,” the old man snapped. His face red­den­ing, Re­mo threw the mag­azine

    on­to the floor and strode out the door, slam­ming it be­hind him.




    “Is some­thing wrong?” Smith asked Chi­un.




    “Not yet,” the old man said im­pas­sive­ly.




    “Oh,” Smith said. Chi­un did not speak, and Smith felt un­com­fort­able in the si­lence.

    “Er, is there some­thing I can do for you, Chi­un?” He looked at his watch.




    “My needs are small, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said, and Smith thought he rec­og­nized the open­ing

    of a new salary ne­go­ti­ation. Ev­ery time Chi­un said that he need­ed noth­ing, it turned out

    that on­ly more gold would save him from an eter­ni­ty of dis­grace in the eyes of his

    an­ces­tors.




    Smith felt an un­ac­cus­tomed small surge of anger. The pres­sure was mount­ing on CURE from

    the White House to end the air­line killings. In­ter­na­tion­al Mid-​Amer­ica Air­lines had

    just about gone bel­ly-​up, and who knew how many air­lines would fol­low. The news me­dia were

    putting peo­ple in an afraid-​to-​trav­el pan­ic. Civ­iliza­tion, which in the long run meant

    the free flow of goods and ideas, was in dan­ger. And Chi­un was go­ing to try to beat him out

    of more mon­ey.




    “You re­mem­ber, Mas­ter, you said the mat­ter with Re­mo would be straight­ened out.” He

    watched Chi­un’s face, but it re­vealed noth­ing. “Yet I come here, and in­stead of work­ing,

    he is read­ing a mag­azine. Re­mem­ber your promise? For four ex­tra gold bars, if you

    re­mem­ber. It was our last con­ver­sa­tion, Chi­un. Do you re­mem­ber?”




    He had tried to keep the ir­ri­ta­tion out of his voice, but he had not been too

    suc­cess­ful.




    “It was not fair,” Chi­un whis­pered soft­ly.




    “I beg your par­don?”




    “It was not fair,” Chi­un re­peat­ed.




    “It most cer­tain­ly was,” Smith snapped, mak­ing no at­tempt now to con­ceal his

    an­noy­ance. “You agreed that for a nine-​weight pay­ment to Sinan­ju, you would get Re­mo to

    work again. If he has re­fused-“




    “It was not you who were un­fair,” Chi­un said. “Not you, O gra­cious Em­per­or. It was I.”

    He low­ered his eyes in shame.




    “I see. You mean Re­mo re­fus­es to work, even with the ad­di­tion­al trib­ute.”




    “He does not refuse to work. He has been un­able to work.”




    “Why?” Smith asked. “Is he ill?”




    “He is afraid.”




    Smith felt him­self flush­ing with anger. Afraid. Smith, too, had been afraid many times

    dur­ing his life. Many times he had faced death. He had nev­er been blessed with Re­mo’s

    nat­ural skills or his train­ing, but all the same, when the crunch came, Harold Smith had

    over­come his fear and gone on about his work. Fear was no ex­cuse. In the rocky New Hamp­shire

    soil where Smith had grown up, there was an old say­ing that he had some­how ab­sorbed in­to

    his rock-​hard soul: “Do it afraid if you have to, but just do it.”




    “He’ll just have to get over be­ing afraid,” Smith told Chi­un terse­ly.




    “I have said it in­cor­rect­ly, Em­per­or. It is not the fear that will stop Re­mo. He will

    find the source of the air­plane killings, be­cause he will not be able to stop him­self. And

    he will fight who­ev­er is at that source.”




    “Then what’s the prob­lem?”




    Chi­un sighed. “Re­mo will not sur­vive the fight.”




    Smith took off his hat and turned the brim around in his hands. “How can you know that?”




    “I know. I can ex­plain no more. You are not of Sinan­ju and you would not be­lieve.” He

    lapsed back in­to si­lence as Smith twirled the brim of his hat.




    “Are you say­ing this is the end?” Smith said at last. “The end of Re­mo? The end of our

    work­ing to­geth­er?”




    “Per­haps,” Chi­un said.




    “I’m not go­ing to pre­tend I un­der­stand any­thing you are say­ing,” Smith said. “And I

    don’t know what I could do about it even if I did.”




    He looked to­ward the door, and Chi­un said, “Do not go, Em­per­or. I have thought of a way

    to pro­tect him.” Smith’s lips tight­ened. The usu­al, he thought. Just done with a lit­tle

    more dra­mat­ic flair this time.




    “More trib­ute, I sup­pose,” he said sar­cas­ti­cal­ly. “Chi­un, I’m a busy man. There was

    ab­so­lute­ly no rea­son to call me away from my of­fice for this. If what you want­ed was more

    gold, you could have told me over the tele­phone. I want you to know I don’t ap­pre­ci­ate

    this. Not one bit.” He turned to leave.




    “I do not want gold,” Chi­un said.




    Smith’s hand was on the door­knob. It froze there. “Then what?”




    “I must go to Sinan­ju im­me­di­ate­ly,” Chi­un said.




    “Out of the ques­tion. Things like that take time to set up.”




    “It is the on­ly way,” Chi­un said.




    “No.”




    “There is some­thing in my vil­lage that can save Re­mo,” Chi­un said.




    “And you just hap­pen to get a free va­ca­tion at the same time,” Smith said. “You’ve cried

    wolf once too of­ten, Chi­un.” Smith opened the door.




    “Hold!” Chi­un’s voice was like elec­tric­ity crack­ing. He rose to his feet in one smooth

    move­ment that seemed like a puff of col­ored smoke ris­ing, walked over, and pushed the door

    shut. “I re­scind my re­quest,” he said.




    “Par­don?”




    “For the ad­di­tion­al trib­ute. The ex­tra four-​weight of gold was not Re­mo’s wish, in

    truth. It was my own for the wel­fare of my vil­lage. I here­by of­fer it back to you in

    ex­change for my pas­sage to Sinan­ju and back. Im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    Smith stud­ied the old man’s face. It was the first time he had ev­er heard Chi­un give up

    an op­por­tu­ni­ty to amass gold. “This is se­ri­ous, isn’t it? It means that much to you?”




    “Yes, Em­per­or.”




    “You hon­est­ly think it will help Re­mo?”




    “I do not know. I can on­ly try,” Chi­un said.




    “Maybe if you’d tell me . . .”




    “It is no dis­hon­or to you, Em­per­or, that you would not un­der­stand. There are things in

    this world that none un­der­stand but me. This is be­cause I am reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    and the his­to­ry of scores of cen­turies rests with me. I must go. Now.”




    The two men looked in­to each oth­er’s eyes for a long time. Smith re­al­ized how small and

    old and frail Chi­un was. Fi­nal­ly the Amer­ican nod­ded. “Done. You’ll go back to Fol­croft

    with me. I’ll ar­range for jets and a sub­ma­rine.”




    “Thank you, Em­per­or. Be­fore I leave, I must see Re­mo.”




    “I’ll send him in,” Smith said.




    “I’m glad you two had such a nice chat,” Re­mo said as he plopped down on a chair.




    “Our con­ver­sa­tion had noth­ing to do with you. Noth­ing re­al­ly,” Chi­un said.




    “Oh, bull­dookey. You think I was born yes­ter­day? You think I don’t know about your

    lit­tle ar­range­ment to have me bumped off in case some­thing goes wrong? Like if I can’t work

    any­more?”




    “That was an old agree­ment that I made with Em­per­or Smith. Long be­fore I knew who you

    were and what you would be­come,” Chi­un said. “This did not con­cern that.”




    Re­mo stared at Chi­un for a mo­ment, then buried his head in his hands. “Maybe it should

    have,” he said. “I’m … I’m just … noth­ing left. It’s get­ting stronger, Chi­un. The smell, the

    feel­ing. It’s with me all the time now, and I can’t shake it.”




    “And you will not be able to shake it, as you say,” Chi­un said.




    “I’m los­ing my mind. That’s all there is to it. Maybe you ought to go back to that old

    agree­ment and get it over with and send me to nev­er-​nev­er land. Some­time when I’m not

    look­ing. No. Do it when I’m look­ing. I want to make sure you keep your el­bow straight.”




    He smiled at the pri­vate joke be­tween them. For ten years he had learned at Chi­un’s feet

    and ab­sorbed all that the Mas­ter had giv­en him of the dis­ci­plines of Sinan­ju. But praise

    was not Chi­un’s way to teach, and when Re­mo did some­thing per­fect­ly, with­out flaw,

    Chi­un’s fi­nal de­fense against hav­ing to praise him was to com­plain that Re­mo’s el­bow was

    bent and no one with a bent el­bow had ev­er amount­ed to any­thing.




    But Chi­un was not smil­ing. “I am not go­ing to re­move you, no mat­ter what my con­tract

    says with the Em­per­or,” he said.




    Re­mo was silent, and Chi­un went on. “In­stead, I will tell you a sto­ry.”




    Re­mo’s face fell. “Maybe it’d be bet­ter if you just killed me.”




    “Si­lence, you pale piece of pig’s ear. I have lit­tle time. This sto­ry con­cerns Mas­ter

    Lu the Dis­graced.”




    “You gave me all that one be­fore. He cleared the mug­gers off the roads of Rome and then

    went to work in a cir­cus. Lu the Dis­graced. Tsk, tsk.”




    “And I told you there was more to his sto­ry,” Chi­un said. “And now the rest. And don’t you

    go telling any­body this, be­cause the last years of Lu’s life are a sto­ry so se­cret that

    knowl­edge of them is re­strict­ed al­ways to the reign­ing Mas­ter. I am vi­olat­ing

    tra­di­tion by telling you.”




    “He must have done some­thing re­al­ly bad,” Re­mo said. “What was it? It must have had

    some­thing to do with mon­ey. The worst thing that all those old Mas­ters ev­er did was for­get

    to get paid: Mas­ter Lu the Un­paid. No won­der he was dis­graced.”




    Chi­un ig­nored him. He closed his eyes and spoke in Ko­re­an, his singsong voice tak­ing on

    the ca­dences of an­cient po­et­ry as he un­fold­ed the rest of the sto­ry of the dis­graced

    Mas­ter Lu, who, af­ter his shame in the are­nas of Rome, fled that deca­dent city to wan­der

    through the un­chart­ed re­gions of Asia.




    The Mas­ter’s wan­der­ings, as Chi­un re­lat­ed the sto­ry, gave Lu no peace in his heart

    un­til one day, af­ter all the moons of the year had passed and come and passed again, he

    ven­tured in­to a small vil­lage high in the moun­tains of cen­tral Cey­lon. The vil­lage was

    an iso­lat­ed place, far small­er than Sinan­ju, and the peo­ple in it showed the ef­fects of a

    pop­ula­tion closed to out­siders. They were a beau­ti­ful peo­ple, un­like any the Mas­ter had

    ev­er seen. Nei­ther white, nor black, nor red, nor yel­low, the peo­ple of Bathas­ga­ta, as

    the vil­lage was known, re­sem­bled all the races of the world and yet none.




    No one in Bathas­ga­ta knew the ori­gins of the hu­mans who lived there, but they were

    grate­ful for their land and their vil­lage and the com­pan­ion­ship of one an­oth­er.




    As a to­ken of their grat­itude, the peo­ple cre­at­ed a stat­ue out of the clay of their

    vil­lage. They fash­ioned the stat­ue in the form of a wom­an more beau­ti­ful than any ev­er

    made of liv­ing flesh and wor­shiped her by the name of Kali.




    But some­thing hap­pened af­ter the stat­ue was com­plet­ed. The once peace­ful vil­lagers

    be­gan to aban­don their fields and flocks to de­vote all their time to the ado­ra­tion of

    Kali. They claimed that al­though their love pleased the god­dess, Kali want­ed more than

    gar­lands of flow­ers and prayers writ­ten on pa­per, fold­ed in­to the like­ness­es of

    an­imals.




    She want­ed blood. With blood, the devo­tees claimed, Kali would love them back. But none in

    the vil­lage was will­ing to sac­ri­fice him­self or a loved one to the stat­ue.




    It was then that Lu ap­peared in Bathas­ga­ta.




    “It is a sign,” the wor­shipers of Kali shout­ed. “The stranger has come just in time to

    serve as Kali’s sac­ri­fice.”




    And so the four strongest men of the vil­lage fell up­on the trav­el­er and sought to kill

    him. But Lu was Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and great­est as­sas­sin on all the earth, and soon af­ter

    their as­sault on him, Lu’s at­tack­ers lay dead up­on the ground.




    “They seem on­ly to be asleep,” one of the vil­lage wom­en said. “There is no blood.”




    Then the old­est of the vil­lage spoke. He said that the ar­rival of Lu the Mas­ter was

    in­deed a sign from the god­dess Kali. But the stranger was not to be the sac­ri­fice, rather

    the in­stru­ment of sac­ri­fice. Then the Old One in­struct­ed the oth­ers to take the bod­ies

    of the four dead men to Kali to see if their un­shed blood, en­cased in death, pleased her.




    They placed the four bod­ies at the base of the stat­ue at the time of the set­ting of the

    sun, prayed, then re­turned to their homes.




    With the break of the new day, they saw the re­sult of their sac­ri­fices. The stat­ue had

    grown a new arm. “A mir­acle,” the vil­lagers ex­claimed.




    “A sign from Kali.”




    “Death pleas­es Her.”




    “She loves it.”




    “Kill for Kali.”




    “Kill for Kali.”




    “Kill.”




    “Kill.”




    “Kill.”




    With re­spect, they brought Lu for­ward to face the stat­ue, and the Old One again spoke to

    the god­dess. “Most revered Kali,” he said, “this trav­el­er has killed these men in Your

    ser­vice. He has shed no blood so that they might be de­liv­ered whole in­to Your

    em­brace.”




    The grow­ing of the new arm was the First Mir­acle of Kali, and now the Sec­ond Mir­acle of

    Kali hap­pened. Al­though the stat­ue was as hard as stone, Her eyes looked di­rect­ly in­to

    those of the man stand­ing be­fore Her and the cor­ners of Her lips curved up in­to a

    smile.




    As­ton­ished, the vil­lagers knelt in obei­sance to the god­dess and to Lu, the man She had

    tak­en to Her heart, and the Third Mir­acle of Kali oc­curred.




    A strange smell em­anat­ed from the stat­ue. It per­me­at­ed the small vil­lage square.

    Mas­ter Lu thrust his hand in­to his ki­mono and pulled forth a yel­low cloth with which he

    tried to seal off his face from the aro­ma, but it was too pow­er­ful and fi­nal­ly he dropped

    to his knees and kissed the stat­ue’s feet and looked up at its face with the eyes of love.




    “She has tak­en him for Her own,” the old one said. “Kali has con­sum­mat­ed the union of

    love.”




    Lu was fright­ened of the strange pow­er which the stone stat­ue had over him. At first, he

    said noth­ing to dis­suade the vil­lagers of Bathas­ga­ta from be­liev­ing that he was of

    spe­cial im­por­tance to their home­made god­dess, be­cause he feared reprisal for killing four

    of their peo­ple. Then, dur­ing the sec­ond month of his stay, the Fourth Mir­acle of Kali

    oc­curred and caused him to fear for more than his life.




    The re­mains of the first four sac­ri­fices had long since rot­ted and been buried when the

    god­dess again hun­gered for the taste of blood.




    “She wants more,” the Old One said, but Lu re­fused to kill sense­less­ly for the

    ap­pease­ment of a piece of clay. “She will make you kill again for Her,” the Old One

    proph­esied.




    “No one can force the hand of a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Lu said, and walked to the cen­ter of

    the vil­lage to stand be­fore the stat­ue of Kali. “You have no pow­er over me,” he told the

    stone god­dess with all the con­vic­tion of his soul.




    But it was not enough. Once again, the stat­ue emit­ted the wom­an-​scent of the god­dess

    and the aro­ma in­sin­uat­ed it­self in­to Lu’s sens­es and he fell in­to a fierce and

    un­con­trol­lable lust.




    “He is ready to kill again,” the Old One said.




    The vil­lagers talked ex­cit­ed­ly. “Whom will he choose?”




    “He will not choose,” said the Old One. “Kali will choose.”




    “How?”




    “We will know. We will have a sign,” the Old One said.




    And in the Fourth Mir­acle, the sign ap­peared. On the fore­head of the Old One ap­peared a

    faint dot of blue. As the vil­lagers gaped in won­der, the dot grew dark­er.




    “It is the Old One she has cho­sen,” the vil­lagers shout­ed.




    “No!” Lu strug­gled to pull away from the stat­ue and the ter­ri­ble pow­er that filled him.

    “I will not . . . kill . . .”




    But the Old One knew that the god­dess he and his peo­ple had cre­at­ed would be sat­is­fied

    on­ly with his death, so he bowed be­fore the Mas­ter Lu and ex­posed his throat.




    Lu cried out in an­guish, but the knowl­edge of right and wrong could not stop the

    god­dess’s wrath that coursed through his blood and di­rect­ed his pow­er­ful hands. He took

    again the yel­low cloth from in­side his robe and wrapped it around the man’s neck, and with

    one pow­er­ful wrench, the Old One lay dead at the feet of the stat­ue.




    Lu col­lapsed on the earth, a wail of de­feat is­su­ing from his now cor­rupt soul.




    And the stat­ue smiled again.




    “C’mon, Chi­un,” Re­mo said in dis­gust. “A stat­ue? Sticks and stones may break my bones,

    but stat­ues you can shove.”




    “Some things are re­al even be­fore they take form,” Chi­un said. “Look. I will show you.”

    He lift­ed the small wood­en chair from the writ­ing desk of the ho­tel suite. “This, you say,

    is a chair. Cor­rect?”




    “Right. Chair,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un leaned over the desk, and with a pen and a piece of ho­tel sta­tionery quick­ly

    ex­ecut­ed a sketch of the same wood­en chair.




    “And this too is a chair?”




    “Yeah. I guess so,” Re­mo said cau­tious­ly.




    Chi­un fold­ed his hands in­to his sleeves. “And there, Re­mo, is the fail­ure of your

    think­ing. For nei­ther these pieces of wood nor this piece of pa­per dec­orat­ed with ink is a

    chair. They on­ly ap­pear as chairs be­cause you choose to be­lieve that they are.”




    “Huh?”




    “The true chair is in your mind, my son. And that too is a mere im­ita­tion. The orig­inal

    chair was an idea in the mind of some­one long for­got­ten. But the idea is what is re­al. The

    sol­id ob­ject is no more than a house for the idea.”




    “That’s too heavy for me,” Re­mo said. “I’m not sup­posed to be a philoso­pher. I’m just

    sup­posed to kill peo­ple.”




    “No. You are sup­posed to be an as­sas­sin. It is just your in­ep­ti­tude that re­duces it

    to ‘killing peo­ple.’ But that is what Mas­ter Lu be­came at the bid­ding of the god­dess Kali.

    No longer an as­sas­sin, he be­came a killer of peo­ple. Un­der the pow­er of the re­al

    god­dess, the form­less force which had been en­cased in clay. But the force was be­fore the

    clay.”




    “Why are you telling me this?” Re­mo asked.




    Chi­un’s face was anx­ious. “I want you to un­der­stand, Re­mo. Be­cause I be­lieve that you

    are now fac­ing the same pow­er that Mas­ter Lu faced.”




    “I don’t plan to vis­it Cey­lon be­fore Christ­mas,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un sighed. “If you feel Kali’s pres­ence here, then She is not in Cey­lon,” he said

    pa­tient­ly.




    “Who says I feel any­body’s pres­ence? I smell some­thing. There’s noth­ing su­per­nat­ural

    about that. Maybe I just ought to change de­odor­ants.”




    “Si­lence your face while I re­sume the tale,” Chi­un said.




    “All right. I just don’t see what any of this has to do with me.”




    “You will. Lat­er. You will un­der­stand lat­er, but first you will lis­ten.”




    Lu con­tin­ued to kill for the god­dess, and with each death, more of his strength and skill

    di­min­ished. Each time, as the bod­ies with their blue-​marked fore­heads lay still warm at

    his feet, Lu fell weep­ing to the ground, spent as if he had cop­ulat­ed with the stone im­age

    and de­liv­ered his seed in­to it. Each morn­ing, af­ter the kills, the god­dess grew a new

    arm, while Lu was tak­en to rest in a bed of flow­ers. He slept for days on end, so drained was

    he of his pow­ers. He be­longed to Kali now, and all the dis­ci­pline of Sinan­ju which Lu had

    spent a life­time learn­ing was used on­ly to serve his mis­tress.




    Af­ter two years, near­ly the en­tire vil­lage of Bathas­ga­ta had been sac­ri­ficed to the

    god­dess, and Lu found him­self a sick, weak man, old be­fore his time.




    One who had watched his de­gen­er­ation was a girl who lived in ser­vice to Kali. She was

    young and beau­ti­ful and loved the god­dess she served, but the sight of the once pow­er­ful

    stranger re­duced to a mass of skin and bones who left his bed on­ly to kill at the stat­ue’s

    bid­ding sad­dened her. Al­though the oth­ers of the vil­lage feared Mas­ter Lu and did not

    come in­to his pres­ence ex­cept on oc­ca­sions of cel­ebra­tion, this young girl ven­tured at

    night in­to Lu’s house of straw and flow­ers and be­gan to nurse him back to health.




    She could not much im­prove his phys­ical con­di­tion, but the com­pan­ion­ship of the young

    wom­an glad­dened Lu’s bro­ken heart.




    “Do you not fear me?” he asked.




    “Why? Be­cause you will kill me?”




    “I will nev­er kill you,” Lu promised.




    But the girl knew bet­ter. “You will sure­ly kill me,” she said, “as you will kill all of

    us. Kali is stronger than the will of a man, even a man such as you. But death comes to all who

    live, and if I were to fear death, I would al­so fear life. No, I do not fear you, Mas­ter

    Lu.”




    And then Lu wept, for even in the depth of his degra­da­tion, when he had be­trayed all the

    teach­ings of his life, the gods of Sinan­ju had seen fit to bring love to him.




    “I must leave this place,” he told the girl. “Will you help me?”




    “I will go with you,” she an­swered.




    “But Kali?”




    “Kali has brought on­ly death and sad­ness to us. She is our god, but I will leave Her. We

    will go to your home­land, where men like you may walk in peace.”




    Lu took the young wom­an in his arms and em­braced her. She opened her­self to him, and

    there, in the si­lence of Lu’s sick­room, he gave her his true seed. Not the wretched parts of

    his strength that Kali took, but the in­vi­olate essence of his own clean soul.




    They left that night, in the dark­ness, and jour­neyed for moon up­on moon to­ward Sinan­ju.

    Some­times the fever of Kali would come up­on Lu and he would cry out to his wife to tie him

    with weight­ed ropes un­til the ter­ri­ble feel­ing passed and un­til the scent had left his

    nos­trils.




    She obeyed, glad that Lu trust­ed her. The seed in her bel­ly had swollen and she was soon

    to de­liv­er a child to him.




    “Your son,” she said when she pre­sent­ed Lu with their child. Lu had nev­er been hap­pi­er

    in his life. He want­ed to cry out the news, but he was still a stranger who knew no one in

    this new land to which they had jour­neyed. He walked for miles, rev­el­ing in his good

    for­tune at find­ing a wom­an who loved him enough to take him away from the evil god­dess, a

    wom­an who had giv­en him a son.




    The coun­try­side he walked through grew more fa­mil­iar with each step. Sinan­ju? he

    won­dered. But it did not look like the place of his birth. It was lush, while Sanan­ju was

    cold and harsh. It was not any­thing like Sinan­ju. It was …




    He screamed when he reached the crest of the hill he was climb­ing. For be­low, in a

    shal­low moun­tain val­ley, was the vil­lage of Bathas­ga­ta.




    “Kali has brought me back,” Lu whis­pered. His hopes shat­tered. There was no es­cape from

    Kali.




    He went back to the crude camp where his wife had de­liv­ered their son to tell her the

    hor­ri­ble news. When he saw her, he be­gan to trem­ble like a palsied man. There was a blue

    dot on her fore­head. “Not her,” Lu screamed.




    “Lu … Lu . . .” His good wife tried to raise her­self to find the ropes to tie him down, but

    she was weak from birthing and moved clum­si­ly. She im­plored him to be strong, but his

    strength was as noth­ing com­pared with the pow­er of Kali. He tried to cut off his own arm to

    pre­vent what he knew would hap­pen, but Kali would not al­low it. Slow­ly he pulled the

    yel­low cloth from his ki­mono and wound it around the neck of his beloved, and then

    in­ex­orably tight­ened it and squeezed the life from her body.




    When it was done and Lu lay close to death be­side the body of the beau­ti­ful wom­an who

    had loved him, he knew what he must do. He took a ring from the fin­ger of the wom­an he had

    loved and killed, then buried her by the light of the moon. Af­ter say­ing a prayer to the old

    gods of Sinan­ju, he took his in­fant son in his arms and walked in­to the vil­lage. At the

    first house, he de­liv­ered the ba­by to the oc­cu­pants. “Raise him as your own,” he said,

    “for I will not live to see the sun rise.”




    Then he went alone to stand be­fore the stat­ue of Kali. The stat­ue was smil­ing.




    “You have de­stroyed me,” Lu said.




    And in the qui­et of the still night, the stat­ue an­swered him from a place deep with­in

    his own mind: “You tried to be­tray me. It was a just pun­ish­ment.”




    “I am pre­pared to die.” He touched his wife’s ring and felt it give him strength.




    “You will die when I com­mand it,” Kali said.




    “No,” Lu said, and for a mo­ment the old pow­er re­turned to him, and he said, “I am the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. You will die when I com­mand it. And I com­mand it now.”




    With those words, he put his arms around the stat­ue and up­root­ed it from the ground. Kali

    burned him with Her stone flesh, and Her many arms reached out to gouge his eyes, but Lu would

    not stop. He car­ried the stat­ue down the moun­tain to the sea and with each step he was

    mu­ti­lat­ed by the ter­ri­ble force of the god­dess. And with each step did he re­mem­ber the

    love that had giv­en him life, the love he had killed with his own hands, and he walked

    on­ward.




    When he reached the cliffs over­look­ing the sea, the god­dess spoke to him again.




    “You can­not de­stroy me, fool. I will come back.”




    “It will be too late. I will be dead with you,” Lu said.




    “I will not come back for you, but for your son. Your de­scen­dant. One who fol­lows your

    line will be mine, and I will ex­act my re­venge on him, though it take many thou­sands of

    moons. He will be my in­stru­ment of re­venge and my wrath will be mighty through him.”




    With the last of his strength, Lu cast the stat­ue over the cliff. It sank in­to the blue

    wa­ter with­out a rip­ple. Then, as dawn sent out its first rays of light, the Mas­ter Lu wrote

    his sto­ry with his own blood on reeds that grew along the cliff’s edge. With his fi­nal breath

    he wound the reeds through the ring which had be­longed to his wife, and there he died.




    “The Broth­ers Grimmsville,” Re­mo said. “A fairy tale.”




    “We have the reeds,” Chi­un said.




    “How? If Lu died in this myth­ical spot in Cey­lon, how’d you get them back to Ko­rea?”




    “Fate works in strange ways,” the old Ori­en­tal said. “Lu’s body was found by a mer­chant

    who spoke many tongues. He de­liv­ered the reeds to Sinan­ju.”




    “I bet it was great for the mer­chant,” Re­mo said. “Know­ing your vil­lage, I sup­pose they

    slit his throat.”




    “He was not killed. He lived a long life of wealth and lux­ury with many wives and

    con­cu­bines.”




    “But he was nev­er al­lowed to leave town, right?” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un shrugged. “Who would want to leave Sinan­ju?”




    Far be­low, a horn sound­ed in the street and Re­mo part­ed the cur­tains and looked out.

    “It’s Smit­ty. I rec­og­nize the Rent-​a-​Wreck. I thought he left an hour ago.”




    “He wish­es for me to trav­el with him,” Chi­un said. “Where are you go­ing?”




    “I told you. I must jour­ney to Sinan­ju.”




    “I’ll wait here un­til you get back,” Re­mo promised. Chi­un smiled sad­ly. “Would that were

    true, my son. When you leave, leave a mark for me so that I may fol­low.”




    “Why should I leave? I can go nuts in Den­ver just as well as any­where else.”




    “You will leave,” Chi­un said. “Just do not for­get the sto­ry of Lu.”




    The old man gath­ered his ki­mono about him and glid­ed to­ward the door. “Promise? You will

    not for­get, Re­mo?”




    “I don’t know what any of this is about,” Re­mo said. “I’m not Lu’s de­scen­dant. I’m from

    New Jer­sey.”




    “You are the next Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. An un­bro­ken line of thou­sands of years con­nects

    you with Lu the Dis­graced.”




    “You’re wast­ing your time on this trip,” Re­mo said.




    “Re­mem­ber Lu. And try not to do any­thing stupid while I am gone,” Chi­un said.


  




  

    Chapter Thirteen




    If Ban Sar Din had learned one thing dur­ing his reign as head of an In­di­an re­li­gion, it

    was nev­er to trust any­body who be­lieved in an In­di­an re­li­gion.




    So he had his doubts about A. H. Baynes, but the prob­lem was that he could not fig­ure out

    why. Be­cause go­ing against the tra­di­tion of cen­turies of his fam­ily and telling the

    truth-​Ban Sar Din had to ad­mit that Kali had no more loy­al fol­low­er than the air­line

    ex­ec­utive.




    Baynes had tak­en to sleep­ing in­side the ashram each night now, hud­dled on the floor at

    the foot of the stat­ue, just “so no cra­zies come in and try to harm Our La­dy.” And all his

    wak­ing hours, too, were spent in the ashram, and when Ban Sar Din asked him, if he didn’t have

    an air­line to run, Baynes had just smiled and said:




    “It’s run­ning it­self. We’re the safe air­line. No deaths. We don’t even have to

    ad­ver­tise any­more. The peo­ple are wait­ing in line for tick­ets on just Folks.”




    But was that all Baynes want­ed? Ban Sar Din won­dered. So the Amer­ican had struck a deal

    with Ban Sar Din and now there were no more killings aboard just Folks. But Baynes could have

    had more. He could have had a cut of the pro­ceeds. He could have used the killers as

    in­stru­ments of re­venge on peo­ple who had of­fend­ed him.




    But he seemed to want none of those things. He said he want­ed on­ly to serve Kali. “I’ve

    served Mam­mon, big busi­ness, all these years, ” Baynes told him, and clapped a big hand on

    the small round In­di­an’s shoul­der. “It’s time I served some­thing I be­lieved in. Some­thing

    big­ger than my­self.”




    He had sound­ed sure of him­self when he said that, and this morn­ing, he was even more

    con­vinced. He had come run­ning in­to the small yet lux­uri­ous apart­ment Ban Sar Din had

    built in­side a garage across the al­ley, wav­ing a fist­ful of tick­ets.




    “She pro­vid­ed. She pro­vid­ed,” Baynes was shout­ing.




    “She pro­vid­ed what?” asked Ban Sar Din. “And who’s She?”




    “O blessed Kali,” Baynes said. There were tears of joy stream­ing down his cheeks. “I slept

    all night un­der the stat­ue. No one else was there. And when I woke up this morn­ing, these

    were in Her hand.” He waved the tick­ets. “A mir­acle,” he said. “She blessed us with a

    mir­acle.”




    Ban Sar Din checked the tick­ets. They were all on Air Eu­ropa, all round trips, enough for

    an en­tire plane. A tele­phone call to the air­line con­firmed that they had all been paid for,

    in cash, but no one re­mem­bered who had pur­chased them. Ban Sar Din was ner­vous. God was one

    thing, but mir­acles, re­al mir­acles, were some­thing else.




    “Isn’t it won­der­ful?” Baynes said.




    “Well, it saves us some mon­ey any­way,” Ban Sar Din said. “We’ll give them out tonight.

    Along with a lot of ru­mals.”




    “A lot of ru­mals out,” Baynes said. “A lot of cash com­ing back. And all through the grace

    of Kali. O Kali be praised.” And he had left Ban Sar Din’s apart­ment to go back to the

    bur­geon­ing of­fice he had set up in the small room be­hind the ashram where Ban Sar Din had

    been liv­ing.




    Lat­er in the day, when Bar Sar Din went in­to the of­fice, Baynes had a fin­ger stuck in

    his ear and was shout­ing in­to the tele­phone.




    “Sure thing, Herb, old bud­dy,” he yelled. He was yelling be­cause the chant­ing in the

    out­er room would have reg­is­tered on a seis­mo­graph.




    “No,” Baynes shout­ed. “I can’t go. I’ve got my re­li­gious work. But I thought it would be

    good for Eve­lyn and the kids to get away for a while, and they get along so well with you and

    Em­mie.”




    “Kill for Kali,” came the chant from the out­er room. “Kill, kill, kill.”




    Baynes hung up the phone, and when Ban Sar Din’s eyes ques­tioned him, he ex­plained: “That

    was my next-​door neigh­bor, Herb Palmer. I’m send­ing the wife and kids and him and his wife

    on va­ca­tion to Paris. I don’t think Kali wants us on­ly to work and … well, these tick­ets

    came in­to our hands … so why not?”




    “Why not in­deed?” Ban Sar Din said. This was some­thing he un­der­stood. Pet­ty theft.

    Baynes was tak­ing five of the ashram’s tick­ets for per­son­al use. It was worth it, just to

    know that the man was hu­man af­ter all.




    “Un­less you think I shouldn’t?” Baynes said. “Un­less you think there’s some­thing

    wrong?”




    “No, no,” Ban Sar Din singsonged back. “Noth­ing wrong. A va­ca­tion will do your fam­ily

    good.”




    He was brushed aside by Baynes’s two chil­dren, who marched in­to the of­fice, fol­lowed by

    Mrs. Baynes. “Kill for Kali,” Joshua Baynes in­toned in his most se­ri­ous voice. He picked up

    a bot­tle of ink and up­end­ed it on Baynes’ desk.




    “Isn’t he cute?” Mrs. Baynes said.




    “Kill, kill, kill.” Joshua made a pa­per air­plane out of Baynes’ com­put­er print­out.




    “He sounds so darned grown-​up al­ready,” Mrs. Baynes said, her eyes moist­en­ing.




    The Baynes girl belched.




    “They’ve lost so many of their in­hi­bi­tions since they got here,” Mrs. Baynes said,

    blow­ing kiss­es to her young­sters. “All this killing talk is keep­ing them off the streets,

    A. H. I am ab­so­lute­ly pos­itive that Joshua has no de­sire to drink hard liquor or to

    ex­per­iment with girls.”




    “Kill,” Joshua chant­ed.




    “Isn’t that sweet?” said Mrs. Baynes.




    “Warms my heart,” Baynes said.




    “And you haven’t no­ticed,” the wom­an said ac­cus­ing­ly.




    “No­ticed what?”




    “My sari.” She twirled in the cen­ter of the of­fice. “You see, I’ve adapt­ed to my new

    life-​style, A.H. I don’t need de­sign­er clothes or char­ity balls or a live-​in maid. That

    mo­tel down the block is fine for me. I’ve fol­lowed my hus­band to en­joy the spir­itu­al

    fruits of a sim­pler life. Aren’t you proud of me, dear?”




    The chant­ing from the out­side room was so loud now that Ban Sar Din went out to ask them

    to qui­et down be­fore some­one called the po­lice. His re­quest re­sult­ed in an in­cense pot

    be­ing thrown in his gen­er­al di­rec­tion, and he went back in­to the of­fice, just as Baynes

    was telling his wife: “And Herb Palmer and Em­mie are go­ing too. I thought it would be a nice

    break for you and the kids.”




    “I want to stay here and kill for Kali,” Joshua said sul­len­ly.




    “Me too,” said the daugh­ter.




    “How they go on,” Mrs. Baynes said with a smile.




    “Don’t wor­ry,” Baynes said. “I’ll con­vince them.”




    He ush­ered his wife out of the of­fice and looked at Ban Sar Din, who said, “They don’t

    even lis­ten to me any­more. Some­one’s go­ing to call the po­lice.”




    “Maybe they’ll lis­ten to me,” Baynes said. “They know I’m one of them.”




    “Why should they lis­ten to you?” said Ban Sar Din. “You’re not even holy.”




    “Then make me holy,” Baynes said.




    The In­di­an shook his head. “You come in here, a walk-​in, you take over my of­fice with

    your com­put­ers, you en­cour­age oth­er walk-​ins at our ser­vices. I don’t think you’re ready

    to be a Holy One.”




    “Maybe I should ask the peo­ple out­side?” Baynes said. He start­ed for the door.




    “Wel­come to the ranks of the holy, O Chief Phan­si­gar,” Ban Sar Din said, then sul­len­ly

    traipsed out of the of­fice to go back to his apart­ment across the al­ley. He saw Baynes put a

    big arm around the shoul­ders of his two chil­dren and pull them to him, just be­fore he closed

    the of­fice door.




    A. H. Baynes stood on the raised plat­form next to the stat­ue of Kali and looked out over

    the crowd in the ashram. It seemed as if ev­ery square foot of floor space was filled. The

    god­dess was at­tract­ing new fol­low­ers ev­ery day, and he felt proud of him­self for the

    part he had played.




    “Broth­ers and sis­ters in Kali,” he in­toned, “I am your new chief phan­si­gar.”




    “Kill for Kali,” some­one mur­mured soft­ly.




    “That’s right,” Baynes said. “And She has pro­vid­ed us the means.”




    He waved the sheaf of air­line tick­ets over his head. “This is a whole plane­ful of

    tick­ets for Air Eu­ropa, go­ing to Paris,” he said. “A whole plane­ful. Kali pro­vid­ed. “




    “She al­ways pro­vides,” said Hol­ly Ro­dan.




    “She loves it,” some­one else said.




    “This is how we’re go­ing to use them,” Baynes said. “Eu­ropa’s got two planes leav­ing for

    Paris, just an hour apart. These tick­ets are for the first plane. All of you are go­ing to

    fill up that plane and go over there, and then when the sec­ond plane lands, you’re each go­ing

    to latch on to some­body from that plane and do Kali’s work. I don’t want any­body who was on

    that sec­ond plane to be com­ing back to the Unit­ed States,” Baynes said. “Not one. That was

    what She meant when She gave us a full planeload of tick­ets.”




    “She is wise,” mur­mured some­one in the front row.




    “So is our chief phan­si­gar,” some­one else said, and for a mo­ment they all chant­ed,

    “Hail our chief phan­si­gar,” un­til Baynes blushed and stopped them with a wave of his

    hand.




    “We on­ly re­flect Her glo­ry,” he said, and then bowed his head as the wave up­on wave of

    chants filled the room.




    “Kill for Kali.”




    When the ex­cite­ment had reached a fever pitch, Baynes tossed the batch of plane tick­ets

    out among the faith­ful, and a ju­bi­lant roar rushed from the throats of the dis­ci­ples.




    Baynes picked out his son among the crowd. The boy was stand­ing with his arms fold­ed, his

    Eu­ropa tick­et held be­tween thumb and fore­fin­ger. Baynes winked and the boy re­spond­ed

    with a know­ing nod.


  




  

    Chapter Fourteen




    The devo­tees had gone and the ashram’s door was locked. Out­side on the street, horns

    blared and peo­ple were singing. It was ten o’clock in the morn­ing and drunks were al­ready

    shout­ing to one an­oth­er in the street.




    “Sar­dine! Sar­dine!” bel­lowed A. H. Baynes. “You get your fat ass in here.”




    Ban Sar Din stepped in­to his for­mer of­fice from his cur­rent home in the garage.




    “What the hell is that rack­et out there?” Baynes de­mand­ed.




    “It is Sat­ur­day. Peo­ple in this city cel­ebrate many strange things. To­day they

    cel­ebrate Sat­ur­day.”




    “How the hell do they ex­pect a man to get any work done?” Baynes said.




    They stopped talk­ing as they heard an in­sis­tent rap­ping at the front door.




    “Why don’t you go an­swer that?” Baynes said, and Ban Sar Din re­turned a few min­utes

    lat­er hold­ing a brown en­ve­lope.




    “Mes­sen­ger,” he said. “It is for me. It is ad­dressed to the lead­er of the ashram.”




    “Hand it over,” Baynes said. He tore the en­ve­lope from the In­di­an’s hand.




    “Why are you so bel­liger­ent to­day,. Mr. Baynes?” asked Ban Sar Din.




    “Be­cause I’m won­der­ing about you,” Baynes said. “I just don’t know how de­vot­ed you are

    to Kaii, and I think maybe you’re just in this for the mon­ey.”




    “It is not so,” Ban Sar Din said stiffly. “I will have you know that I was wor­ship­ing Kali

    when you were dec­orat­ing Christ­mas trees in your home.”




    “We’ll see,” Baynes said. “We’ll see.”




    When Ban Sar Din left the of­fice, Baynes opened the en­ve­lope and found a type­writ­ten

    mes­sage:




    Meet me at the Or­leans Cafe at three o’clock. You will rec­og­nize me. The meet­ing will

    ben­efit you great­ly.




    The note was not signed, and Baynes said, “Usu­al nut,” and tossed the pa­per away. He kept

    work­ing all morn­ing, but he was un­able to to­tal­ly for­get the note. Some­thing kept

    pulling his mind back to it, some­thing sub­tle yet pow­er­ful. Sev­er­al hours lat­er he

    picked it out of the waste­bas­ket and stud­ied it.




    The pa­per was of high qual­ity, dense­ly wo­ven and dif­fi­cult to tear, and its edges were

    lined with gold. But Baynes re­al­ized that that was not what had at­tract­ed him. It was

    some­thing else.




    Ex­per­imen­tal­ly he held the let­ter to his nose. A sick­ly-​sweet aro­ma, faint but

    com­pelling, held him sus­pend­ed out of time for a mo­ment. He clutched the let­ter tight­ly

    and ran in­to the emp­ty sanc­tu­ary and pressed his face against the stat­ue of Kali. It was

    there too. The same smell. He checked his watch. It was 2:51.




    The streets of New Or­leans looked like a dress re­hearsal for Mar­di Gras, and the Or­leans

    Cafe was crowd­ed with peo­ple in gar­ish cos­tumes. You will rec­og­nize me, the mes­sage had

    read. Baynes searched the clien­tele, which seemed made up most­ly of large hairy men dressed

    as wom­en.




    He no­ticed a lean young transvestite wear­ing Drac­ula make­up eye­ing him steadi­ly.




    “Do you know me?” Baynes asked.




    “De­pends,” the crea­ture said. “You in­to get­ting your tongue tat­tooed?”




    Baynes slipped away and had al­most reached the door when he saw some­one sit­ting alone

    near a win­dow. The some­one was cov­ered from head to foot in a cos­tume of stone gray. Its

    head was adorned by a cap of rhine­stones. Its face was a gar­ish paint­ed mask. It had eight

    arms.




    “Of course,” Baynes said. “Kali.”




    The per­son at the ta­ble nod­ded to him, and one of the hands, cov­ered by thick gray

    gloves, beck­oned to him. He sat down across from the un­can­ny repli­ca of the stat­ue.




    “I knew it would be you who came,” the per­son in the cos­tume whis­pered. There was no hint

    of gen­der in the voice, no char­ac­ter­is­tics to mark it as male or fe­male.




    “How did you know?” Baynes asked. He had to lean for­ward to hear the an­swer.




    “Be­cause you are the true lead­er of the cult of the Thuggees. You con­trol the mem­bers.

    You may do as you wish.”




    Baynes sat back and asked, “What do you want?”




    “Kali,” the stat­ue whis­pered.




    “Sor­ry. The stat­ue’s not for sale.” He be­gan to rise.




    “One mil­lion dol­lars.”




    He sat back down. “Why so much?”




    “That is my of­fer.”




    “How do I know I can trust you? I haven’t even seen your face. I don’t know if you’re a man

    or a wom­an.”




    “You will learn in time. And to trust me, you need on­ly test me.”




    “Test you? How?”




    The stat­ue took a pen and wrote a tele­phone num­ber on a cock­tail nap­kin. “Mem­orize

    this,” it whis­pered. As Baynes looked at the num­ber, the per­son said, “Call any­time. One

    fa­vor. Any­thing. It is yours.” Then the stat­ue burned the nap­kin over a can­dle on the

    ta­ble, stood up, and left.


  




  

    Chapter Fifteen




    Num­bers 129 and 130.




    Mr. Dirk John­son of Alame­da, Illi­nois, squeezed his wife’s hand as they stepped off the

    Eu­ropa L-1011 jet­lin­er in­to the fu­tur­is­tic grandeur of Charles de Gaulle Air­port.




    “This’ll make up for the hon­ey­moon we nev­er had,” he said, smil­ing proud­ly. “I bet your

    dad­dy would nev­er have be­lieved we’d be stand­ing here in Paris, France, one day,” John­son

    said.




    “I al­ways knew you bet­ter than he did,” Mrs. John­son said, peck­ing him on the cheek.

    “Isn’t the ho­tel sup­posed to send a bus to pick us up or some­thing?”




    “Ex­cuse me,” a bright-​eyed young wom­an in­ter­rupt­ed. “If you need a ride, my friends

    and I are go­ing right in­to the city. Can we give you a lift?”




    “Now, isn’t that nice, Dirk?” Mrs. John­son said. “You know, well, it’s re­al­ly nice.” She

    want­ed to say a lot of things about there be­ing so many nice young peo­ple to­day who

    con­tra­dict­ed the rebel-​teenag­er stereo­type, but she thought she might sound gushy.




    “We’d be obliged, miss,” John­son said.




    “I don’t see the ho­tel bus any­where.”




    “Be­lieve me, it’ll be our plea­sure,” the young wom­an said bright­ly. “Here’s our

    car.”




    Mrs. John­son no­ticed the twist­ed yel­low hand­ker­chiefs around the necks of the clean,

    good-​look­ing young folks. “Don’t you look nice,” she said. “Are you stu­dents?”




    “More like a club,” the young wom­an said as the au­to­mat­ic door locks clicked the car’s

    doors shut. “These ru­mals are our in­signia.”




    “Isn’t that sweet? Kind of like the Scouts.”




    “We’d like you both to have one,” the girl said.




    “Oh, no. We couldn’t-“




    “Please. It’ll make our day. Here, just slip it around your neck. You, too. . . .”




    Num­ber 131, 132, and 133.




    Saman­tha Hall and Rod­er­ick Van Cleef ex­plained to the chauf­feur that if he couldn’t do

    his job, he could find an­oth­er.




    “But the car was run­ning per­fect­ly just min­utes ago,” the French driv­er said, with a

    touch of that French ar­ro­gance that won­ders what it is do­ing even talk­ing to less­er

    peo­ple, much less apol­ogiz­ing to them.




    “Well, that ob­vi­ous­ly isn’t the case now,” Saman­tha drawled, spin­ning her Os­car de la

    Renta cape dra­mat­ical­ly about her shoul­ders.




    “What a bore,” Rod­er­ick said with a sigh.




    “It’s all your fault, Rod­dy. If we had flown the Con­corde . . .”




    “What’s that got to do with this? Be­sides, the Con­corde’s as un­com­fort­able as bal­let

    shoes.”




    “We could have char­tered a plane, then,” Saman­tha said.




    “For a bloody week­end?”




    “My last lover did,” Saman­tha said.




    “Your last lover was too fat to fit in­to the seat of a com­mer­cial jet.”




    “She was not,” Saman­tha said. “And any­way-“




    “Par­don me, but I see you’re hav­ing some car trou­ble,” said a young man with a yel­low

    hand­ker­chief in his pock­et. “May I give you a lift?”




    “Rod­dy, have this per­son ar­rest­ed,” Saman­tha snapped.




    “Why? He’s of­fer­ing us a ride.”




    “In a Chevro­let,” Saman­tha hissed. “And he’s wear­ing polyester. You don’t want me seen

    with some­one in a polyester jack­et, do you?”




    “Frankly, I wouldn’t give a damn if he were wear­ing fig leaves. Look at the taxi line.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, the car’s quite com­fort­able,” the ea­ger young man said with an en­gag­ing

    grin.




    Saman­tha heaved a great sigh. “All right. My week­end’s al­ready ru­ined any­way. I might

    as well turn it in­to a to­tal fi­as­co. Bring on the Chevro­let.”




    She stepped haugh­ti­ly to­ward the blue Amer­ican sedan. An­oth­er young man smiled at her

    from the front seat. He was hold­ing a yel­low hand­ker­chief in his hands.




    “You can come too,” the young man told the French chauf­feur.




    “I will not ride with a paid la­bor­er,” Saman­tha screeched.




    “It’ll be all right,” the young man said sooth­ing­ly. “He can ride in the front seat with

    us. And the trip will be over in no time at all.”




    Num­ber 134.




    Miles Pat­ter­son sat in the air­port bar sip­ping a mar­ti­ni, his well-​worn leather bag

    at his feet. He had been fly­ing in­ter­na­tion­al­ly for twen­ty-​five years and he had found

    that a cou­ple of stiff drinks im­me­di­ate­ly af­ter a long flight helped elim­inate jet lag.

    Let oth­ers scur­ry through cor­ri­dors drag­ging their bun­dles and bags and kid­dies and then

    wait in­ter­minably at the bag­gage claim and then again for a cab ride. Miles Pat­ter­son

    pref­ered to blot up two mar­ti­nis in silent ec­sta­sy, un­til Paris looked like a warm and

    friend­ly place.




    “Do you mind if I sit next to you?” a young pret­ty girl asked as Miles was near­ing the end

    of his sec­ond mar­ti­ni. She was less than twen­ty years old and had Brooke Shields’s hair and

    mel­on breasts. Paris had nev­er be­fore seemed so warm and friend­ly.




    He shook his head and the girl asked shy­ly, “Are you vis­it­ing?”




    Miles stared, stu­pe­fied for a mo­ment, be­fore drag­ging him­self back to re­al­ity. “Uh,

    no. Busi­ness. I’m a jew­el­ry mer­chant. I make this trip six, eight times a year. “




    “Good­ness,” the girl said, look­ing down at the leather bag. “If those are your sam­ples,

    you’d bet­ter be re­al­ly care­ful.”




    “No, no,” Pat­ter­son said, smil­ing. “The sam­ples are on me. Big se­cu­ri­ty risk, you

    know. I have a hell of a time get­ting through cus­toms.”




    The girl laughed as if he’d said the fun­ni­est words ev­er ut­tered. “It’s so nice to meet

    an­oth­er Amer­ican,” she gushed. “Some­times I get so . . . I don’t know, hun­gry … for men

    like you.”




    “Hun­gry?” Miles Pat­ter­son said, feel­ing the olives from the mar­ti­nis tum­bling around

    in­side his stom­ach.




    “Um,” the girl said. She licked her lips.




    “Where are you stay­ing?” he asked quick­ly.




    The girl leaned close and whis­pered. “Very near here,” she said. “We can walk there. Right

    through a field of deep grass.” Her chest rose and fell.




    “What a co­in­ci­dence,” he said. “I’ve just been think­ing that what I need most right now

    is a good brisk walk.” He tried to laugh. She brushed her breasts against him as she stood up.

    A yel­low hand­ker­chief dan­gled from her belt.




    “You lead the way,” he said.




    “Oh, I will,” the girl said. “I will.” As they left the air­port, she took the

    hand­ker­chief from her belt and stretched it taut be­tween her hands.




    Mrs. Eve­lyn Baynes was not wear­ing a sari. Not to­day. Not in Paris. She was wear­ing the

    lat­est Karl Lager­feld walk­ing suit in mauve and her hair had been done by Cinan­dre in New

    York. She was wear­ing the most un­com­fort­able Charles Jour­dan shoes that mon­ey could buy

    and she felt ter­rif­ic for the first time in weeks.




    “Hur­ry up,” she said, prod­ding her two chil­dren to­ward the port­ly cou­ple wait­ing at

    the bag­gage claim area. “Joshua, take Kim­ber­ly’s hand. And smile. This is the first time

    we’ve been out of that pit in God knows how long.”




    “The ashram is not a pit,” Joshua said hot­ly.




    “And I don’t like Mrs. Palmer,” Kim­ber­ly balked. “She al­ways tries to kiss me. Can I kill

    her, Joshua?”




    “Sure, kid,” the boy said. “Just wait for me to give you the sig­nal,”




    Eve­lyn Baynes beamed. “That’s us­ing psy­chol­ogy, Joshua,” she said. “You’ll be a fine

    lead­er some­day.”




    “Some­day I will be chief phan­si­gar,” the boy said.




    “Now, I don’t want to hear an­oth­er word about that god-​aw­ful place. We’ve got a whole

    week in Paris to be civ­ilized again.” She squealed as she em­braced Mrs. Palmer. “My, Em­mie,

    the ex­tra weight agrees with you,” she said.




    “You’ve sim­ply with­ered away to noth­ing, dear,” Mrs. Palmer cooed back. “Have you been

    ill? Oh, no. That’s right. You’ve been liv­ing with some re­li­gious cultists or some­thing,

    haven’t you?”




    “Now, Em­mie,” Herb Palmer broke in.




    “Well, it is the talk of the neigh­bor­hood, dear, The Madis­ons have al­ready moved

    out.”




    “Em­mie . . .”




    “It’s all right,” Mrs. Baynes said, flush­ing vi­olent­ly, “Ac­tu­al­ly, the ashram’s the

    lat­est. All the rage among the ‘in’ Eu­ro­peans.”




    “You called it a pit, Mom­my,” Kim­ber­ly Baynes said.




    “Where’s the car?” shout­ed Mrs. Baynes.




    “Com­ing around the cor­ner.”




    The black driv­er smiled and touched his fin­gers to his cap as they climbed in­to the car.

    Joshua helped Mrs. Palmer and his moth­er and sis­ter in­side. He start­ed to get in, then

    hes­itat­ed. “I have to go to the bath­room,” he said.




    “Oh, Joshua. Not now. It’s not far to the city,” his moth­er said.




    “I said I have to go. Now.”




    Mrs. Baynes sighed. “All right. I’ll go with you.”




    “I want him to take me.” He point­ed to the black driv­er.




    “No prob­lem,” Herb Palmer said. “Go ahead. I’ll just drive around the block and wait for

    you both.” When he had cir­cum­nav­igat­ed the block twice, Joshua was wait­ing at the curb

    alone. “Your driv­er quit,” he said as he got in­to the car.




    “What?”




    “He met some wom­an in­side the air­port. They told me to get lost and then they went away

    to­geth­er. They said they’d nev­er be back.”




    “Well, I nev­er . . .” Mrs. Palmer said.




    “We’ll see what the com­pa­ny has to say about that,” Palmer said through clenched

    teeth.




    “You poor brave lit­tle boy,” Mrs. Baynes said, clutch­ing Joshua to her breast.




    They drove away be­fore the body of the black man was dis­cov­ered in the men’s room and the

    scream­ing be­gan. Num­ber 135.




    Num­bers 136, 137, and 138.




    “We want to go to the Bois de Boulogne, Moth­er,” Joshua said.




    “Don’t be sil­ly, dear. We’re go­ing straight to the Georges Cinq.”




    “But it’s spe­cial,” chimed in Kim­ber­ly.




    “Yes. Spe­cial. We read about a spe­cial place in a book. Kim­my and I wrote a spe­cial

    po­em to re­cite to you there. The three of you. It has to be now.”




    “Hey, why not?” Herb Palmer said. “We’re all on va­ca­tion. For­get sched­ules.”




    “Such sweet chil­dren, Eve­lyn,” said Mrs. Palmer. They stopped by a swamp on the north­ern

    end of a swan lake.




    “But don’t you think it’s nicer over there, chil­dren?” Mrs. Baynes sug­gest­ed. “Near the

    birds, where the peo­ple are?”




    “No. It has to be here,” Joshua said stub­born­ly. “Oh, very well. Let’s hear your po­em,

    dar­lings.”




    “Out­side,” Herb Palmer said. “Po­et­ry needs sun and sky and wa­ter and fresh air.”




    The adults all moved out and sat on the bank that ran down to the brack­ish wa­ter and

    looked out at the swans far away.




    “The po­em,” Herb Palmer said. “Let’s hear the po­em.”




    Joshua smiled. Kim­ber­ly smiled. They pulled yel­low hand­ker­chiefs from their

    pock­ets.




    Mrs. Baynes said, “Those look fa­mil­iar. Did you bring them from that … that place?”




    “Yes, Moth­er,” Kim­ber­ly said. “You all three have to wear them.”




    “No,” Mr. Palmer said laugh­ing­ly. “The po­em first.”




    “For luck,” Joshua in­sist­ed.




    “Please,” Kim­ber­ly plead­ed. “Josh even has an ex­tra one for you, Moth­er.”




    The chil­dren slipped the ker­chiefs around the necks of the three adults.




    “And now the po­em,” Joshua an­nounced to the backs of the three adults.




    “Is that the sig­nal?” Kim­ber­ly whis­pered to him.




    “That’s the sig­nal.”




    She jumped up be­hind Mr. Palmer, and as they chant­ed, “Kill for Kali, Kill for Kali,” they

    pulled the yel­low ru­mals around the Palmers’ necks.




    “Kill for Kali. She loves it. Kill, kill, kill.”




    Mrs. Baynes was watch­ing the swans. With­out turn­ing, she said, “That’s a strange po­em.

    It doesn’t even rhyme. Is that what they call free verse? Or blank verse?”




    “Kill, kill, kill.”




    The Palmers’ eyes bulged. Mrs. Palmer’s tongue lolled out of her mouth, vi­olet and swollen.

    Herb Palmer strug­gled to free him­self but the met­al clasp on the ru­mal around his fleshy

    neck held tight.




    “I don’t think the Palmers are en­joy­ing your po­em, chil­dren,” Mrs. Baynes said acid­ly,

    still with­out turn­ing.




    “Kill, kill, kill.”




    When Herb Palmer’s arms fi­nal­ly stopped twitch­ing, the two chil­dren re­leased the

    ru­mals.




    Mrs. Baynes turned and saw the oth­er two adults sprawled on the grass.




    “Very fun­ny,” she said. “I sup­pose the four of you have staged this lit­tle farce to shock

    me. Well, be­lieve you me, I’m not eas­ily shocked. Re­mem­ber that I changed both your

    di­apers? At least Kim­ber­ly’s. Once. It was in De­cem­ber, I think. The nurse­maid was sick.

    Herb? Em­mie?”




    The Palmers did not move from their strange po­si­tions, faces bloat­ed, eyes bulging from

    their sock­ets, star­ing di­rect­ly up at the blue sky. Mrs. Palmer’s tongue was black­en­ing

    and huge­ly dis­tend­ed.




    “Em­mie,” Eve­lyn Baynes said, shak­ing her. “I want you to know you don’t look at all

    at­trac­tive. A stout wom­an should nev­er let her tongue hang out, it makes her look

    re­tard­ed.” She looked at her chil­dren. “Why don’t they move? Are they … ? I be­lieve … they

    are . . . they’re dead.”




    “Re­al­ly, Moth­er?” Joshua Baynes slid be­hind her.




    “But it can’t be-​you were just play­ing, weren’t you? You weren’t try­ing to . . .”




    “She loves it,” Joshua Baynes said soft­ly, tight­en­ing the yel­low ru­mal around his

    moth­er’s neck. “Kali loves it.”




    “Josh … Jo … J-“




    Eve­lyn Baynes’s dy­ing prayer was that her chil­dren would at least have the cour­tesy to

    put her tongue back in her face af­ter she was dead.




    They didn’t.


  




  

    Chapter Sixteen




    Harold W. Smith was alone in the base­ment of Fol­croft San­itar­ium. He walked past the

    im­mac­ulate­ly clean pipes, hear­ing his own foot­steps clack­ing on the con­crete floor.




    He walked past the rows of un­used and ob­so­lete hos­pi­tal equip­ment, past the sealed

    box­es con­tain­ing files from decades past, to a small door with a key­hole so small that no

    one could see through it, and al­so six feet off the ground for good mea­sure.




    He in­sert­ed a spe­cial key that had no du­pli­cate and walked in­to a small cu­bi­cle of a

    room. It was made en­tire­ly of wood, and be­neath the wood­en wall pan­els were lay­ers of

    high­ly flammable plas­tic. The room had been de­signed to burn in case of fire.




    Im­me­di­ate­ly above it was Smith’s of­fice. Un­like this room, its walls were cov­ered

    with fire­proof as­bestos. But its floor was wood and would burn.




    Smith checked his cas­ket. It wasn’t re­al­ly a cas­ket but more like a straw cot built on

    high­ly flammable ma­te­ri­als. It re­sem­bled a Viking fu­ner­al pyre, but Smith’s mind was

    not imag­ina­tive enough to think up any name for it but “cas­ket.” It was where his body would

    lie in death, and so it was as much a cas­ket as any­thing else.




    In­side the stuff­ing of the cas­ket was a sealed bot­tle of cyanide. Smith held it up to

    the light and made sure that it had not leaked any of its con­tents.




    The poi­son cap­sule he car­ried with him was un­cer­tain. He might lose it, or he might

    have to use it on some­one else. But the cyanide in the cas­ket was al­ways there.




    If CURE should be com­pro­mised and its ex­is­tence be­come known, a fire in Smith’s of­fice

    would first de­stroy the com­put­ers, the four enor­mous mono­liths that had been adapt­ed and

    im­proved for more than twen­ty years, the com­put­ers that held the se­crets of al­most

    ev­ery­one in the world.




    Mean­while Smith would come down­stairs to his base­ment room and open the vial of cyanide.

    It would smell like al­monds if he was among the fifty per­cent of hu­man be­ings who were able

    to de­tect the scent in a lethal dose of the drug. It would be painful but mer­ci­ful­ly quick.

    A wrench­ing agony, a con­vul­sion, and then death. Just mo­ments be­fore the fire burned

    through the floor of his of­fice and down in­to this room that had been de­signed to be a

    tin­der­box.




    Ev­ery­thing was in place and Smith felt a small touch of sat­is­fac­tion. He clasped his

    hands to­geth­er, as if hold­ing on to him­self for sup­port. When he no­ticed the ges­ture, he

    stopped, but he could still see the white bands formed by the grip of his fin­gers on his skin.

    He pinched a piece of flesh from the back of his hand. It took sev­er­al sec­onds for the skin

    to fall back in­to place.




    His were old hands, he re­al­ized, dry and brit­tle. The elas­tic­ity of their skin had

    van­ished, some­time be­tween his youth, when the wrongs of the world had en­raged him and

    filled him with righ­teous com­mit­ment to cor­rect them, and now, when the sign of an

    un­bro­ken bot­tle of poi­son, de­signed to give him death, could gen­uine­ly set his mind at

    ease. How small we be­come, he thought, walk­ing up­stairs. In what in­finites­imal ways do we

    take our plea­sures.




    The red phone rang on­ly mo­ments af­ter he en­tered his of­fice.




    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “I’ve just been told that an en­tire flight of pas­sen­gers on Air Eu­ropa has been wiped

    out. They were all found stran­gled in Paris.”




    “I know, sir,” Smith said.




    “First it was the In­ter­na­tion­al Mid-​Amer­ica dis­as­ter a week or so ago. Now Eu­ropa.

    The killers are spread­ing out.”




    “It ap­pears that way.”




    “This isn’t good,” the Pres­ident said. “The press is blam­ing us.”




    “That isn’t un­usu­al, Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said.




    “Dammit, man, we’ve got to give them some­thing. What has your spe­cial per­son found

    out?”




    “Still work­ing on it, sir.”




    “That’s what you said the last time,” the Pres­ident said.




    “It is still a cor­rect sta­tus re­port,” Smith said.




    “All right,” the voice on the oth­er end said with forced pa­tience. “I’m not go­ing to

    med­dle in your meth­ods. But I want you to un­der­stand the kind of cri­sis we’re in. If the

    air­ways can’t be kept safe, there re­al­ly isn’t a lot of rea­son for any of us to be

    here.”




    “I un­der­stand, sir,” Smith said.




    There was a click on the oth­er end and Smith re­placed the re­ceiv­er qui­et­ly. It was all

    go­ing down­hill. What the Pres­ident had meant was that there wasn’t a rea­son for CURE to be

    kept in ex­is­tence.




    He plucked the skin on the back of his hand. Maybe it was his age. Maybe a younger man could

    have done some­thing, maybe even the Smith of a few years ago could have stopped things be­fore

    they got out of con­trol.




    To­day, he didn’t even know if Re­mo was work­ing. And Chi­un was some­where in the

    Pa­cif­ic Ocean with a no­tion that some sort of tal­is­man was go­ing to save Amer­ica from

    slip­ping back in­to the Stone Age. Smith shook his head. It all seemed so lu­di­crous. He took

    a pen from a plas­tic cof­fee cup on his desk and be­gan to com­pose a let­ter to his wife.




    “Dear Ir­ma,” he be­gan. But af­ter that, his mind went blank. He was nev­er much good at

    writ­ing per­son­al let­ters. Still, he couldn’t very well die know­ing his body would be

    re­duced to just a thin lay­er of black ash, with­out at least try­ing some­thing.




    He turned on his of­fice ra­dio. Per­haps some mu­sic would help set the mood for the

    let­ter to his wife. He lis­tened to the last few bars of “Boo­gie Woo­gie Bu­gle Boy” and

    de­cid­ed it didn’t of­fer the mood he need­ed. He was about to change the sta­tion when the

    an­nounc­er be­gan recit­ing stock quo­ta­tions.




    “On the Big Board to­day,” the smooth voice said, “stocks were mixed in ac­tive trad­ing.

    But the big sto­ry con­tin­ued to be in the air­lines in­dus­try. On the heels of the mur­der

    tragedy in Paris, Eu­ropa Air­lines dropped sev­en­teen points in the first hour to­day and is

    now trad­ing at ten dol­lars a share. In­ter­na­tion­al Mid-​Amer­ica Air­lines, which ran

    in­to prob­lems with pas­sen­ger deaths last week, dropped an­oth­er two points and is now

    trad­ing at thir­ty-​sev­en and a half cents a share, and in­side talk along Wall Street is

    that the firm will de­clare bankrupt­cy this week. Buck­ing the trend con­tin­ues to be just

    Folks Air­lines. Its stocks opened to­day at six­ty-​sev­en, up two from yes­ter­day’s close,

    and an in­crease of more than forty-​one points since the com­pa­ny be­gan its new cam­paign of

    pro­mot­ing it­self as ‘Just Folks, the Friend­ly, SAFE Air­line.’ In oth­er stock ac­tiv­ity,

    U.S. Steel-“




    Smith switched off the ra­dio. He felt his breath­ing speed up. Im­pa­tient­ly he crum­pled

    the un­fin­ished let­ter to his wife and tossed it in­to the waste­bas­ket. He turned on the

    com­put­er con­sole at his desk and went to work.




    He had been at the busi­ness of learn­ing peo­ple’s se­crets for most of his life, and one

    of the things he had learned was that at the core of most mys­ter­ies was mon­ey. If you found

    some­thing un­usu­al go­ing on, and if you stayed at it long enough and you dug in­to it deeply

    enough, soon­er or lat­er you would find some­body with a mon­etary in­ter­est be­hind it

    all.




    When the air­line deaths had af­fect­ed on­ly just Folks Air­lines, he had been in­clined to

    think it might have been the work of cultists or lu­natics, at­tract­ed by the air­line’s low

    fares and will­ing to set­tle for the few dol­lars they might get from econ­omy-​mind­ed

    pas­sen­gers.




    But sud­den­ly just Folks had been moved off the pas­sen­ger kill list and In­ter­na­tion­al

    Mid-​Amer­ica and Air Eu­ropa had been sav­aged, and in a dif­fer­ent way. The Just Folks

    killings had been small, one at a time, small fam­ily groups. But the two oth­er air­lines had

    been hit in such a way as to max­imize the im­pact of the killings on the air­lines’

    rep­uta­tions and sta­bil­ity.




    Mon­ey was in­volved some­how. Smith knew it.




    He had the com­put­ers roll up an ul­tra­ra­pid scan of all U.S. air­line tick­et sales

    dur­ing the past month, and con­cur­rent­ly had the ma­chines check for any siz­able cash

    with­drawals from any air­line of­fi­cial with IMAA or Air Eu­ropa. As an af­terthought, he

    in­clud­ed just Folks.




    Then he sat back and let the com­put­ers per­mute for all they were worth.




    It was the great beau­ty of the com­put­ers-​which he called the Fol­croft Four and which he

    had per­son­al­ly de­signed - that their ex­te­ri­ors looked like over­size scrap heaps,

    ob­so­lete in their tech­nol­ogy, and ex­ces­sive­ly de­pen­dent on ex­ot­ic main­te­nance

    sys­tems. But in­side, each one was a mas­ter­work, with much of the tech­nol­ogy in­vent­ed by

    Smith him­self when he could not find it avail­able through com­mer­cial chan­nels.




    And for years, in­to the four com­put­ers had gone the in­for­ma­tion gath­ered by a

    net­work of peo­ple who re­port­ed all the bland and mediocre de­tails of their jobs. For this

    work, they got a small stipend from Smith. Of course, none of them had ev­er heard of Smith or

    CURE and did not know who was send­ing them mon­ey. They just as­sumed it was the FBI or the

    CIA and didn’t re­al­ly care who it was as long as the small month­ly checks kept com­ing.




    These re­ports were or­ga­nized by Smith’s com­put­ers, in­dexed and cross-​in­dexed,

    cat­aloged and cross-​cat­aloged, so that they were able to an­swer with­in min­utes al­most

    any kind of ques­tion about any kind of ac­tiv­ity in the Unit­ed States.




    And now they an­swered his ques­tions, and from the an­swers Smith ex­tract­ed one glar­ing,

    blind­ing de­tail:




    A. H. BAYNES, PRES­IDENT OF JUST FOLKS AIR­LINES, RE­MOVED FIVE THOU­SAND DOL­LARS FROM

    PER­SON­AL AC­COUNT 7/14. On 7/15 TWEN­TY-​ONE TICK­ETS ABOARD IN­TER­NA­TION­AL MID-​AMER­ICA

    AIR­LINES PUR­CHASED BY UN­KNOWN BUY­ER FOR $4,927 CASH. A. H. BAYNES SOLD STOCKS WORTH $61,000

    7/23. On 7/24, 120 TICK­ETS ABOARD EU­ROPA FLIGHT TO PARIS PUR­CHASED FOR $60,000.

    PROB­ABIL­ITY OF CON­NEC­TION, 93.67 PER­CENT.




    Smith felt like whoop­ing for joy. In­stead he pressed the in­ter­com but­ton on his desk

    and said in his usu­al dry, lemo­ny voice, “Hold my calls for a while, Mrs. Mikul­ka.”




    Then he called just Folks Air­lines and got a cheer­ful record­ing say­ing that if he

    re­al­ly want­ed to talk to some­one, he should hold. He wait­ed through three long

    se­lec­tions of Muzak, made even longer be­cause it was the mu­sic of Bar­ry Manilow, be­fore a

    fe­male voice broke through with a crack­le.




    “Just Folks, the friend­ly, SAFE air­line,” she said.




    “I’d like to speak to Mr. A. H. Baynes, please,” Smith said.




    “I’m sor­ry, but Mr. Baynes is un­avail­able.”




    “Is this his of­fice?”




    “No, this is the reser­va­tions desk at the air­port.”




    “Then how do you know he’s un­avail­able?”




    “Do you think a mil­lion­aire like A. H. Baynes would be stand­ing here get­ting vari­cose

    veins and hawk­ing tick­ets for pover­ty wages?”




    “Would you please con­nect me with his of­fice?” Smith said.




    “Mr. Baynes’s of­fice,” an­oth­er fe­male said. Her voice had the steel edge of the

    ex­ec­utive sec­re­tary.




    “Mr. Baynes, please. This is the Se­cu­ri­ties and Ex­change Com­mis­sion call­ing.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Baynes isn’t in.”




    “Where can I reach him? This is an ur­gent mat­ter.”




    “I’m afraid I can’t tell you,” she said, the flinty voice mel­low­ing with a kind of

    des­per­ation. “He’s away on per­son­al busi­ness.”




    “Now? With the cri­sis in air trav­el?” Smith said.




    “At Just Folks, there is no cri­sis,” the sec­re­tary said lev­el­ly.




    “Does he call in for mes­sages?”




    “Oc­ca­sion­al­ly. Do you want to leave one?”




    “No,” Smith said, and hung up.




    He re­al­ized he was alone. No Re­mo. No Chi­un. And the clock was tick­ing away on CURE.

    But he knew Baynes had some­thing to do with the air­line killings. He knew it.




    He would have to find Baynes. And he would have to do it alone.


  




  

    Chapter Seventeen




    Re­mo sat on the edge of the bed in the New Or­leans mo­tel room, his el­bows braced on his

    knees, his hands cov­er­ing his face. Why was he in New Or­leans?




    He didn’t know. He had come on his own, walk­ing, hitch­hik­ing, fol­low­ing road by road,

    fol­low­ing some­thing he could not ex­plain or un­der­stand.




    Where was Chi­un? Chi­un would un­der­stand. He knew about the Kali busi­ness. It had seemed

    to Re­mo like a fairy tale when he had first heard it-​the hope­less fan­ta­sy of an old man

    who be­lieved too strong­ly in leg­ends-​but Re­mo wasn’t sure any­more. Some­thing had brought

    him to this shab­by room on this dark street. Some­thing had pulled him all the miles from

    Den­ver to here.




    The worst of it was that he could feel its in­flu­ence grow­ing in­side him. There was

    some­thing dark and alien and fright­en­ing right un­der his skin. That some­thing that had

    com­pelled him to shame him­self with that blond girl in a pub­lic al­ley. A nor­mal man,

    burn­ing up the way Re­mo was, might run amok and kill some­one. But what of some­one with

    Re­mo’s strength and killing tech­niques? How many would he kill? How much dam­age could he

    do?




    It was a night­mare and there was no way Re­mo could wake from it. Lit­tle by lit­tle, he

    had giv­en in.




    From his first ten­ta­tive steps out­side the ho­tel room in Den­ver, he had con­vinced

    him­self that he was on­ly go­ing for a walk around the city streets. He had told him­self,

    very calm­ly and log­ical­ly, that he couldn’t very well wait in­side a closed room for the

    days or even weeks that it might take Chi­un to re­turn.




    Rea­son was on his side and Chi­un’s sto­ry about Mas­ter Lu and the talk­ing stone god­dess

    was un­rea­son­able. He would have been a fool to hide out for fear of a sil­ly leg­end. So he

    walked out of his ho­tel room in Den­ver, and his rea­son told him that it was a per­fect­ly

    rea­son­able thing to do. But some­thing in the back of his mind knew bet­ter.




    In the old days, be­fore he knew of Harold Smith or CURE, when he was just a foot cop

    walk­ing a beat in Newark, New Jer­sey, Re­mo had tried to quit smok­ing. The rit­ual oc­curred

    ev­ery year: he would stop cold, filled with righ­teous willpow­er and a sense of mas­tery over

    his own im­puls­es. Then, gen­er­al­ly af­ter a week, he would al­low him­self one cigarette.

    It was noth­ing, one cigarette. His rea­son told him so. He didn’t even en­joy the one

    cigarette. But it al­ways marked the end of his good in­ten­tions, and even though his rea­son

    told him that one sin­gle cigarette was harm­less, his in­ner mind knew the truth: that he was

    a smok­er once again.




    And so when he left the ho­tel room in Den­ver, he wrote the Ko­re­an char­ac­ters for

    “go­ing” in yel­low chalk on the out­side of the ho­tel build­ing. He had marked it on two

    oth­er places in Den­ver and spo­rad­ical­ly through­out his jour­ney, throw­ing out crumbs of

    bread for Chi­un to fol­low.




    Be­cause he knew in the back of his mind that he was al­ready lost.




    Chi­un, come find me. He clenched his hands in­to two fists and held them in front of him,

    shak­ing. The lust was grow­ing with­in him. It, the thing, Kali, what­ev­er. It want­ed him to

    move. His des­ti­na­tion was near. He had known it when he reached the dark street in New

    Or­leans. The force in­side him had grown so great that it had tak­en all his ef­fort to fight

    it and duck in­to this seedy ho­tel with no bed­spread, a bat­tered tele­vi­sion set strewn

    with wires, and on­ly a thin yel­low hand tow­el in the bath­room.




    There was a tele­phone too. If he’d had a friend, he would have called just to lis­ten to a

    voice. A voice might keep him sane. But as­sas­sins had no friends. On­ly vic­tims.




    He stood up. He was bathed in sweat and his breath was la­bored and rasp­ing.




    He had to get out. He had to breathe. It was on­ly rea­son­able.




    “What’s hap­pen­ing to me?” he shout­ed aloud. The sound re­ver­ber­at­ed through the silent

    room. It want­ed him out. It want­ed him to come. It, with its sick­ly-​sweet smell and arms of

    death.




    He smashed his fist through the mir­ror. His im­age splin­tered in­to a thou­sand pieces and

    flew in all di­rec­tions. With a sob, he sat down.




    “Get it to­geth­er. Calm down.” He spoke the words soft­ly, gen­tly. He smoothed his hands

    to­geth­er un­til their vi­olent trem­bling stilled. He turned on the bat­tered

    tele­vi­sion.




    “The vic­tims of the most re­cent wave of air­line killings which struck Air Eu­ropa

    ear­li­er this week are still turn­ing up in Paris,” the an­nounc­er said.




    Re­mo moaned and lis­tened.




    “The bod­ies of three promi­nent Den­ver-​area res­idents were found ear­ly this morn­ing in

    a pub­lic park near Neuil­ly, France, a sub­urb of Paris. They were iden­ti­fied as Mr. and

    Mrs. Her­bert Palmer and Mrs. A. H. Baynes, wife of the pres­ident of just Folks Air­lines.

    Ap­par­ent­ly she was trav­el­ing with her two chil­dren, Joshua and Kim­ber­ly Baynes, whose

    where­abouts are still un­known.”




    “Oh, God,” Re­mo said. It had been his job to stop the air­line killings. His job.




    How long had it been since he had giv­en a thought to his job, to his re­spon­si­bil­ities,

    to his coun­try? He felt sick. He knew what to do now. He had to go back to work. He had to

    for­get this force that was pulling him away.




    He reached for the tele­phone and be­gan to di­al the com­plex rout­ing code that would

    even­tu­al­ly con­nect him with Harold Smith.




    The con­nec­tions were slow. His hand strayed to re­place the re­ceiv­er, but he forced

    him­self to hold on, know­ing that It want­ed him to hang up. It want­ed him alone. For

    her­self.




    When Smith pulled in­to the drive­way of his home, he thought about the let­ter he had meant

    to write to his wife. Like all the oth­er let­ters he had planned to write her, it had not been

    writ­ten. And per­haps he would nev­er have the chance again.




    He was no fool. The Pres­ident’s phone call had been his last warn­ing to CURE. Un­less

    Smith could do some­thing about the air deaths, the next com­mu­ni­ca­tion from the White House

    would be to dis­band. And with Re­mo gone, with Chi­un gone, Smith had no il­lu­sions. He might

    re­turn emp­ty-​hand­ed, and that would be the end of CURE, and of Harold W. Smith.




    He owned Ir­ma a good-​bye.




    As he got out of the car, he saw two neigh­bors sit­ting in their front yard and he

    re­al­ized that he had been liv­ing in the same house with Ir­ma for twen­ty years and he did

    not know the names of any of his neigh­bors.




    Ir­ma, of course, knew ev­ery­one’s name. She was like that. She was in, and of, the

    neigh­bor­hood. Her flow­er gar­den had won first prize in the neigh­bor­hood gar­den­ing

    con­test for four­teen years in a row, un­til she had de­cid­ed that del­phini­ums weren’t

    worth the ef­fort.




    But each June, un­til then, a bright blue rib­bon had hung proud­ly from the Smiths’ door.

    Most years, it was the on­ly ac­knowl­edg­ment Ir­ma made that she had won, and Smith

    re­al­ized that he had nev­er told her that the gar­den looked nice.




    As he walked up the drive, he could see Ir­ma, through the bay win­dow, tear­ing off her

    apron and pat­ting her hair in place in prepa­ra­tion for his ar­rival. It made him smile one

    of his in­fre­quent smiles. His plump wife, her hair now a bluish ghast­ly sil­ver, al­ways

    treat­ed him like a beau com­ing to call on their first date. If she was awake. Most nights, he

    would come home too late and she would al­ready be asleep. But a plate of food, al­ways aw­ful,

    al­ways cov­ered with some kind of toma­to-​soup goo, would be wait­ing for him. But there were

    nev­er any ac­cu­sa­tions, nev­er any rec­im­ina­tions for keep­ing the hours he did. As far as

    Ir­ma was con­cerned, any­thing was an im­prove­ment over the old days when Smith worked in the

    wartime OSS and then the CIA and was gone with­out a word for months at a time. Dur­ing the

    whole of World War II, she had seen Smith twice. Dur­ing the five tens­est years of the Cold

    War, she had seen him on­ly once, and had re­ceived two tele­grams from him, each ex­act­ly ten

    words in length.




    “You’re just in time for sup­per,” she said, pre­tend­ing as she al­ways did, not to be

    ex­cit­ed about see­ing him.




    “I’m not hun­gry. Please sit down.”




    “Oh, dear.” She sat, her fore­head wrin­kled. “Is it very bad?” She picked up her

    knit­ting.




    “No. Noth­ing of the sort.” There was a long, awk­ward si­lence.




    “Will you take off your jack­et, dear?” Ir­ma asked.




    “No. I have to be go­ing.”




    “Busy at the of­fice, I ex­pect.”




    “No. Ev­ery­thing’s fine. I have to go out of town. Maybe for some time.”




    Mrs. Smith nod­ded and man­aged a smile. She had al­ways smiled. Even when Smith had left

    for Eu­rope at the start of the war, af­ter they had been mar­ried on­ly three weeks, she

    hadn’t cried. She had on­ly smiled. Smith looked at her and won­dered: How do you tell a wom­an

    like that that you may have to com­mit sui­cide very soon?




    She clasped his hands. “Go do what you have to do, dear,” she said gen­tly.




    He stared at her for a mo­ment. It had nev­er oc­curred to him that Ir­ma might know that he

    did se­cret work, that he had more of a job than just head of Fol­croft San­itar­ium. But maybe

    she did. No. She couldn’t know. He had nev­er dis­cussed his work with her. Re­al­ly, he

    thought with some shame, he had nev­er dis­cussed much of any­thing with her. And yet she had

    al­ways made things easy for him. Even now, she was mak­ing it easy for him to leave, as if she

    sensed that it was some­how very im­por­tant.




    “Right.” He cleared his throat, nod­ded, and left the ta­ble. Halfway out the door, he

    turned around. “Ir­ma, I have to tell you some­thing.”




    “Yes, dear?”




    “I … er, you … that is, I . . .” He ex­haled nois­ily. “The gar­den is love­ly.”




    She smiled. “Thank you, dear.”




    A. H. Baynes’s home was in a sub­urb of Den­ver where there were more trees, more schools,

    more parks, and more mon­ey than any­where else in the area. All the hous­es were on large

    tracts of man­icured lawn, with garages the size of most sin­gle-​fam­ily dwellings in the

    city.




    There was no an­swer at the home of Baynes or at the home of the late Mr. and Mrs. Her­bert

    Palmer. The neigh­bors on the oth­er side of Baynes’s house were named Cun­ning­ham, and when

    Smith rang the bell, a stylish mid­dle-​aged wom­an in ex­pen­sive tweeds an­swered.




    “Mrs. Cun­ning­ham?”




    She shook her head. “I’m the house­keep­er. May I help you?”




    “I’d rather speak with Mrs. Cun­ning­ham, if you don’t mind.” He took a Trea­sury

    De­part­ment ID card from his wal­let. “It’s rather ur­gent,” he said.




    “Mrs. Cun­ning­ham’s in her stu­dio. I’ll an­nounce you.”




    She led him through a house fur­nished with all the lat­est trends, from mauve fur­ni­ture

    in the liv­ing room to a green-​and-​white kitchen adorned with butcherblock floor tiles, to a

    sparkling chrome gym in the rear of the house. Puff­ing on an ex­er­cise bi­cy­cle was a short

    wom­an, ag­oniz­ing­ly un­der­weight, wear­ing a trendy V-​neck leo­tard and trendi­er,

    high-​cut green sneak­ers.




    “Mr. Harold Smith from the Trea­sury De­part­ment, ma’am,” the house­keep­er an­nounced.




    “Oh, all right. Bring in my break­fast, Hi­lary.” She turned her at­ten­tion to Smith,

    ob­vi­ous­ly ap­prais­ing his un­stylish suit. “You’ll have to for­give me, but I won’t be able

    to talk with you un­til I’ve eat­en.”




    Hi­lary brought in an old Worces­ter chi­na plate that held a sin­gle slab of raw tu­na

    fish. Mrs. Cun­ning­ham picked it up with her fin­gers and popped it in her mouth. Smith closed

    his eyes and thought of the flag.




    “There,” she said with sat­is­fac­tion. “Oh, I’m sor­ry. Would you care for some sushi?”




    “No, thank you,” said Smith, swal­low­ing hard.




    “Very low in calo­ries.”




    “I’m sure,” he said.




    “Hi­lary won’t work for any­one who eats meat.”




    “The house­keep­er?”




    “Isn’t she a dream?” Mrs. Cun­ning­ham rhap­sodized. “So Waspy. Noth­ing eth­nic about her

    at all. Of course, she doesn’t do much work. It would ru­in her clothes.”




    “Mrs. Cun­ning­ham, I’m look­ing for A. H. Baynes,” Smith said.




    She rolled her eyes. “Please don’t men­tion that name around here.”




    “Why not?”




    “As act­ing chair­per­son of the Neigh­bor­hood Bet­ter­ment Com­mit­tee, I have for­bid­den

    it.”




    “You mean, be­cause Mrs. Baynes is de­ceased?” Smith asked.




    “Gawd, no. Dy­ing was the first de­cent thing Eve­lyn’s done in months. Too bad she had to

    take the Palmers with her. They were a good el­ement.”




    “What about Mrs. Baynes?” Smith per­sist­ed.




    “Dead in Paris.”




    “Be­fore Paris,” Smith said.




    “Well, there was that aw­ful busi­ness that ru­ined them in the neigh­bor­hood,” she

    said.




    “What was that? It’s for the good of the coun­try.”




    “In that case . . .” she said. She leaned for­ward. “They went to live in some re­li­gious

    com­mune.” She stood back, eyes gleam­ing, hands on hips. “Can you be­lieve it? I mean, it’s

    not like throw­ing a par­ty for rev­olu­tion­ar­ies. That’s a state­ment. What sort of

    state­ment can re­li­gion make? They’re not even do­ing that in South­ern Cal­ifor­nia.”




    “Was this com­mune in the neigh­bor­hood?” Smith asked.




    “I should hope not. Epis­co­palians don’t have com­munes. My church doesn’t even have

    ser­vices. But that’s what it was all about. The Bay­ne­ses were talk­ing about com­munes in

    the neigh­bor­hood. Well, the last thing we want­ed was some hairy old thing from Chi­na or

    some­place hav­ing re­li­gious sex or­gies on our lawn. So we told the Bay­ne­ses we didn’t

    ap­prove.”




    “Have you seen Mr. Baynes re­cent­ly?”




    “Not a glimpse. Not even at the fu­ner­al. But then, he was al­ways a strange one. He didn’t

    even like rac­quet­ball.”




    “Do you know where this com­mune is that they joined?”




    “No, I don’t,” she said. “And if you find out, don’t both­er to tell me. I want to think

    on­ly beau­ti­ful thoughts.”




    Smith was sit­ting in his chair, pon­der­ing his next move, when a buzzing sound came from

    in­side the at­tache case on the front seat. He opened the case and lift­ed the minia­ture

    tele­phone built in­to it.




    “Yes,” he said.




    “It’s … Re­mo.”




    “Where are you?” said Smith. Re­mo sound­ed strange, hurt.




    “New Or­leans . . . don’t know the street . . . a mo­tel. . . .”




    “Re­mo.” The voice was a com­mand. “Stay on the line.”




    “It wants me. I can’t stay,” Re­mo said.




    “Pull your­self to­geth­er.”




    “Too late…. I have to go … have to-“




    There was a sound as Re­mo dropped the tele­phone. Smith heard the re­ceiv­er bang­ing

    against the wall as it hung on its cord.




    He called Re­mo’s name sev­er­al times, then punched a mes­sage in­to a sec­ondary unit in

    the at­tache case, di­rect­ing the Fol­croft com­put­ers to trace the call on his

    tele­phone.




    Re­mo start­ed for the door of the room. He tried to stop, and at the last minute dart­ed

    in­to the bath­room and slammed the door shut.




    But he could still smell the scent. It want­ed him. He tried to block out the smell. He took

    the yel­low tow­el from the sink and tried to jam it un­der the door, but the smell

    per­sist­ed, fill­ing his nos­trils and his mind. He held the tow­el over his face, but it

    didn’t stop the smell.




    When he could re­sist no more, he stood and jammed the yel­low tow­el in­to his pock­et,

    pulled open the door, and walked to­ward the door to the hall.




    A ter­ri­ble sad­ness whis­tled through him like wind in a storm as he opened the grimy door

    to the room. From his pock­et he pulled the piece of yel­low chalk that he had used to mark his

    way from Den­ver. He would not need it any­more.




    It was near, and his next stop would be with It.




    He tossed the chalk to the floor. On the oth­er side of the room, the tele­phone swung

    rhyth­mi­cal­ly from its cord.


  




  

    Chapter Eighteen




    Across the al­ley­way, Ban Sar Din could hear the ashram fill­ing up. He rose from his

    bro­cade-​cov­ered wa­ter bed and stretched.




    This was the day.




    It was the first gath­er­ing of the Thuggees since A. H. Baynes had sent them all off to

    Paris aboard Air Eu­ropa, and he, Ban Sar Din, was now ready to speak to them.




    He would tell them that their ways were in er­ror. He would tell them that it was wrong to

    per­mit out­siders in the ashram. He would tell them that the true nour­ish­ment of the soul

    de­pend­ed up­on a true spir­itu­al lead­er and that their lead­er should be treat­ed with

    cour­tesy and re­spect. He would tell them that be­lief in Kali was the key to eter­nal

    hap­pi­ness.




    Ban Sar Din would tell them all that. He would speak and the faith­ful would lis­ten, and

    then he would again take his right­ful place as the head of the cult of Kali.




    He walked across the al­ley, past his Porsche, through the heavy steel-​re­in­forced door,

    and strode de­lib­er­ate­ly in­to the ashram. The roar of the devo­tees re­sound­ed in his

    ears.




    He paused and saw at the foot of the stat­ue four large wo­ven bas­kets. Around the bas­kets

    were scores of yel­low ru­mals, each of them twist­ed and soiled with use.




    “Kill,” the devo­tees shout­ed when they saw him, “Kill for the love of Kali.”




    Ban Sar Din stepped on­to the dais in front of the stat­ue and held his arms up high.

    “Lis­ten, lis­ten!” he shout­ed. But the crowd was still in a fren­zy.




    “I want to tell you, as your Holy One, that it is wrong what you do.” His voice cracked from

    the strain and he looked around the room, wait­ing for an in­cense pot to come fly­ing to­ward

    his skull. When he was not as­sault­ed, he went on: “Kali does not wish you to kill so much.

    Kali does not want num­bers of deaths; Kali wants the right deaths. Es­pe­cial­ly since the

    deaths make the front pages of the news­pa­pers full ev­ery day. Soon the wrath of the

    au­thor­ities will be up­on us.”




    The crowd was still chant­ing. Some of the mem­bers stepped for­ward, and Ban Sar Din

    flinched, but they mere­ly went to the large bas­kets in front of the stat­ue and re­moved the

    cov­ers.




    “I am your Holy One,” Ban Sar Din shout­ed, “and you must lis­ten to me.”




    The crowd qui­et­ed.




    Ban Sar Din’s eye caught a glim­mer of blue-​white com­ing from the bas­kets. They were

    filled with jew­els. The jew­els were ly­ing on beds of green Amer­ican cash.




    “Yes, Holy One,” Hol­ly Ro­dan said. “We lis­ten to your wis­dom.”




    “Well, uh … ” Ban Sar Din picked up a di­amond pen­dant. Five carats to­tal weight, he

    es­ti­mat­ed.




    “Speak, O Holy One.” The room re­ver­ber­at­ed with the chant.




    There were about a half-​dozen good sap­phires.




    “I … um . . .” Ru­bies, he thought, dig­ging in­to the bas­kets. The price of ru­bies was

    sky­rock­et­ing. A two-​carat ru­by was of­ten worth more, than a two-​carat di­amond.




    “I…um..”




    “I think I can speak for the Holy One,” said A. H. Baynes, step­ping for­ward from be­hind

    the par­ti­tion that sep­arat­ed the pub­lic part of the ashram from his of­fice. His thumbs

    were hooked in­to his sus­penders and he was grin­ning broad­ly, his teeth show­ing. It was his

    sin­cere grin.




    “What old Sar­dine means is, gol­ly, you’re a swell hunch of kids.”




    The throng cheered.




    “And don’t think the lit­tle la­dy with the arms doesn’t ap­pre­ci­ate it.”




    “Hail, Chief Phan­si­gar.”




    “Kill for Kali.”




    “Why, just the oth­er day, I was telling Old Sar­dine here-” A. H. Baynes be­gan, but he was

    in­ter­rupt­ed. Hol­ly Ro­dan screamed. Ev­ery face turned to­ward her.




    “He’s here. He has come.”




    Ban Sar Din pock­et­ed a half-​dozen of the biggest jew­els in case some­one bad had come.

    “Who?” he shout­ed. “Where?”




    “There,” Hol­ly shout­ed. “He has come. Kali’s lover. He has come.”




    “Oh, him,” said Ban Sar Din, but he looked to the back of the ashram, even as he filled his

    oth­er pock­et with more jew­els and cash.




    In the door­way stood a tall thin young man wear­ing a black T-​shirt. His wrists were

    large. His face was hag­gard and his eyes held a look of help­less de­spair. If some­one had

    asked him who he was, he would have an­swered that his name used to be Re­mo Williams.




    “Hail, Lover of Kali,” the Thuggees chant­ed, falling to their knees be­fore him.




    Wood­en­ly Re­mo walked for­ward.




    “He is car­ry­ing the ru­mal,” peo­ple shout­ed, for Re­mo was ner­vous­ly twist­ing the

    thin yel­low hand tow­el he had tak­en from the mo­tel bath­room.




    In the crowd, lean­ing against a pil­lar, was A. H. Baynes. It was a face that Re­mo

    re­mem­bered, but it meant noth­ing to him now. He passed on.




    The pull on him was ir­re­sistible. It felt as if the stat­ue had him by a rope and was

    pulling him to­ward her. He saw the stat­ue on the raised plat­form. It was hideous, a

    dif­fer­ent crea­ture from a dif­fer­ent world, but still he walked to­ward it. The stone face

    was im­pas­sive, but be­hind it, sud­den­ly an­oth­er face seemed to stir to life. It was a

    beau­ti­ful face, full of sor­row. Re­mo blinked, but the face lin­gered for a mo­ment, then

    dis­ap­peared, again re­placed by the pit­ted graven im­age of the stat­ue.




    “Who is he?” some­one whis­pered.




    Re­mo heard the an­swer. “He is Kali’s lover. The one for whom She has wait­ed.”




    A lover? He was not even a man, Re­mo thought. He was a pup­pet and his time was short. With

    each step, he felt some­thing in­side him weak­en. By the time he reached the dais and stood

    face to face with the stat­ue of Kali, he could bare­ly move. The yel­low tow­el slipped from

    his fin­gers and dropped on­to the floor.




    The scent pierced him, an­cient and malev­olent. It coursed through him like an evil,

    burn­ing ser­pent, twist­ing its way through his blood­stream.




    It is too late, he thought. Too late.




    And even as the thought formed, he saw the lips of Kali curl in­to a smile.


  




  

    Chapter Nineteen




    “Bring me death.”




    The words echoed in­side his head, and Re­mo jolt­ed awake. He was in a small room on a

    nar­row cot. Two large cubes of in­cense burned in a porce­lain plate at the foot of his

    bed.




    His skin was prick­ly white goose­flesh. He looked around, and his first re­ac­tion was one

    of re­lief that the ghoul­ish vi­sion of the many-​armed stat­ue smil­ing sly­ly at him had

    been on­ly a night­mare. But the faint smell of the god­dess still hung in his nos­trils, and

    he knew that the re­al night­mare was on­ly be­gin­ning.




    “Baynes,” he said short­ly. A. H. Baynes had been the face he rec­og­nized in the crowd. And

    Baynes, for bet­ter or for worse, was re­al. He had to con­cen­trate on Baynes.




    The smell was stronger now, and again he heard the words in­side his mind: “Bring me

    death.”




    Quick­ly, noise­less­ly, still feel­ing a jit­tery fear at the base of his spine, Re­mo slid

    out of bed and moved to­ward the door to the room. It opened silent­ly and he looked out at the

    ashram, where the mind­less, chant­ing cultists slept on the hard wood­en floor. He moved like

    a cat among them, but Baynes was not there. He turned and saw the stat­ue of Kali. Its eight

    arms seemed to be wav­ing to him, and the sight sick­ened him and filled him with fear. He ran

    to­ward the door in the back of the room.




    He was in an al­ley. A large black Porsche was parked there, and be­yond it, Re­mo heard

    hum­ming com­ing from a garage. He went to­ward it.




    Ban Sar Din ceased his tune­less ren­di­tion of “When the Saints Go March­ing In” when he

    saw the hag­gard stranger in the door­way. He rose from his wa­ter bed where he had been

    busy­ing him­self, jot­ting down the tele­phone num­bers of dat­ing ser­vices that promised, in

    mag­azine ad­ver­tise­ments, that Beau­ti­ful Scan­di­na­vian Blon­des Want to Meet You.




    “Shoo,” he said to Re­mo. “Shoo, shoo, shoo. You are not al­lowed in the Holy One’s

    quar­ters.”




    “I’m look­ing for Baynes,” Re­mo said thick­ly. The smell was less strong here. He felt as

    if his head were start­ing to clear.




    “Now I rec­og­nize you,” Ban Sar Din said. “You are the lover.”




    “Lover?” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    “The one Kali has cho­sen to be Her hus­band.”




    “Scratch that,” Re­mo said. “I’m a con­firmed bach­elor. I want to know what Baynes has to

    do with this place.”




    Ban Sar Din snort­ed. “Why don’t you ask him?”




    “I couldn’t find him,” Re­mo said. “And I wasn’t feel­ing too good in there.”




    “Maybe you’re not eat­ing well enough,” Ban Sar Din said. “You’re too thin. I know this

    great French restau­rant - “




    “It’s not the food. It’s the stat­ue,” Re­mo said.




    “It is on­ly a harm­less stone fig­ure,” Ban Sar Din said.




    Re­mo shook his head.




    Ban Sar Din pinched his nose. “All right. Maybe there is some­thing un­usu­al about it. I

    don’t like it, but they do.” He jerked his head to­ward the ashram.




    “What is it, any­way?” Re­mo said. “What does it do?”




    “It grows arms.”




    “Come on,” Re­mo said in dis­gust.




    “It’s true. I don’t know how. I just know some morn­ings I go in there and it’s got more

    arms than it did when I went to sleep. It makes them crazy in the ashram.”




    “Crazy enough to kill peo­ple?” Re­mo asked.




    Ban Sar Din swal­lowed as a long shad­ow hov­ered over Re­mo. “Whoa, there, pard,” A. H.

    Baynes said, grin­ning his most sin­cere toothy smile. “Did I hear my name?” He reached out his

    hand to shake Re­mo’s. “Let’s press the flesh.”




    Re­mo kept his hand stub­born­ly at his side. “Keep your flesh to your­self,” he said. He

    looked Baynes over. The air­line pres­ident was wear­ing a check­ered cow­boy shirt and white

    pants tucked in­to in­tri­cate­ly worked white cow­boy boots. Around his bare throat hung a

    knit black string tie.




    “That your con­ces­sion to your wife’s death?” Re­mo asked, touch­ing the tie.




    “I’d say that’s my busi­ness, mis­ter.”




    “How about the yel­low hand­ker­chiefs all over the floor of this place? Is that your

    busi­ness too?”




    Baynes moved to the side so that Re­mo’s body shield­ed him from the view of Ban Sar Din,

    and he pursed his lips and squint­ed, mo­tion­ing Re­mo to be silent.




    “Come on in the of­fice and we’ll talk,” he said. Loud­ly, over Re­mo’s shoul­der, he said,

    “You can go back to sleep, Sar­dine. I’ll take care of our guest.”




    “Good,” the In­di­an said. “I was just in the mid­dle of some very im­por­tant

    pa­per­work.”




    Re­mo fol­lowed Baynes out of the garage, and as the air­line man led him back across the

    al­ley to the ashram, he whis­pered, “I couldn’t say any­thing in front of the old fraud, but

    I’m here for a rea­son, you know.”




    “I bet the rea­son has some­thing to do with mur­der,” Re­mo said.




    “Damn right. I’ve been weeks trac­ing down these bug­birds. They’re be­hind the killings on

    the air­planes,” Baynes said.




    “Odd you didn’t think about go­ing to the po­lice or the FBI,” Re­mo said. They were in

    Baynes’s steel-​walled of­fice.




    “Don’t tell me, pal,” Baynes said. He sat heav­ily in a chair and dropped his head in­to his

    hands. “I want­ed to get proof, and I wait­ed too long. Now my wife is dead and my kids are

    miss­ing.” He looked up at Re­mo and there were tears in his eyes. “I swear to you, mis­ter,

    I’m go­ing to get these bas­tards. Ev­ery last one of them.”




    “I’m sor­ry, Baynes,” Re­mo said. “What do you know about the stat­ue? Is it true, all that

    mag­ic stuff?”




    Baynes shook his head, a sly in­sid­er’s smile on his mouth. “Hah. I’ll show you how true it

    is,” he hissed. “Come on.”




    He opened the door to the ashram, and the scent curled in, at­tack­ing Re­mo’s nos­trils,

    and he hung back. But in a sud­den move­ment, A. H. Baynes grabbed his wrist and yanked him out

    in­to the ashram. Re­mo could not re­sist. The strength was gone from his body and he felt like

    a rag doll.




    Baynes, with no more ef­fort than he would have used to steer a child around the aisles of a

    de­part­ment store, tossed Re­mo on­to the plat­form at the foot of the stat­ue, leaned over

    close, and whis­pered, “It is true. It’s true,” he said. His eyes glis­tened with ex­cite­ment.

    “She is Kali and She loves death.”




    A small help­less cry es­caped from Re­mo’s lips. He could feel Her, close to him. She was

    suf­fo­cat­ing him. “Baynes . . . Chi­un . . . yel­low cloth . . .” Re­mo mum­bled, try­ing to

    pre­serve a part of his mind from the stu­pe­fy­ing in­flu­ence of the stone stat­ue, but Her

    scent was fill­ing his body, block­ing out ev­ery­thing ex­cept a wild ma­ni­acal lust he felt

    swelling in­side him.




    The room swirled. Noth­ing ex­ist­ed for him ex­cept the stat­ue. She was the god­dess Kali

    and She owned him.




    “Bring me death.” He heard the voice again, but this time it did not seem to come from

    in­side his own mind, but from the lips of the stat­ue. And this time he knew he would obey

    Her.




    A. H. Baynes watched Re­mo move like a zom­bie to­ward the door to the street and then go

    out­side. He wait­ed. Then he took the minia­ture cam­era from in­side his shirt pock­et,

    ex­tract­ed the tiny roll of film, and put it in­to his pock­et.




    In­side his of­fice, he made a tele­phone call. It was the first time he had ev­er used the

    num­ber. The re­ceiv­er on the oth­er end was picked up but there was no greet­ing.




    “Hel­lo? Hel­lo?” Baynes said.




    “One fa­vor you are al­lowed,” the an­drog­ynous whis­per said. “Then the stat­ue is

    mine.”




    “A deal,” Baynes said. “I’ve got a man here. He’s a fed and he’s got to go.”




    “I un­der­stand.”




    “I don’t care how you do it,” Baynes said.




    “I will tell you how.”




    A half-​hour lat­er, Baynes met his con­tact at the site of a con­demned build­ing. The

    per­son was swathed in cloaks and wore gloves. Baynes passed over the roll of film.




    “His name’s Re­mo,” he said to the in­vis­ible stranger. “This is what he looks like.”




    The fig­ure nod­ded.




    “I guess that’s it, then,” Baynes said.




    “Pre­pare the stat­ue.”




    “What if you fail?”




    “I will not fail.”




    Baynes start­ed to leave, then hes­itat­ed. “Will I see you again?”




    “Do you want to?”




    Baynes gulped and said, “Maybe not. Tell me, though. Why do you want that stat­ue so bad­ly?

    It’s not worth a mil­lion dol­lars.”




    “I want many things . . . in­clud­ing you.” The fig­ure’s hands went to its cloaks and

    be­gan to open them.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty




    Re­mo ca­reened crazi­ly down the dark­ened street. The on­ly sound he heard from the

    sleep­ing city was the in­sis­tent thrum of his heart­beat, and it seemed to be speak­ing to

    him, say­ing, “Kill for me, kill for me, kill for me.”




    His hands hung rigid at his sides. He stag­gered up the street like a man danc­ing with

    death, in­sen­sate, drunk with a lust he did not un­der­stand. Don’t lis­ten, a small­er voice

    in­side him said, but it was too faint to hear now. And then it was stilled.




    A pi­geon star­tled him as it flew off its perch on a tele­phone line and flut­tered to the

    ground in front of him. It walked in jerky cir­cles, un­used to the night.




    Bring me death, Kali’s un­spo­ken voice called to him. The pi­geon stopped and cocked its

    head to one side, then the oth­er.




    Bring me death.




    Re­mo closed his eyes and said, “Yes.”




    The pi­geon, on­ly amused by the sound, looked at him quizzi­cal­ly as Re­mo crouched. Then,

    seem­ing to sense the pow­er of the hu­man who moved with­out sound, who could hold a

    po­si­tion as still as a stone, the pi­geon pan­icked and flapped its wings to soar

    up­ward.




    Re­mo sprang then, leap­ing in­to a per­fect spi­ral in the man­ner he had learned from

    Chi­un, a way to cut through the air with­out cre­at­ing coun­ter­cur­rents that pressed back

    against one’s body, forc­ing it down­ward. It was pure Sinan­ju, the ef­fort­less bound, the

    mus­cles pulling in flaw­less syn­chro­niza­tion as the body turned in the air, the hands

    reach­ing up to halt the pi­geon in flight, the sharp snap that broke the tiny crea­ture’s

    neck.




    Re­mo held the limp, still-​warm body in his hands, and the sound of his heart­beat seemed

    to ex­plode in his ears. “Oh, God, why?” he whis­pered, and fell to his knees on the oil-​slick

    street. A car blared its horn as it swerved past him, set­ting his ears to ring­ing from the

    shock of the sound. Then it set­tled and his heart­beat slowed. The night was silent again and

    he still held the dead bird soft­ly in his hands.




    Run, he thought. He could run away again as he had be­fore.




    But he had come back be­fore, and he knew he would again.




    Kali was too strong.




    He stood up, his knees weak, and walked back to the ashram. With each step, he re­al­ized he

    had dis­graced Sinan­ju, had triv­ial­ized it by us­ing its tech­niques to snuff out the life

    of a poor harm­less crea­ture whose on­ly sin was get­ting in his way. Chi­un had called him

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, the avatar of the god Shi­va. But he was noth­ing. He was less than

    noth­ing. He be­longed to Kali.




    In­side the ashram, which still hissed with the sounds of the sleep­ing mem­bers, he placed

    his of­fer­ing at the foot of the stat­ue.




    She smiled at him. She seemed to ca­ress him, send­ing out un­seen ten­drils of pas­sion to

    this man who gave Her his strength and had brought Her the blood­less death She craved.




    He moved clos­er to the stat­ue, and Her scent, like the fra­grance of evil flow­ers, filled

    him with a blind­ing de­sire. For a mo­ment the oth­er face he had seen be­fore hov­ered

    be­hind the stat­ue’s. Who was she? A cry­ing wom­an, a re­al wom­an, and yet, the im­age of

    the weep­ing wom­an was not re­al. But some­how it made him ache in pain and loss. And the

    stat­ue it­self reached out to­ward him with Her stran­gling hand, and on his lips he felt Her

    cold kiss and he heard Her voice say, “My hus­band,” and he was weak­en­ing, suf­fo­cat­ing,

    giv­ing in….




    With a vi­olent wrench he pulled his arm back and struck one of the stat­ue’s arms. As it

    fell to the floor with a shat­ter­ing clat­ter, a hor­ri­ble pain welled up in­side him. He

    dou­bled over, sink­ing to his knees. The stat­ue’s hand leapt up­ward and fas­tened it­self

    around his throat. He yanked it loose and turned, run­ning to­ward the door of the ashram.




    The devo­tees had been awak­ened by the noise, but he was out on­to the street be­fore they

    could re­act.




    By in­stinct, he ran blind­ly across the street to the shab­by mo­tel. It was on­ly when he

    was in his room, safe­ly be­hind a locked door, that he re­al­ized he still held the hand of

    the stat­ue. In re­vul­sion he threw it across the room. He heard it hit and skit­ter along the

    floor. And then the room was still.




    He should do some­thing, but he didn’t know what. Maybe he should call Smith, but he

    couldn’t re­mem­ber why. Maybe he should find Chi­un, but it would do no good. He should do

    many things; in­stead, he col­lapsed on the bed and slept.




    He was asleep in sec­onds, but his sleep was not peace­ful. He dreamed of the beau­ti­ful

    face he had seen be­hind the stat­ue’s face, the weep­ing wom­an whose mouth had part­ed to

    kiss him. But be­fore they touched, the face van­ished and there was Kali’s gar­ish face and

    Her words, Her voice, say­ing: “Bring me death.”




    He turned in his sleep. He imag­ined some­one en­ter­ing and leav­ing his room. He tried not

    to dream, but al­ways there was Kali’s face, and sud­den­ly he sat bolt up­right in bed, his

    body drenched with sweat, his heart pound­ing. He couldn’t al­low him­self to sleep again. He

    had to leave this place now. Go any­where, he told him­self, sit­ting up, hold­ing his

    throb­bing head. If It catch­es you again, you’re lost. Go.




    He stum­bled to­ward the door and stopped short. He turned and saw the hand of the stat­ue

    on the floor, but there was some­thing in its fin­gers.




    Fright­ened, Re­mo went to it and cau­tious­ly plucked the piece of pa­per from the

    shat­tered hand. In the hall­way he looked at it.




    It was an air­line tick­et. To Seoul, Ko­rea.




    Ko­rea. That’s where he would find Chi­un. He knew he must go.




    “It doesn’t mat­ter if it’s a trick,” he said. He had to get to Chi­un. No one else could

    help.




    Once more he walked out in­to the dark­ness. This time he could breathe.




    In­side the ashram of­fice, A. H. Baynes lit a cigar. The smoke burned his eyes and tast­ed

    good.




    It was al­most time to pack it in, he told him­self. He had ac­com­plished ev­ery­thing he’d

    set out to do, and then some.




    All he had to do now was to wait for the fi­nal re­port on the thick-​wrist­ed fed­er­al

    agent, and then get rid of the stat­ue.




    Maybe some­day in the fu­ture he would do the whole op­er­ation all over again. But not just

    now, not just yet. There was a faint tap­ping at the door, and he said, “En­ter.”




    Hol­ly Ro­dan stepped in­side.




    “Chief Phan­si­gar,” she said, and bowed.




    “What is it?”




    “Your chil­dren have ar­rived back safe­ly.” She stepped aside, and Joshua and Kim­ber­ly

    Baynes walked in­to the of­fice.




    “Nice to see you home, kids,” Baynes said. They smiled at him.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-one




    The face was what stopped him.




    Re­mo was at the air­port, stand­ing among the crowd ready to board the flight for Seoul,

    when he saw her. And as soon as he did, he knew he had not made a mis­take by plan­ning to go

    to Ko­rea to find Chi­un.




    She was tall and slim, dressed in a white linen suit. Her dark hair was pulled un­der a

    small hat with a veil that par­tial­ly cov­ered her face, but noth­ing could hide her beau­ty.

    Her skin was pale and translu­cent, like the petals of a flow­er. She had full lips that looked

    as if they were un­ac­cus­tomed to smil­ing; a nar­row, high­bridged nose; and eyes like a

    deer’s, wide-​set and soft.




    She looked like no oth­er hu­man be­ing Re­mo had ev­er seen. There were no traces of any

    racial an­ces­try in that face. She looked as if she had been cre­at­ed, apart from the

    evo­lu­tion of the plan­et earth.




    With­out re­al­iz­ing it, Re­mo was mov­ing out of the throng of pas­sen­gers wait­ing to

    board and was work­ing his way through the press of peo­ple around her. “Ex­cuse me … Miss …

    Miss . . .”




    She looked up, reg­is­ter­ing mild alarm. “Yes?” Re­mo swal­lowed, un­able to speak.




    “Did you call me?”




    He nod­ded, and she nod­ded back.




    He tried to think of some­thing to say to her, but his mind had void­ed all the words in his

    vo­cab­ulary. Look­ing at her, all he could think of was the sound of a choir singing in church

    on Christ­mas Eve.




    “I’m sor­ry,” he said lame­ly. “I guess I just want­ed to look at you.”




    She picked up her suit­case and turned away.




    “No,” he said. He took her arm, and her eyes widened in fright. “No. Don’t be scared,” he

    said. “Hon­est, I’m not a nut. My name’s Re­mo and-“




    She wrenched her­self free of him and scur­ried in­to the crowd. Re­mo sat back against a

    rail­ing, ashamed of him­self. What­ev­er had pos­sessed him to ap­proach a per­fect stranger

    while a wave of killings was fright­en­ing air­line pas­sen­gers all over the world? And then

    he had be­haved like some lu­natic wand-​wa­ver. He was lucky she hadn’t called the

    po­lice.




    Maybe there was some­thing wrong with him. Maybe Sinan­ju start­ed to play tricks on you

    af­ter a while. Noth­ing like this had ev­er hap­pened to Chi­un, but Chi­un was Ko­re­an.

    Maybe the old man had been right when he had said, all those thou­sands of times, that the

    knowl­edge of Sinan­ju was not meant for white men. Maybe there was some­thing in West­ern

    genes that couldn’t tol­er­ate the train­ing and caused in­san­ity.




    Oh, Chi­un, he thought. Be there when I come. The wom­an had been right to run away from

    him. He shouldn’t even be per­mit­ted to walk among nor­mal peo­ple. If he ev­er saw her again,

    he re­solved, he would ig­nore her. It was a good thing he would nev­er see her again. Damned

    good, be­cause he would cut her dead. Be­sides, she prob­ably wasn’t as beau­ti­ful as he had

    thought. He would ig­nore her. Too bad he would nev­er get the chance again, be­cause he would

    ig­nore her to the point of in­sult.




    She was on the plane, and Re­mo bod­ily eject­ed the man who was seat­ed next to her.




    “You’re the most beau­ti­ful thing I’ve ev­er seen,” Re­mo said.




    The wom­an reached for the stew­ardess call but­ton. “No. Don’t do that,” Re­mo said.

    “Please. I won’t say an­oth­er word to you for the en­tire flight. I’ll just look.”




    She stared at him blankly for sev­er­al mo­ments, and fi­nal­ly said, “Is that all?”




    Re­mo nod­ded, un­will­ing to break his promise so quick­ly by say­ing even a sin­gle

    word.




    “In that case, my name is Ivory.” She ex­tend­ed a small white hand, man­icured and

    sport­ing a large di­amond ring on its in­dex fin­ger. She smiled and Re­mo want­ed to curl up

    in­side that smile like a cat.




    He smiled back. “Can I talk now?”




    “Try. I will let you know when to stop,” she said.




    “Where are you from?”




    “Sri Lan­ka,” she said.




    “I don’t even know where that is,” he said.




    “It is an old, small coun­try with a new, large name,” she said.




    “Is that where you’re go­ing now?”




    “In a round­about way. Most­ly I’m go­ing to trav­el the Ori­ent, shop­ping.”




    “Tough life,” Re­mo said.




    “At times,” she said. “It’s my job, you see, not my hob­by. I buy an­tiq­ui­ties for

    col­lec­tors. Some might call me a glo­ri­fied er­rand boy.”




    Re­mo thought that no one would ev­er call her any kind of boy, but he sim­ply asked,

    “An­tiq­ui­ties? Are they like an­tiques?”




    She nod­ded. “On­ly old­er. My clients want Greek wall friezes, lin­tels from Egyp­tian

    tem­ples, things like that.”




    “Like old stat­ues,” Re­mo said soft­ly, think­ing of some­thing else.




    “Some­times. As a mat­ter of fact, I was look­ing for one in Amer­ica and traced it all the

    way to New Or­leans. But I lost it. The one who owned it sold it, then died, and no one knows

    who bought it.”




    “Was it valu­able?”




    “Very old, worth per­haps a quar­ter of a mil­lion dol­lars,” Ivory said. “The own­er’s

    land­la­dy said he sold it for forty dol­lars.”




    “Must be a beau­ti­ful stat­ue to be worth that much,” Re­mo said.




    She shrugged. “I’ve nev­er seen it my­self, but I’ve seen repli­cas. A stone god­dess with

    sev­er­al arms. The ex­act num­ber dif­fers in the cat­alogs.”




    “Kali,” Re­mo said, clos­ing his eyes.




    “I beg your par­don.”




    “Noth­ing. Nev­er mind. Maybe you weren’t meant to find it. Maybe it would have been bad

    luck or some­thing.”




    “If I wor­ried about curs­es or luck,” she said, “I’d prob­ably nev­er buy any­thing more

    than a week old. But this stat­ue might have been spe­cial.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed. He didn’t want to be re­mind­ed of the stat­ue. It made him ner­vous. He

    imag­ined he could smell the scent of Kali on the air­plane. But it would be gone soon. And

    per­haps Chi­un could rid him of it for­ev­er.




    He caught her star­ing at him. For a mo­ment their eyes locked and a ter­ri­ble sad­ness

    came over him. “You look so fa­mil­iar,” he said, his voice al­most a whis­per.




    “I was just think­ing the same thing about you.”




    As the en­gines be­gan to rev up, he kissed her. He couldn’t ex­plain why, but he saw the

    haunt­ing, long­ing look in Ivory’s eyes and knew if he couldn’t touch her, couldn’t have her,

    his heart might as well be torn out of him. As his mouth touched hers, she ac­cept­ed him with

    a hun­gry ur­gen­cy. Time van­ished. In the wom­an’s em­brace, he no longer felt like Re­mo

    Williams, as­sas­sin, run­ning away from his fear. In­stead, he was on­ly The Man and Ivory was

    The Wom­an and they were in a place far re­moved from the noise of a twen­ti­eth-​cen­tu­ry jet

    en­gine.




    “Oh, no,” she said, pulling away abrupt­ly.




    “What’s wrong?”




    “My gifts.” She rose hur­ried­ly, squeez­ing past Re­mo’s knees. Her face was sud­den­ly

    lined with wor­ry. “I bought some presents and left them at the check-​in counter. I’ll be

    right back.”




    “Hur­ry,” he said.




    Ivory ar­gued for a few sec­onds with the stew­ardess­es at the front of the plane be­fore

    they let her leave. When she rushed down the steps, the two at­ten­dants looked at each oth­er

    and shrugged. One of them picked up a mi­cro­phone.




    “Ladies and gen­tle­men, we are ready for de­par­ture. Please take your seats and ob­serve

    the seat-​belt sign.” Re­mo looked at the small bag Ivory had left be­hind in front of her

    seat. He strained to see through the tint­ed glass of the air­port. A wom­an’s fig­ure was

    run­ning, stop­ping, fid­get­ing with some­thing, run­ning back.




    The plane be­gan to move.




    “Hey, stop this,” Re­mo yelled. “A pas­sen­ger’s com­ing.”




    Sev­er­al of the oth­er pas­sen­gers looked over at him, but the stew­ardess­es point­ed­ly

    ig­nored him and went to the front of the plane. Re­mo pushed all the lights and buzzers he

    could find as he saw Ivory step out of the air­port build­ing. “Hey. Stop the plane. The la­dy

    wants to get on.”




    “I’m sor­ry, sir. No pas­sen­gers are per­mit­ted to em­bark at this time,” the fraz­zled

    stew­ardess said, turn­ing off the fif­teen call but­tons Re­mo had ac­ti­vat­ed.




    “She doesn’t want to em­bark,” Re­mo said. “She wants to get on.”




    But the plane was mov­ing away from the ter­mi­nal. Through the win­dow, Re­mo saw Ivory

    stopped by a main­te­nance man wear­ing head­phones. She looked up at the taxi­ing plane in

    de­spair, then set down the box­es and bags in her arms and waved at the plane. It was a

    good-​hu­mored ges­ture, the res­ig­na­tion of a vic­tim to one of life’s lit­tle

    screw-​ups.




    Re­mo felt worse, hurt and cheat­ed. He had bare­ly known the wom­an named Ivory, but still

    he felt that he had known her for­ev­er, and now, as quick­ly as she had en­tered, she was gone

    from his life.




    As the plane roared in­to take­off, Re­mo picked up the soft fab­ric overnight bag Ivory had

    left un­der the seat. Per­haps there was some iden­ti­fi­ca­tion in it, he thought. But in­side

    were on­ly a cou­ple of night­gowns, all lace and silk-​like her, he thought-​and a small bag

    filled with toi­letries that car­ried the same soft scent he re­mem­bered from the brief

    mo­ment he had held her.




    It was a strange scent, not flow­ery like most per­fumes, but deep­er, some­how

    in­tox­icat­ing. And for a mo­ment he didn’t know if he re­al­ly liked it, but then he

    re­mem­bered her face, and de­cid­ed he did.




    But there was no iden­ti­fi­ca­tion in the bag, and sad­ly he put it back un­der the

    seat.




    The plane was up now, bare­ly a hun­dred feet in the air, but in­stant­ly turn­ing west away

    from Lake Pontchar­train. Re­mo heard a deep rum­bling from be­neath the craft, as if it were a

    large fly­ing bird nois­ily di­gest­ing its din­ner. With­in a half-​sec­ond the sound had

    ex­plod­ed in­to a deaf­en­ing roar. In an­oth­er sec­ond the whole front of the plane had

    ripped off and shat­tered in­to frag­ments be­fore his eyes. A stew­ardess screamed, blood

    pour­ing from her mouth and ears, then fell back­ward to­ward the gap­ing hole, hit a ragged

    met­al edge, then flew in­to space, leav­ing a sev­ered arm be­hind. Ev­ery­thing loose in the

    plane fell through the open­ing. Some seat belts snapped un­der the strain and gave up their

    pas­sen­gers to the gap­ing maw in the front of the craft.




    The plane was tum­bling to­ward the wa­ter. Re­mo heard some­one whim­per, “Oh, my God.” And

    he won­dered if even God could help them all now.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-two




    It was late and Smith was bone-​tired when he reached the rat­ty Seag­ull Mo­tel on Pen­bury

    Street.




    As he start­ed to en­ter the build­ing, he heard chant­ing com­ing from a non­de­script

    struc­ture al­most di­rect­ly across the street from the mo­tel.




    Chant­ing?




    Across the street from where Re­mo had stayed? Smith’s fa­tigue dis­ap­peared. His heart

    rac­ing, he walked across the street, pushed open the door, and stepped in­side. The big room

    was dark. Im­me­di­ate­ly he was as­sault­ed by the acrid sting of burn­ing in­cense and the

    over­pow­er­ing heat from too many hu­man bod­ies in an en­closed space.




    The peo­ple were young, some of them bare­ly in­to ado­les­cence, and they were chant­ing at

    the top of their voic­es. The ob­ject of their at­ten­tion was a stat­ue set in a promi­nent

    po­si­tion on a small plat­form at the front of the room. The chanters bowed fre­quent­ly to

    the stat­ue, raised their arms, and whirled around in im­pro­vi­sa­tion­al ec­sta­sy. It seemed

    to Harold Smith that ev­ery ac­tiv­ity the group em­braced was sin­gu­lar­ly use­less and

    undig­ni­fied.




    He scanned the room thor­ough­ly, then sighed and backed to­ward the door­way. His

    weari­ness re­turned. A. H. Baynes was not there, and nei­ther was Re­mo. It had been an idea

    worth ex­plor­ing, he told him­self, even though it had led, like all his oth­er ideas in this

    case, to a dead end.




    He was at the door when a strange lit­tle In­di­an man shout­ed to him. “You. What do you

    want here?”




    None of the chanters paid any at­ten­tion to them, and Smith said dry­ly, “I doubt very much

    if I want any­thing here.”




    “Then why are you here? You just walk in?”




    “The door was open. I did just walk in.”




    “Why did you walk in?” the In­di­an asked iras­ci­bly. “Are you look­ing for

    re­li­gion?”




    “I’m look­ing for a man named A. H. Baynes. My name is Smith.”




    The In­di­an took a sharp, star­tled breath of air. “Baynes?” he squeaked. “No Baynes here.

    Sor­ry.” He pushed Smith firm­ly to the door. “You find your­self an­oth­er church, okay?”




    “There’s an­oth­er man I’m look­ing for,” Smith said. “Tall, with dark hair. He has thick

    wrists-“




    The In­di­an pushed him out the door and Smith heard it lock be­hind him.




    On the oth­er side, Ban Sar Din leaned against the door sweat­ing. Then he pushed his way

    through the crowd of faith­ful and went in­to A. H. Baynes’s of­fice in the rear of the

    ashram.




    “A fed­er­al agent was here,” he said.




    Baynes looked up, be­mused, from be­hind the desk. “But he’s not here any­more, is he?”




    “He was here. Just a few min­utes ago, look­ing for you. Oh, un­for­tu­nate star that I was

    born un­der . . .”




    “How did you know he was a fed?” asked Baynes, sud­den­ly more in­ter­est­ed. “Did he tell

    you that?”




    “I knew,” the In­di­an said. The veins in his neck throbbed vis­ibly. “He is of the mid­dle

    age, with tight lips. He wears steel eye­glass­es and he has a brief­case and he says his name

    is Smith. Of course he is a fed­er­al agent.”




    Baynes rubbed his chin. “I don’t know. It could be any­body.”




    “But he was look­ing for you. And when I told him you weren’t here, he want­ed the oth­er

    one.”




    “What oth­er one?”




    “The one that the cra­zies said is sup­posed to be Kali’s lover.”




    Baynes stiff­ened, then re­laxed with a smile. “He’ll have a hard time find­ing him,” he

    said.




    “It doesn’t mat­ter,” Ban Sar Din said, his voice now ris­ing near the pan­ic lev­el. “He’ll

    come back. Maybe next time with the im­mi­gra­tion peo­ple. I can be de­port­ed. And if they

    find out about you . . .”




    “If they find out what about me?” Baynes asked chreat­en­ing­ly.




    Ban Sar Din flinched at the hint of vi­olence in the man’s eyes. It had been grow­ing, a

    deep mal­ice that had swelled as he had ex­tend­ed his pow­er over the devo­tees of Kali. Ban

    Sar Din could not an­swer. In­stead he just shook his head.




    “Damn right, Sar­dine,” Baynes said. “There’s noth­ing for any­body to know about me.

    Noth­ing at all. All I do is go to church a lot, and don’t you for­get it. Now, get out of my

    way. I’ve got to go talk to the troops.”




    “I’m look­ing for a man named Re­mo. Tall, dark hair,” Smith told the clerk at the Seag­ull

    Mo­tel.




    “Big wrists?” the clerk said. Smith nod­ded.




    “You’re too late. He went out a few hours ago. Tossed some mon­ey on the counter and

    left.”




    “Did he say where he was go­ing?” Smith asked.




    “No.”




    “Is his room still emp­ty?”




    “Sure. This isn’t that kind of place. We rent rooms by the night, not by the hour,” the

    clerk said.




    “I’ll take his room,” Smith said.




    “It hasn’t even been cleaned yet. I got some oth­er rooms.”




    “I want his room.”




    “All right. Twen­ty dol­lars for the night. Payable now.”




    Smith paid him, took the key, and went up to the room. The bed had been slept on, not in,

    but there was noth­ing to give him a hint of where Re­mo had gone.




    He sat heav­ily on the bed, re­moved his steel-​rimmed spec­ta­cles, and rubbed his eyes.

    Just a few hours’ sleep. That’s all he want­ed. Just a cou­ple of hours’ sleep. He lay back on

    the bed in the dingy room, his hands fold­ed across the at­tache case which he held on his

    stom­ach, and the case buzzed.




    Smith di­aled the com­bi­na­tion which freed the two locks, opened the case, and lift­ed the

    tele­phone. When he re­ceived a se­ries of four elec­tron­ic sig­nals, he put the tele­phone

    re­ceiv­er in­to a spe­cial­ly de­signed sad­dle brack­et in­side the case. Sec­onds lat­er,

    the in­stru­ment noise­less­ly be­gan print­ing a mes­sage which emerged on a long nar­row

    sheet of ther­mal pa­per from a slot in­side the case.




    There was an­oth­er se­quence of four beeps which in­di­cat­ed the mes­sage was over, and

    Smith re­placed the re­ceiv­er, tore off the pa­per, and read the mes­sage that had come from

    his com­put­er at Fol­croft:




    AD­DI­TION­AL IN­FOR­MA­TION ON A. H. BAYNES. TWO DAYS BE­FORE FIRST DEATH RE­PORT­ED ON

    IN­TER­NA­TION­AL MID-​AMER­ICA AIR­LINES, BAYNES SOLD SHORT 100,000 SHARES OF IMAA AT $48 PER

    SHARE. AF­TER DEATHS ON IMAA, STOCK DROPPED TO ONE DOL­LAR PER SHARE AND BAYNES COV­ERED HIS

    SHORT PO­SI­TION. PROF­IT TO BAYNES, $4.7 MIL­LION. DAY BE­FORE AIR EU­ROPA KILLINGS, BAYNES

    PUR­CHASED THROUGH BLIND STOCK FUND SIM­ILAR NUM­BER OF SHARES OF AIR EU­ROPA AND AF­TER DEATHS

    COV­ERED SHORT PO­SI­TION. PROF­IT RE­AL­IZED, $2.1 MIL­LION. BAYNES HAS REIN­VEST­ED MOST OF

    PROF­ITS IN­TO PUR­CHAS­ING STOCKS OF BOTH COM­PA­NIES AND NOW HOLDS CON­TROL­LING IN­TER­EST

    IN BOTH AIR­LINES AS WELL AS MAIN­TAIN­ING CASH PROF­IT OF $1.9 MIL­LION. END MES­SAGE.




    Smith reread the mes­sage be­fore he touched a match to it and watched the chem­ical­ly

    treat­ed pa­per flash in­stant­ly in­to a small pile of ash.




    So there it was. Baynes not on­ly im­proved just Folks Air­lines’ stock per­for­mance when

    the killings stopped there, but al­so moved in­to po­si­tion to make a for­tune and take over

    the two oth­er air­lines.




    It was enough mo­tive for mur­der, Smith thought, even for mass mur­der.




    It was Baynes.




    He swung his legs off the bed and sat up again. There was no time for rest now.




    Then he saw some­thing he had not seen be­fore. He walked across the room and fished the

    ob­ject out of a cor­ner. It was a hand, the hand of a stat­ue, made of some kind of fired

    clay. As Smith turned it around in his own hand, he re­al­ized where he had seen that kind of

    hand be­fore. It was on the stat­ue in the lit­tle store­front tem­ple across the street. So

    Re­mo had been there. And prob­ably so had Baynes. His Den­ver neigh­bor had said he had joined

    a re­li­gious cult, and it would be too much of a co­in­ci­dence for that ashram not to be

    Baynes’s new head­quar­ters.




    He sighed, read­just­ed the locks on his at­tache case, and left the room.




    When he got to the store­front church, the door was locked. From in­side, he could hear

    voic­es, but they were muf­fled and in­dis­tinct. He backed off to the curb, looked the

    build­ing over, but saw no way to en­ter it from a high­er floor. So he walked to the cor­ner

    and in­to an al­ley to see if he could find a back en­trance.




    A. H. Baynes thought that pol­itics had lost a star per­former when he had de­cid­ed to

    be­come a busi­ness­man. But there was still time. He was still young and now he owned three

    air­lines, and when he stopped the killings aboard Air Eu­ropa and In­ter­na­tion­al

    Mid-​Amer­ica and merged them with just Folks, his stock in­ter­ests would be worth a quar­ter

    of a bil­lion dol­lars. Not too shab­by, and a pret­ty good cam­paign fund with which to launch

    a po­lit­ical ca­reer.




    It made pleas­ant think­ing, but first he had the cra­zies to deal with.




    He stood along­side the stat­ue of Kali on the raised plat­form and looked out at the

    ex­pec­tant young faces. “She loves you,” he said.




    And they cheered.




    “And I, your chief phan­si­gar, love you too.”




    “Hail the phan­si­gar,” they shout­ed back.




    “The Eu­ro­pean op­er­ation was a to­tal suc­cess and Kali is pleased. And I am pleased that

    my chil­dren have re­turned to this coun­try safe and sound.” He tried a warm smile as he

    nod­ded to his son, Joshua, stand­ing near­by. “Of course, it’s a lit­tle late for my daugh­ter

    to be up, so she’s stay­ing with friends. But Joshua is here to be with you oth­er sons and

    daugh­ters of Kali. Isn’t that right, Joshua?”




    “Kill for Kali,” Joshua said in a dull mono­tone. “Kill.”




    The oth­ers picked up the word and soon the room throbbed with the chant­ing. “Kill. Kill

    for the love of Kali. Kill. Kill.”




    Baynes raised his hands for si­lence, but it took sev­er­al min­utes to qui­et down the

    crowd.




    “Soon there will be an­oth­er trip that you will take for Kali,” Baynes said. Just then,

    Baynes saw in a mir­ror near the door the re­flec­tion of a man in steel-​rimmed spec­ta­cles.

    He must have come in the rear door be­cause he was stand­ing in the small hall­way that led to

    Baynes’s of­fice.




    The fed­er­al man, he thought.




    He turned back to the crowd. “Our path has not been easy, and tonight it grows even more

    dif­fi­cult,” he said.




    The faces of the young peo­ple looked up at him ques­tion­ing­ly.




    “At this mo­ment there is a stranger in our midst. A stranger who seeks to do us harm with

    lies and ha­tred for Kali.”




    Smith heard the words and felt a tight­en­ing in his throat. The crowd, un­aware of his

    pres­ence, mur­mured among them­selves. He start­ed to back away. They had not seen him yet; he

    might still es­cape.




    A hand reached out and grabbed his wrist. He turned and saw the pudgy lit­tle In­di­an

    man.




    “Psst. In here,” Ban Sar Din said. He pulled Smith in­to Baynes’s of­fice and locked the

    steel door be­hind them.




    “He is go­ing to kill you,” Ban Sar Din said.




    “I gath­ered that was his in­ten­tion,” Smith said.




    “I’m not go­ing to let him kill a fed­er­al agent,” Ban Sar Din said.




    “I nev­er said I was a fed­er­al agent,” Smith said.




    Ban Sar Din slapped his fore­head in de­spair. “Okay, look. I won’t ar­gue. Let’s just get

    out of here.” Sud­den­ly there was a thump­ing on the door of the of­fice, and then the

    thump­ing took on the rhythm of the chant­ing voic­es and the chant was: “Kill for Kali. Kill

    for Kali. Kill for Kali.”




    “Maybe with­draw­al would be rea­son­able,” Smith said.




    “And you’ll put in a good word for me with your im­mi­gra­tion peo­ple?” Ban Sar Din asked.

    “Re­mem­ber. I killed no one.”




    “We’ll see,” Smith said non­com­mit­tal­ly.




    The wood around the steel-​re­in­forced door be­gan to squeak omi­nous­ly un­der the

    thud­ding of many fists. “You got a deal,” Ban Sar Din said des­per­ate­ly. He went to the far

    wall, pressed a but­ton, and a steel pan­el slid back, open­ing the room to the back al­ley.

    “Quick,” he said. He reached the pas­sen­ger door of the parked Porsche and got in. Smith got

    in be­side him and the In­di­an start­ed the mo­tor, then peeled away down the al­ley to­ward

    the street.




    “Whew,” Ban Sar Din said. “That was close.” Smith didn’t want to hear small talk. “Be­fore,

    I asked you about the oth­er Amer­ican. The dark-​haired one with thick wrists. Where is

    he?”




    Ban Sar Din turned to glance at Smith. “He’s dead,” he said.




    Smith winced in­vol­un­tar­ily. “Dead? Are you sure?”




    “I heard Baynes talk­ing,” Ban Sar Din said. “That man, Re­mo?”




    “Yes, Re­mo.”




    “He was on a plane that took off from the air­port a cou­ple of hours ago. It crashed in­to

    the lake. I think Baynes put a bomb on it.”




    Numbly Smith said, “There’s no end to his killing, is there?”




    “He’s crazy,” Ban Sar Din said. “He makes the air­lines go broke with the mur­ders, and then

    he buys them. But he doesn’t want just mon­ey. He wants pow­er, but now the pow­er is too

    great. He doesn’t un­der­stand the source of the pow­er.”




    “The source?” Smith said. “Isn’t the source killing?”




    “The source is Kali,” said Ban Sar Din.




    They were two blocks away from the ashram, and Ban Sar Din stopped for a red light. “I don’t

    un­der­stand it my­self,” he said. “The stat­ue was just a piece of junk I bought. But it has

    pow­er, some kind of pow­er, and I don’t-“




    They came out of the bush­es. They came from be­hind trees, from be­neath the man­hole

    cov­ers in the street. Be­fore the In­di­an could slam his foot on the ac­cel­er­ator, the

    Porsche was sur­round­ed by peo­ple, dozens of them, male and fe­male, ev­ery one of them

    car­ry­ing a yel­low ru­mal.




    “Good God,” Smith said as they start­ed beat­ing on the car.




    They got Ban Sar Din first, smash­ing through the win­dows with sticks and rocks, then

    drag­ging the lit­tle In­di­an through the splin­tered glass and beat­ing him un­til he

    screamed with the pain.




    They beat him re­peat­ed­ly with bloody rocks and stubs of branch­es un­til their faces

    glis­tened and their eyes shone wild and hun­gry, and then Ban Sar Din screamed no more.




    Then they came back for Smith.




    They opened the door and pulled him out. My at­tache case, he thought. The lu­natics were

    go­ing to kill him and take the case too. They couldn’t do any­thing with it, of course. The

    tech­nol­ogy of the com­put­er-​hookup tele­phone was prob­ably too so­phis­ti­cat­ed for any

    of them. But even if the ex­ec­utive of­fices at Fol­croft San­itar­ium caught fire, as they

    should if Smith failed to make con­tact with­in twelve hours, the case would still ex­ist and

    it might be traced back to Fol­croft. And there was a chance, a slim chance, that some­one

    might find out what CURE had once been and the gov­ern­ment of the Unit­ed States would sure­ly

    top­ple.




    “The case,” he called out as the first blow from a stick stag­gered him.




    There were rocks and fists and clumps of hard dirt too, be­fore some­one fi­nal­ly said,

    “What about the case?”




    It was the young boy, the one Smith had seen in the ashram. He picked up the at­tache case

    off the street. “Hold it, hold it,” he said soft­ly to the at­tack­ers as he walked through the

    crowd. “Let’s just see what’s go­ing on.” He ex­tend­ed the case to Smith as if to give it to

    him. “Here’s your case. What’s in it?”




    But as Smith reached for it, the young boy yanked it back and kicked Smith in the

    shoul­der.




    “Im­por­tant pa­pers, maybe? Or just a lit­tle black book with hook­ers’ names in it?” The

    boy laughed.




    “Don’t open it. Please,” Smith plead­ed. Open it, you lit­tle bas­tard.




    “Why not?” the boy said. He stood over Smith with his legs apart. His ex­pres­sion bore the

    un­mis­tak­able mark of some­one who en­joyed look­ing down at peo­ple. In that in­stant Smith

    knew that the boy was A. H. Baynes’s son.




    “Please don’t. Don’t,” Smith said. “Don’t open it.” He closed his eyes and tried not to

    think of it. Joshua Baynes propped the case against the over turned Porsche, just as Smith knew

    he would. He ma­nip­ulat­ed the clasps in the usu­al way, just as Smith knew he would, and the

    ex­plo­sives set in­to the hinges of the case went off with their pre­dictable fire­balls.

    Af­ter­ward, the boy lay on the street with black form­less stumps where his head and hands had

    been and the case was gone, an un­rec­og­niz­able lump of melt­ed plas­tic and met­al.




    The body of the car had shield­ed Smith from the blast, but now he felt a yel­low ker­chief

    looped around his neck. He bare­ly mind­ed it. Now I can die, he thought. CURE will die too,

    but the Unit­ed States will live.




    On his right lay Ban Sar Din’s body, lit­tle more than a mound of ex­posed flesh awash in

    blood. A stone smashed against one of Smith’s legs and he flinched. It would be a hard death,

    as hard as the In­di­an’s had been. Maybe all deaths were hard, he thought. But his was long

    over­due and his on­ly re­gret was that he had not been able to re­port in that A. H. Baynes

    and this crazed cult were be­hind the air­line mur­ders. But some­one else would find out;

    some­one else would stop them. It wouldn’t be Re­mo; Re­mo was dead, as Smith soon would be.

    And with­out Re­mo, there would be no rea­son for Chi­un to stay in the coun­try. He would

    re­turn to Amer­ica, find that his dis­ci­ple had been killed in a plane crash, and re­turn to

    his life in his Ko­re­an vil­lage. Maybe, Smith thought, maybe some­day there would be

    an­oth­er CURE. Maybe some­day, when things got bad enough and Amer­ica’s back was pressed

    against the wall hard enough, some Pres­ident would stand up and say: Dammit, we’re fight­ing

    back. The thought gave him some com­fort as, with shak­ing fin­gers, he tried to breathe deepy

    and even­ly to con­trol the pain that coursed through his body.




    It was time. He reached for the white cap­sule in his vest pock­et, the pill that promised a

    death fra­grant with al­monds. He rolled over on­to his stom­ach and popped the pill in­to his

    mouth, just as the ru­mal tight­ened around his neck.




    Then there was a scream. Just one. Be­fore Smith could reg­is­ter the fact that the beat­ing

    on his body had sud­den­ly stopped, he was be­ing jerked to his feet. He choked, and the

    poi­son cap­sule lodged in his throat. Then he felt him­self sail­ing in free flight. He

    land­ed bel­ly-​first in an emp­ty lot and spat out the cyanide cap­sule whole. He lay there

    star­ing at the white plas­tic cylin­der for a mo­ment, un­til his sens­es awak­ened again and

    he turned to see what had hap­pened to his at­tack­ers.




    There were bod­ies strewn all over the street, and while a dozen still stood, some­thing

    seemed to be whirling in their midst, some­thing turquoise that moved so fast there did not

    ap­pear to be any sub­stance be­hind the move­ment.




    One by one the young killers dropped, un­til on­ly one was left, a wom­an, and she fled.

    There, on the street, sur­round­ed by bod­ies, stood Chi­un. He fold­ed his hands in­side his

    turquoise bro­cade robe and walked slow­ly to­ward Smith.




    “Chi­un,” ac­knowl­edged Smith.




    “I am re­al­ly dis­ap­point­ed in you, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said. His voice sound­ed like

    ba­con siz­zling.




    “Why?” Smith asked in hon­est puz­zle­ment.




    Chi­un raised his heel and ground the cyanide cap­sule un­der his foot. “Do you think I will

    have it said of me by fu­ture gen­er­ations that an em­per­or un­der my pro­tec­tion was forced

    to take poi­son? Oh, the shame of it.”




    “Sor­ry,” said Smith. It was the on­ly thing he could think of to say. He tried to rise, but

    his legs were wob­bly un­der him, and then he felt him­self be­ing lift­ed in­to Chi­un’s arms

    as if he were a ba­by.




    At the Seag­ull Mo­tel, Chi­un told the clerk, “We do not wish to be dis­turbed.”




    “Just a minute, there. You got to reg­is­ter like ev­ery­body else,” the clerk said.




    Hold­ing Smith in one hand, Chi­un used his oth­er hand to rip the stair­way rail­ing from

    the ban­is­ter. He tossed it on­to the desk of the clerk.




    “On the oth­er hand,” the clerk said, “you can reg­is­ter in the morn­ing.”




    In­side the room, Chi­un placed Smith on the bed and then be­gan prob­ing his body with his

    long-​nailed fin­gers. Af­ter sev­er­al min­utes, he stood and nod­ded.




    “There is no se­ri­ous in­jury, Em­per­or,” he said. “With rest, your body will re­turn to

    the same de­spi­ca­ble con­di­tion which is its nor­mal state.”




    Chi­un looked around the room, dis­taste ev­ident on his parch­ment-​like face, and

    sud­den­ly Smith re­al­ized that Chi­un did not know about Re­mo. How could he tell him? He

    reached deep down in­to his re­serves of rock-​hard New Eng­land char­ac­ter and said, “Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju, Re­mo is dead.”




    For a mo­ment Chi­un did not move. Then he turned to face Smith. His hazel eyes flashed in

    the glare from the bare over­head light. “How did this hap­pen?” the old Ori­en­tal said

    slow­ly.




    “In a plane crash. Some­one at the ashram over there . . .” He tried to point across the

    street but was un­able to move his arm be­cause of the pain. ” . . . over there told me,” he

    said.




    Chi­un went to the win­dow and looked out. “That slum is a tem­ple?” he said calm­ly.




    “Yes,” Smith said. “Kali, I think.”




    “Is the stat­ue there?” Chi­un asked.




    “It was a half-​hour ago,” Smith an­swered.




    “Then Re­mo is not dead,” Chi­un said.




    “But I was told … The crash . . .”




    Chi­un shook his head slow­ly from side to side. “Re­mo must yet face death,” he said. “That

    is why I went to my vil­lage.”




    “Why?” Smith said. “I don’t un­der­stand.”




    “I went for this.” Chi­un reached in­to the sleeves of his robe and pulled forth a

    tar­nished sil­ver ring.




    “For that?” Smith said.




    “For this.”




    Smith red­dened. It had cost un­told thou­sands of dol­lars and threat­ened all kinds of

    se­cu­ri­ty to send Chi­un to North Ko­rea, and he had gone there to bring back a sil­ver ring

    worth twen­ty dol­lars at a gen­er­ous pawn­bro­ker’s.




    “For just a ring?” he said.




    “Not just a ring, Em­per­or. The last time it was worn, it gave a man like Re­mo the

    strength to do some­thing he had not the courage to do be­fore. Re­mo needs that courage

    be­cause he faces that same ad­ver­sary.”




    “A. H. Baynes?” Smith asked.




    “No. Kali,” Chi­un said.




    “Chi­un, why do you think that Re­mo’s alive?”




    “I know he is alive, Em­per­or.”




    “How do you know?”




    “You do not be­lieve the leg­ends of Sinan­ju, Em­per­or. No mat­ter how many times you have

    seen them come true, you be­lieve on­ly in those ug­ly met­al cab­inets you have in your

    of­fice. I could tell you, but you would not un­der­stand.”




    “Try me, Chi­un. Please,” Smith said.




    “Very well. Re­mo came to me a dead man af­ter you brought him in­to the or­ga­ni­za­tion.

    Did you ev­er won­der why I deigned to train a white when it is well-​known that whites are

    in­ca­pable of learn­ing any­thing im­por­tant?”




    “No,” Smith said. “Ac­tu­al­ly, it nev­er oc­curred to me to won­der about that.”




    Chi­un dis­re­gard­ed the an­swer. “I did it be­cause Re­mo ful­filled one of the old­est

    prophe­cies of Sinan­ju. That some­day there would be a dead man that would be brought back to

    life. He would be trained and would be­come the great­est Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and some­day it

    would be said of him that he was not just a man, but the re­birth of Shi­va, the De­stroy­er

    god.”




    “And that is Re­mo?” Smith said.




    “Such is the leg­end,” Chi­un said.




    “If Re­mo is this Shi­va god, why doesn’t he just armwres­tle with Kali and beat her?”




    “You scoff,” Chi­un snapped, “be­cause you choose not to un­der­stand, but I will an­swer

    any­way. Re­mo is still just a child in the way of Sinan­ju. The pow­er of Kali now is greater

    than his pow­er. That is why I brought this ring. I be­lieve it will make him strong, strong

    enough to win and to live. And some­day he will be Sinan­ju’s great­est Mas­ter. Un­til that

    day, I con­tin­ue to teach him.”




    “Be­cause of that, you know he’s not dead?” Smith said.




    There was ut­ter dis­gust on Chi­un’s face, the coun­te­nance of some­one try­ing to teach

    cal­cu­lus to a stone. “Be­cause of that,” he said sim­ply, and turned away. It was too much

    for Smith. Sad­ly, he felt that Chi­un was de­lud­ing him­self, hold­ing on to the slim hope of

    some leg­end be­cause he re­fused to face the hard fact that his dis­ci­ple, Re­mo, was dead.

    But all things die. Didn’t the old man know that?




    “I have to call the po­lice,” Smith said. “I have to get them to round up ev­ery­body at

    that ashram.”




    “No,” Chi­un said.




    Smith walked to the tele­phone, but Chi­un took his arm and led him back to the bed.




    “We will wait for Re­mo,” Chi­un said cold­ly. “This bat­tle be­longs to him, not to the

    po­lice.”




    Harold Smith de­cid­ed to wait.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-three




    Re­mo held Ivory’s hand as they drove from the air­port back to­ward down­town New Or­leans.

    For him, the mir­acle was not that he had sur­vived the ex­plo­sion on the plane, but that he

    had found Ivory af­ter it was all over.




    Dur­ing the pan­ic-​strick­en sec­onds right af­ter the blast, the scene in the Air Asia

    plane was a hor­ri­ble vi­sion. Re­mo had felt his seat belt come un­done and his body be­ing

    tossed in­to a group of hys­ter­ical pas­sen­gers who were try­ing, il­log­ical­ly, to un­do

    their seat belts to free them­selves.




    Re­mo had scur­ried to the big yawn­ing hole where the cock­pit had once been, and

    sta­tioned him­self there to stop peo­ple from tum­bling out in­to the night­time sky.




    The lake be­low was rac­ing up to­ward them. Those who sur­vived the im­pact had a chance to

    live if they all kept calm. Ev­ery nerve, ev­ery mus­cle fiber in Re­mo’s body was pulled

    vi­olin-​string-​tight. He had no time for hor­ror and none for rage, even though he knew this

    had not been an ac­ci­dent.




    The muf­fled thun­der he had heard had come from the bel­ly of the plane, not its en­gine.

    As soon as he had heard it, he knew it was a bomb. Some lu­natic had some­how man­aged to plant

    an ex­plo­sive in­side the plane.




    Some lu­natic, he thought, as a piece of the plane hur­tled down the last few dozen feet

    to­ward the lake. Why hadn’t he thought of it be­fore? It had been set up so sim­ply. Some­one

    had want­ed him dead, some­one care­less enough about hu­man life to be will­ing to sac­ri­fice

    a hun­dred in­no­cents just to kill him.




    Who else but A. H. Baynes? He caught an old wom­an who was slid­ing down the aisle to­ward

    the ripped-​open front of the craft and held her in his arms. He glanced be­hind him. Twelve

    feet. Six. Im­pact.




    The plane hit with the flat slap of an egg dropped on­to a tilt­ed kitchen floor. As soon as

    he felt the first pres­sure of con­tact un­der his feet, he put the old la­dy in­to a seat and

    un­strapped a stew­ardess who was still buck­led in.




    “Are you all right?” he asked her.




    She looked at him, in shock, as if un­able to com­pre­hend what had hap­pened. Re­mo reached

    be­hind her head and pressed a hard in­dex fin­ger in­to a clus­ter of nerves at the back of

    her neck.




    Sud­den­ly her eyes cleared and she nod­ded de­ci­sive­ly. In the rest of the plane, peo­ple

    were scream­ing, break­ing from their seat belts, start­ing to claw their way to the front of

    the plane to get out.




    “All right,” Re­mo said. “You help these peo­ple. Make sure they’ve got floats or what­ev­er

    they need. Get all the un­in­jured ones off. Give me room to work.” She got to her feet.




    “We’re go­ing to die. We’re go­ing to die. We’re drown­ing.” Voic­es came down the aisle of

    the plane. Re­mo’s voice barked above all the oth­ers. “Shut up and lis­ten. You’re not go­ing

    to die and you’re not go­ing to drown. One by one, you’re go­ing to leave this plane and get

    away from it be­fore it sinks. Just do what this la­dy says.”




    “What are you go­ing to do?” the stew­ardess asked. “I’ve got to see if any­body’s alive in

    the for­ward sec­tion. If I can find it.”




    Re­mo turned and dived out in­to the cold black wa­ter of the lake. As he sur­faced, he

    heard the stew­ardess’s calm voice be­hind him, telling the pas­sen­gers to re­move their seat

    cush­ions and use them as floats and then slide out in­to the wa­ter.




    Through the dark­ness, he saw a faint bump in the wa­ter fifty yards away and moved to it,

    not slap­ping his way through the wa­ter like a high-​speed com­pe­ti­tion swim­mer, but

    slid­ing through it like a fish, in move­ments so smooth that some­one might look at the lake

    and see, not a hu­man swim­mer, but just one rip­ple among many.




    When he was clos­er, he saw that the small bump he had seen was the hump atop the cock­pit.

    The front half of the plane was set­tling, sink­ing down in­to the wa­ters of Lake

    Pontchar­train. An­oth­er minute or so and it would be to­tal­ly sub­merged.




    He dived down un­der the wa­ter and in­to the for­ward sec­tion of the plane, past the

    twist­ed ripped met­al that showed where the bomb had ex­plod­ed.




    The pi­lot and copi­lot were still in their seats. Peer­ing like a fish un­der the inky

    wa­ter, Re­mo could see that their eyes and mouths were open. They were be­yond help, and he

    on­ly hoped that their deaths had been swift. They hadn’t de­served this.




    He felt the rage he had been con­trol­ling start­ing to rise in his throat. The plane had

    been snapped apart just slight­ly be­hind the pi­lot’s cab­in. All the pas­sen­gers were in the

    sec­tion that Re­mo had left be­hind, and he swam through the for­ward sec­tion of the plane

    for a few mo­ments, but there were no oth­er bod­ies. He felt the pres­sure as the plane be­gan

    to slip un­der the wa­ter, and he swam out and sur­faced.




    On the shore­line of the lake, he could see the re­volv­ing lights of emer­gen­cy

    ve­hi­cles, and his ears picked up the on­rush­ing whirring of a he­li­copter.




    Good. Help was com­ing. He looked quick­ly around him, but he saw no bod­ies float­ing, no

    one who need­ed help.




    As he swam back to the oth­er sec­tion of the plane, he was able to see the stew­ardess

    mov­ing peo­ple out in a rapid line, one af­ter an­oth­er, in­to the wa­ter.




    But the sec­tion of the plane had be­gun to tilt for­ward, and soon it would knife its way

    un­der the lake.




    Re­mo slipped back to it and pulled him­self in­to the cab­in sec­tion.




    “How we do­ing?” he asked the stew­ardess.




    “I lost one,” she said. Tears streamed down her face. “A lit­tle boy. He dropped his float

    and then went out. And I couldn’t reach him. He went un­der.” She was sob­bing even as she was

    con­tin­uing to help peo­ple in­to the wa­ter.




    “We’ll see what we can do,” Re­mo said. He let the air from his body and dropped like a

    stone un­der the wa­ters of the lake. As he dropped, he ro­tat­ed his body in the Sinan­ju

    spi­ral so that he com­mand­ed a full 360-de­gree view. The Sinan­ju spi­ral, he thought. This

    is how it should be used. For peo­ple’s good. The last time he had used it, it was to kill a

    pi­geon.




    He saw a dark shape float­ing aim­less­ly in the wa­ter a dozen feet away. It was the young

    boy, and Re­mo wrapped him in his arms and shot back to the sur­face like a bub­ble.




    He hoist­ed the boy’s body in­to the cab­in and put him on a seat.




    “Oh. You got him. Oh . . .” The stew­ardess could bare­ly talk. The plane had now been

    emp­tied ex­cept for six peo­ple who lolled un­con­scious in their seats. The oth­ers bobbed

    like cork chips in the wa­ter, away from the plane.




    “Will he be all right?” she asked.




    “Get your­self a float and get out of here,” Re­mo said as he pressed his fin­gers in­to the

    boy’s so­lar plexus. He had stopped breath­ing, but it had on­ly been a minute or so. There was

    still time. With his fin­ger­tips, Re­mo grasped a small clump of tis­sue and twist­ed it.




    “He’s dead, isn’t he?” the stew­ardess said. “He’s dead.”




    The boy’s mouth opened and then a flood of wa­ter and bile came pour­ing out. The boy gasped

    and sucked up a huge mouth­ful of air.




    “Not any­more,” Re­mo an­swered her. “He’ll be all right. Take him with you.”




    He hand­ed the boy to the stew­ardess, who wrapped her arms about him, then took a

    seat-​cush­ion be­tween her hands and slid out smooth­ly in­to the wa­ter.




    She was a good one, Re­mo thought, mov­ing to­ward the back of the plane. She de­served a

    medal.




    The wa­ter now was above his waist and he knew that in on­ly a few min­utes this sec­tion of

    the fuse­lage would go un­der the lake wa­ters.




    The six peo­ple still in their seats were un­con­scious, and a mere glance told Re­mo that

    their in­juries were more se­ri­ous than he was able to deal with.




    He couldn’t let them drown.




    He re­mem­bered the emer­gen­cy kits he of­ten saw in the rear of plane com­part­ments, and

    he went un­der the wa­ter to the very tail of the plane, where he found a large met­al

    con­tain­er. It was closed and locked, but he ripped off the met­al top and felt vinyl un­der

    his hands. As he brought it clos­er to his face, he could see that it was an in­flat­able

    raft.




    He sur­faced again.




    The wa­ter in the cab­in had risen an­oth­er foot.




    He pulled the con­trol on the raft and it be­gan to hiss and ex­pand. Re­mo moved it to­ward

    the jagged open­ing of the fuse­lage and pushed it out in­to the wa­ters of the lake. Then one

    at a time he came back for the pas­sen­gers and car­ried them out and placed them in the raft.

    He had just got­ten the last one on the bright yel­low float when he turned and saw the sil­ver

    sec­tion of the plane tip once, as if mak­ing a fi­nal bow, and then slide down un­der the

    wa­ter.




    He heard the sound of boat mo­tors rac­ing across the wa­ter to­ward them. Fifty feet away

    he saw the stew­ardess, still cling­ing grim­ly to her life pre­serv­er and to the young boy,

    and he pushed the raft over to her.




    When he tried to take the boy from her, she tight­ened her grip around his body un­til Re­mo

    said, “It’s me. It’s all right.” She rec­og­nized him and re­leased the boy, and Re­mo put him

    in the raft.




    “You’re a hel­lu­va la­dy,” Re­mo said, and then he let him­self slide un­der the wa­ter and

    pro­pelled him­self to­ward the shore­line. He didn’t want to be “res­cued,” and he didn’t want

    to be in­ter­viewed, and he didn’t want to be seen. Per­haps it would serve his pur­pos­es best

    if A. H. Baynes was al­lowed to think that Re­mo had died as planned.




    He swam away from the large clus­ter of peo­ple stand­ing on the shore, man­ning emer­gen­cy

    lights and play­ing them on the faces of the sur­vivors a few hun­dred yards out in­to the

    lake. When he was sure that no one could see him and he was out of the ring of lights, he

    walked slow­ly on­to dry ground.




    And couldn’t be­lieve his eyes.




    There stood Ivory. Her white suit was rum­pled and her face looked tense and anx­ious. “Oh,

    Re­mo,” she said, and ran in­to his arms. “Some­how I knew,” she said.




    He kissed her and im­me­di­ate­ly felt a rush of tri­umph flood over him. This is why I’m

    alive, he thought. And all the guilt and self-​re­crim­ina­tions about the peo­ple who had died

    be­cause of him re­treat­ed to a re­mote area of his mind. He was alive and Ivory had come back

    for him. “How did you know?” he asked.




    “I didn’t. I just hoped, and then there was the crash and I came run­ning here and some­how

    I knew that this would be the spot.”




    “That’s one plane I’m glad you missed,” Re­mo said, hold­ing her close to him. “Come on,

    let’s get out of here be­fore the crowds ar­rive.”




    “You’re wring­ing wet,” she said. “You’ll freeze.”




    “Don’t wor­ry about it,” he said.




    He took the first car he found in the park­ing lot. The driv­er had left the keys un­der the

    front seat, and as he drove from the air­port, slow­ly, past the po­lice emer­gen­cy lines that

    had been set up to con­trol sight­seer traf­fic, he turned to her and said, “I have to tell you

    some­thing about the stat­ue.”




    “Stat­ue?” Her ex­pres­sion was be­wil­dered.




    “The stat­ue you were look­ing for in New Or­leans. I know where it is.”




    “What? Why didn’t … ?”




    “Too long a sto­ry for now,” he said. “But I’m go­ing back there, and when I’m done, well,

    then you can have the stat­ue.”




    “Doesn’t the own­er have some­thing to say about this?”




    Re­mo want­ed to tell her that no one could own Kali, but he stopped him­self. Ivory had a

    hard enough time be­liev­ing that he had some­how sur­vived the plane crash. Any­thing more

    might drive her away in fright. In­stead, he just reached over and touched her knee.




    “I don’t un­der­stand it,” she said, and he knew what she meant.




    “Nei­ther do I,” he said. “I hard­ly know you, but . . .” He couldn’t fin­ish.




    “Maybe we knew each oth­er in a pre­vi­ous life,” she said with a smile.




    “Don’t tell me you grew up in Newark too,” Re­mo said.




    “No. I grew up in Sri Lan­ka. An old fam­ily. But I stud­ied in Switzer­land and Paris. Did

    you … ?” Re­mo shook his head. “I don’t think our back­grounds have much in com­mon. Time out.

    Where’s Sri Lan­ka, any­way?”




    “It’s near In­dia. It used to be called Cey­lon.”




    “Cey­lon?” He stared at her so long that he near­ly veered off the road.




    “You have been in my coun­try?” -she asked.




    “No. I’ve just got the jit­ters, that’s all. Ivory, about that stat­ue.”




    “Yes?”




    “Ev­ery time I looked at it, I saw an­oth­er face over the stat­ue’s. I’m sure it was your

    face. But it was sad and it was cry­ing.”




    “Is this flat­tery? Telling me I look like a two-​thou­sand-​year-​old stat­ue?”




    “It wasn’t the stat­ue,” Re­mo said. “That’s what I’m say­ing. There was an­oth­er face

    be­hind it, or over it, just hov­er­ing there. Your face. I . . . Oh, for­get it.”




    She smoothed his hand. “Are you all right, Re­mo?”




    “Fine. Just for­get I men­tioned the stat­ue and the face, okay?”




    “Okay,” she whis­pered, and kissed him soft­ly on the cheek.




    But he could not for­get it. The face hov­er­ing be­hind Kali’s stone vis­age had been

    Ivory’s, ab­so­lute­ly, un­mis­tak­ably.




    She was the Weep­ing Wom­an.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-four




    A five-​foot-​tall box sat in the cor­ner of A. H. Baynes’s of­fice, but Hol­ly Ro­dan did

    not even glance at it as she dragged her­self in­to the ashram. Tears streamed down her cheeks

    and her voice caught and broke. “He got away,” she gasped.




    “Ban Sar Din?”




    “No. He’s dead. The one that Kali want­ed us to kill, the one with the brief­case. He got

    away.”




    A. H. Baynes looked up as she said, “And all our peo­ple are dead.”




    “Josh too?” Baynes asked. “My son?”




    “I’m sor­ry,” she said. “All of them. I’m the on­ly one who es­caped. It was ter­ri­ble.

    That aw­ful man had help. This Ori­en­tal crea­ture jumped in to save him and it was just

    bru­tal and vi­cious what he did to our peo­ple.”




    Baynes was hold­ing a pen­cil as he sat be­hind his desk. The pen­cil had not moved since

    Hol­ly had told him of his son’s death, but now he tossed it on­to the desk blot­ter and stood

    up.




    “It’s time to move on then,” he said. “We can’t stay here any­more.”




    “But where will we go?” she asked tear­ful­ly.




    “Kali has pro­vid­ed,” he said. “I have a bunch of Air Asia tick­ets. What would you think

    about a place like, say, Hong Kong?”




    Her eyes twin­kled through her tears. “Hong Kong? Re­al­ly?”




    “Why not. You use those tick­ets and we’ll set up a new tem­ple, a big­ger one, in Hong

    Kong. And we’ll start all over again.”




    “Will we kill some more?” she asked hes­itant­ly.




    “Of course,” Baynes said.




    “That will please Kali,” Hol­ly said.




    “And what pleas­es Kali pleas­es me,” he said.




    “I know that, Phan­si­gar.” She frowned. “But you can’t be chief phan­si­gar any­more.”




    “Why not?”




    “Be­cause Ban Sar Din, the Holy One, is dead. That makes you the new Holy One.”




    “Good. Then you’ll be the new chief phan­si­gar,” he said, and checked the cash in his

    wal­let.




    “Me? A fe­male phan­si­gar? I-“




    “Why not? Kali un­der­stands. She was the very first fem­inist,” he said, and he had to hold

    back the laugh­ter when Hol­ly Ro­dan nod­ded sin­cere­ly in agree­ment.




    “What about you?” she asked.




    “I’ll meet you in Hong Kong. I have to pre­pare my­self for my re­spon­si­bil­ities as Holy

    One. I think I’m go­ing in­to the moun­tains to med­itate.”




    “I’m from Den­ver,” Hol­ly said. “If you need a place - “




    “No. I’ve got a place of my own in the moun­tains near there. Noth­ing like a lit­tle

    Col­orado moun­tain air to pre­pare a man for his life­long call­ing.” He put an arm around her

    and said, “You round up who­ev­er’s left, get the van, and go to the air­port.”




    “What about Kali? Should I pre­pare her for the jour­ney?”




    “No,” he said, his eyes as hard as steel. “I’ll wrap the stat­ue.”




    “But-“




    “We don’t have any time to waste,” he said. “We are sur­round­ed by un­be­liev­ers. We must

    move quick­ly.”




    “I’ll get ev­ery­body right now.”




    Five min­utes lat­er, he heard a horn beep in front of the ashram. He swore to him­self. The

    stupid lit­tle broad didn’t even have enough sense to park in the al­ley be­hind the

    build­ing.




    He strug­gled out­side, car­ry­ing a large ob­ject wrapped loose­ly in cloth.




    There were on­ly six Thuggees left, be­sides Hol­ly, and they were crammed in­to the

    sil­ver-​striped van like creamed her­ring in a jar. They were chant­ing and the van

    re­ver­ber­at­ed with their noise.




    “Qui­et down,” Baynes snapped as, he opened the van’s rear door. “Do you want the cops to

    catch you be­fore you make it to the air­port?”




    “We care noth­ing for po­lice. We kill for Kali.”




    “Kill. Kill.”




    Baynes slugged the near­est chanter in the face. “Well, I care, you ass­holes. They’re

    swarm­ing all over the place, so let’s get a move on.”




    He hauled the heavy ob­ject to the front of the van and placed it on the front seat. Hol­ly

    Ro­dan was be­hind the wheel and he hand­ed her a sheaf of Air Asia tick­ets.




    “Guard this care­ful­ly,” he told her, point­ing to the ob­ject. “It is Kali.”




    “With our lives, Chief Phan­si­gar,” she said zeal­ous­ly.




    “No. You are chief phan­si­gar. Now I am the Holy One.”




    Shy­ly she nod­ded. “Go with Kali, Holy One.”




    “En­joy your trip, Chief Phan­si­gar,” Baynes said.




    Smith turned from the win­dow and bolt­ed to the door of the mo­tel room. “They’re get­ting

    away,” he said.




    “Re­mo is not yet here,” Chi­un said.




    “We’ll save the stat­ue for Re­mo,” Smith said. “But I’ll be damned if I let those killers

    get away.”




    He was out in the hall­way and head­ing down the stairs, when Chi­un de­cid­ed to fol­low

    him. Smith was still suf­fer­ing from the in­juries he had re­ceived ear­li­er. He might need

    Chi­un near­by.




    On the street, Smith flagged a taxi. “Fol­low that van ahead of us,” he said as Chi­un

    en­tered the cab be­hind him, his bright turquoise robe flow­ing.




    “Come on, mis­ter. Mar­di Gras ain’t for an­oth­er six months or so.”




    A yel­low hand reached out and twist­ed the cab­bie’s head around with a pain more

    ex­cru­ci­at­ing than any the driv­er had ev­er known.




    “The em­per­or re­quests that you fol­low this ve­hi­cle in front of us. Do you agree to

    per­form this ser­vice?”




    “Sure thing, Em­per­or,” the cab­bie squeaked.




    “Then do it with eyes open and lips closed,” Chi­un or­dered.




    “Now, keep your heads down and keep qui­et,” Hol­ly com­mand­ed through the win­dow that led

    to the back of the van. She liked be­ing chief phan­si­gar. She de­cid­ed that giv­ing or­ders

    was ba­si­cal­ly what she liked do­ing best in the world.




    “We’re go­ing to the air­port,” she yelled, “and take Kali to Hong Kong.”




    “What’ll we live on?”




    “There’ll be oth­er pas­sen­gers on the plane,” she said. “Some­how Kali will pro­vide, from

    them.” Feel­ing good about flex­ing her au­thor­ita­tive mus­cles, she pulled over at the next

    red light and or­dered one the Thuggees to come up from the rear and take the wheel.




    “It’s the chief phan­si­gar’s job to pro­tect Kali,” she said, slid­ing in on the

    pas­sen­ger’s side of the front seat and twin­ing her arm around the-​cloth-​cov­ered fig­ure.

    “Hey, what’s this?”




    Some­thing was pro­trud­ing from Kali’s stom­ach. “Maybe She’s grow­ing an­oth­er arm,”

    Hol­ly said, loos­en­ing the cloth that en­cased the stat­ue. “If it’s an­oth­er arm, then it’s

    a sign that She ap­proves of this move to Hong Kong. She is giv­ing us a sign.” Ex­cit­ed­ly

    she peeled the cloth away, then stared at the stat­ue in be­wil­der­ment.




    “Is it an arm?” The Thuggees in the back of the van strained against the small win­dow

    open­ing to see. “No. It’s … it’s a clock.” Hol­ly touched her fin­ger to the num­bered disk

    em­bed­ded in the stat­ue’s bel­ly. “What’s a clock do­ing in Kali’s stom­ach?” one of the

    Thuggees asked.




    Hol­ly didn’t want to ad­mit sur­prise. Of­fi­cious­ly she said, “The Holy One con­sult­ed

    with me about it. He said that it would make it pos­si­ble to get the stat­ue past

    cus­toms.”




    “Good think­ing,” a Thuggee said. “Hail the Holy One,” sev­er­al chant­ed.




    “Hail the chief phan­si­gar,” Hol­ly shout­ed, when no one else did.




    Why was there a clock in Kali’s stom­ach? she won­dered. She looked at it care­ful­ly. In

    the rear of the van, they were still prais­ing A. H. Baynes and some­how it an­noyed her. “The

    fool­ish Holy One,” she said. “He didn’t even set the time cor­rect­ly.”




    “It’s nine-​oh-​four,” a Thuggee said.




    “Thanks,” she said, mov­ing the hands on the clock to the cor­rect time. Nine-​oh-​two,

    nine-​oh-​three, nine-​oh-




    When the stat­ue ex­plod­ed, a piece of it jammed in­to the driv­er’s brain and killed him

    in­stant­ly. A sec­ondary blast from the van’s en­gine blew the ve­hi­cle apart in a cloud of

    flame and smoke. Hol­ly Ro­dan was blast­ed through the wind­shield in­to the shrub­bery of

    some­one’s front lawn. This she took as a sign that Kali did not want to go to Hong Kong.




    Hol­ly felt her­self dy­ing in the smooth dirt be­hind a row of hedges. And sud­den­ly she

    knew why she was dy­ing and who had caused it. She tried to speak, but when she opened her

    mouth, on­ly blood came out. With an ef­fort, she tried to feel her fin­gers, to see if they

    were still at­tached to her body. They moved. Along­side her face, she be­gan to scrawl a

    mes­sage in the dirt.




    “C . . .” she be­gan. Just mov­ing her fin­ger enough to form the let­ter ex­haust­ed her.

    She wrote an O. She traced an L.




    It was all she could do. In her last mo­ments, Hol­ly Ro­dan was too tired even to chant

    “Kill for Kali.” But she smiled any­way, be­cause she knew that above all else, Kali loved to

    see Her own die.




    The ex­plo­sion was so pow­er­ful that the taxi­cab fol­low­ing the van spun about in the

    mid­dle of the street. Smith gasped as he saw the bod­ies fly out of the flam­ing ve­hi­cle

    like pieces of pop­corn over a high flame. Chi­un was al­ready out of the cab, and the mo­ment

    Smith’s re­flex­es could work again, he fol­lowed the Ori­en­tal to­ward the wreck­age.




    They pulled five in­jured young men from the flam­ing van. House lights came on along the

    street and a po­lice siren screamed in the dis­tance, grow­ing loud­er.




    The young men were dy­ing, but still chant­ed. “Kill.”




    “Kill for Kali.”




    “We die and She loves it.”




    “. . . loves it.”




    Smith looked at Chi­un, who pro­nounced the five young men’s death sen­tences by slow­ly

    shak­ing his head. They would not live.




    “Em­per­or-” he start­ed.




    “Not now, Chi­un. Wait,” Smith snapped. He leaned over one of the cultists and point­ed a

    foun­tain pen at him. “Who is your lead­er?” he asked.




    “The Holy One. Ban Sar Din.”




    “No,” a youth ly­ing next to him said. “Ban Sar Din has fall­en in dis­grace. The new Holy

    One is our lead­er.”




    “What’s his name?” Smith asked.




    “Baynes,” the Thuggee said proud­ly. “He has giv­en all to Kali. And we fol­low his

    bid­ding.”




    Smith rum­maged in the man’s pock­et and brought out the Air Asia tick­et.




    As the po­lice and am­bu­lance sirens wailed to a stop, Smith led Chi­un back to the throng

    of by­standers who had gath­ered on the side­walk around the wreck.




    “For­give me, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said. “I did not mean to in­ter­rupt you while you were

    threat­en­ing these cretins with your writ­ing tool-“




    “It’s a mi­cro­phone,” Smith said, ner­vous­ly watch­ing as the po­lice moved the in­jured

    in­to am­bu­lances.




    “What­ev­er it is,” Chi­un said, “I thought you would like to know who is ar­riv­ing.”




    “Who?” Smith squint­ed to see in the di­rec­tion that Chi­un was point­ing. Past the

    block­ade of po­lice cars, two fig­ures ran to­ward them. One of them was Re­mo. Re­mo strolled

    up, sur­veyed the ac­ci­dent, and said, “I go away for just a few min­utes, and look at the

    mess you two make.”




    “Maybe if you had been around tend­ing to busi­ness-” Smith be­gan.




    “Take a hike. I was busy be­ing blown out of the sky,” Re­mo said. “Any­way, I hope this

    teach­es you a les­son.”




    “What kind of les­son?” Smith asked.




    “Sign Chi­un’s pe­ti­tion. If you have am­ateur as­sas­sins, you’re go­ing to have mess

    af­ter mess, just like this.”




    “I have one here,” Chi­un said, reach­ing a long­nailed hand in­to his ki­mono.




    “No, no, no,” Smith said. “Please, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Put it away. You and I will dis­cuss

    that an­oth­er day.”




    “Maybe these peo­ple stand­ing around would like to sign,” Chi­un said hope­ful­ly. “They

    must be dis­gust­ed by all this noise and waste.”




    He looked around, but then stopped as Smith sud­den­ly wob­bled a lit­tle on his feet and

    be­gan to sink to­ward the side­walk. Re­mo caught him and held him in his arms.




    “What hap­pened, Chi­un?” he asked.




    “The Em­per­or was as­sault­ed tonight by these crea­tures. He will be all right.”




    “I’m okay now,” Smith said, pulling him­self away from Re­mo, ob­vi­ous­ly em­bar­rassed at

    his mo­men­tary dis­play of hu­man weak­ness. “Let’s just col­lect A. H. Baynes and put him

    away, and I’ll feel fine.”




    “I fig­ured Baynes,” Re­mo said. “I think he plant­ed a tick­et on me while I was sleep­ing

    and then rigged a bomb on the plane to try to kill me.”




    Ivory caught up with them, slight­ly breath­less and wob­bling on her high-​heeled shoes.

    She looked around at the ac­ci­dent vic­tims, then placed her hand on Re­mo’s and said, “Is

    there any­thing we can do?”




    Smith eyed her cold­ly, then called Re­mo away from the wom­an. “Who is she?” he

    de­mand­ed.




    “Some­body I met.”




    “How can you bring a stranger in on the mid­dle of a case like this?” Smith hissed. His

    anger was vis­ible.




    “She doesn’t how any­thing.”




    “She bet­ter not,” Smith said. “As it is, she’s seen the three of us and-“




    “Re­mo,” Ivory called. She was stand­ing be­hind some shrubs and her face was ashen. He

    walked over and she point­ed down to the body of Hol­ly Ro­dan. Smith and Chi­un came over

    al­so.




    “She’s dead,” Re­mo said, feel­ing for a pulse.




    “There is dirt be­neath the fin­ger­nails of her right fore­fin­ger,” Chi­un said. “She was

    try­ing to write a mes­sage in the earth.” He looked up at Ivory. “Right where you are

    stand­ing, madam.”




    Ivory gasped and moved back­ward. Just above Hol­ly’s fin­ger was the smeared foot­print of

    a high­heeled shoe.




    “I’m … so sor­ry,” Ivory whis­pered.




    “It’s all right,” Re­mo said gen­tly. He put his arm around her. His eyes were on Smith and

    in those eyes was a chal­lenge.




    Chi­un dropped to the ground be­side Hol­ly and looked care­ful­ly at the earth. “She had

    writ­ten a C,” he said. “But that is all I can dis­cern.”




    “I don’t know if it means any­thing,” Ivory said, “but I called you over be­cause of that.”

    She point­ed to Hol­ly’s left hand. In it was clutched a frag­ment that looked like stone.




    Chi­un re­moved it and held it up. The frag­ment was in the shape of a small hand.




    “The stat­ue?” Re­mo said.




    “Not the stat­ue,” Ivory sighed. “It can’t be. I’ve got to see if there are oth­er pieces

    around.” She dart­ed away from Re­mo in­to the crowd.




    “It is ap­par­ent­ly the hand of a stat­ue,” Chi­un said.




    Smith looked at the frag­ment care­ful­ly. “What’s this all about?”




    “The stat­ue, Em­per­or,” said Chi­un. “The one of which we spoke. Of Kali.”




    “Well, thank God we’ll have no more talk of mag­ical stat­ues,” Smith said. “Now all we’ve

    got left to do is get Baynes.”




    He hand­ed the stat­ue frag­ment to Re­mo, who said ca­su­al­ly, “There’s one oth­er

    prob­lem.”




    “What’s that?”




    Re­mo held the piece of stat­uary up to his nose. “It’s the wrong stat­ue,” he said.




    “What?” asked Smith.




    “I don’t feel any­thing. Baynes switched stat­ues. This isn’t Kali.”




    There was a long si­lence. Fi­nal­ly Chi­un said soft­ly, “There is an­oth­er prob­lem,

    Re­mo.”




    “Huh? What?”




    “The wom­an.”




    “Ivory?” Re­mo looked around, but Ivory was nowhere in sight. He combed through the crowd,

    even slip­ping past the po­lice to look in­to the wreck­age of the van, but the wom­an was

    gone.




    He stood in the mid­dle of the street and yelled, “Ivory.”




    But there was no an­swer.




    The three men re­turned to the ashram. Re­mo hoped that Ivory had gone there look­ing for

    the stat­ue. But there was no sign of the stat­ue, of Ivory, of A. H. Baynes. All had

    van­ished.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-five




    “Ivory,” A. H. Baynes whis­pered to the beau­ti­ful wom­an who lay next to him in bed.




    Out­side, the sun was ris­ing in the Rock­ies be­yond the glass wall of the chalet. The tips

    of tall pines glis­tened with dew in the val­ley be­low the cliff where Baynes’s moun­tain

    house stood, sur­round­ed by ear­ly­morn­ing fog.




    It was a per­fect sun­rise, and with Ivory’s creamy body rub­bing against his, Baynes was

    glad she had awak­ened him to see it.




    “How did you know I’d be here?” he asked, stroking the in­side of her white thighs.




    “The girl. The stupid one with the blond hair.”




    “Hol­ly? She told you?”




    “Of course not. She was dead. She wrote C-0-L in the dirt. I as­sumed it meant you had a

    place in Col­orado.”




    “Dead? What are you talk­ing about?”




    “You can stop the pre­tense, dar­ling. I’m the one who wears dis­guis­es, re­mem­ber?

    Any­way, I erased the mes­sage with my foot. No one knows we’re here.”




    “All right,” Baynes said. “She was get­ting to be a pain in the ass any­way. All of them

    with that chant­ing crap. I got a lot out of them any­way. Two new air­lines to add to just

    Folks. If the feds aren’t af­ter me.”




    Ivory rose lan­guid­ly and walked over to a cream­col­ored suit­case. She opened it. “And if

    they are,” she said, “this will set you up all over again some­where else.” She tilt­ed the

    suit­case to show neat rows of used hun­dred-​dol­lar bills.




    “I have some­thing for you too,” he said.




    “I was hop­ing you’d say that.”




    Baynes hauled a large box from be­hind the so­fa in the liv­ing room. He tore open the box

    and set the stat­ue of Kali on a low ta­ble in front of the glass wall over­look­ing the cliff.

    Against the back­ground of peaked moun­tains and clouds, the stat­ue looked for a mo­ment like

    a re­al god­dess to him, serene and in­scrutable, float­ing in the sky.




    “She’s mag­nif­icent,” Ivory said in hushed tones.




    “A hell of a lot of trou­ble for a hunk of stone,” he said. “I can tell you I’m glad to get

    it off my hands.” Ivory went back in­side the bed­room to dress. She emerged wear­ing a pair of

    slacks and a heavy sweater. “Plan­ning on go­ing out?” he asked.




    “No, just a lit­tle chilly,” she said.




    “Well, sit down and have a drink.” He poured bour­bon for both of them. “You are a

    mar­velous-​look­ing wom­an,” he said, hand­ing her a glass. “I’ll nev­er get over my sur­prise

    when I met you at that aban­doned build­ing. I thought you were a man, for Christ’s sake.”




    “I was wear­ing cloaks.”




    “With noth­ing un­der­neath. I’ve nev­er been se­duced like that be­fore,” he said.




    “You nev­er owned the stat­ue of Kali be­fore,” she said.




    His pride felt per­fo­rat­ed and he said, “Damn that hunk of rock. Who’s will­ing to pay so

    much mon­ey for it, any­way?”




    “No one. Kali is for me. My peo­ple.”‘




    Baynes guf­fawed. “Your peo­ple? Where are your peo­ple from? Scars­dale?”




    She looked at him lev­el­ly. “I am from a moun­tain­ous re­gion in cen­tral Cey­lon. My

    an­ces­tors cre­at­ed the stat­ue. It be­longs to their de­scen­dants.”




    “This piece of junk?”




    “I would ad­vise you not to re­fer to Kali as junk,” she said.




    “Hell, you be­lieve it too. I used to have those nin­nies at the ashram run­ning around in

    cir­cles, mak­ing be­lieve that the air­line tick­ets grew mag­ical­ly out of Her fin­gers

    ev­ery night. And all I did was stick them there.”




    “And the arms the stat­ue grew?” she asked.




    “That was Sar­dine’s con. I nev­er did fig­ure out how he did it, but it worked. It kept the

    cra­zies in line pret­ty well.”




    “The In­di­an had noth­ing to do with it,” she said.




    “You re­al­ly be­lieve it,” he said, mak­ing no at­tempt to hide his as­ton­ish­ment.

    “Grow­ing arms, need­ing a lover, want­ing deaths and all that slut. You be­lieve it.”




    “How lit­tle you re­al­ly know,” she said. “I have spent six years track­ing this

    stat­ue.”




    “Well, if you think there’s any­thing spe­cial about it, you ought to be dis­il­lu­sioned

    now. Look at it. It’s junk, and it’s ug­ly junk to boot.”




    She walked be­hind him slow­ly, ca­ress­ing his shoul­ders. “Per­haps you weren’t wor­thy

    enough to see its beau­ty,” she said, and pulled from her pants pock­et a yel­low silk ru­mal.

    “You see, Kali on­ly in­ter­venes for those She loves. You were on­ly a small link in the

    chain, Mr. Baynes. I doubt if She will in­ter­vene in your be­half.”




    She slid the ru­mal around his neck. Num­ber 221.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-six




    The oxy­gen-​thin moun­tain air filled Re­mo’s lungs with cold and he ad­just­ed his

    breath­ing to al­low his body to ab­sorb more oxy­gen.




    “What a god­for­sak­en dump,” he said.




    “I thought white peo­ple were al­ways en­am­ored by the moun­tains and the snow,” Chi­un

    said. “That as they suc­cumbed to frost­bite and star­va­tion, they al­ways shout­ed ‘back to

    na­ture.’”




    “Not this white per­son,” Re­mo said. “I hope Smit­ty’s right about this.”




    “Those four piles of me­chan­ical junk in his of­fice-“




    “His com­put­ers,” Re­mo said.




    “Cor­rect. Those four piles of me­chan­ical junk de­ter­mined that this house is se­cret­ly

    owned by A. H. Baynes,” Chi­un said.




    “Yeah. He owns it,” Re­mo said, “and he’s prob­ably in Puer­to Ri­co, sun­ning him­self on a

    beach.”




    They bound­ed silent­ly up the crag­gy cliff. Above them, on a rock over­hang, stood the

    mod­ernistic chalet with its glass walls over­look­ing the cliff.




    Nei­ther man had spo­ken the thought that was most on their minds. If Baynes was here, so

    was the stat­ue of Kali.




    As they ap­proached the turnoff to the house’s drive­way, Chi­un said, “Hold, Re­mo. There

    is some­thing I must give you.” He reached un­der his robe. “You have not asked me about my

    vis­it to Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo felt his nerves tight­en. “I don’t want to think about that now, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I

    just want Baynes, and then I want to get out of here.”




    “And the stat­ue?”




    “Maybe he doesn’t have it. He might have sent it some­where,” Re­mo said.




    “Do you be­lieve that?” Chi­un asked soft­ly.




    “No.” Re­mo leaned against a tree. “You were right about the stat­ue hav­ing some kind of

    pow­er,” he told Chi­un. “I couldn’t de­stroy it, and ev­ery time I was near it, some­thing

    hap­pened in­side me.” He closed his eyes tight­ly.




    “What caus­es you such pain?” Chi­un asked.




    “It was a bird,” Re­mo said. “Just a bird, and I killed it. It could just as eas­ily have

    been a per­son. I killed it and I brought the body back for Kali. It was for Her.”




    “That was then. This is now,” Chi­un said.




    “And it’s go­ing to be dif­fer­ent? Chi­un, I ran away from that place. I was try­ing to get

    to Ko­rea so I could hide be­hind you.” He laughed mirth­less­ly. “The his­to­ry of Sinan­ju

    thinks Lu was bad for fight­ing tigers in the cir­cus. I couldn’t even face a stat­ue, Chi­un.

    That’s what I’m re­al­ly made of.”




    “Time and his­to­ry will judge what you are made of, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. “I have brought

    you a gift.” From his sleeve he brought out a band of sil­ver and hand­ed it to the white man.

    “It was the ring Lu wore when he thrust the stat­ue of Kali in­to the sea. Take it.”




    “Is that why you went to Sinan­ju?” Re­mo asked. “To help me?” Sud­den­ly he felt very

    small.




    “That is the du­ty of a teach­er,” Chi­un said. He pro­ferred the ring again.




    Re­mo took it, but it did not fit any of his fin­gers. “I’ll keep it in my pock­et.” He

    smiled gen­tly. The old man re­al­ly be­lieved that a sil­ver ring might just make a man out of

    a cow­ard, and Re­mo loved him for that. “You are no weak­er than Lu,” Chi­un said. “Re­mem­ber

    that you are both Mas­ters of Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo want­ed to tell him that he was not a Mas­ter, that he would nev­er be a Mas­ter, and

    that all the times Chi­un had called him an un­train­able, un­ruly pale piece of pig’s ear, he

    had been dead right. Re­mo Williams was a no­body from Newark, New Jer­sey, and that was all he

    would ev­er be. He thought those things, and to Chi­un he said, “Right. Let’s get on with

    it.”




    They moved from be­neath the tree and broke in­to the chalet silent­ly, through the garage.

    They heard no one, and it was not un­til they reached the large, airy liv­ing room on the

    up­per lev­el that they found A. H. Baynes sprawled across a so­fa, his head bent back­ward in

    an un­nat­ural po­si­tion, his eyes bulging, tongue black and swollen, a red ring around his

    neck. His flesh was still warm.




    “He’s dead,” Re­mo said. Sud­den­ly he be­gan to pant and he could not breathe. His legs

    weak­ened and he felt dizzy. Above all, the scent that filled the room seemed to clutch at his

    in­sides and par­alyze his thoughts.




    “It’s here,” he whis­pered. “The stat­ue.”




    “Where?” said Chi­un.




    With­out both­er­ing to look, Re­mo point­ed to a cor­ner of the room, where a card­board

    box had been heav­ily taped for ship­ping.




    But as if the spir­it in­side the box had seen him, the card­board sides split from the

    mid­dle out­ward. The torn edges singed and smoke poured from the cor­ners of the box. The

    stiff card­board melt­ed away to black ash, and in the mid­dle of the con­tain­er’s charred

    re­mains stood the stat­ue of Kali. As Re­mo turned to look, its mouth ap­peared to smile.




    Re­mo fell to his knees. On­ly Chi­un turned when the sound of foot­steps came from the

    bed­room.




    “We have a vis­itor, Re­mo,” he said.




    Re­mo whirled around, then rose to his feet shak­ily. In front of him stood the wom­an named

    Ivory. There was a gun in her hand, but her face was not that of a killer. Her eyes were full

    of pain and sad­ness.




    “Why did it have to be you?” Re­mo asked, feel­ing his heart break.




    “I asked my­self the same,” she an­swered qui­et­ly. “You don’t have to lie now, Ivory. I

    may be stupid but some­times I can see things. Like how your foot just hap­pened to rub out

    that dead girl’s mes­sage.”




    “I didn’t want you to come here. I didn’t want to have to kill you.”




    “That didn’t seem to stop you from try­ing on the plane,” he said. “You checked a bomb with

    your bag­gage and you knew it would go off right af­ter take­off.”




    “I had to have the stat­ue,” she said. “I did not know you then, Re­mo. If I had, I could

    not have killed you.”




    “But now you can,” he said, nod­ding to­ward the gun in her hand.




    “Not now. Not if I don’t need to. Re­mo, the stat­ue of Kali be­longs to the peo­ple of

    Bathas­ga­ta. It is a dan­ger any­where else. Kali is not a kind god­dess.”




    “The stat­ue is a dan­ger wher­ev­er it is,” Chi­un said. “It must be de­stroyed.”




    “And will that de­stroy the god­dess with­in it?” she asked.




    “No, it may not,” Chi­un said. “But she walked the earth for thou­sands of years be­fore she

    found her home in that stat­ue. She may yet walk home­less again, not killing, not driv­ing

    oth­ers to kill. The stat­ue must be de­stroyed.”




    “You will not harm it,” Ivory snapped, her eyes flash­ing. “You two leave and no harm will

    come to you. I wish on­ly to go with the stat­ue. Let me go and I promise you that the stat­ue

    and I will nev­er leave Bathas­ga­ta.”




    “What of your peo­ple?” Chi­un asked. “Do they un­der­stand what Kali lives on?”




    “Some do, the wise ones,” Ivory said. “The rest on­ly want their de­ity re­turned to them.

    They will ac­cept.”




    “Un­til the vil­lage runs with blood and there are no more left to kill. And then some­how

    the stat­ue will leave your vil­lage and its evil will spread, as it had al­ready spread among

    those fool­ish chil­dren who did its work.”




    “It is not your right to in­ter­fere,” Ivory said tear­ful­ly. And in her face, Re­mo saw it

    once again, and now he was sure. She was the Weep­ing Wom­an, the face that hov­ered be­hind

    Kali’s, the shad­owy im­age that per­sist­ed in be­ing seen.




    “Ivory,” Re­mo whis­pered, and their eyes locked. “I know who you are and I know who I am

    now too. I don’t care what hap­pens to the stat­ue. I love you. I have for two thou­sand

    years.”




    She looked at him, then dropped the gun silent­ly in­to the thick car­pet and took a step

    to­ward him. “I feel it, but I don’t un­der­stand it,” she said.




    “Two thou­sand years ago,” Re­mo said, “we were lovers. I was a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and you

    were a priest­ess of Kali and we loved. Un­til Kali sep­arat­ed us.”




    The name forced Ivory to glance again at the stat­ue, and she said, “But I serve Kali.” Her

    face bore a be­wil­dered ex­pres­sion.




    “Don’t serve Her,” Re­mo said. “Don’t leave me again.” He stepped for­ward and kissed her,

    and again he felt the peace of a qui­et val­ley in a dis­tant time. Once again he was with her,

    just as he had lain with her in a bed of flow­ers.




    “De­stroy it,” she hissed. “Do it quick­ly, while there is time. Do it for us. I love-“




    She stiff­ened.




    “Ivory,” Re­mo said. He shook her. Her hands clawed at her neck, tore at her cloth­ing. Her

    eyes, round with fear, plead­ed silent­ly with him. From her lips came a chok­ing gasp. She

    grasped Re­mo’s arms, but a con­vul­sion shook her and her hands fell limply as she sank in­to

    Re­mo’s arms.




    “Ivory!” Re­mo screamed. He lift­ed her in his arms and turned to­ward the stat­ue.




    The stat­ue sprout­ed a small bud of an arm.




    “Kali is a jeal­ous god­dess, my son,” Chi­un said. He took Ivory’s body from Re­mo’s arms

    and float­ed to the car­pet in lo­tus po­si­tion, gen­tly set­ting the body down. The on­ly

    sign of ten­sion in the old man was in his hands as he placed them to­geth­er, like a child in

    prayer.




    He be­gan to moan, and Re­mo dropped to his side. “Chi­un. Are you all right?”




    “There … is no air to breathe,” Chi­un said soft­ly. He bowed his head, his white hair

    trem­bled. Then his whole head shook in a vi­olent spasm and lurched back­ward as if some

    in­vis­ible hand had yanked it.




    Re­mo touched the old man briefly in pan­ic, then rose and turned to­ward the stat­ue.




    “You’ve done this,” he shout­ed, and threw a lethal kick at the head of the stone carv­ing.

    His foot nev­er reached it. His legs buck­led and he sprawled on the floor. He rose again and

    tried to smash the stat­ue with his hands, but his arms hung use­less­ly, re­fus­ing to serve

    him.




    He turned to­ward Chi­un and his mouth hung open in hor­ror. A small blue spot had ap­peared

    on Chi­un’s fore­head and it was grow­ing.




    The ring, Re­mo thought. He fum­bled in his pock­et. What would he do with it? He couldn’t

    wear it. Would its mere pres­ence be enough? He wrapped his fin­gers around it and pulled it

    out. Then, hold­ing it in front of him as if he were con­fronting a vam­pire with a cross, he

    ap­proached the stat­ue.




    His legs could bare­ly move. In­side him was a heav­iness that seemed to drag his heart

    in­to the depths of hell. He had no strength and it took all the con­cen­tra­tion of his mind

    and mus­cles to lift his palm with the sil­ver ring in it and move it to­ward the

    im­pas­sive­ly ma­li­cious face of the idol.




    The ring glowed for a mo­ment, and for that in­stant Re­mo thought that the ring-​Lu’s ring,

    giv­en to him by the wom­an he loved-​could save him. But the glow fad­ed and scores of small

    pits ap­peared in the sil­ver as it melt­ed and the molten met­al, burned through his skin and

    his flesh with a ter­ri­ble sear­ing pain.




    He screamed and fell thrash­ing to the floor. The pain pound­ed through his body and the

    ten­der flesh on his palm siz­zled. The bud of an arm on Kali’s tor­so grew be­fore his eyes,

    and the god­dess’s sick­ly-​sweet smell over­pow­ered the room. Re­mo knew that the pow­er of

    the ring was as noth­ing com­pared with the foul en­er­gy that em­anat­ed from the hideous

    stone sculp­ture.




    As he lay there, he looked to­ward Chi­un. There was no plead­ing in the old man’s eyes, as

    there had been in Ivory’s. There was no fear, no shame, no ac­cu­sa­tion. Re­mo, numb in his

    own pain, ached for the old teach­er. Chi­un’s eyes looked an­cient and hol­lowed, and the blue

    mark on his fore­head was grow­ing, dark­en­ing. Chi­un was dy­ing, more slow­ly than most

    be­cause he could con­trol the re­spons­es of his own body, but dy­ing. And there was noth­ing

    in the dy­ing old eyes ex­cept peace.




    “Chi­un,” Re­mo whis­pered. He tried to drag him­self across the floor. If he must die, let

    it be with the man who had giv­en him life. But noth­ing in­side him worked any­more. Re­mo

    could not even lift his head from the floor.




    He closed his eyes. He could not bear the sight of Chi­un’s proud face as it suc­cumbed to

    death.




    Then a voice spoke.




    Its ori­gin was not out­side Re­mo, but some­where in the re­cess­es of his mind. It was

    more a feel­ing than a voice, but it car­ried the acrid scent of the god­dess, acrid and

    cloy­ing. It might have been the stink of his own burn­ing flesh, he thought, but the pain was

    so great and the cer­tain­ty of Chi­un’s death was so hard that he was forced to ac­cept the

    truth: that Kali was now in­side him, con­trol­ling and mock­ing him. Then She spoke to him in

    Her own tongue just as She had spo­ken to Mas­ter Lu two mil­len­nia be­fore.




    “This is on­ly the be­gin­ning of your pun­ish­ment,” the voice said. Then it laughed, high

    and tin­kling as a cho­rus of tiny bells.




    “I brought her back for you, child of Lu,” the voice told Re­mo. “A dif­fer­ent body, but

    the same wom­an. Born to bring you a mo­ment’s joy, as Lu’s wom­an served him. And tak­en by me

    just as quick­ly.”




    The bells were gone from the voice now, and it was rock-​hard ice.




    “You could have loved me as Lu could have loved me. You could have served me. But you chose

    to die in­stead. And you shall: As your wom­an has died. As the old man now is dy­ing. Ex­cept

    their deaths will be quick. Yours will be the best that I can pro­vide.”




    Re­mo forced his eyes open. The voice dis­ap­peared. Chi­un lay on his side, un­mov­ing. He

    had giv­en up. He had wait­ed for Re­mo to save him, and Re­mo once again had cho­sen to hide

    be­hind his own closed eye­lids.




    “You will not kill him,” Re­mo said, pulling him­self with a des­per­ate ef­fort to his

    knees. A wave of un­seen en­er­gy slapped him hard across the chest. Bile rose in his throat,

    and he wa­vered, but he pulled him­self up still fur­ther. “Maybe I de­serve your

    pun­ish­ment,” he whis­pered. “Maybe Lu did. Maybe even Ivory. But you will not have

    Chi­un.”




    He brought him­self to his full height. His hand still burned. His head still spun. His

    in­sides were wa­ter. His legs were im­mo­bile, but he was stand­ing and he knew in that

    mo­ment that he would nev­er kneel be­fore Kali again.




    “False hero,” the voice said again. “You are weak. Your teach­er was weak. All are weak

    be­fore me.” But I will not bow be­fore you, an­oth­er voice in­side him said. It was a small

    voice, from a place very far re­moved from his mind, but it spoke, and Kali lis­tened.

    “No.”




    A sharp stab of pain clutched at his stom­ach. Blood spurt­ed from his nose and mouth.




    Re­mo stood.




    The glob of molton sil­ver in his hand siz­zled in­to liq­uid again, burn­ing down the

    length of his fin­gers. Re­mo stood.




    His ears were pierced by some­thing that felt like two hot wires jabbed in­to his eardrums.

    They filled his ears with a sound like the wail of a thou­sand screams.




    And yet he stood, and qui­et­ed them with his will. He could feel his strength re­turn­ing.

    He raised his head and stared di­rect­ly in­to the evil eyes of the stone god­dess.




    “You are not Lu,” the voice said.




    “No,” Re­mo an­swered cold­ly, speak­ing aloud in the silent room.




    “But you have his spir­it.”




    “And an­oth­er’s,” Re­mo said.




    “Who are you?” The de­mand was a shriek, silent in the phys­ical room he oc­cu­pied, but

    re­ver­ber­at­ing in­side him like the keen­ing of a ban­shee.




    And then he an­swered, from the place in­side him­self, the place that did not make it­self

    known even to Re­mo, and the voice from the place spoke its own words, the words of the old

    prophe­cy of Sinan­ju:




    I am cre­at­ed Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; death, the shat­ter­er of worlds. The dead night

    tiger made whole by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo moved to­ward the stat­ue. In his mind he heard a scream.




    The stat­ue re­pelled him with wave af­ter wave, silent, in­vis­ible blows that pulled the

    skin from his face. But Re­mo was no longer afraid. He grasped the stat­ue by its head. The

    touch of it burned him. The force in­side it pro­pelled his feet off the floor and sent him

    hurtling across the room. He crashed against the glass wall and went through in a sun­burst of

    light and sound.




    But he held the stat­ue.




    It moved. It twist­ed as if it were made of the soft­est clay. Its arms seemed to flut­ter

    and dance un­til they were around Re­mo’s neck, clutch­ing, squeez­ing, in­fect­ing him with

    their poi­son.




    “You don’t fright­en me any­more,” Re­mo said aloud. “I am Shi­va.” He let the arms twine

    about him. With each twist, he com­pressed the stat­ue more tight­ly be­tween his two burned

    hands. With a fi­nal gasp, it spewed a yel­low va­por from its nos­trils. The va­por hung like

    a pall, thick and foul, for a mo­ment in the clear Col­orado sky. Then it dis­si­pat­ed like so

    much morn­ing mist.




    The stone crum­bled in Re­mo’s hands. He crushed the head to pow­der, then broke it all

    apart and threw the oth­er pieces over the side of the cliff. They made lit­tle thud­ding

    sounds as they struck the earth and rocks be­low.




    He walked back in­side the room. Fresh air poured in­to it through the shat­tered pic­ture

    win­dow, and there was no trace of the foul odor the stat­ue had al­ways car­ried with it.




    Sad­ly Re­mo knelt be­side Chi­un. He placed a hand gen­tly over the blue dot on the old

    man’s fore­head. The fore­head was cool and smooth to his touch. Tears streamed down Re­mo’s

    face and he asked what­ev­er gods might hear him: “Let me die so well as the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.”




    The fore­head be­neath his palm wrin­kled. There was a flut­ter­ing of eye­lash­es and then

    Chi­un’s squeaky voice:




    “Die well? You will die im­me­di­ate­ly if you do not re­move your big bar­bar­ian hand from

    my del­icate skin.”




    “Chi­un.”




    Re­mo sat back. The old man straight­ened him­self with great dig­ni­ty, and as he did, the

    blue spot on his fore­head slow­ly fad­ed un­til it was gone.




    “How are you still alive?” Re­mo asked.




    “How?” The Ko­re­an’s hazel eyes widened. “How? How in­deed, con­sid­er­ing that I am

    al­ways bur­dened by you.”




    “I…?”




    “Yes. You,” Chi­un snapped. “I was halfway in­to the great Void and you per­formed as

    usu­al. You did noth­ing.”




    “l-“




    “You should have used the ring as I told you.”




    “I did use the ring. I held it-“




    “You did noth­ing,” Chi­un said. “I watched.”




    “But my hands.” Re­mo of­fered his burned palm for Chi­un’s ex­am­ina­tion. There was not a

    mark on it. “The ring … I saw … It burned . . .” He reached in­to his pock­et. There was

    some­thing there. He pulled out a pit­ted ring, cheap and im­pure, fash­ioned of sil­ver.




    “Was it all in my mind?” he asked in­cred­ulous­ly.




    Chi­un snort­ed. “If it all fit in­to your mind, it must have been a very small thing

    in­deed,” he said.




    “But I swear,” Re­mo said. He felt some­thing on his hand and lift­ed the ring from his

    palm. Be­neath it, in the cir­cle of the ring, was a drop of wa­ter. He tast­ed it. It was

    salt, the salt of tears.




    “Oh, Ivory,” Re­mo said. He went to the cold, dead body of the wom­an. Her face was wet with

    tears. Silent­ly Re­mo placed the ring on her fin­ger. Per­haps, he thought, it would bring the

    Weep­ing Wom­an some peace at last.


  




  

    Chapter Twenty-seven




    “Am I Lu, then?” Re­mo asked.




    “Well, aren’t you an id­iot,” Chi­un said. “Of course you are not Lu. Lu has been dead for

    two thou­sand years. Do you not yet know who you are, fool?”




    “But what about Ivory? The Weep­ing Wom­an. The ring.”




    They were in­ter­rupt­ed as Dr. Harold W. Smith en­tered the ho­tel room in New York and sat

    down be­hind the large writ­ing desk.




    “Well?” Re­mo de­mand­ed of Chi­un. “What about those things? What about the stat­ue? It

    talked.”




    He saw Smith glance up­ward sharply.




    Chi­un said in Ko­re­an to Re­mo, “Such sub­jects should not be dis­cussed with men of bound

    minds such as the em­per­or.”




    “I beg your par­don,” Smith said.




    “Ah, Il­lus­tri­ous One. For­give me my prat­tle. I was mere­ly telling Re­mo to re­main

    silent about the cure for the mal­ady which has af­fect­ed his rea­son.”




    “What cure?” Smith asked.




    “Some­thing that will ease his bur­dened mind and make these vi­sions of spir­its with­in

    stat­ues van­ish for­ev­er, thus free­ing him to be of greater ser­vice to you. But we do not

    wish to waste your time, O Em­per­or. Please do not give this a sec­ond thought.”




    “But, well, if there’s some­thing I could do . . .” Smith said.




    “Tru­ly, it is noth­ing,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. “While it would heal Re­mo in a mo­ment, you

    should not be trou­bled with such triv­ial­ities.”




    Re­mo cleared his throat. “Well, since you asked, I guess I could use a cou­ple of weeks in

    Puer­to Ri­co.”




    “Pay him no heed, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said. He kicked him in the shins, out of Smith’s view.

    “That is not what he needs.”




    “How do you know what I need?”




    Chi­un kicked him again, hard­er this time. “Sire, this boy is like a son to me, even if he

    is white. A son whose in­ner­most thoughts find their way to my heart. I know what he tru­ly

    needs.”




    “Re­al­ly?” Smith said. He sound­ed even more lemo­ny than usu­al.




    “In­deed. But it is so mi­nor, I will say no more.”




    “Very well,” Smith said agree­ably.




    “Ex­cept that Re­mo wish­es, above all things, to be able to give to his adopt­ed vil­lage

    of Sinan­ju the trib­ute it so just­ly de­serves,” Chi­un added quick­ly.




    “I do?” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un ig­nored him. “A mere five-​weight of gold is so lit­tle. It shames my stu­dent.”




    Smith sighed. “I thought you gave up the ex­tra trib­ute in ex­change for the trip back to

    Sinan­ju.”




    “That is cor­rect, O Just and En­light­ened One. And so it is not I who ask for a

    ten-​weight of gold to re­place the pal­try five-​weight-“




    “Ten? Be­fore, we had set­tled on nine,” Smith said. “Yes, O All-​Re­call­ing One. But now

    it is not I who ask for the ten-​weight. It is Re­mo.”




    “So far, he hasn’t said a word about it,” Smith said. “It is be­cause he is a shy and

    ret­icent thing, Em­per­or. But in his heart, he wants above all things to see the peo­ple of

    Sinan­ju clothed and fed. Is that not so, Re­mo?” He looked sharply at his pupil. Out of

    Smith’s sight, he jabbed a long fin­ger­nail in­to Re­mo’s thigh.




    “Ow.” Re­mo yelled.




    “You see, Em­per­or? So great is his con­cern for the vil­lage that he cries out in

    de­spair. Tru­ly, there is no oth­er way, lest we lose him to heart­sick­ness.”




    Smith ex­haled in noisy res­ig­na­tion. “All right,” he said. “An ad­di­tion­al five-​weight

    of gold an­nu­al­ly.”




    Chi­un beamed. “He is most pleased, Em­per­or.” Re­mo yawned.




    “But it has to come out of some­where,” Smith said. “For in­stance, Re­mo, these ex­pens­es

    you keep run­ning up.”




    “Of course, Em­per­or,” said Chi­un. “Re­mo is will­ing to re­strict his food in­take for

    such a wor­thy cause.”




    “And we’ll have to cut your va­ca­tion time too,” Smith said.




    “Now, hold on just a minute,” Re­mo said. “Af­ter the Seag­ull Mo­tel, I want to go to

    Puer­to Ri­co.”




    “Make your choice,” Smith said. “More gold for Sinan­ju or Puer­to Ri­co?”




    “That’s easy. Ow.”




    “He des­per­ate­ly prefers the ten-​weight of gold, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said, lean­ing

    for­ward. “Des­per­ate­ly.”




    Smith looked at Re­mo, dou­bled over and racked with pain. “I’m glad that’s set­tled,” Smith

    said.




    “For now,” Re­mo grum­bled. “On­ly for now.” Af­ter Smith had left, Re­mo and Chi­un again

    spoke. “What of Kali?” Re­mo said. “Is she dead?”




    “The gods do not die. It is as I told that wom­an. Per­haps it will be many cen­turies

    be­fore Kali finds an­oth­er home on this earth.”




    “I hope so,” Re­mo said. “My clothes stunk for days af­ter­ward. “




    In the hand­some sub­urb of Den­ver, lit­tle Kim­ber­ly Baynes sat in her play­room mak­ing

    shapes out of a mound of pink Play-​Doh. She wore a tiny apron over her frock, as her

    grand­moth­er had in­struct­ed her, and she worked clean­ly and qui­et­ly.




    Mrs. Baynes peeked in and felt the same thrill she had felt ev­ery day since she had tak­en

    cus­tody of Kim­ber­ly. Life had been grim since the death of her son and his wife and their

    son. It had seemed for a while that there would be noth­ing re­main­ing to fill the last years

    of her life, but then Kim­ber­ly had come and the lit­tle girl’s laugh­ter had made Mrs. Baynes

    feel young again.




    Chil­dren were won­der­ful­ly re­silient. Af­ter the po­lice had found the poor lit­tle

    crea­ture, Kim­ber­ly had done noth­ing but chant in­sen­si­bil­ities for a week. But that had

    all passed. Now she was as nor­mal as blue­ber­ry pie. She nev­er even men­tioned that

    ter­ri­ble place where her par­ents had tak­en her and Joshua to live. They for­get, Mrs.

    Baynes thought. That’s how the young stay hap­py.




    Mrs. Baynes left the play­room to fix her­self a cup of tea. She was sip­ping it in front of

    the tele­vi­sion when Kim­ber­ly raced in, grin­ning, a wad of pink Play-​Doh stuck to the end

    of her nose.




    “Come see, Grand­ma. See what I made.”




    “Oh, my,” the old la­dy said. “So this is the grand un­veil­ing. Well, all right. I can’t

    wait to see.”




    But Grand­ma Baynes had to blink hard as she en­tered the play­room. The pink blob of

    Kim­ber­ly’s minia­ture work­table was near­ly two feet high and formed in­to the shape of a

    ma­ture adult wom­an, com­plete with breasts. Its face, child­ish­ly scrawled with a pen­cil

    point, seemed strange­ly malev­olent. But the odd­est thing about the stat­ue was the num­ber

    of arms it had.




    Five.




    “Why did you give the la­dy five arms, Kim­ber­ly?” Mrs. Baynes asked gen­tly.




    “So it’ll have room to grow more, sil­ly,” Kim­ber­ly said.




    “Ah, I see,” Mrs. Baynes smiled. “It’s . . . very pret­ty, dar­ling.” She didn’t know why,

    but the sculp­ture filled her with loathing. Still, it was Kim­ber­ly’s, and the child should

    be al­lowed to ex­press her­self. Maybe dur­ing the day some­time, she thought, she could fix

    the face her­self with a nice smile and a pair of M es.




    “She’s beau­ti­ful,” Kim­ber­ly said. “She’s my friend.”




    “Does your friend have a name?” Mrs. Baynes asked.




    “Yes. Her name is Kali.”




    “Isn’t that nice?” Mrs. Baynes said. “Shall we have some ice cream now?”




    “Oh, yes,” Kim­ber­ly said. She held her grand­moth­er’s hand and skipped from the room.




    The sun set, shroud­ing the room in dark­ness. And there, on the minia­ture work­table,

    cov­ered with crayons and pa­per dolls and smudges of Play Doh, the tall pink stat­ue pro­duced

    a small pink nub in a space be­tween its arms.
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