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    Chapter 1




    It was easy mon­ey. Maybe too easy. But then there was no such thing. Some­one was go­ing to

    make a bun­dle out of this some­how, al­though Carl Schroed­er couldn’t fig­ure out how.




    He got free air­fare to Lon­don and a hun­dred dol­lars when he ar­rived, and all he had to

    do was loosen a plate be­hind the cof­feepot in the gal­ley of the Gam­mon 787.




    “There’s dope there, right?” asked Carl. There was an an­gle to ev­ery­thing, and he

    usu­al­ly found it. “No. There’s no dope there,” said the man he could not see. The voice

    seemed to be com­ing from Carl’s park bench. He knew the voice had been fol­low­ing him. It was

    noth­ing ex­trater­res­tri­al though. Noth­ing ghost­ly. Just a nor­mal sort of a voice whose

    own­er said he want­ed to be hid­den. A voice he’d first heard in the lava­to­ry of the

    pool­room on D Street.




    Carl usu­al­ly spent his morn­ings there. Pitts­burgh was not much of a town in which to do

    any­thing else. Then again, in all his twen­ty-​three years the world had not been much more to

    Carl than an end­less se­ries of pool­rooms. He ran num­bers for a while but the num­bers

    bankers al­ways de­mand­ed you show up at the same minute ev­ery day. It was worse than a

    full-​time job.




    He tried in­sur­ance fraud for a while but the third time he suf­fered whiplash in a sin­gle

    month, the in­sur­ance-​com­pa­ny com­put­ers got the an­gle on him and he couldn’t col­lect

    any­more.




    Wel­fare was good, but Carl had made the mis­take of lis­ten­ing to his teach­ers and

    stay­ing in high school un­til grad­ua­tion. If he were il­lit­er­ate he might have been able

    to count on the City of Pitts­burgh for pock­et mon­ey. But when you were white and healthy and

    had a high-​school de­gree, no wel­fare de­part­ment would be­lieve that.




    And then there was that cursed work­fare, which for­tu­nate­ly died un­der protest from

    civ­il-​rights groups. Carl Schroed­er shud­dered to think he could have walked in­to an

    un­em­ploy­ment of­fice in the morn­ing and found a broom in his hand by af­ter­noon.




    The re­al prob­lem with un­em­ploy­ment, a prob­lem that Carl Schroed­er saw and ev­ery

    com­men­ta­tor missed, was that you had to have a job be­fore you could lose it and be

    el­igi­ble for ben­efits.




    There was dope, of course. Big mon­ey in dope. But you could get killed deal­ing, or worse,

    be sent to jail for years. And in some jails you had to make li­cense plates. Bor­ing.




    So when Carl Schroed­er heard the voice in the lava­to­ry telling him there was no work

    in­volved, he didn’t be­lieve it.




    “Carl. There is no one here. I can see you but you can on­ly hear me,” came the voice.




    Carl checked the booths. He peered be­hind the cracks in the mir­ror. He looked un­der the

    sinks. No mi­cro­phones. No cam­eras. But the voice kept com­ing.




    “Carl, you’re not go­ing to find any de­vice. The way I do this is be­yond your

    un­der­stand­ing. You would’ve had to take physics in high school. Some­how I do not be­lieve

    you would do so much work in high school as to take physics.”




    “Who’re you?”




    “Some­one who wants to give you a free trip to Lon­don and a hun­dred dol­lars to boot.”




    “No­body gives some­thing for noth­ing,” said Carl.




    “My busi­ness is my busi­ness,” came the voice. “You want me to car­ry a lit­tle pack­age,

    right? Screw you. I ain’t doin’ no dope deal for a hun­dred bucks and a plane tick­et. No dope

    deal, no way.” Carl ex­am­ined the cor­ners of the lava­to­ry care­ful­ly. Cam­eras were of­ten

    hid­den in the cor­ners, he had heard. Some­times be­hind mir­rors. But he knew there was no

    way to hide a cam­era be­hind the mir­rors in this lava­to­ry be­cause there was sol­id

    con­crete there. He had checked that a long time ago, be­cause pay­offs would of­ten be left

    be­hind mir­rors in pub­lic lava­to­ries. While he had on­ly found ten dol­lars once in what

    must have been fif­teen thou­sand tries, it was still ten dol­lars and it sure was not

    work.




    “Carl, this is not a dope deal, and you are no more go­ing to fig­ure it out than you can

    fig­ure out where the voice is com­ing from.”




    “So what’s your an­gle?”




    “My an­gle is my an­gle, Carl. All you have to do is un­screw two sim­ple Phillips

    screws.”




    “And then some­one else comes along and picks up the coke or smack, right?”




    “I told you, this is not a dope deal.”




    “Blow it. You’re deal­ing with Carl Schroed­er, not some bump­kin from Wheel­ing.” To Carl,

    Wheel­ing, West Vir­ginia, rep­re­sent­ed the height of back­ward­ness.




    But lat­er the voice was back, this time from an emp­ty car out­side. It point­ed out that

    Carl had noth­ing to do for a while. He would get a free lux­uri­ous meal on the plane and all

    the cham­pagne he could drink. He was go­ing to go first class.




    “Hey, if you’re go­ing to spend so much on first class, why not give me the dif­fer­ence and

    send me tourist?”




    “I have my rea­sons for things. I un­der­stand things you don’t,” came the voice from the

    emp­ty car. “I un­der­stand how things work.”




    “Bug­ger off,” said Carl Schroed­er.




    By the time he reached the park he was hun­gry and when the voice start­ed com­ing from an

    emp­ty bench, the thought of a first-​class meal was more at­trac­tive to him.




    “If I say yes, what do I have to do ex­act­ly? I mean ex­act­ly. “




    “Ex­act­ly is the on­ly way I work, Carl. When you are over the At­lantic, as the plane

    be­gins its de­scent in­to Heathrow Air­port out­side of Lon­don, you will take a Phillips

    screw­driv­er I will pro­vide, and you will pro­ceed to the rear gal­ley, which ser­vices the

    tourist-​class pas­sen­gers. There you will see a cof­feepot. Wait un­til the flight

    at­ten­dants are work­ing the aisles, move the pot to the left and you will see a met­al plate

    be­hind it. The first screw opens the plate. The next screw be­hind the plate holds an

    alu­minum rod. Turn that screw two times to the left, re­place the plate, re­place the

    cof­feepot in front of it. Go back to your seat and wait un­til the plane lands, where­upon you

    will be pro­vid­ed with your hun­dred dol­lars and a re­turn tick­et.”




    “I ain’t takin’ out no in­sur­ance pol­icy on my life.”




    “This is no in­sur­ance scam, Carl.”




    “All right, where’s the tick­et?”




    “Carl, do you re­al­ly think I would give you a tick­et worth eight hun­dred dol­lars so you

    could sell it? The one thing you have to re­mem­ber about me is that I know how things work.

    You get your tick­et just as you board. I al­ready have your reser­va­tion.”




    “What about the screw­driv­er?”




    “Look un­der the bench, Carl. Feel around.”




    Carl Schroed­er moved a hand un­der the wood plank­ing of the park bench, feel­ing the rough

    un­der­side un­til his hand came to tape and a small cylin­der. He ripped it out. It was shiny

    and dark and had a pock­et clip.




    “Hey, this is a foun­tain pen.”




    “Take off the cap, Carl,” came the voice from the bench. The voice was some­what

    squeaky.




    Carl un­screwed the cap, and there look­ing at him was the crossed head of a Phillips

    screw­driv­er.




    “Put the cap back on, Carl. By the way, you can on­ly get a buck for it if you sell it on

    the street, so don’t even both­er.”




    “Hey, you’ve ac­cused me of a lot of low dirt here,” said Carl.




    “No,” came the voice. “I on­ly know how things work. And I know how you work.”




    “Don’t I need pa­pers or some­thing? One of them pass­port things?”




    “Not this trip, Carl. Ev­ery­thing’s been tak­en care of. I don’t for­get things, Carl. So

    don’t wor­ry about any­thing. You’re the right man for this. Re­mem­ber, I know how things

    work.”




    “Yeah, well look. If I’m gonna be work­ing for you…”




    “Not work, Carl. Don’t ev­er think of it as work,” came the voice.




    “Good. ‘Cause I don’t re­late well to la­bor. How do you get your voice to came out of

    things when you ain’t there?”




    “If it will make you feel bet­ter, Carl, I’ll ex­plain. Voic­es are sound waves. These waves

    can be di­rect­ed. If you di­rect them with in­ten­si­ty, any met­al ob­ject will res­onate

    with the waves. That’s how it is done.”




    “Okay for the voice. But how do you hear me and see me if I don’t see no cam­era or

    mike?”




    “That is more com­pli­cat­ed, Carl. Bet­ter hur­ry.”




    “What for?”




    “Your flight to New York is leav­ing in a half hour.”




    “I ain’t goin’ to New York.”




    “That’s where you get your flight to Lon­don.”




    “How’m I gonna get out to the air­port?” asked Carl, who sud­den­ly no­ticed a yel­low cab

    slow­ing down just out­side the park.




    “That’s your taxi, Carl. “




    “Give me the mon­ey. I’ll get my own cab.”




    “If you had fif­teen dol­lars in your pock­et now, you wouldn’t even be lis­ten­ing to me,

    much less will­ing to take a plane ride. I know how things work, Carl, be­lieve me. That’s my

    prob­lem. Al­ways has been. There’s your cab, hur­ry up.”




    So Carl Schroed­er, in the bloom of his twen­ty-​third year with less than a quar­ter in his

    pock­et, board­ed the wait­ing cab for a flight to Lon­don. At least he would eat well, and

    that as much as any­thing kept him go­ing. The voice was right. If he had fif­teen dol­lars he

    would have had him­self a hot dog, gone back to the pool­room, and tried to par­lay the

    re­main­der in­to se­ri­ous drink­ing mon­ey.




    The cab­driv­er knew even less than Carl about what was go­ing on. All he knew was that he

    was paid half in ad­vance to pick up Carl and would get the oth­er half af­ter he left him at

    the air­port.




    On the flight to New York, Carl ate a sand­wich and cadged an ex­tra drink. But on the

    flight to Lon­don aboard the Gam­mon 787, there was noth­ing to cadge. Ev­ery­thing was giv­en

    to him. All the cham­pagne he want­ed. Filet mignon. A sec­ond meal of lob­ster. Play­ing

    cards. Mag­azines. Sil­ver worth pock­et­ing, and a doozy of a salt­shak­er.




    As the pi­lot an­nounced they would short­ly be­gin their de­scent in­to Heathrow, Carl knew

    the time had come to do his work. Grum­bling about the de­mands of life, he left the

    first-​class cab­in and made his way down the tourist aisles. He no­ticed how much more

    crowd­ed the seats were, how much more tired the trav­el­ers ap­peared.




    As the voice had pre­dict­ed, the flight at­ten­dants were busy in the aisle. Carl saw the

    cof­feepot, a drip af­fair that kept a bowl of the dark liq­uid warm on a heater. Gin­ger­ly he

    moved it to the side, and as the voice had pre­dict­ed, there was the Phillips-​head screw.




    He snapped out the cylin­der that looked like a foun­tain pen, un­screwed the cap, and

    in­sert­ed the head of his screw­driv­er. A per­fect fit. Sev­er­al quick turns to the left and

    the screw came un­done. He presed his hand against the al­most seam­less plate and it moved to

    the side.




    De­spite the voice be­ing cor­rect about ev­ery­thing so far, Carl still ex­pect­ed to see a

    lit­tle plas­tic bag of white pow­der. He didn’t. Just the alu­minum pipe with the Phillips

    screw. He turned it two times to the left, moved back the plate, re­placed the screw, cov­ered

    it with the pot, and feel­ing worn out from more work than he’d done in a month, re­turned to

    his first-​class seat at the front of the plane.




    Yes, he told the flight at­ten­dant, he would like one more glass of cham­pagne. “I de­serve

    it. A lit­tle re­ward for my­self, so to speak, ma’am.”




    Then he no­ticed the first mis­take the voice had made. There was a lit­tle white card on a

    tray be­side the cham­pagne glass and it was his land­ing card. He had to fill in his pass­port

    num­ber.




    He didn’t have a pass­port. The voice had said he didn’t need one.




    “When you were tick­et­ed didn’t they ask to see it?”




    “That all hap­pened be­fore I got to the tick­et booth. They had ev­ery­thing wait­ing for

    me.”




    “Gra­cious. Let me speak to the purs­er. You can’t pass through cus­toms with­out a

    pass­port,” said the flight at­ten­dant.




    And I prob­ably won’t get my hun­dred bucks in Lon­don, ei­ther, thought Carl. He was so

    en­raged at the voice that he was tempt­ed to re­turn to the rear of the plane and turn back

    the screw. Carl Schroed­er at that mo­ment re­al­ized an­oth­er thing about hon­est la­bor. You

    could get cheat­ed out of its re­wards.




    On the way back to him, the flight at­ten­dant seemed to jump slight­ly, as though a

    pas­sen­ger had goosed her. But then Carl saw ev­ery­one seem to jump. The plane was buck­ing,

    buck­ing so hard that it threw ev­ery­one in the aisles to the floor, and then with a

    sick­en­ing lurch hurled ev­ery per­son not buck­led in to the ceil­ing.




    Carl would have heard the screams bet­ter if he weren’t scream­ing so hard him­self.




    But the voice was right af­ter all. He did not need his pass­port when he got to Eng­land.

    He ar­rived in the En­glish coun­try­side at three hun­dred fifty miles an hour and, like

    ev­ery­one else in first class and right back to the last four rows of the tourist sec­tion,

    was met not by a cus­toms clerk but by hard En­glish rock.




    It was one of the worst air dis­as­ters ev­er, at a time of an in­creas­ing num­ber of air

    dis­as­ters, and even be­fore the griev­ing had be­gun the lawyers ar­rived to reap their

    sus­te­nance from the blood on the ground.




    Fore­most was the fa­mous Los An­ge­les neg­li­gence firm of Palmer, Riz­zu­to They not

    on­ly got to the wealth­iest fam­ilies first, but they al­so pro­vid­ed the best ini­tial case.

    They could prove be­yond a shad­ow of a doubt that the Gam­mon 787 had faulty ailerons. They

    were backed by the best wit­ness in the busi­ness, en­gi­neer Robert Das­trow, a man so

    bril­liant that even the high-​priced lawyers of air­lines and con­struc­tion firms could

    nev­er dis­cred­it him.




    It was said of Robert Das­trow that he knew the com­pa­ny’s prod­uct bet­ter than their own

    en­gi­neers. It was said of Palmer, Riz­zu­to that on the day the world end­ed, they would have

    Earth as their client and would be­gin le­gal pro­ceed­ings against Almighty God.




    Even the best neg­li­gence lawyers, those un­used to tak­ing sec­ond place to any­one,

    tend­ed to back away when the awe­some might of this gi­gan­tic law firm moved in­to a case.

    Air­lines and plane man­ufac­tur­ers trem­bled when they heard the names Palmer, Riz­zu­to




    Be­sides the ma­jor in­dus­tri­al­ists on the flight, whose lives and ser­vices were worth

    mil­lions, there was even a good case for a ne’er-​do-​well from Pitts­burgh, Carl Schroed­er.

    One of the many ju­nior at­tor­neys work­ing for Palmer, Riz­zu­to had found an aunt of the

    boy, and had guar­an­teed he could prove a loss in a British court, a sub­stan­tial mon­etary

    loss.




    His case against Gam­mon and its fail­ure to prop­er­ly se­cure the alu­minum

    aileron-​sta­bi­liza­tion bar was that they had de­prived this aunt of Carl’s mon­umen­tal

    po­ten­tial in life. Why was it so mon­umen­tal? Be­cause, as the at­tor­ney in­toned to the

    ju­ry, young Carl hadn’t used any of it yet.




    The cost of Gam­mon 787s went up as the awards mount­ed and ev­ery new Gam­mon was re­called

    to rese­cure the alu­minum aileron-​sta­bi­liza­tion bar and make ac­cess to it more

    dif­fi­cult.




    In Paris, France, a young art stu­dent pin­ing for Seat­tle, Wash­ing­ton, made a strange,

    no-​ques­tions-​asked deal. She would get her air­fare home, pro­vid­ed she smoked a cigarette

    in a strange place.




    She was a good deal shrewder than Carl Schroed­er, the Pitts­burgh hus­tler. She was not

    go­ing to smoke that cigarette in the rear of the plane un­til it land­ed. And she didn’t want

    a hun­dred dol­lars up­on land­ing. And she al­so had her pass­port. And she did most

    cer­tain­ly care about pos­si­bly harm­ing the lives of oth­ers.




    So on­ly when ev­ery­one was de­bark­ing in Seat­tle from the French jet did she go to the

    rear lava­to­ry, take two puffs of her cigarette, and put it out in the dis­pos­al bin load­ed

    with used pa­per tow­els. She was not pre­pared for how quick­ly the jet went up in flames, and

    bare­ly got out with her life.




    Francine Waller was torn be­tween go­ing to the po­lice and try­ing to keep her­self out of

    trou­ble. She knew now, with the quick com­bus­tion of the plane, that she would have been dead

    along with ev­ery­one else on board if the plane had not al­ready land­ed and dis­charged most

    of its pas­sen­gers.




    She did not sleep well for sev­er­al nights, but what changed her mind, swung it over to the

    side of the law, was the talk­ing brass bed­post. It was the same voice that had talked to her

    in Paris and told her how she could get home and make a hun­dred dol­lars to boot.




    “You didn’t earn your air­fare, Francine,” came the voice.




    “I know how voic­es can be beamed and use met­al as speak­ers. I looked it up af­ter we

    talked the last time.”




    “So you know that.”




    “I do.”




    “You didn’t fol­low in­struc­tions.”




    “I’d be dead if I did. The ma­te­ri­al on the plane seats was like kin­dling. It went right

    up.”




    “Yes, I know how those things work. Un­for­tu­nate­ly I mis­judged you. Some peo­ple are so

    strange. They’re not as sim­ply de­signed as air­planes.”




    “So what do you want from me?”




    “I want you to for­get about how you got back home, and I will for­get about you.”




    “You would have mur­dered an en­tire planeload of peo­ple. Are you a spy?”




    The voice laughed from the brass bed­stand in Francine Waller’s Seat­tle home.




    “What’s so fun­ny?”




    “A spy works for a gov­ern­ment. Spies are killed by oth­er spies. Gov­ern­ments don’t work

    well at all; there­fore I don’t work for gov­ern­ments.”




    “Leave me alone, and I’ll leave you alone,” said Francine.




    “I do hope that’s so. You know, you dis­ap­point­ed me might­ily.”




    “If liv­ing does that, I’m afraid I’m go­ing to try to dis­ap­point you for a long time to

    come.”




    “Re­mem­ber, if your con­science gets the bet­ter of you, it’s your life that’s at

    stake.”




    “It’s the on­ly thing that’s keep­ing me from the po­lice,” said Francine.




    “Thanks for let­ting me know how you work,” came the voice.




    In the fol­low­ing days, Francine be­came de­spon­dent. She thought of what might have

    hap­pened to her and ev­ery­one else on board. She thought of that per­son who might have

    mur­dered oth­ers do­ing it again. She even heard of a sim­ilar dis­as­ter in Mex­ico where

    more than a hun­dred peo­ple died in the flames of the burn­ing jet, fu­eled by the seats that

    had not been changed de­spite the Seat­tle fire.




    She read that a law firm, Palmer, Riz­zu­to was call­ing this fail­ure to change seat

    ma­te­ri­al “gross neg­li­gence” of the worst sort.




    “They had am­ple proof in Seat­tle that their planes were death traps and yet they did

    noth­ing. The Amer­ican pub­lic can­not be sub­ject­ed to such neg­li­gence by air­plane

    man­ufac­tur­ers who do not care about their prod­uct once it has left the as­sem­bly line,”

    said a spokesman for Palmer, Riz­zu­to “Seat­tle was a les­son to ev­ery­one in the world

    ex­cept, it seems, the man­ufac­tur­ers. A ju­ry that val­ues life must make the air safe for

    trav­el by in­sist­ing through a sig­nif­icant penal­ty that hu­man life is more valu­able than

    a few dol­lars saved on seat cush­ions.”




    But Francine Waller knew who was re­al­ly re­spon­si­ble. She was. If she had re­port­ed

    what she had done, the sec­ond air­craft might not have gone up in flames.




    And she couldn’t live with that. She couldn’t live with know­ing that she could have saved

    lives but chose in­stead to keep her­self com­fort­able. Even the new mo­tor­bike she had won

    in a con­test she didn’t re­mem­ber en­ter­ing failed to con­sole her. Noth­ing was worth

    any­thing un­til she cleared her con­science.




    So she took her new Ya­masa­ki mo­tor­bike with the teardrop gas tank and the su­per deluxe

    chrome ex­hausts and drove it to the po­lice sta­tion. But on the on­ly stretch of open

    high­way, the bike picked up speed be­cause the throt­tle jammed, and the brakes failed.




    Francine thought at first of jump­ing off, head­ing the bike in­to a tree and sav­ing

    her­self. At fif­teen miles an hour there would be a few bro­ken bones. But the Ya­masa­ki was

    up to twen­ty, and then thir­ty-​five, a killing speed on a mo­tor­bike. By the time she was at

    fifty, Francine Waller was hold­ing on for her life. At eighty-​five miles an hour, when she

    had to make the most mi­nor turn, the bike spilled her like a bag of pota­toes fly­ing

    un­pro­tect­ed in­to a con­crete wall.




    The on­ly thing left un­bro­ken was her crash hel­met. Her neck snapped, four ribs jammed

    in­to her heart, and her spinal cord was so bad­ly dam­aged that had she lived, she wouldn’t

    have been able to wig­gle any­thing be­low her chin ev­er again.




    But her par­ents were not with­out re­course in the death of their pre­cious daugh­ter. An

    at­tor­ney for Palmer, Riz­zu­to a fa­mous Los An­ge­les neg­li­gence firm, said oth­ers had

    died in the same trag­ic way. They were han­dling the es­tate of a fa­mous ac­tor who had died

    on a Ya­masa­ki just like the Wallers’ daugh­ter.




    “It seems there is a re­ten­tion ring on the throt­tle that has to be re­placed or the bike

    in some cas­es just keeps on ac­cel­er­at­ing. In some cas­es the driv­er be­comes a hu­man

    can­non­ball. They are not safe ma­chines. “




    “Isn’t this am­bu­lance-​chas­ing?” the moth­er asked. The young lawyer was smooth, as

    though he were re­hearsed.




    “You could call it that. And you’d be right. But look at who’s do­ing the chas­ing. We’re

    Palmer, Riz­zu­to and we re­dress the dam­ages done by large cor­po­ra­tions to oth­er­wise

    help­less in­di­vid­uals. You can go to any lawyer you want. But no law firm has won as many

    judg­ments, large judg­ments, as we have. And I might add righ­teous judg­ments. Ya­masa­ki

    knew they had prob­lems, but they thought it was cheap­er to pay off some small neg­li­gence

    suits than to change a de­sign. And they will con­tin­ue to op­er­ate like that if peo­ple

    don’t make it too ex­pen­sive for them to do oth­er­wise. We don’t think they should get away

    with it. And we don’t think you should let them get away with it.”




    “Who are you?” asked the moth­er. “Palmer, Riz­zu­to, or Schwartz?”




    “Nei­ther, ma’am. I’m Ben­son, as I in­tro­duced my­self. I find that many of the griev­ing

    don’t even hear the name at first.”




    “Tell me, Mr. Ben­son, how many griev­ing homes have you en­tered?”




    “It would be a lot few­er, ma’am, if the com­pa­nies knew they had to pay more when they

    failed to take rea­son­able safe­guards. “




    “How many, Mr. Ben­son?”




    “I’m afraid I’ve lost count.”




    “Do you re­al­ly be­lieve that bull you’ve just giv­en me?” said Francine’s moth­er. It was

    too hard to lis­ten to non­sense when her young daugh­ter had been tak­en from her so

    abrupt­ly. All her il­lu­sions of a nice world had end­ed at Francine’s grave.




    “We’ve got this com­pa­ny cold. We can do the best job. We won’t charge you a pen­ny, but

    on­ly do it on con­tin­gen­cy. “




    “And how much for tak­ing the case on con­tin­gen­cy?”




    “Fifty per­cent.”




    “Isn’t thir­ty usu­al?”




    “We get more for you at fifty per­cent than you’d get at sev­en­ty per­cent with some­one

    else. Palmer, Riz­zu­to has a record of se­cur­ing judg­ments al­most twen­ty per­cent above

    the na­tion­al av­er­age.”




    “You’re a damned vul­ture, young man. But I sup­pose the griev­ing now re­quire vul­tures.

    All right. I agree. Make them pay for Francine.”




    “You won’t re­gret it,” said young Mr. Ben­son.




    It was not a ma­jor trans­ac­tion for a firm as large as Palmer, Riz­zu­to But it was

    record­ed by a sec­re­tary whose job was to en­ter all new ac­counts in her com­put­er.

    Strange­ly, it al­so re­quired her to list the time and date a lawyer was sent to the strick­en

    fam­ily, when the as­sign­ment was giv­en, and who made it.




    She nev­er knew why this was re­quired of her, and in a firm as large as Palmer, Riz­zu­to

    no one no­ticed a low­ly sec­re­tary per­form­ing yet an­oth­er com­put­er func­tion,

    es­pe­cial­ly since most of the em­ploy­ees didn’t un­der­stand how the com­put­er sys­tem

    worked any­way, and those who did as­sumed ei­ther Mr. Palmer or Mr. Riz­zu­to or Mr. Schwartz

    had asked for it.




    And so Francine’s death and the date and time of her moth­er’s sub­se­quent re­ten­tion of a

    lawyer went in­to the com­put­er. And of course, no one knew some­one was tak­ing the

    in­for­ma­tion out. No one knew it went in­to a cen­tral file and be­came a statis­tic. And

    this statis­tic would have made the young lawyer proud of his abil­ity to sell the ser­vices of

    the firm.




    The statis­tics al­so showed that so ef­fec­tive was Palmer, Riz­zu­to that it had put

    sev­er­al firms in­to bankrupt­cy. It was a symp­tom of a na­tion­al prob­lem. Amer­ica had

    be­come so liti­gious that some in­dus­tries faced im­mi­nent col­lapse. In hos­pi­tals,

    spe­cial­ties were dy­ing be­cause it was too ex­pen­sive for doc­tors to bear the

    sky­rock­et­ing cost of mal­prac­tice in­sur­ance. Ob­stet­rics, the bring­ing of ba­bies in­to

    the world, might very well dis­ap­pear as a prac­tice in Amer­ica. But it was not a cri­sis yet

    and the man look­ing at the statis­tics felt he was not sure how to cope with it.




    Any­way, Harold W. Smith, head of top-​se­cret CURE, had more im­por­tant prob­lems. His

    killer arm had gone in­sane.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and he didn’t care if any­one thought he was crazy. He had just

    re­al­ized the world was crazy. Maybe he was the on­ly sane man in the uni­verse. He didn’t

    care about be­ing the on­ly one. He did care about stay­ing sane.




    Re­mo made sure the oven was lit be­fore he went through the house look­ing for the per­son

    to put in­to it. It was a sim­ple two-​sto­ry frame house in Chill­icothe, Ohio, but it had a

    few added at­trac­tions. Like trap­doors. Se­cret cham­bers carved in­to sup­port­ing beams.

    Dou­ble walls to hide be­hind.




    Dope deal­ers had used it for a while un­til it was oc­cu­pied by a pet­ty crim­inal named

    Wal­ter Hanover, who had most re­cent­ly act­ed as a go-​be­tween for a kid­napped boy and his

    par­ents. Some­how lawen­force­ment au­thor­ities had bun­gled the ran­som and the par­ents

    were out $300,000 and the boy was gone. Re­mo had seen the weep­ing par­ents on tele­vi­sion,

    say­ing they had mort­gaged ev­ery­thing to get their son back and now there was noth­ing left

    to lure the kid­nap­pers. No law could touch Wal­ter Hanover even though he now sport­ed a new

    red con­vert­ible, yet had no vis­ible means of sup­port.




    Wal­ter’s new con­vert­ible was sit­ting proud and shiny in the drive­way when Re­mo

    ap­proached Wal­ter’s house de­spite all warn­ings from up­stairs about how in­sane all this

    was, that he had no busi­ness in this af­fair.




    Wal­ter Hanover sat on the porch smok­ing a strange cigarette that seemed to make him

    ex­cep­tion­al­ly mel­low.




    Re­mo put his right hand on the fend­er.




    “Hey, man, fin­gers leave prints. That’s fresh pol­ished,” said Wal­ter Hanover.




    Re­mo smiled. He closed his fin­gers ev­er so smooth­ly, sens­ing the met­al un­der the

    pads, know­ing each fin­ger ridge could col­lect tiny par­ti­cles of pol­ish, hear­ing a tiny

    squeak­ing as the flesh com­pressed first the pol­ish, then the paint, then the met­al un­der

    the paint un­til there was a crack so loud it felt like steel wool scrub­bing the eardrums, and

    Wal­ter Hanover clasped his hands to his ears and then shook his frizzy blond head in

    as­ton­ish­ment. The right fend­er of his shiny new car looked as though some­one had grabbed a

    hand­ful of it and crushed it like chil­dren’s clay.




    Stand­ing be­side it with a ma­ni­acal smile was a dark-​haired man in his ear­ly thir­ties.

    There was noth­ing ex­cep­tion­al about him. He was thin, with thick wrists, dark eyes, high

    cheek­bones, wear­ing a dark T-​shirt and light pants, and very ca­su­al­ly with his right hand

    he had crushed the right-​front fend­er of Wal­ter Hanover’s new con­vert­ible.




    “Hi,” said Re­mo.




    “Whadya do that for?”




    “So when I tell you I am go­ing to stuff you in­to your oven, you’ll be­lieve me.”




    “Wait here,” Wal­ter said, and dis­ap­peared in­to the house. It was a wood­en house and

    there­fore gave off undis­tort­ed vi­bra­tions. Met­al warped sound. The cells in wood

    pu­ri­fied it. These very light sound waves that peo­ple thought they didn’t re­al­ly hear gave

    them the il­lu­sion of know­ing some­one was in their house by ex­trasen­so­ry

    per­cep­tion.




    But there was noth­ing ex­trasen­so­ry about it. Peo­ple were just not aware of those

    sens­es, or rather nev­er learned to be.




    Re­mo had been trained over the years so that now he knew he walked among peo­ple who had

    nev­er been in­tro­duced to their bod­ies, dead bod­ies, un­used bod­ies, im­prop­er­ly used

    bod­ies, clogged with the fat of an­imals, dis­tract­ed by wor­ry, over­whelmed by fear,

    slog­ging along us­ing less than eight per­cent of ev­ery­thing avail­able to them.




    So Re­mo knew the house and the ground he stood on and knew Wal­ter Hanover had not fled

    through a rear win­dow but was hid­ing some­where in the house.




    “Com­ing, Wal­ter,” Re­mo called out pleas­ant­ly, and walked up the steps to the porch, and

    wait­ed lis­ten­ing to the wood in the house re­ver­ber­ate with his com­ing. Then he went

    in­to the kitchen and turned on the oven.




    “Wal­ter, I’m turn­ing on the oven,” Re­mo sang out.




    Re­mo glanced at the di­als and the but­tons. It was a new form of oven, made sim­ple for

    the house­wife who hat­ed gad­gets. Re­mo pressed the but­ton to turn on the oven, and the

    grill light lit up. He pressed what he thought was the grill-​light but­ton and the timer went

    off. He pressed all the but­tons and the oven an­nounced it was clean­ing it­self.




    Re­mo sensed a lot of heat com­ing from the oven, and that was good enough. He was not

    go­ing to bake a cake, af­ter all.




    “Wal­ter, I’m com­ing. Ready or not. Here I come,” Re­mo sang out. He paused a mo­ment, and

    his sens­es drew him to the sec­ond floor. He moved swift­ly up the steps and found him­self in

    a hall­way with four closed doors. He opened ev­ery door. The rooms were fur­nished in

    pre-​junk. Glass ta­bles with wire­backed chairs, and pot­tery lamps that looked more like the

    solids from a sep­tic tank than hand-​mold­ed clay.




    Wal­ter was not hid­ing in any of the rooms. But he was very close.




    “I know you’re here, Wal­ter. Come on out. The oven is ready for you.”




    Re­mo felt a rustling be­hind a wall with a pic­ture of the Stat­ue of Lib­er­ty on it.

    Some­one had framed what had to be the worst movie poster ev­er made. A man was hang­ing from

    the Stat­ue of Lib­er­ty, and he looked as stiff as a grade-​school en­try in an art show. The

    body didn’t go with the head, and the head didn’t go with the hands, and there were more

    peo­ple at the bot­tom of the poster get­ting their names men­tioned than on any oth­er poster

    he had ev­er seen. In fact this movie had more pro­duc­ers than World War II or the fall of the

    Ro­man Em­pire.




    Wal­ter Hanover was hid­ing some­where in the wall un­der the pic­ture. Ob­vi­ous­ly the

    pic­ture hid some but­ton or lever. Re­mo pressed both palms against the pic­ture, stead­ied

    his breath­ing, and then sim­ply pushed the pic­ture back through the wall as shards of

    plas­ter and wood strips ex­plod­ed in­to dust.




    Wal­ter Hanover cringed in the lit­tle once-​hid­den crawl space be­hind the wall. Re­mo

    picked him up by the neck.




    “Got you,” said Re­mo pleas­ant­ly.




    “Hey, man, who are you? What are you?”




    “I am the voice of righ­teous­ness. The good fel­low do­ing the good deed. Your friend­ly

    help­ful neigh­bor.”




    “You’re crazy, right? I hear crazy men have in­cred­ible strength some­times.”




    “I am the on­ly sane man in the uni­verse.”




    “Now I know you’re crazy. Whad­daya want?”




    “There’s a boy miss­ing. His fam­ily paid three hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars.”




    “They buy you?”




    “Yes, they did.”




    “What’d they pay?”




    “I think their tax­es. They paid their tax­es and they lived a good life and I think they

    de­serve a good deal bet­ter than they got.”




    “You with the gov­ern­ment?”




    “In a way, yes.”




    “Then you can’t touch me. I got my rights.”




    “Ah, my good man,” said Re­mo, lift­ing Wal­ter Hanover like lug­gage and car­ry­ing him

    with his feet trail­ing down the stairs like shirts that had been im­prop­er­ly packed. “You

    have a prob­lem. I on­ly sort of work for the gov­ern­ment.”




    “You’re crazy. “




    “Wal­ter,” said Re­mo when they reached the oven that was still clean­ing it­self, “you know

    where the boy is. I’m sure of it. I want to know.”




    “Hey, man, I don’t have to tes­ti­fy. There’s no law in the world that’ll make me tes­ti­fy.

    And be­sides, that oven is locked be­cause it’s clean­ing it­self.”




    Re­mo punched a hole in the oven door big enough to fit Wal­ter through. At that mo­ment

    Wal­ter Hanover, for the first time in his life, con­sid­ered his civic du­ty. He liked Re­mo

    and he want­ed to help.




    “The prob­lem is they got the kid down in Cor­sazo. They sold him to some broth­el.”




    “Did you help?”




    “No. No way. I swear. By my moth­er’s saint­ed grave. There’s no way to get the kid back.

    That’s a for­eign coun­try.”




    “We’ll see what we can do, won’t we?”




    “I hate for­eign coun­tries.”




    “Do you like roast­ed ass of Hanover?” asked Re­mo. Wal­ter did not. Wal­ter agreed to fly

    down to Cor­sazo with Re­mo, where Re­mo left Wal­ter in a ho­tel room. Wal­ter did not flee.

    Wal­ter would have fled, but the thin man with the thick wrists named Re­mo had put pres­sure

    on the back of his neck in some strange way that made Wal­ter’s legs as flab­by and use­less as

    over­cooked spaghet­ti.




    “Just want to keep you here un­til I find the boy.”




    “This is Cor­sazo, man. They’re gonna cut your throat. And then I’m gonna be stuck

    here.”




    “That’s the least of your wor­ries.”




    “Yeah, what’s a worse wor­ry, man?”




    “That they don’t cut my throat,” said Re­mo. Find­ing a broth­el in Cor­sazo was like

    find­ing a ham­burg­er at Mc­Don­ald’s. The small Mex­ican town served as a mag­net for

    Amer­ican vice. There was noth­ing Amer­icans couldn’t buy here, from chil­dren to co­caine.

    Any­thing the warped mind could de­sire, Cor­sazo pro­vid­ed. Con­se­quent­ly, be­cause it gave

    some Yan­kees what they want­ed, the Yan­kees thought of the res­idents as less than moral.




    No­body liked any­one else, and ev­ery­one got what they want­ed.




    Re­mo went to the first broth­el. It looked like a hard­ware store, but in­stead of pots and

    ma­chin­ery in the win­dow there was a young wom­an, look­ing will­ing.




    “I’ve come for a twelve-​year-​old boy. His name is Dav­ey Simp­son. He has dark hair, and

    he has been tak­en re­cent­ly from Amer­ica. He prob­ably has bruis­es from be­ing forced to

    work in a place like this.”




    “We can get you a nice twelve-​year-​old boy.”




    “I’ve come to take this one home.”




    “We can sell you a boy. A nice boy with skin so soft a duck would die of en­vy.” This from

    the pro­pri­etor, a large wom­an who smelled of rum and per­fume so strong it could over­pow­er

    a garbage dump. Re­mo could al­most see the par­ti­cles of odor em­anate from her too-​am­ple

    breasts. She had a dark mus­tache. “Do you have a body­guard?” asked Re­mo.




    “Are you go­ing to cause trou­ble?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly,” said Re­mo.




    “Then you can take me on,” said the wom­an, pro­duc­ing a stilet­to with a point like an ice

    pick. She pressed it against Re­mo’s jugu­lar.




    “That your safe­ty pin?” said Re­mo.




    “You want some­thing I can give you, stay. If no, senor, I am afraid you must leave.”




    Re­mo flicked two fin­gers up un­der the ul­nar artery of her knife hand, cut­ting off the

    blood flow as the knife flew away some­where near the ceil­ing. He grabbed her neck like a dog

    col­lar and pressed her face in­to the glass of the store win­dow. The young wom­an who sat

    there as ad­ver­tise­ment fled, scream­ing. The madam was told ei­ther the glass or her face

    was go­ing to give way any mo­ment un­less she told him the where­abouts of a new boy

    kid­napped in Amer­ica and sold down here.




    The body­guard ap­peared from one of the back rooms. He looked short for his six feet, four

    inch­es be­cause he was as wide around as he was tall. Mass­es of dark hair cov­ered

    ev­ery­thing from his knuck­les to his nose. He reached out to crush the thin Amer­ican and

    went sail­ing back in­to the in­te­ri­or of the broth­el with a crash to shake the build­ing.

    His eyes rolled up in­to his head as his blad­der re­leased all over his shiny green pants, now

    some­what shinier and dark­er from the mois­ture.




    “Okay, Yan­kee. I do what I can,” said the madam.




    “No. You tell ev­ery­one down here that there is a mad Amer­ican who has come for an

    Amer­ican boy who was sold in­to slav­ery. Tell them this Amer­ican is go­ing to take the town

    apart, start­ing with the broth­el own­ers and then the chief of po­lice. Tell them that all

    their drug deal­ers will find their au­to­mat­ic weapons em­bed­ded in their in­testines. If I

    don’t have the Simp­son boy by sun­down, this town will cease to ex­ist.”




    Thus spoke Re­mo. And nat­ural­ly, when the madam quick­ly hur­ried to the boss­es of the

    small city, they re­fused to be­lieve such a threat. For that would mean ac­cept­ing

    in­tim­ida­tion. And if there was one thing own­ers of whore­hous­es, dope car­tels, and oth­er

    forms of so­cial ma­lig­nan­cies could not tol­er­ate, it was a threat to their au­thor­ity.

    They knew bet­ter than any­one else that once peo­ple lost re­spect for their pow­er they would

    be de­posed by their own troops. So they sent a strong-​arm team from sev­er­al co­caine

    deal­ers, all armed with the lat­est Amer­ican weapons, even grenade launch­ers.




    There was much fir­ing and many ex­plo­sions around the broth­el where they sur­round­ed the

    Amer­ican. Many of the lead­ers of the town be­moaned the pub­lic de­struc­tion. They even

    dis­cussed mak­ing com­pen­sato­ry of­fer­ings to those who lost prop­er­ty.




    When the fir­ing died down and the hit men from the drug deal­ers failed to re­turn, the

    lead­ers of the lit­tle city sent word to a Mex­ican Army post that an Amer­ican was caus­ing

    great dam­age to Mex­ican prop­er­ty.




    While the Mex­ican Army, of course, was not as well equipped as the drug deal­ers’ hit men,

    it con­sid­ered it­self some­what bet­ter by virtue of val­or. But even val­or was no good

    against this amaz­ing Amer­ican, so they con­tact­ed the Amer­ican con­sul, who apol­ogized for

    the ac­tions of his fel­low coun­try­man and took it up­on him­self to talk rea­son to the

    Amer­ican.




    The con­sul too did not re­turn, and as the sun set bloody red in the west, the town

    lead­ers at last de­cid­ed to pro­duce the boy. As it turned out, he was still in train­ing,

    be­ing bro­ken in to his new life.




    Re­mo saw the welts on his back.




    “Who did this to him?” he asked, feel­ing a rage that al­most took away his bal­ance,

    al­most took away the pow­ers he now had ac­cess to through his own, very dif­fer­ent

    train­ing.




    A crone of a wom­an bent with age came for­ward. “Who owns this house?” asked Re­mo.




    Timid­ly, a well-​dressed man in a white suit, Ital­ian loafers, and one se­date gold chain

    around his neck emerged from a back room.




    Re­mo buried both of them in the rub­ble of their broth­el as the Simp­son boy stood

    out­side cry­ing. “It’s all right,” said Re­mo. “Your coun­try­men are here, son. You’re go­ing

    home.”




    Re­mo walked slow­ly down the main street with the boy, dar­ing any­one to try to take him

    back. No one moved. The boy was afraid to be left alone, so Re­mo brought him to the ho­tel

    room where Wal­ter Hanover sat with his spaghet­ti legs.




    “That’s him. That’s one of them,” said the Simp­son boy.




    “We’ll just let him stay down here this way,” said Re­mo.




    “Ain’t I gonna get bet­ter?” asked Hanover.




    “No, as a mat­ter of fact,” said Re­mo, “you’re go­ing to get worse. Your legs will

    at­ro­phy and it will creep up your spinal col­umn.”




    Re­mo felt Dav­ey Simp­son tug his arm.




    “Mis­ter, I don’t want to hurt any­one. I just want to go home. Don’t do what­ev­er that is

    to him.”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo, and asked the Simp­son boy to stand out­side while he fixed up Wal­ter

    Hanover. When the door was shut, Re­mo broke Hanover in two over his knee like a piece of

    kin­dling, leav­ing him for the city of Cor­sazo to bury.




    “His legs won’t be any worse than the rest of him,” Re­mo told the Simp­son boy on the way

    to the air­port.




    Re­mo de­liv­ered the boy just be­fore dawn the next day. His par­ents couldn’t be­lieve

    their good luck. The moth­er stood dumb­found­ed for a mo­ment and then in a rush of tears

    grabbed her son, hug­ging him as though she could make sure by the firm­ness of her grasp that

    he would nev­er be stolen again. The fa­ther looked to Re­mo.




    “How can we say thank you?” he asked.




    “I should thank you.”




    “What for?”




    “For giv­ing me a chance to feel hu­man again,” said Re­mo.




    At CURE head­quar­ters hid­den be­hind the cov­er of Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New

    York, the full im­pact of Re­mo’s in­san­ity was churn­ing up out of the com­put­er ter­mi­nal.

    Not on­ly had he risked ex­po­sure (there were sev­er­al good iden­ti­fi­ca­tions of him), but

    sin­gle-​hand­ed­ly he threat­ened U.S.-Mex­ican re­la­tions and brought enough at­ten­tion to

    him­self for for­eign gov­ern­ments to won­der if Amer­ica had a se­cret weapon.




    They would not won­der for long be­cause now for­eign in­tel­li­gence ser­vices would be

    look­ing for that weapon. Re­mo had done what he should nev­er do. He had brought CURE

    dan­ger­ous­ly close to ex­po­sure, and more than a decade ago CURE had gone to her­culean

    ef­forts to ar­range a pho­ny ex­ecu­tion for him just to have a man who no longer ex­ist­ed be

    the sole killer arm of the or­ga­ni­za­tion that could not ex­ist.




    For if it be­came known that Amer­ica had set up an or­ga­ni­za­tion for its own sur­vival

    work­ing out­side the Con­sti­tu­tion, it would seem that the great ex­per­iment in democ­ra­cy

    had failed. This could nev­er be al­lowed to hap­pen.




    And now, for noth­ing that had any­thing to do with na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty, Re­mo had

    en­dan­gered them all. And Harold W. Smith was fu­ri­ous.




    His com­put­ers in­ter­cept­ed the hor­ri­ble tale as the State De­part­ment tried to qui­et

    down the up­roar. Re­mo (it had to be Re­mo, no oth­er per­son in the world could have done

    what had been done ex­cept his teach­er, Chi­un, who was Ori­en­tal and there­fore did not fit

    the de­scrip­tion) had gone in­to a coun­try friend­ly to Amer­ica and had tak­en it up­on

    him­self to ter­ror­ize it un­til his de­mands were met. He im­posed his moral­ity on a

    friend­ly coun­try. He killed and maimed and dam­aged in said coun­try and then dared any­one

    in the town to come af­ter him as he walked slow­ly down the main street. He board­ed a plane

    with a per­son as yet un­proved to be an Amer­ican cit­izen, look­ing Mex­ican sol­diers in the

    eye and dar­ing them to shoot. Then he flew back to Amer­ica.




    Apolo­gies from ev­ery­one in the State De­part­ment were now flow­ing to the Mex­ican

    gov­ern­ment. When Smith fi­nal­ly heard from Re­mo he had on­ly one ques­tion.




    “Why?”




    “I felt like it.”




    “That’s it?”




    “That’s it,” said Re­mo in­to the phone af­ter he had di­aled the spe­cial num­ber that

    au­to­mat­ical­ly scram­bled sound waves so the line could not be tapped.




    “You know what you en­dan­gered, of course.”




    “Not a damn thing, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo. “Not a damn thing worth a damn, and es­pe­cial­ly

    not the or­ga­ni­za­tion.”




    “Re­mo, we may not be able to use you any­more,” said Smith.




    “Won­der­ful,” said Re­mo.




    “Do you still love your coun­try?”




    “That’s just why I did what I did.”




    “Re­mo, we’ve got to talk about this. We’ve got to talk in per­son. I think you’ve got to

    un­der­stand how much your coun­try needs you now.”




    And then Smith heard what he had thought he would nev­er hear from Re­mo, the per­son he

    some­times thought of as the last true pa­tri­ot:




    “I need me, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo and hung up, leav­ing Amer­ica with­out the killer arm of

    its last hope for sur­vival, as one pres­ident once called CURE. An­oth­er chief ex­ec­utive

    had called it the na­tion’s ace in the hole. Now it was no more dead­ly than the mi­crochips in

    the com­put­ers at head­quar­ters in Fol­croft.




    Re­mo did not feel very good about hang­ing up on Smith. He re­spect­ed the man. He trust­ed

    the man. But too much had gone down and noth­ing ev­er seemed to im­prove in Amer­ica, while an

    aw­ful lot seemed to get worse. He just want­ed to do what was right. Just once. Not what was

    se­cret. Not what was se­cure. Not what was in some grand plan for the Unit­ed States of

    Amer­ica, but some­thing for an Amer­ican fam­ily.




    And he felt good again.




    Harold W. Smith knew from the phone call that Re­mo was some­where in Ohio. He put the

    in­ves­ti­ga­tion of Palmer, Riz­zu­to on hold while he drove up to Con­necti­cut, where he

    knew Re­mo even­tu­al­ly had to re­turn. But if he had known what the law firm was plan­ning,

    he would have stayed at his com­put­ers.




    Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, glo­ry of the House of Sinan­ju, teach­er of Re­mo, the first

    Sinan­ju as­sas­sin to set foot on the shores of the new coun­try called the Unit­ed States and

    there­fore writ­ten in the his­to­ry of the House of Sinan­ju as the dis­cov­er­er of the

    Unit­ed States, pre­pared to re­ceive Harold W. Smith, head of CURE.




    As dis­cov­er­er of this coun­try, Chi­un had the obli­ga­tion to fu­ture Mas­ters of

    Sinan­ju to de­scribe the na­ture of the peo­ple, and how to deal with them.




    It was thus some­what amus­ing to Chi­un to hear Smith de­scribe Re­mo as suf­fer­ing some

    men­tal im­bal­ance, “emo­tion­al chaos with­out rea­son.”




    These were the ex­act words, in Ko­re­an of course, that Chi­un had used to de­scribe the

    Amer­ican char­ac­ter, Smith in par­tic­ular.




    It was the on­ly ex­pla­na­tion of why Smith would as­sure gold trib­ute de­liv­ered to

    Sinan­ju, and then not have Chi­un or Re­mo elim­inate the cur­rent em­per­or, called

    Pres­ident, to in­stall him­self or a rel­ative on the throne. In­stead, he had Re­mo and

    Chi­un run­ning around the world per­form­ing the strangest feats, and then even when they were

    wild­ly suc­cess­ful, in­sist­ing they re­main se­cret. Acts that would have re­sound­ed to

    any­one’s glo­ry. Feats Chi­un was proud to list in the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju, which in the

    course of things would sur­vive this crazy young na­tion.




    The Unit­ed States was a mere two hun­dred years old. Rome was a thou­sand years old when it

    fell. But Sinan­ju, sun source of all the mar­tial arts, out­lived them all, ev­ery dy­nasty it

    had ev­er served. Ev­ery em­pire and ev­ery king­dom. It was forty-​five hun­dred years old,

    and even though it was not writ­ten in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju, Chi­un was sure oth­er

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju lis­tened to oth­er em­per­ors just as in­sane. There was of course a

    for­mu­la for deal­ing with sim­ilar sit­ua­tions, and Chi­un did not even have to think to use

    it.




    “Your words are like the sun it­self, cast­ing il­lu­mi­na­tion up­on the dark­ness of

    souls,” said Chi­un in his night vel­vet ki­mono, with char­ac­ters from the main ung po­em

    em­broi­dered in gold thread up­on it. His long fin­ger­nails were rest­ing del­icate­ly in his

    lap. Wisps of hair flowed down his cheeks and brushed his parch­ment-​dry skin.




    “I don’t know what to do with Re­mo.”




    “It is a wise mas­ter,” said Chi­un, “who comes to a de­vot­ed ser­vant.”




    Why Smith nev­er or­dered Chi­un to ap­pear at his place of res­idence, Chi­un did not know.

    But if Smith chose al­ways to vis­it Chi­un and Re­mo in some out-​of-​the-​way place, that was

    just more ev­idence of his pe­cu­liar­ity, an­oth­er piece in a mo­sa­ic of mad­ness that was

    so much a part of this coun­try and un­for­tu­nate­ly some­times still af­fect­ed Re­mo.




    Smith sat rigid on a chair, his brief­case rest­ing on his lap. He wore his usu­al gray

    three-​piece suit and Dart­mouth tie and his ex­pres­sion was dour, not be­cause of the

    prob­lem at hand but be­cause that was al­ways his ex­pres­sion. Chi­un at­tribut­ed it to his

    bad breath­ing tech­nique, but Re­mo said it was the man’s soul show­ing through his face.

    De­spite com­ments like that from Re­mo, Chi­un knew Re­mo re­spect­ed Smith, and they shared

    some sort of white bond that Chi­un did not quite un­der­stand, an ir­ra­tional loy­al­ty to

    what they called their coun­try.




    “I don’t know what’s got­ten in­to Re­mo; but yes­ter­day be took it up­on him­self to go

    down to a vil­lage in a friend­ly coun­try and ter­ror­ize it. And why? There was no strate­gic

    or tac­ti­cal rea­son for any of it. It had noth­ing to do with what we have been

    com­mis­sioned to do.”




    Chi­un nod­ded grave­ly.




    “Yes, Re­mo has done some strange things from time to time, but I have al­ways un­der­stood

    them,” con­tin­ued Smith. “He’s a good man with a good heart.”




    “He speaks noth­ing but prais­es of his Em­per­or Smith. His lips lie fal­low but that they

    sing your glo­ry. “




    “But the oth­er day, all I heard was that he was go­ing to cor­rect some­thing. There was

    this fam­ily in Ohio who had lost a son.”




    “Ah,” said Chi­un. He re­mem­bered it. He had watched with Re­mo on the tele­vi­sion in the

    West­port home that CURE had bought for them af­ter Re­mo had com­plained about liv­ing in so

    many ho­tels.




    Chi­un re­mem­bered a large sum be­ing men­tioned. It was a tra­di­tion­al ran­som, quite

    com­mon through­out his­to­ry, but in the hands of the lu­natic Amer­icans, some­thing that

    turned in­to a fi­as­co. Not on­ly had the ab­duc­tors been paid the mon­ey, but they had

    failed to re­turn the child, some­thing any self-​re­spect­ing kid­nap­per dur­ing the worst

    days of the Chi­nese war­lords would nev­er do.




    If one took ran­som and did not re­turn the vic­tim, how could one de­mand ran­som again?

    Yet in this coun­try, ac­cord­ing to Amer­ican tra­di­tion, the po­lice had stepped in and

    pre­dictably, the par­ents lost their mon­ey and their child.




    It was per­haps too great a hope for Chi­un’s aged breast, but he won­dered if Re­mo at last

    was seek­ing gold. In this land sup­pos­ed­ly filled with pe­ole who did noth­ing but lust for

    wealth, Chi­un had found more peo­ple who re­fused to do things for mon­ey than in any oth­er

    coun­try on earth in all his­to­ry. Those who prid­ed them­selves on their re­li­gious

    mo­ti­va­tion were the worst of­fend­ers.




    For pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sins this weak­ness could be ru­inous, and while Re­mo had

    learned what no oth­er white in all his­to­ry and on­ly a few from Sinan­ju had ev­er learned,

    he could not quite un­learn his ear­ly habit of not car­ing about the right­ful as­sas­sin’s

    trib­ute. When Chi­un had de­mand­ed Re­mo’s trib­ute be in­clud­ed with the gold shipped to

    Sinan­ju, Re­mo had in­sane­ly an­swered:




    “Okay. If you want it. You nev­er spend the damned stuff any­how. The house of Sinan­ju has

    mint-​fresh coins frorm Cyrus the Great of Per­sia.”




    “That does not mat­ter,” Chi­un had said. “It is a ques­tion of what is right and what is

    wrong.”




    “Okay. Take the gold,” Re­mo had said.




    And was it any won­der, there­fore, that when the trea­sures of Sinan­ju were stolen, Re­mo

    was off some­where sup­pos­ed­ly sav­ing the world? What the world had ev­er done for Re­mo,

    Chi­un did not know. It had done even less than this coun­try he said he loved.




    Now Chi­un lis­tened with some faint hope that at last Re­mo had learned some re­spect for

    the prop­er trib­ute. His heart quick­ened as he heard Re­mo had gone to the place where the

    boy was tak­en and found some­one who had ap­par­ent­ly col­lud­ed in the ab­duc­tion.




    Then he went down to those who had tak­en ran­som and not re­turned the child and vis­it­ed

    wrath up­on them. So far so good, thought Chi­un. And then, per­fect­ly con­clud­ing the

    mis­sion, he re­turned the child to the par­ents, this de­spite Smith’s bab­bling about some

    form of na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty and friend­ly-​neigh­bor pol­icy. Even bet­ter.




    “Pray tell, O gra­cious Em­per­or, how much did Re­mo take in trib­ute from these peo­ple

    who had been vi­olat­ed in your king­dom?”




    “Mon­ey?” asked Smith.




    “Yes, that is what is used in Amer­ica. How much in mon­ey was their trib­ute, a trib­ute I

    might add which would re­flect to your glo­ry al­so since I am led to be­lieve your area does

    cov­er this en­tire coun­try.”




    “Oh, he didn’t take mon­ey,” said Smith.




    “He didn’t? What did he take?”




    “He said it made him feel good.”




    Chi­un, whose breath­ing was tuned to the cen­ter of the en­tire uni­verse, now felt the

    very tips of his lungs quiver in hor­ror at what he feared had tran­spired.




    “What,” asked Chi­un, “made him feel good?”




    “Do­ing what he did. Re­turn­ing the boy. Now, I can see get­ting emo­tion­al­ly-“




    Chi­un did not lis­ten to the rest of the sen­tence. He could see Re­mo now, hav­ing

    per­formed in com­plete ac­cord with the tra­di­tions of Sinan­ju, us­ing all the tech­niques

    of the sun source of all the mar­tial arts, break­ing the will of an en­tire city, re­turn­ing

    the kid­napped one home in tri­umph, and then do­ing ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing but feel­ing good

    about it.




    “Why did he do it? Why did he do such an in­sane thing?” asked Chi­un, his voice ris­ing in

    an­guished frus­tra­tion.




    “I don’t know,” said Smith. “I hoped you knew.”




    “How would I know? I’m not white. What could have made him do such a thing? What on earth

    could have made him do such a fool­ish thing?”




    When Re­mo fi­nal­ly got home, he found some­thing very rare had hap­pened. Both Smith and

    Chi­un, two men from cul­tures as far away as time and space could al­low in this world, were

    for the first time agree­ing on some­thing.




    Re­mo had act­ed in­sane­ly.




    Re­mo stuck out his tongue and gave them both a razz­ing. He hadn’t felt this good in a long

    time.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Joe Pis­cel­la and Jim Wiedz­nan did not ex­pect to die that day when they brought their

    lunch pails filled with beer and sand­wich­es to work. By their own choos­ing, they led sim­ple

    lives. Both had served in Viet­nam and both had de­cid­ed that con­struc­tion work paid well

    and you didn’t bring it home to bed with you like oth­er jobs. When you left your shov­el or

    car­pen­ter’s gauge at the job, you didn’t think about it un­til the next day.




    Af­ter com­ing out of that war alive they had no de­sire to risk their lives again, so they

    in­sist­ed on nev­er work­ing on tall build­ings or in tun­nels. Life, they would say, was too

    pre­cious to risk. Their wives agreed with them. They would rather do with­out a few things

    than have their hus­bands work with wor­ry.




    On the day Joe and Jim died, they were at one of the safest con­struc­tion sites in the

    busi­ness. They were build­ing a one-​sto­ry au­di­to­ri­um, lay­ing the ce­ment roof along

    re­in­forced gird­ers. When the tons of gray ce­ment dried, the roof would be as se­cure as a

    bunker.




    Jim thought they were lay­ing too much too quick­ly. Joe said he didn’t care. All he want­ed

    was his onion sand­wich and beer for lunch.




    “If I want­ed to wor­ry about how much ce­ment we was layin’, Jim, I woul­da gone for

    fore­man. We do our job. We break for lunch. We do our job some more, bud­dy, and then we go

    home for sup­per.”




    Jim looked back to­ward the main sluices vom­it­ing the gray lava­like ce­ment in­to the

    loose molds above the re­in­forc­ing gird­ers. The thing about ce­ment, wet ce­ment in

    par­tic­ular, was that it was heavy. And the roof was wide, wider than any he had ev­er seen

    for ce­ment. To his eye the gird­ers did not seem strong enough.




    The sun was hot this sum­mer day in Darien, Con­necti­cut, and he and Joe worked with their

    shirts off. It was the best time of year for con­struc­tion. Work was plen­ti­ful and there was

    none of the drain­ing numb­ness of the cold days of win­ter.




    No one laid ce­ment in win­ter, be­cause in cold weath­er it didn’t dry prop­er­ly. And it

    was the dry­ing that was so im­por­tant.




    “You hear some­thing, Joe?” asked Jim.




    “I hear the Yanks aren’t gonna be in the play­offs this year,” said Joe.




    “No. Un­der your feet. The ce­ment. The gird­ers be­low. Don’t you hear noth­in’?”




    “Hey, I don’ lis­ten to this. I don’ think about this. I just do this. C’mon. What’s the

    prob­lem? We fall twen­ty feet if the whole thing goes. Big deal. Now whad­daya think of the

    Yanks last night?”




    Jim looked out over the ex­panse of glis­ten­ing wet ce­ment. He could not re­mem­ber so

    much be­ing laid in one day. Usu­al­ly they would do sec­tions and let it dry and then build on

    that, be­cause not on­ly was dry ce­ment strong, it was much lighter.




    “Nev­er mind the Yanks, for Chris­sakes. Lis­ten! Some­thin’s mov­ing!”




    Like many dis­as­ters, it looked at first like a harm­less cu­rios­ity. The mid­dle of the

    au­di­to­ri­um roof seemed to be turn­ing in­to a whirlpool. A gi­ant dim­ple formed in the

    cen­ter of the roof, and then, as though the ce­ment were ac­tu­al­ly con­sum­ing it­self from

    the cen­ter, the rest be­gan to flow there, sucked in like wa­ter down the bath­tub drain.




    Joe and Jim were car­ried with that riv­er. Their heavy boots caught in­stant­ly in the

    thick ce­ment, and al­though the col­lapse of the wet ce­ment skin on the roof ap­peared to be

    hap­pen­ing in slow mo­tion, Joe and Jim moved even slow­er. It was im­pos­si­ble to run in wet

    ce­ment.




    Oth­er work­ers tried to throw poles to them. Some­one tried to get a crane to low­er a beam

    they could grab. Ev­ery­thing hap­pened so slow­ly, Joe even be­gan to laugh at their

    awk­ward­ness.




    But as they got clos­er to the cen­ter and the beams be­neath the ce­ment be­gan to crack

    un­der the sud­den­ly shift­ing load, Joe re­al­ized what Jim had been scream­ing about for the

    last five sec­onds. They were go­ing un­der.




    In Darien that day, Jim and Joe did not get to their lunch. In­stead they died hor­ri­bly in

    a gooey gray mass, their lungs filled, their screams smoth­ered, and their bod­ies sucked in­to

    the cen­ter of what was sup­posed to be the au­di­to­ri­um roof. It wasn’t the fall that killed

    them. It was the breath­ing, or the lack of it. On that very dry day, sur­round­ed by noth­ing

    but land, they drowned.




    Even in their grief, the wid­ows were glad to see the young at­tor­ney from a Los An­ge­les

    law firm which spe­cial­ized in this sort of lit­iga­tion, Palmer, Riz­zu­to He knew ex­act­ly

    what the con­struc­tion com­pa­ny had done wrong. Their hus­bands would be alive to­day if the

    com­pa­ny fol­lowed prop­er pro­ce­dure. It was a per­fect case of gross neg­li­gence. “In

    Amer­ica build­ings are not sup­posed to col­lapse. This isn’t Rus­sia, where it hap­pens all

    the time. This is Amer­ica. Your hus­bands shouldn’t have died. “




    At the com­pa­ny the en­gi­neers were dumb­found­ed. They couldn’t fig­ure out how it had

    hap­pened. They knew they weren’t sup­posed to lay ce­ment over that broad an ex­panse all at

    once. And yet, some­how, ev­ery one of the dai­ly con­struc­tion or­ders called for that. It

    was as though some mys­te­ri­ous hand, a hand that knew ex­act­ly how the con­struc­tion

    busi­ness worked, had cooked up a recipe for dis­as­ter.




    The small com­pa­ny, al­ready laden with debt, was go­ing to be bankrupt­ed by the law­suit,

    not be­cause they weren’t cov­ered by in­sur­ance. They were. But the next pre­mi­ums would be

    so large that the firm would not be able to bid suc­cess­ful­ly on any fu­ture work.




    In Los An­ge­les, in the shin­ing new tow­ers of Cen­tu­ry Park City, the tragedy of Joe

    Pis­cel­la and Jim Wied­man was the first or­der of busi­ness at the of­fices of Palmer,

    Riz­zu­to Nathan Palmer him­self had called a meet­ing of the part­ners.




    Palmer, Riz­zu­to had start­ed out in a small store­front in Pa­lo Al­to, chas­ing

    am­bu­lances for cas­es. They still kept the sec­ond­hand desk from their first of­fice as a

    me­men­to, en­cased in glass in their ul­tra­lux­uri­ous, wall-​to-​wall-​car­pet­ed,

    foot­ball­field-​size of­fices.




    Nathan Palmer of­ten re­ferred to the desk as “our re­minder of where we came from.” Palmer,

    a grad­uate of one of the more pres­ti­gious East­ern law schools, played hum­ble very well.

    Arnold Schwartz, who had bare­ly got­ten through one of the less­er law schools in

    Cal­ifor­nia, nev­er dared play hum­ble. Arnold would tell pass­ing cock­tail wait­ress­es the

    gross in­come of Palmer, Riz­zu­to Arnold wouldn’t drive to the drug­store in any­thing but his

    Rolls-​Royce lest some­one he would nev­er see again might think he couldn’t af­ford a

    Rolls.




    And Genaro Riz­zu­to would go in­to po­et­ic rap­tures about the desk. They were so poor, he

    would say, that this sec­ond­hand desk was al­most re­pos­sessed and a col­lec­tion agen­cy

    ac­tu­al­ly was car­ry­ing the desk out the door when Riz­zu­to was lis­ten­ing to a judge

    award their first mul­ti­mil­lion-​dol­lar judg­ment.




    The three part­ners nev­er quite agreed on any­thing ex­cept the need for mon­ey. The

    mil­lions they had made some­how didn’t seem to make them free of mon­ey wor­ries, but in­stead

    added to them.




    Nathan Palmer, of good blond pa­tri­cian looks, tend­ed to mar­ry of­ten, and his di­vorces

    were al­ways ex­pen­sive. Genaro Riz­zu­to re­ferred to gam­bling as “harm­less

    en­ter­tain­ment” and could ac­tu­al­ly prove oth­er hob­bies were more ex­pen­sive. Be­ing a

    good lawyer, he could prove any­thing, but he had an abil­ity to lose sev­er­al hun­dred

    thou­sand dol­lars in a night, mak­ing Palmer’s mar­riages and sub­se­quent al­imo­ny

    set­tle­ments seem cheap by com­par­ison. But the biggest fi­nan­cial dis­as­ter among the

    three part­ners was Arnold Schwartz.




    At an ear­ly age Arnold had fig­ured out an in­vest­ment strat­egy of such com­plex­ity that

    a col­lege math teach­er sug­gest­ed he make a ca­reer in physics in­stead of law.




    This math­emat­ical or­ga­ni­za­tion of the vari­ations of the stock mar­ket kept Schwartz

    in a state of near-​bankrupt­cy, bare­ly able to sus­tain his Rolls-​Royce and Bev­er­ly Hills

    man­sion, both heav­ily mort­gaged by loans. Be­cause of the in­tri­ca­cies of his in­vest­ment

    strate­gies, he was one of the few peo­ple who had man­aged to lose mon­ey in the boom mar­kets

    of the ear­ly eight­ies.




    Since Nathan Palmer, Genaro Riz­zu­to, and Arnold Schwartz had stopped us­ing that plain

    scarred wood­en desk back in Pa­lo Al­to, their per­son­al mon­ey prob­lems had in­creased to

    gi­gan­tic pro­por­tions. So when Palmer called a meet­ing of the part­ners, the oth­er two

    came im­me­di­ate­ly. And they came yelling.




    Riz­zu­to had been in­ter­rupt­ed in the mid­dle of a three-​day pok­er game and was down

    al­most a half-​mil­lion dol­lars. He was sure his luck was go­ing to change, and he

    im­me­di­ate­ly ac­cused Palmer of be­ing re­spon­si­ble for his in­abil­ity to be able to

    re­cov­er his cur­rent loss­es.




    Genaro Riz­zu­to was hand­some, with a deep bronze Cal­ifor­nia tan. He wore tight-​fit­ting

    gray slacks, a sport shirt open to the navel, and enough gold chain around his neck to open a

    trav­el­ing jew­el­ry store. He had one wife, to whom he gave any­thing she want­ed ex­cept

    him­self. They had hon­ey­mooned in Las Ve­gas and did not con­sum­mate the mar­riage un­til

    they re­turned to Cal­ifor­nia. Sex was not high on Genaro Riz­zu­to’s list of plea­sures.




    “What’s go­ing on?” de­mand­ed Riz­zu­to.




    “Dis­as­ter,” said Palmer. He wore a light sum­mer suit with his Ivy League tie.




    “So? Ev­ery­thing’s a dis­as­ter. It could have wait­ed. I was down, and just com­ing back.

    But you and your dis­as­ter stopped me. I’m owed for this, Nathan.”




    “Your half-​mil­lion dol­lars is pen­ny-​ante com­pared to this,” said Palmer. He held a

    re­port on a death-​by-​neg­li­gence case in Darien, Con­necti­cut, that Palmer, Riz­zu­to had

    just se­cured that morn­ing, “We’re all fac­ing dis­as­ter. I don’t know why we missed it

    be­fore.”




    “What’s we? You missed it. I nev­er missed it,” said Riz­zu­to, go­ing to a glass bar set

    against a mir­rored wall and pour­ing white wine in­to a Wa­ter­ford crys­tal glass. Schwartz

    had in­sist­ed they buy ex­pen­sive crys­tal even for the wash­rooms, lest by ac­ci­dent a

    plas­tic glass get trans­ferred in­to an of­fice and some­one think they couldn’t af­ford the

    good stuff.




    “You don’t even know what you missed?”




    “What did I al­leged­ly miss?” asked Riz­zu­to.




    “That we’re the biggest fools in the whole damned world,” an­swered Palmer.




    “How?”




    “Wait for Schwartz,” said Palmer.




    Schwartz was de­layed be­cause he would not leave his house with­out his Rolex. He ar­rived

    look­ing as ev­er the epit­ome of pros­per­ity. A dark three-​thou­sand-​dol­lar Sav­ile Row

    suit fit his thin frame per­fect­ly. Se­date but el­egant horn-​rim glass­es made him ap­pear

    thought­ful, and the gold Rolex just hap­pened to ap­pear from a cuff ev­ery few sec­onds as he

    ad­just­ed one thing or an­oth­er around his body.




    “Don’t tell me about dis­as­ters. I’ve just been on the phone with my bro­ker.”




    “It’s worse than the stock mar­ket.”




    “Noth­ing is worse than the mar­ket,” said Schwartz.




    “How the hell do you lose when ev­ery­one else is mak­ing mon­ey?” asked Riz­zu­to. He

    of­fered to get Schwartz a drink. Schwartz de­clined with a mo­tion of his hand, the Rolex

    hand. He put his eight-​hun­dred dol­lar Bazit­ti loafers on the long pol­ished rose­wood

    ta­ble and leaned back. Palmer could see the de­sign­er im­print on the bot­tom of the shoes.

    He was glad there was no such thing as ex­pen­sive de­sign­er un­der­wear; oth­er­wise he would

    be in dan­ger of be­ing mooned by his part­ner.




    Nathan Palmer did not like his part­ners. In fact, if he had met them in an el­eva­tor he

    would have got­ten off at the wrong floor just to get away from them. But these were the men

    who had schemed with him to make Palmer, Riz­zu­to and he nev­er had any thought of go­ing off

    alone. He might de­spise them per­son­al­ly, but pro­fes­sion­al­ly he re­spect­ed their le­gal

    cun­ning.




    “We have here the end of Palmer, Riz­zu­to In Darien, Con­necti­cut, we have se­cured a

    death-​by-​neg­li­gence case against a con­struc­tion firm.”




    “It’s in­sured, isn’t it? We didn’t go af­ter some­thing that wasn’t in­sured,” said

    Schwartz; who was an ex­pert at freez­ing as­sets in dan­ger of dis­ap­pear­ing, a com­mon

    oc­cur­rence when com­pa­nies faced large judg­ments against them.




    “Oh, it’s in­sured,” said Palmer.




    “Then what’s the prob­lem?”




    “The prob­lem is the vic­tims of this heinous crime of neg­li­gence they were both

    smoth­ered in con­crete-​were two com­mon la­bor­ers, Joe some­body and Jim watchamacal­lit.

    “




    “So?” asked Schwartz.




    “That’s a three-​hun­dred-​thou­sand-​dol­lar cap on their lives,” Schwartz said. “That was

    the au­di­to­ri­um-​roof con­struc­tion, wasn’t it?”




    “Yes. Worked bril­liant­ly,” said Palmer.




    “Who else was in­jured? Any en­gi­neers? A doc­tor, hope­ful­ly?” asked Riz­zu­to.




    “On­ly the two la­bor­ers. Palmer, Riz­zu­to s share, gen­tle­men, should come to rough­ly

    three hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars.”




    “What’s that af­ter ex­pens­es?” asked Schwartz.




    “A two-​hun­dred-​thou­sand-​dol­lar loss. And Darien isn’t all, there were the ba­by

    bot­tles. A per­fect lit­iga­tion against the com­pa­ny that pro­duced the plas­tic wrong so it

    would shat­ter in the ba­bies’ mouths.”




    “That was a nat­ural for any ju­ry,” said Riz­zu­to, who loved the gam­ble of fac­ing a

    ju­ry and wished the firm hadn’t be­come so big that they nev­er sent him out to plead a case

    any­more. “Ba­bies with bleed­ing mouths. Hys­ter­ical moth­ers. Rich cor­po­ra­tions.”




    “Ex­cept the life of a ba­by is nev­er a sev­en-​fig­ure af­fair,” said Schwartz. “And they

    suf­fered on­ly mi­nor dis­fig­ur­ing scars. We couldn’t even get a life­long-​em­bar­rass­ment

    fac­tor in­to that case, what with plas­tic surgery and so forth.”




    “An­oth­er loss,” said Palmer.




    “What about the planes? Planes are al­ways good,” said Schwartz. “We’ve done well with our

    planes. It’s our ba­sic. And don’t tell me we’re deal­ing with ba­bies or la­bor­ers in

    first-​class cab­ins. Those are usu­al­ly the first ones to go. We’ve had in­dus­tri­al­ists in

    those cab­ins. We’ve had good lit­iga­tion.”




    “The prob­lem with a plane,” said Palmer, an­noyed that Schwartz was miss­ing the ob­vi­ous,

    “is that you get one plane at most from any prov­able neg­li­gence. When you’re deal­ing with

    air­craft and air­lines, when­ev­er a flaw is dis­cov­ered, it’s changed. En­gines are al­ways

    be­ing re­designed. So are tails and wings, and any­thing that might re­mote­ly cause an

    ac­ci­dent.”




    Nathan Palmer rose in trem­bling in­dig­na­tion. “The ter­ri­ble fact is that if you prove a

    flaw in one kind of air­plane, that’s the safest kind to fly next be­cause they al­ways fix it.

    We’ve nev­er got­ten more than one suit from any plane dis­as­ter. Not one.”




    “The cars were good,” said Schwartz.




    “Cars are an­oth­er thing. But how many man­ufac­tur­ers would now con­sid­er mount­ing the

    gas tank in the rear bumper?” asked Palmer.




    “The gas tank in the bumper was the best. Went up like bombs. We had hun­dreds of bombs on

    Amer­ican high­ways and the best part of it was some id­iot at the au­to com­pa­ny had fig­ured

    out it was cheap­er to pay a judg­ment than to take the gas tank out of the bumper,” said

    Riz­zu­to.




    “We did do well on the gas tanks in the bumpers,” sighed Schwartz.




    “We made them change that pol­icy,” said Riz­zu­to.




    “Fif­teen years ago,” said Schwartz. “What have we had since? Break-​even air­planes,

    con­struc­tion-​com­pa­ny loss­es, and ba­by bot­tles that were at best a nui­sance val­ue to

    the com­pa­ny.”




    “If we could do sur­geons, those big-​in­come guys who do the fan­cy op­er­ations, then we

    would have some­thing,” said Schwartz.




    “What would we get? Three sur­geons at most? And what would we have to pay for it? The

    prob­lem, gen­tle­men, is that pay­ing for these ac­ci­dents is break­ing us.”




    “Makes you want to go back to hon­est law,” said Schwartz.




    “No such thing,” said Riz­zu­to. “You re­mem­ber what they taught us at law school? There

    are two things in law. Win­ning and los­ing.”




    “Yes, but what about the ethics they taught?” asked Schwartz. He had a prob­lem he shared

    with the oth­ers. They hat­ed to lose ar­gu­ments even if win­ning got them nowhere. Per­haps

    that was why they had all en­tered law, Schwartz had of­ten thought. It was com­pet­itive.

    There were win­ners and there were losers and when one ap­plied his mind day in and day out to

    the an­gles of win­ning, oth­er con­sid­er­ations tend­ed to dis­solve.




    Like ethics. All three felt they had all the le­gal ethics they need­ed. They had stud­ied

    enough to pass the Cal­ifor­nia bar, and af­ter that there was no need to fol­low their oaths.

    If they got in­to any trou­ble with an ethics com­mit­tee, they could al­ways bring it to court

    and prob­ably win.




    Be­sides, the way they op­er­at­ed, no one ev­er found out what they did. That was the

    ge­nius of their method or, as Palmer had once said, the method of their ge­nius.




    “Our prob­lem is we have been us­ing our ge­nius the wrong way,” said Palmer.




    “He’s nev­er got­ten us in­to a bit of trou­ble,” said Schwartz.




    “That’s be­cause he knows how ev­ery­thing works,” said Riz­zu­to.




    “I have called you here to­day to tell you that if we con­tin­ue to use our ge­nius in the

    man­ner we have been, we will all be bankrupt with­in a year.”




    “God help us,” said Schwartz.




    “My book­ie is go­ing to carve my liv­er,” said Riz­zu­to.




    “I’ve got sev­en ex-​wives, and I’m get­ting mar­ried again,” said Palmer.




    “Re­al­ly? Con­grat­ula­tions. What’s she like?” asked Riz­zu­to. He liked Palmer’s taste in

    wives. He had made love to half of them, give or take. Which meant he’d come out even on his

    bets with him­self. The gam­bling on which ones would and which wouldn’t had been the best

    part.




    “Like the oth­er sev­en, of course,” said Palmer.




    “Nice,” said Riz­zu­to, who thought it prop­er to wait un­til af­ter the wed­ding be­fore

    ask­ing when Palmer would be tak­ing an­oth­er busi­ness trip.




    “All of which is nei­ther here nor there,” said Palmer. “None of us is go­ing to be able to

    sup­port our hu­man fail­ings un­less we change our ways.”




    “What fail­ings?” asked Riz­zu­to. “I had a half-​mil­lion dol­lars’ worth of ac­tion

    go­ing, and it was go­ing to turn. It had to turn. You called me away. You cost me a

    half-​mil­lion cool ones.”




    “I hard­ly con­sid­er a stock mar­ket that re­acts in pe­cu­liar fash­ion a fail­ing of my

    math­emat­ical for­mu­las.”




    “Yes,” said Palmer, the most re­al­is­tic of the three. “And I have at last found my own

    true love in num­ber eight.”




    “Okay. You win. What are we go­ing to do?” asked Riz­zu­to.




    “You must have a plan of some sort,” Schwartz said. “You nev­er do any­thing you don’t know

    the out­come of, un­less it’s mar­riage. Of course, you do know the out­come of that, don’t

    you?”




    “Don’t be nasty, Arnold,” said Palmer. He walked to the win­dow, paused as the Cal­ifor­nia

    sun­light bathed his fine fea­tures, turned to his part­ners as though ad­dress­ing a ju­ry,

    and then showed the oth­er two, who ba­si­cal­ly found him a pain in the ass, why he was a

    wor­thy part­ner.




    “I am think­ing of a city. A city with doc­tors, lawyers, a may­or. A city with homes, with

    fam­ilies. With moth­ers bring­ing up chil­dren, fa­thers sup­port­ing fam­ilies. I am

    think­ing of homes, en­tire fam­ily units. In­dus­tries. Their lives cut short by some

    de­lib­er­ate neg­li­gence by a multi­na­tion­al cor­po­ra­tion whose as­sets we can

    seize.”




    “I like it,” said Schwartz. “A city has bankers and in­dus­tri­al­ists in it too.”




    “A city has hope. A city is a world un­to it­self. A city rep­re­sents us all, ev­ery­thing

    that is most civ­ilized about any cul­ture. All our artists and great ideas come from our

    cities,” said Riz­zu­to.




    “Snuffed out cru­el­ly,” said Palmer.




    “By a multi­na­tion­al whose as­sets we can freeze,” said Schwartz.




    They all nod­ded to the old scratched wood desk in the glass case.




    “Well,” said Palmer quite pleased with him­self. “It looks as though we won’t have to break

    out that one for a while, will we?”




    “A city will be ex­pen­sive for the ge­nius,” said Schwartz.




    “Ev­ery­thing is ex­pen­sive for the ge­nius,” said Palmer. “That’s why we’re in so much

    over­head trou­ble. “




    “But a city is go­ing to be worth it,” said Riz­zu­to, know­ing he him­self would now get

    back in­to ac­tion. With an en­tire city in­jured and in pain, he could cre­ate an im­age of

    the end of the world, which meant of course the end of a ju­ror’s world. The re­wards would be

    enor­mous.




    Thus it was de­cid­ed in the el­egant Cen­tu­ry Park City of­fices in Los An­ge­les that a

    call be put in to the ge­nius.




    The price tag was a whop­ping five mil­lion dol­lars. When Palmer, Riz­zu­to agreed to

    de­liv­er it im­me­di­ate­ly, there was one ques­tion.




    “Do you have any par­tic­ular city in mind?”




    “No. Any one you think is right.”




    “I don’t do things that aren’t right,” said the voice. The phone call from the part­ners’

    of­fice was picked up by an au­to­mat­ic pro­gram on CURE com­put­ers. While or­di­nar­ily

    sounds would be trans­lat­ed in­to writ­ten words, ex­am­ined, and com­pared to a da­ta base of

    flash sig­nals to warn Smith of spe­cial dan­gers need­ing his at­ten­tion, this phone call

    from Palmer, Riz­zu­to did not reg­is­ter as be­ing re­ceived at any reg­is­tered lo­ca­tion.

    Some­one had by­passed the gen­er­al elec­tron­ic cir­cuit­ry of the phone com­pa­ny,

    some­thing CURE’s com­put­ers con­tin­ued to in­sist was not hap­pen­ing even while it was

    be­ing done. Nor did the com­put­ers pick up the word “Gup­ta” com­ing back to Palmer,

    Riz­zu­to There was some in­di­ca­tion of trou­ble be­cause one of the sec­re­taries

    du­ti­ful­ly re­port­ed the prepa­ra­tion of a dis­as­ter team. This was not on­ly filed in the

    law firm’s com­put­ers but al­so se­cret­ly was for­ward­ed to the CURE da­ta bank, which could

    not place its im­por­tance im­me­di­ate­ly.




    In the city of Gup­ta, In­dia, dawn came as it had for aeons over the sa­cred moun­tains of

    Kalil, the sun rep­re­sent­ing one of the mil­lion Hin­du gods, shin­ing blood-​red through the

    haze of morn­ing.




    From the first days of man-​made fires, Gup­ta had al­ways been hazy. The dung used for

    fu­el burned in acrid smoky clouds, hard­ly lift­ed by pass­ing breezes, for Gup­ta was at the

    bot­tom of a bowl-​shaped val­ley ringed by moun­tains. He who con­trolled the moun­tains

    con­trolled Gup­ta. War­rior princes had ruled here. Mogul in­vaders had ruled here. The

    British had ruled here, and now the rem­nants of all their seeds call­ing them­selves In­di­ans

    ruled here, Mus­lim and Hin­du and Sikh and Chris­tian.




    No one no­ticed the great death come up­on them be­cause it walked sure­ly like one who knew

    how Gup­ta worked. It came first to the wife of a gov­ern­ment of­fi­cial. It came with the

    hiss of jeal­ousy.




    How much more im­por­tant she would be if her hus­band was rec­og­nized as a true In­di­an

    in the cen­tral gov­ern­ment. But alas, in Gup­ta the colo­nial­ists still ruled.




    She did not know where the voice came from. She knew it was some­where and that if it were

    some in­trud­er in her court­yard her hus­band would have him beat­en.




    “There are no colo­nial­ists here. In­dia is free.”




    “Then what is that In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum fac­to­ry do­ing here?”




    “The peo­ple love it. It gives work. It gives high po­si­tions. It em­ploys en­gi­neers and

    la­bor­ers. It makes us in­dus­tri­al­ized. “




    “It makes your hus­band, I am sor­ry to say, less re­spect­ed in Del­hi.”




    “You are a liar. You will be beat­en. You will have your tongue cut in a thou­sand

    places.”




    The voice seemed to be com­ing from the walls. It was an Amer­ican voice. In­ter­na­tion­al

    Car­borun­dum was Amer­ican. Were they play­ing some trick? She turned so quick­ly she al­most

    got tan­gled in her peach-​col­ored sari. Was a god talk­ing to her? Did she fail to make the

    prop­er sac­ri­fices? Was her home made un­clean by some act dur­ing a wrong time of her

    men­stru­al cy­cle? There were so many things this voice could be, but the last thing it could

    be was what it said it was.




    “I am your friend, good wom­an. Look at all the ma­jor gov­ern­ment min­is­ters. Is there

    an­oth­er who in his own do­main has so many whites in high po­si­tions?”




    “Oh, voice, you spread lies. And if you had a body it would die with a thou­sand cuts. If

    you had eyes they would be punc­tured. My hus­band is a re­gion­al ad­min­is­tra­tor. Even the

    po­lice chief bows to him.”




    “But, good wom­an, your hus­band does not have a ma­jor post in Del­hi. Your hus­band does

    not sit in coun­cil with the min­is­ters. Your hus­band fol­lows or­ders and is kept at a

    dis­tance like an un­touch­able.”




    “I will not lis­ten to an­oth­er word,” said the wom­an. She clasped her hands to her ears

    and left the room. But in a few min­utes she was back.




    “Do not be in­sult­ing, voice, and I will lis­ten to you. What is wrong at In­ter­na­tion­al

    Car­borun­dum ? Not that my hus­band is at fault. “




    “The Amer­icans do not re­spect you. Cer­tain­ly there are im­por­tant jobs In­di­ans have

    with the com­pa­ny, but not the cru­cial ones.”




    “An In­di­an is pres­ident of the Gup­ta in­stal­la­tion,” she an­swered. She had even seen

    his of­fice, so large. So im­por­tant, with so many wood­en cab­inets. It looked out over the

    fif­teen-​acre chem­ical plant like a tow­er of a Mogul prince. It was as mod­ern, she was told

    when on tour of the fac­to­ry, as any in Amer­ica. She saw many im­pres­sive but­tons and

    di­als in many rooms.




    The pres­ident of the lo­cal in­stal­la­tion, a Brah­man who had grad­uat­ed from a British

    en­gi­neer­ing school, had per­son­al­ly greet­ed all the wives of the im­por­tant

    min­is­ters.




    “What are those won­der­ful but­tons and di­als?” asked one of the wives. “What mag­ic do

    they per­form?”




    “I know what ev­ery one of them does,” the pres­ident an­swered sharply.




    “What does the shiny one with the light do?” asked the wom­an.




    “It keeps nosy wom­en in their place,” he said, and laughed at his own joke. She bowed to

    the re­buke. But lat­er it was re­vealed that one should nev­er ask the pres­ident how any of

    the com­pli­cat­ed con­trols and gauges worked. He knew ex­act­ly what he had to know: that

    there were al­ways Amer­icans to take care of ev­ery­thing. He was not to be both­ered with the

    pet­ty tasks, but dealt with the high­er con­cepts. He sat be­hind a big desk and or­dered

    peo­ple about. If ev­er he want­ed to know how any di­al or but­ton worked, he would call in an

    Amer­ican and or­der him to ex­plain.




    But why should he ask? Did he ask the un­touch­ables how they col­lect­ed dung for the fires

    that burned through­out the Gup­ta val­ley? This the wom­an re­mem­bered as the in­vis­ible

    voice spoke to her, and the in­vis­ible voice be­gan to make sense.




    “The Amer­icans are smarter than the British. The British sat on hors­es, parad­ing in fine

    uni­forms, and let oth­ers do the work. But the Amer­icans know those are not the peo­ple who

    run things. The peo­ple who run things know how they work. And look at the Amer­ican fac­to­ry

    in Gup­ta. Look at the jobs In­di­ans have. They sit at desks and col­lect mon­ey and they are

    hap­py. But they do not know how to run the fac­to­ry. And the mo­ment the Amer­icans leave,

    all they will have will be their fan­cy desks and fan­cy of­fices and noth­ing and no one to

    or­der about. Do you think the im­por­tant min­is­ters in Del­hi do not know this?”




    “But my hus­band is blame­less,” plead­ed the wom­an.




    “Your hus­band is re­gion­al di­rec­tor. He is most to be blamed.”




    “What can we do?”




    “You can be­gin by in­sist­ing that In­di­ans hold cru­cial, not cer­emo­ni­al, posts.”




    “What is a cru­cial post?”




    “Safe­ty en­gi­neer.”




    “That is cru­cial?”




    “That is most cru­cial. If the safe­ty en­gi­neer does not do his job, no one will be safe.

    If the pres­ident of the fac­to­ry does not show up for a week, who even no­tices he is

    gone?”




    “What if my hus­band beats me for my in­so­lence?”




    “He most cer­tain­ly will beat you, but then he will do what you told him.”




    “You know my hus­band.”




    “I know how things work.”




    In the of­fices of the En­glish-​lan­guage Times of Gup­ta, a voice spoke to an ed­ito­ri­al

    writ­er. The voice sound­ed like it was com­ing from out­side his win­dow. It sound­ed

    Amer­ican.




    “What you want In­di­ans for is to let them sit around and pre­tend they run things. Now,

    we’re lucky. We give them these pho­ny jobs, call them ‘pres­ident’ and such. That’s fine.

    Pay­ing them salaries is just an­oth­er form of lo­cal bribe. We can ac­cept that cost. But

    heav­en help us if one of these brown bas­tards ev­er in­sists on be­ing safe­ty

    en­gi­neer.”




    “How do you keep them from it?”




    “Sim­ple. We make them be­lieve the cru­cial jobs are some form of jan­ito­ri­al work.

    Safe­ty en­gi­neer is close to main­te­nance en­gi­neer, which is an­oth­er word for

    broom-​push­er. That’s un­touch­able work to these bug­gers.”




    “You mean they’re the laugh­ing­stock of the home of­fices of In­ter­na­tion­al

    Car­borun­dum ?” said the writ­er.




    “Shhh. Not so loud. We’re near a news­pa­per.” The ed­ito­ri­al writ­er looked out the

    win­dow to see which Amer­ican was ridi­cul­ing his race. But out­side, he saw noth­ing but the

    rot­ting garbage of the streets and a cow lazi­ly strolling along with an un­touch­able

    run­ning be­hind wait­ing for fu­el for the count­less fires that laid an eter­nal haze over

    Gup­ta.




    And so, in a seem­ing­ly spon­ta­neous erup­tion, the lead­ers of Gup­ta rose to de­mand

    that the Amer­ican com­pa­ny em­ploy In­di­ans for what they called the most im­por­tant jobs.

    The re­gion­al di­rec­tor led the de­mands but he had sup­port o. the lo­cal news­pa­per, whose

    ban­ner ed­ito­ri­al read: “WHAT FOOLS DO THEY TAKE US FOR?”




    Since no one want­ed to be a fool, a rag­ing storm en­gulfed the home of­fice of

    In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum in Dover, Delaware, of­fices far less plush than those in

    Gup­ta, In­dia.




    “What the hell do they want to be safe­ty en­gi­neers for? What the hell do they want to be

    main­te­nance en­gi­neers for? We couldn’t give those jobs away there two years ago.”




    “Bet­ter give in to them, chief. Where else can we man­ufac­ture Cy­clod B?” said the

    sub­or­di­nate. Cy­clod B was the main ac­tive in­gre­di­ent of the in­sec­ti­cide Good­bye

    Bug. It sold enor­mous­ly well in Amer­ica in its at­trac­tive lemon-​yel­low can with a

    car­toon bug hap­pi­ly keel­ing over dead and be­ing swept up by a dust­pan and broom.

    Com­bined with oth­er chem­icals, Cy­clod B killed bugs very ef­fec­tive­ly and made the

    coun­try­side on­ly mod­er­ate­ly tox­ic. But alone, un­com­bined in for­mu­la, it con­tained

    two of the dead­li­est gas­es known to man, one of them a deriva­tive of a now-​out­lawed World

    War I war­fare agent.




    In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum had looked around the world for a place to man­ufac­ture

    Cy­clod B. Af­ter an­nounc­ing that a lo­cal res­ident would be pres­ident of the fa­cil­ity

    and that it would pro­vide not on­ly five thou­sand low-​pay­ing jobs but al­so a hun­dred

    im­por­tant po­si­tions, the com­pa­ny found that it had its choice of the sub­con­ti­nent. It

    chose Gup­ta be­cause it was near a good rail­head. It was far enough away from Del­hi so that

    cen­tral-​gov­ern­ment of­fi­cials would have to be bribed on­ly oc­ca­sion­al­ly, and it had a

    mixed In­di­an pop­ula­tion so that the Hin­dus would not ac­cuse In­ter­na­tion­al

    Car­borun­dum of fa­vor­ing Sikhs or Mus­lims or Chris­tians-​and vice ver­sa for all the

    com­bi­na­tions that ex­ist­ed.




    They could spread the wealth.




    The de­ci­sion from head­quar­ters in Dover was an im­me­di­ate yes. But with one

    warn­ing.




    “Make sure as hell they know how damned dan­ger­ous Cy­clod B is.”




    “Bit dif­fi­cult. We sort of sold the In­di­an gov­ern­ment on the idea that Cy­clod B is no

    more dan­ger­ous than wa­ter when prop­er­ly used.”




    “How the hell did we do that?”




    “We spread ru­pees around like ma­nure.”




    “Just make sure we have good men in safe­ty and main­te­nance.”




    Ap­par­ent­ly some­one knew how In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum worked be­cause the good men

    that were hired all had the best rec­om­men­da­tions and de­grees. And men with de­grees did

    not like to go around turn­ing valves and knobs like un­touch­ables. The first thing they did

    was or­der new of­fices, with pret­ty sec­re­taries, ex­pen­sive desks, and many tele­phones,

    and then they as­signed the task of mon­itor­ing to un­der­lings. These un­der­lings or­dered

    small­er of­fices for them­seves and shared sec­re­taries, but each had a per­son­al phone.

    They too hired sub­or­di­nates for the me­nial work of read­ing me­ters and check­ing

    valves.




    The safe­ty-​en­gi­neer­ing bud­get in­creased fif­teen­fold with­in a week, and there­after

    it took a full day and a half with stacks of pa­per­work re­quir­ing six or sev­en sig­na­tures

    to get so much as a mop de­liv­ered to a hall­way.




    Valves that had to be checked and lu­bri­cat­ed ev­ery day now rarely saw a hu­man hand. And

    in Gup­ta, a lone voice was heard. An Amer­ican en­gi­neer men­tioned to a lo­cal news­pa­per

    that the plant was be­ing run dan­ger­ous­ly, but the sto­ry was not print­ed be­cause it

    smacked of Amer­ican racism.




    The man tried to ex­plain that it was not the col­or of the man’s skin mon­itor­ing the

    safe­ty valves, but the mon­itor­ing it­self. He even left a pam­phlet for the news­pa­per

    ed­ito­ri­al writ­er show­ing the dan­gers of Cy­clod B.




    “I will not even look at any­thing brought to me by a racist,” said the ed­ito­ri­al

    writ­er.




    “I’ll tell you what, you just keep it around. If you still have it in a week and you haven’t

    used it, I’ll buy it back for a hun­dred dol­lars Amer­ican. But I think you’ll need it.”




    “A racist at­ti­tude. We are not on­ly safe, but per­haps even safer be­cause these are the

    lives of our own peo­ple.”




    The man laughed at the ed­ito­ri­al writ­er.




    “The on­ly rea­son In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum man­ufac­tures Cy­clod B here is that

    they wouldn’t dare man­ufac­ture it in Amer­ica or Eu­rope. Now who are the racists?”




    “You, sir, get out,” said the ed­ito­ri­al writ­er, who was deeply both­ered by the man’s

    voice. He could have sworn he had heard it be­fore, but had nev­er seen the face be­fore.

    How­ev­er, even if the man were a racist, he was a help. He took a safe­ty pin and fixed a

    type­writ­er that had been stick­ing for years and was thought to be too bad­ly dam­aged to be

    re­paired.




    “How did you do that?”




    “I know how things work,” said the man. He did not leave his name or ex­plain why he had

    such hos­til­ity to­ward In­di­ans run­ning Amer­ican fac­to­ries.




    It was not long be­fore one of the gauges on the safe­ty valves be­gan flick­ing omi­nous­ly

    to­ward the red zone, the dan­ger area for the flow of Cy­clod B. The on­ly way to make sure

    the chem­ical was safe was to be sure it al­ways stayed liq­uid, and that meant keep­ing it at

    a tem­per­ature be­low a cer­tain lev­el. In the hot val­ley, Cy­clod B had to be con­stant­ly

    re­frig­er­at­ed.




    It was morn­ing when the low­est as­sis­tant no­ticed the di­al edg­ing dan­ger­ous­ly close

    to the red zone, which meant the tem­per­atures were ris­ing in the hold­ing tanks. He ran to

    the third as­sis­tant safe­ty en­gi­neer with the warn­ing. The third as­sis­tant knew this was

    very im­por­tant and there­fore was very care­ful in prepar­ing his mem­oran­dum for the

    sec­ond as­sis­tant safe­ty en­gi­neer.




    It was so im­por­tant he rewrote it four times to make sure his syn­tax was cor­rect. Then

    he be­rat­ed the sec­re­tary for the one spelling er­ror. He would not al­low strikeovers.




    The sec­ond as­sis­tant safe­ty en­gi­neer in­sist­ed his name be in­clud­ed in the

    mem­oran­dum three times in­stead of just once. The third as­sis­tant had his name men­tioned

    enough, the sec­ond as­sis­tant point­ed out, be­cause he was the sender.




    And so by the time the mem­oran­dum reached the main of­fice of the safe­ty-​en­gi­neer­ing

    de­part­ment, the gauges were well in­to the red zone and the un­touch­able who was as­signed

    to read them had tak­en his fam­ily out of the city. He knew what they meant. He had worked in

    the fac­to­ry a long time and the Amer­ican racists were the on­ly ones who talked to him, and

    they ex­plained things to him.




    They had told him that when the nee­dles on the tem­per­ature gauges hit red, he should do

    one of two things. The first was to run.




    And what was the sec­ond?




    “Place your head care­ful­ly be­tween your legs, bend over very far, and kiss your ass

    good-​bye. “




    Cy­clod B be­came a gas qui­et­ly as the tem­per­atures rose, and as it be­came gas it put

    pres­sure on the en­tire tank sys­tem, and as this hap­pened oth­er gauges be­gan to creep

    in­to the dan­ger zone, and as that hap­pened, the di­rec­tor of safe­ty en­gi­neer­ing was

    meet­ing with his sub­or­di­nates prepar­ing their plan to in­crease the size of their

    de­part­ment.




    This memo read that there nev­er could be too high a price for safe­ty. It warned of the

    dan­ger of chem­icals. It pro­posed a most rea­son­able so­lu­tion to the press­ing per­son­nel

    prob­lem. More sec­re­taries. Pret­ty ones, pos­si­bly from Bom­bay or Cal­cut­ta.




    The pres­sur­ized gas burst one seam and that was all that was need­ed. It came out in a

    small gray­ish­white cloud, some­what thick­er than the nor­mal haze of the Gup­ta val­ley.




    The first per­son who smelled it was an un­touch­able gath­er­ing dung on the road. It

    smelled like a char­coal fire. He won­dered who was burn­ing ex­pen­sive wood. The odor was

    some­what pleas­ant and it tick­led his nos­trils. Then he re­al­ized there was no more

    tick­ling. His nos­trils were numb, and his limbs were numb, and the sun had gone out of the

    sky.




    He dropped just as the cow down the road had dropped. Silent­ly the gray cloud spread

    slow­ly across the val­ley with­out any wind to dis­perse it. The cloud grew and moved through

    the fac­to­ry and in­to the city, cut­ting down peo­ple more thor­ough­ly and vi­cious­ly than

    any Mogul in­vad­er.




    Ba­bies cried and then stopped cry­ing as des­per­ate moth­ers shook them and then fell

    them­selves, drop­ping their chil­dren in­to the dust as they died. Moth­ers, even in death,

    were seen crouched over the bod­ies of their chil­dren as if to pro­tect them.




    The rich im­por­tant peo­ple who were not in the fac­to­ry area es­caped by car. It was four

    days be­fore the city was safe to en­ter. Ev­ery­where was car­nage. In­di­an Army sol­diers

    had to wear gas masks, not as pro­tec­tion from the Cy­clod B that had by now been slow­ly

    dis­solved in­to the air, but to block the stench of rot­ting flesh.




    At first, gov­ern­ment of­fi­cials, not want­ing to lose a valu­able fac­to­ry, tried to run

    a log­ical in­quiry. But an out­cry arose from the sur­vivors.




    The Times of Gup­ta had proof that Cy­clod B was a liq­uid so dan­ger­ous that

    In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum would not dare man­ufac­ture it in an Amer­ican or Eu­ro­pean

    coun­try. They had in­stead care­less­ly cho­sen a val­ley in In­dia whose heat could turn the

    liq­uid in­to a dead­ly gas.




    A cry rang out for ret­ri­bu­tion. It was joined im­me­di­ate­ly by a firm of Amer­ican

    lawyers, who an­nounced to the world:




    “What is the cost of a city? What is the cost of a civ­iliza­tion? The price to be paid must

    be so pro­hibitive that a Gup­ta can nev­er hap­pen again.” These words came from Genaro

    Riz­zu­to him­self just af­ter he met with the In­di­an prime min­is­ter, Gup­ta had be­come a

    word syn­ony­mous with dis­as­ter.




    Riz­zu­to even had a bumper stick­er that read: “NO MORE GUP­TAS.”




    The prime min­is­ter de­clined to have it put on the state limou­sine.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    The first re­ports of the death of fif­teen thou­sand peo­ple in In­dia made lit­tle

    im­pres­sion on the Amer­ican me­dia. It was just an­oth­er third-​world dis­as­ter,

    ap­pear­ing in news­pa­pers as a one-​para­graph filler item. But when word came that an

    Amer­ican fac­to­ry was re­spon­si­ble, Gup­ta was a ma­jor sto­ry.




    It was like Africa. A hun­dred thou­sand black Africans could be slaugh­tered by oth­er

    blacks, and it would make lit­tle im­pact as a news sto­ry. Per­haps one or two men­tions here

    or there. But if twen­ty black peo­ple were killed by white South African po­lice, then it

    be­came a front-​page sto­ry.




    If Syr­ia chose to kill twen­ty thou­sand of its cit­izens, wip­ing out its town of Hama,

    that might be men­tioned or not. But if Is­rael was stand­ing near­by while Arabs killed three

    hun­dred or so oth­er Arabs at Sabra and Shatil­la in Lebanon, that was front-​page news. When

    the Is­raelis pulled out and the Arabs went back to killing each oth­er in the same places, the

    news re­treat­ed to the in­side pages.




    Thus, when there was a white or Eu­ro­pean an­gle to a sto­ry, a filler item be­came a

    front-​page dis­as­ter. In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum was Amer­ican. If an Amer­ican

    fac­to­ry had killed fif­teen thou­sand peo­ple in Gup­ta, it was news.




    Re­mo and Chi­un heard the news while Re­mo was avoid­ing a movie cam­era in a Los An­ge­les

    stu­dio. He had agreed to ac­com­pa­ny Chi­un to Hol­ly­wood as part of a va­ca­tion be­cause

    Chi­un, like Smith, thought Re­mo need­ed a rest. Both of them thought Re­mo was crazy. He

    thought they were crazy. The com­pro­mise was that Re­mo would go out to the West Coast with

    Chi­un. Chi­un would be al­lowed to se­cure what­ev­er deal he thought he had go­ing with a

    movie com­pa­ny, pro­vid­ed he did not ap­pear be­fore a movie cam­era. Re­mo would make sure

    Chi­un didn’t get him­self in front of the cam­eras.




    This was of course an im­pos­si­bil­ity, as Re­mo told Smith, be­cause no one stopped Chi­un

    from do­ing any­thing, and the most like­ly time for Chi­un to do ex­act­ly what he want­ed was

    when he had promised to ful­fill some­one else’s wish­es.




    So Re­mo got word of the Gup­ta dis­as­ter at pre­cise­ly the mo­ment when Chi­un was most

    like­ly to get him­self seen. The cam­eras were rolling and Chi­un, who just hap­pened to be in

    his pure gold ki­mono with the ru­by-​en­crust­ed red drag­ons, stepped for­ward to of­fer his

    hum­ble as­sis­tance. Re­mo’s buzzer rang. Smith had asked him to car­ry it. Smith had been

    watch­ing a dan­ger­ous sit­ua­tion and had promised not to use Re­mo if he didn’t have to. But

    if he had to, the buzzer would ring.




    It rang just as Chi­un stepped for­ward in­to the lights beg­ging ev­ery­one’s par­don,

    say­ing he did not wish to in­ter­fere and cer­tain­ly did not wish to dis­turb any­one.




    “But there is some­thing of in­ter­est here that might be help­ful to such won­der­ful stars

    as your­selves.”




    Re­mo took the buzzer de­vice to the near­est pay tele­phone. He was sup­posed to di­al the

    op­er­ator and then press the buzzer in­to the tele­phone re­ceiv­er. This would

    au­to­mat­ical­ly en­code an ac­cess num­ber di­rect­ly to Smith.




    Re­mo had been giv­en ac­cess codes be­fore but he had trou­ble get­ting them right. The

    num­bers had to be more than sev­en dig­its lest unau­tho­rized peo­ple ac­ci­den­tal­ly di­al

    in­to the most sen­si­tive tele­phone lines in the na­tion. The more Re­mo be­came at­tuned to

    the mys­ti­cal na­ture of the uni­verse, the less he was able to deal with me­chan­ical

    things.




    So Smith had en­gi­neers de­vise a beep­er de­vice that even chim­panzees had been able to

    use af­ter brief train­ing with ba­nana re­wards. The ab­so­lute fail­safe, most

    us­er-​friend­ly thing since the hu­man kiss, it was called.




    Re­mo got it right on the third try.




    “What do you want, Smit­ty? Bet­ter hur­ry.”




    “There’s a lit­tle prob­lem in Gup­ta, In­dia. I need to talk to you.”




    “What’s im­por­tant about Gup­ta, In­dia?”




    “What’s hap­pen­ing at a Los An­ge­les law firm is im­por­tant. “




    “That seems just as unim­por­tant. Hey, I got to get back in­side. Or do you want Chi­un

    star­ring in some movie around the world?”




    “I’m com­ing out there, Re­mo. This is im­por­tant.”




    “Ev­ery­thing’s im­por­tant ex­cept Amer­ican fam­ilies, Smit­ty. Good-​bye,” said Re­mo. He

    moved quick­ly through the stu­dio of­fices and on­to the set. Chi­un had made an ar­range­ment

    with the pro­duc­er to pro­vide tech­ni­cal as­sis­tance. This pro­duc­er was fa­mous for

    ac­tion films and was do­ing a movie on a man with ex­traor­di­nary pow­ers. Chi­un had

    cor­re­spond­ed with him, say­ing he knew how peo­ple could nat­ural­ly do won­drous things,

    with­out props or tricks.




    When the pro­duc­er had asked what things, Chi­un an­swered: any­thing the pro­duc­er

    want­ed. What Smith did not know, and Re­mo un­der­stood most well, was that Chi­un’s main

    am­bi­tion was to get cred­it for all the se­cret work he and Re­mo had done.




    Chi­un had nev­er un­der­stood, or want­ed to un­der­stand, that Amer­ica was not some

    feu­dal king­dom em­ploy­ing as­sas­sins to make or un­make em­per­ors, but a democ­ra­cy that

    was run by rules.




    Se­cre­cy for Chi­un was sneak­ing up on some­one, not keep­ing your mouth closed af­ter you

    had been suc­cess­ful at it.




    His great am­bi­tion, hav­ing had the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju turned down by ev­ery

    pub­lish­ing house in New York, was to have a movie made of them. There was no chance this

    would hap­pen. These his­to­ries, records of each Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, went on for forty-​two

    thou­sand pages and Chi­un would not al­low one word to be cut. If made in­to a movie, the

    his­to­ries of Sinan­ju would have run twen­ty-​four hours a day for months.




    A wily pro­duc­er, hear­ing of free tech­ni­cal as­sis­tance, had giv­en a Hol­ly­wood

    promise to look at part of the his­to­ries, promis­ing that if they could cut the run­ning time

    to six weeks they might have some­thing there, but of course it would have to be in En­glish.

    Chi­un had said the his­to­ries lost some­thing in En­glish, but he agreed to go out to the

    Coast to dis­cuss it. Now as Re­mo got to the set he saw Chi­un show­ing one of the ac­tors how

    to throw his arm pow­er­ful­ly enough to ac­tu­al­ly make a car shake. Ev­ery­one was

    ex­ict­ed. Ev­ery­one was ap­plaud­ing. The di­rec­tor thought this was mag­nif­icent. But

    some­how, and none of the movie peo­ple knew how, Chi­un had to be very near the star to make

    the trick work. “Could the tech­ni­cal help pos­si­bly wear a less glar­ing ki­mono? That gold

    and red just sucks up the at­ten­tion of the en­tire screen,” called out the di­rec­tor. “Oh,

    this lit­tle thing?” asked Chi­un, touch­ing a long fin­ger­nail to the gold em­broi­dery.




    “Yeah. Red and gold. It’s like a traf­fic light and makes the hero­ine look like a

    side­walk, sir. Could you change it?”




    “I am afraid I have noth­ing else,” said Chi­un humbly.




    Re­mo knew there were four­teen steam­er trunks of his ki­monos back at the ho­tel.




    “Can we drop a gray robe over him or some­thing? My light read­ings are go­ing through the

    ceil­ing,” said the cam­era­man.




    “Does he re­al­ly have to be on the set?” asked the as­sis­tant di­rec­tor.




    Chi­un nod­ded yes, with apolo­gies. He said he gave the ac­tor a sense of con­fi­dence by

    be­ing near­by. Could Chi­un be near­by out of cam­era range, then? “I will try, O great

    artists of the West, whose glo­ry in­spires a thou­sand po­ets, whose beau­ty shames the

    blos­soms of the dawn.”




    “Okay, a gray cloth, and let him stand three paces back and we have it,” said the

    di­rec­tor.




    Some­one called “Ac­tion” and the hero reached out, try­ing to push the car. Chi­un, be­ing

    help­ful, moved in some­what clos­er, and with ab­ject apolo­gies found that his gray

    cov­er­ing was com­ing off.




    The scene was reshot forty-​two times and each of those times the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju just

    couldn’t quite keep the gray cov­er on, nor could any­one make it stay on. And when the rush­es

    were viewed that evening, the on­ly thing vis­ible was Chi­un smil­ing at the cam­era as the

    car shook, while the hero re­mained al­most in­vis­ible as the gray cloth cov­ered his

    head.




    Back at the ho­tel, Re­mo wait­ed with Chi­un for Smith’s call. They had of­ten met in

    ho­tel rooms, but one right in Bev­er­ly Hills, Smith felt, would at­tract too much

    at­ten­tion.




    “Do you think Smith will want screen cred­it?” Chi­un won­dered. “He is our le­gal

    em­ploy­er.”




    “I don’t think he’ll mind not be­ing men­tioned,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes. He is crazy, but then again, your en­tire race is crazy,” said Chi­un. And now, for

    the first time in years, Re­mo chose to an­swer him back. He did not choose to let it

    slide.




    “No, you’re crazy. You wor­ry about the trea­sure of Sinan­ju. When it was stolen a few

    years ago, you dropped ev­ery­thing and went look­ing for it. But what did it do for thou­sands

    of years? It sat there and did noth­ing.”




    “It was there,” said Chi­un.




    “So what?” said Re­mo. “You nev­er spent a pen­ny of it.”




    “It was there in case.”




    “In case what?”




    “You know how we be­came as­sas­sins. The vil­lage starved. Ba­bies had to be put in­to the

    wa­ters be­cause there was no food for them. The as­sas­sins made sure there was food and have

    been hon­ored by the vil­lage ev­er since.”




    “What you earn in trib­ute in one week could feed them for the next cen­tu­ry. And this idea

    of peo­ple re­spect­ing Sinan­ju, what do you care what they think?”




    “You don’t care?”




    “I care what you think, lit­tle fa­ther. I do not care what some peo­ple I nev­er met think.

    I care what I think about me. That’s im­por­tant.”




    Chi­un thought a mo­ment. He did not un­der­stand what Re­mo meant about think­ing about

    him­self. Chi­un did not think much about him­self. He had un­der­stood at a young age, so

    young he could not even re­mem­ber, that he was won­der­ful. And if some­one else did not think

    the same way, a hor­ri­ble death was too good for him. What was there to think about?




    He won­dered if this was the mad­ness of the wil­lows spo­ken about in the Ming Dy­nasty.

    Roy­als would be found star­ing at wil­low branch­es, do­ing noth­ing else un­til ser­vants

    brought them back to their palaces.




    What was this think­ing about one­self? Chi­un could not fath­om it. Did it have to do with

    judg­ing one­self? Why, that could mean dis­lik­ing one­self, and that of course was

    im­pos­si­ble. He smiled briefly and de­cid­ed to watch Re­mo close­ly for the rest of the

    day.




    Smith ar­rived at two a.m. and set up a meet­ing just out­side the city lim­its in a car he

    had rent­ed. Smith in­sist­ed Chi­un be there. There were com­mu­ni­ca­tions prob­lems with the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and to be sure Smith had nev­er quite un­der­stood what Chi­un meant in

    some of his flow­ery lan­guage. But Chi­un was a pro­fes­sion­al. And if there were ques­tions

    about du­ties, an added weight of gold could al­ways solve any moral dilem­ma. In fact, there

    were no moral dilem­mas.




    Re­mo, on the oth­er hand, was a pa­tri­ot. He had been eval­uat­ed care­ful­ly through

    psy­cho­log­ical tests be­fore he was even con­sid­ered. And the truth was, a pa­tri­ot was a

    lot more dif­fi­cult at times to deal with than a cash-​and-​car­ry mer­ce­nary.




    And there were spe­cial prob­lems with Palmer, Riz­zu­to prob­lems Smith won­dered if

    ei­ther Re­mo or Chi­un could han­dle.




    When he saw the head­lights come up the dirt road he blinked twice. The oth­er car blinked

    back twice. Then three times. Then the head­lights went off. Re­mo had bro­ken the lights when

    he got the sig­nals wrong. He drove the last hun­dred yards on a star­less, moon­less night as

    dark as the bot­tom of a mi­ne­shaft, at sev­en­ty miles an hour, with­out so much as graz­ing

    the shoul­der of the nar­row road.




    Chi­un and Re­mo got in­to Smith’s rent­ed car. They sat in the back, Chi­un protest­ing

    that Smith de­served the place of hon­or and they as his loy­al ser­vants should sit up front

    as drivers.




    This was in En­glish. In Ko­re­an he not­ed that this meet­ing at an un­god­ly hour on a

    dirt road was an­oth­er sign of Smith’s men­tal aber­ra­tions and soon­er or lat­er “this

    lu­natic will get us killed.”




    Smith did not un­der­stand Ko­re­an.




    “And greet­ings to you, Chi­un,” said Smith. “We have a prob­lem. I had hoped that Re­mo

    might get some need­ed rest. Frankly, and you both know this, I’ve been most wor­ried about

    Re­mo’s ac­tions late­ly.”




    “No­body has a gun to your head, Smit­ty. You don’t have to use me,” said Re­mo.




    “Please don’t be de­fen­sive. But as a mat­ter of fact, some­one does have a gun to my head.

    Some­one has a gun to the head of all Amer­ica. And that’s why I’m here. “




    In Ko­re­an, Chi­un won­dered how some­one could hold a gun to the head of a coun­try, since

    Smith was al­ways claim­ing Amer­ica did not have an em­per­or. Did one put a pis­tol against

    the Rocky Moun­tains? Did one shoot at the Mis­sis­sip­pi? Or was that the knee of the coun­try

    and not the head? But to Smith he com­ment­ed grave­ly that a gun to a coun­try’s head was a

    dis­as­ter not on­ly for the coun­try but for ev­ery­one liv­ing there.




    He held his chin thought­ful­ly in his long fin­ger­nails and nod­ded, full of the grav­ity

    of the sit­ua­tion. “I don’t know if you are aware of it, Re­mo, but Amer­ica has be­came

    dan­ger­ous­ly liti­gious.”




    “What is this ‘liti­gious’?” asked Chi­un.




    “It means su­ing, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Amer­icans are us­ing lawyers for ev­ery grievance,

    re­al or imag­ined. The courts are clogged. But that’s not the prob­lem.”




    “Per­haps more as­sas­si­na­tions and few­er law­suits would solve the prob­lem. As you

    know, Em­per­or Smith, each in­jus­tice dealt with by a head on a wall not on­ly solves the

    im­me­di­ate prob­lem but five oth­ers as the wrong­do­ers see jus­tice done swift­ly and

    sure­ly,” said Chi­un.




    “No. No. That’s just what we can’t have. That’s just what Amer­ica is not about, what we

    can’t be about. That’s just why we’re here, work­ing se­cret­ly, so that we’ll have our laws to

    live by and still get through these times of chaos,” said Smith.




    “Of course,” said Chi­un. “Your ge­nius is sim­plic­ity it­self. “




    He glanced at Re­mo to see if Re­mo un­der­stood what Smith was talk­ing about. Re­mo was

    not smirk­ing. He seemed to take it se­ri­ous­ly.




    “Ex­cuse me, Em­per­or Smith, but your wis­dom has such pow­er it en­velops worlds too large

    for your as­sas­sin. I would un­der­stand it bet­ter in Ko­re­an. Would you be so kind as to

    al­low Re­mo to ex­plain it to me?”




    “Cer­tain­ly,” said Smith. “I think it would be help­ful. Re­mo, ex­plain it to him.”




    “He’s not go­ing to un­der­stand it. He doesn’t want to un­der­stand it,” said Re­mo.




    “He ex­pressed an in­ter­est, and I think the cour­te­ous thing to do is to ac­cede to his

    re­quest. I al­so think it might clear up some mis­un­der­stand­ings the Mas­ter has about this

    coun­try,” said Smith. “And make him even more ef­fec­tive than he is now.”




    Chi­un blinked. He could not be­lieve his ears. He rou­tine­ly treat­ed Smith as an

    ex­alt­ed em­per­or, re­fer­ring to him­self some­times as a hum­ble as­sas­sin. But this

    at­ti­tude was not in­tend­ed to be tak­en se­ri­ous­ly. It was on­ly to show that be­sides

    Chi­un’s awe­some mag­nif­icence, he was al­so ca­pa­ble of be­ing hum­ble. In fact, be­cause

    he was so per­fect in all man­ner of things, his hu­mil­ity was to be ap­pre­ci­at­ed as even

    greater. But Smith had said, in words out of his own mouth, and Chi­un had un­der­stood ev­ery

    one of them, that Chi­un could be more ef­fec­tive.




    This meant there was some­thing he did that might need im­prove­ment. The in­sult hit him

    like a steam­ing tow­el across the face. If he did not have per­fect con­trol of his breath he

    would have been aghast. In­stead he wait­ed to see if Re­mo would let that in­sult pass.




    And pain of pains, Chi­un wit­nessed in his own grief that Re­mo said noth­ing, ex­cept to

    ex­plain the non­sense of the Amer­ican Con­sti­tu­tion.




    “So what we do se­cret­ly, and why we do things se­cret­ly, is to sup­port the be­lief that

    a na­tion can run by laws. And what we do is make sure it sur­vives in those lit­tle

    ex­trale­gal ways it needs in a dan­ger­ous world,” said Re­mo in Ko­re­an, know­ing Chi­un

    could nev­er grasp the idea of a con­sti­tu­tion be­cause he be­lieved that all gov­ern­ments

    were run by pow­er and threat, and there­fore need­ed as­sas­sins. If Amer­ica were

    dif­fer­ent, why then did it need the ser­vices of the grand­est line of as­sas­sins of all

    time, the House of Sinan­ju?




    But Re­mo was not pre­pared for Chi­un’s en­raged re­sponse.




    “How dare you talk to me of that driv­el, when the one who has giv­en you all you know, all

    you hold that makes you what you are, has been vil­ified in your pres­ence?”




    “I didn’t hear it. What did Smith say? Did I miss some­thing?”




    “Did you miss some­thing?” squeaked Chi­un. He could not even bear to look at Re­mo

    any­more.




    “Yeah. What did I miss? What’s wrong?” asked Re­mo.




    “What is wrong? What is wrong?” asked Chi­un, his voice ris­ing to a squeaky crescen­do.




    Smith did not un­der­stand their Ko­re­an di­alect. He had tried to study Ko­re­an once just

    to find out what the two were say­ing in his pres­ence, but he dis­cov­ered that many of the

    terms used in Sinan­ju were not in a Ko­re­an dic­tio­nary be­cause they were so ar­cha­ic. It

    was as if a time cap­sule had cap­tured a lan­guage four thou­sand, five hun­dred years old and

    had kept it pure.




    Still, even though he did not un­der­stand what they were talk­ing about, it seemed to him

    that they were be­ing a bit too emo­tion­al for a dis­cus­sion about the Con­sti­tu­tion of the

    Unit­ed States, es­pe­cial­ly since it was Smith’s opin­ion that Chi­un be­lieved the

    Con­sti­tu­tion was some form of Amer­ican po­em, like a re­li­gious chant that ev­ery­one said

    and did not re­al­ly be­lieve in.




    “That’s what I said. What is wrong?” Re­mo snarled.




    “He asks what is wrong. Did you not hear the ven­om from Smith’s own lips? Did you hear what

    he said?”




    “He was talk­ing about the Con­sti­tu­tion, which you don’t think means any­thing to be­gin

    with.”




    “He said to a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju that a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could be more ef­fec­tive. That

    is what he said.”




    “More ef­fec­tive in his con­text, pro­tect­ing Amer­ica through se­cre­cy. Pro­tect­ing the

    things of Amer­ica that are valu­able. Like the rights of peo­ple. “




    “What about the rights of a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, re­spect­ed lo these thou­sands of years in

    courts and palaces? Glo­ried from Samarkand to St. Pe­ters­burg. Hon­ored by Ming and

    Clau­di­an dy­nas­ties. What about the rights of the man you call ‘lit­tle fa­ther,’ the one

    you have just heard de­grad­ed with your own ears? Do these rights mean noth­ing?”




    “You don’t un­der­stand what Smith meant. He wasn’t talk­ing about your skills . . .”




    “I un­der­stand. I un­der­stand that when you take in­sults and dis­re­spect from a pupil,

    then you can ex­pect it from the world. You have al­lowed me to be shamed in front of . . . of

    a white.”




    “You don’t like it from any col­or, so why do you pick on white?”




    “You’re white. You’re all white. You’ve al­ways been white. You stick to­geth­er, don’t

    you?”




    “Lit­tle fa­ther, I love you. But Smit­ty doesn’t even un­der­stand enough to know he

    in­sult­ed you. Be­lieve me. If he had, I would have spo­ken up. I would nev­er let any­one

    in­sult you.”




    “Then let’s work for a sane em­per­or. Or a tyrant. This is a rare time in his­to­ry.

    Tyrants and kings are re­gain­ing their pow­er. Look at Ko­rea it­self, once thought lost to

    com­mu­nism in the north, which proved to be on­ly an ug­ly mask for a beau­ti­ful king­ly

    dy­nasty trans­ferred from fa­ther to son. Com­mu­nism is on the rise all over. And that means

    tyran­nies, if not king­ships. This could well be the glo­ry age of as­sas­sins. Let us leave

    this in­sult­ing churl with the face of a lemon.”




    “I love my coun­try, too, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “I’m sor­ry. I do. I just don’t care

    about mon­ey.”




    “A wound to a fa­ther’s heart.”




    “I’m sor­ry,” said Re­mo. And the con­ver­sa­tion over, Re­mo turned back to En­glish and

    back to Smith.




    “Well, that was a spir­it­ed dis­cus­sion on our le­gal sys­tem, wasn’t it?” said Smith.




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. His voice felt hoarse, not be­cause of the vol­ume he had used but

    be­cause of the emo­tion that had come up­on him. He hon­est­ly did feel torn now be­tween

    Sinan­ju and Amer­ica. Once he thought he could make them work in har­mo­ny, each serv­ing the

    oth­er. Now he re­al­ized this was im­pos­si­ble. East was East. And West was West.




    “Your Con­sti­tu­tion rings with the beau­ty of your great­est po­ets, its words such

    har­mo­ny of the soul that flow­ers blush in shame,” said Chi­un. “Now I ful­ly un­der­stand

    that won­der­ful doc­ument.”




    “Good, I think you do,” said Smith. “I think he does in a deep­er way than I might have

    imag­ined. Don’t you think so, Re­mo?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo curt­ly.




    “Well, be­cause we are a na­tion of laws, the le­gal sys­tem is cru­cial. As cum­ber­some

    and as dif­fi­cult as it is, it is the one key pro­tec­tion we have from our­selves, from

    ra­pa­cious politi­cians and bu­reau­crats, from the pow­er­ful harm­ing the weak, do you

    see?”




    Re­mo stared out the win­dow in­to the dark­ness. Chi­un ex­am­ined his hands. Smith

    con­tin­ued.




    “Be­cause there are so many law­suits nowa­days, and be­cause the judg­ments have be­come so

    high, costs of pro­duc­ing things have gone up. We’re los­ing some of our finest sur­geons

    be­cause they refuse to pay the high in­sur­ance pre­mi­ums. Ob­ste­tri­cians are so racked by

    law­suits their mal­prac­tice in­sur­ance some­times comes to three-​quar­ters of their

    in­come; many are leav­ing the pro­fes­sion. In­dus­tries are be­ing threat­ened with

    shut­down.”




    Smith paused. Re­mo said, “Un-​huh,” and then ex­am­ined his nails. Chi­un said just about

    the same thing but it came out as a lau­da­tion of Smith’s wis­dom. Then Chi­un looked out the

    win­dow.




    “And we have found one par­tic­ular law firm to be the biggest prob­lem in this area. They

    have raised am­bu­lance-​chas­ing to a sci­ence. I’m sure they’re be­hind many of the

    ter­ri­ble tragedies they jump on, but we can’t prove it.”




    “You want us to elim­inate them?” said Re­mo.




    “No. This is a le­gal prob­lem. You can’t go around killing lawyers. What we must do is

    re­move them from with­in the sys­tem. We have to get le­gal proof to get them dis­barred and

    thrown in jail. Once they are ru­ined it will act as an ex­am­ple to oth­er am­bu­lance

    chasers, or at least cut down the num­ber of in­dus­try-​threat­en­ing neg­li­gence

    cas­es.”




    “Just a minute. I know you have thou­sands of lit­tle gnomes ev­ery­where, all of them

    feed­ing in­for­ma­tion in­to your com­put­ers with­out them know­ing about it. Why can’t you

    do it with that law firm?”




    “We have,” said Smith. “And ev­ery­one has died-​not just died, but died in an ac­ci­dent. A

    show­er sud­den­ly spits out scald­ing wa­ter at a sec­re­tary with a heart prob­lem. She dies.

    A ju­nior lawyer work­ing un­der­cov­er for one of the gov­ern­ment agen­cies has his roof

    col­lapse on him, killing him. Now, the roof suf­fered what ap­peared to be nor­mal de­cay in

    the joists. And this show­er had al­ways lacked pro­tec­tion against spurts of ex­tra-​hot

    wa­ter. So we can’t prove a thing.”




    “So?” said Re­mo.




    “So we want peo­ple to gath­er ev­idence who can’t be killed by ac­ci­dents.”




    “I can be killed by an ac­ci­dent,” said Re­mo.




    “The­oret­ical­ly, I sup­pose, yes,” said Smith.




    “It’s not a the­oret­ical life, Smit­ty.”




    In Ko­re­an, Chi­un said, “Charge him a high­er price and say yes. It is all the same

    non­sense when you are work­ing for a lu­natic.”




    “All right. Where do we be­gin?” said Re­mo in En­glish.




    “There’s been an ac­ci­dent in Gup­ta, In­dia. We’re sure Palmer, Riz­zu­to are be­hind it.

    Go there. See if you can fig­ure out how they did it, and see if you can link it to those

    shys­ters. Riz­zu­to was on hand a lit­tle bit too ear­ly and seems to have the ear of the

    prime min­is­ter.”




    “In­dia?” said Chi­un. “Ah, the Moguls. The grandeur of the ra­jahs. In­dia has al­ways been

    a sec­ond home to the House of Sinan­ju.”




    “Be care­ful, Re­mo,” said Smith. “We don’t know how these guys work. They even have

    pro­grams that seem to foil our com­put­ers. They can con­duct con­ver­sa­tions we can’t break

    in­to. And they seem to be able to cause ac­ci­dents at will. They can make any­thing not

    work.”




    “So can I,” said Re­mo.




    “On pur­pose,” said Smith.




    He won­dered why there was a sud­den change of ac­tiv­ity. He was good at won­der­ing. But

    when he won­dered, it was dif­fer­ent from oth­ers, and it al­ways had been. He won­dered what

    he would find when he saw some­thing that was not work­ing prop­er­ly.




    It did not have to be a big thing. It just was very clear to him, clear­er than sun­shine.

    He could not re­mem­ber when things like clocks and faucets were not ob­vi­ous in their

    work­ings.




    And so when he tin­kered with the pro­gram sys­tems of Palmer, Riz­zu­to the thing that

    stuck him this day was that an el­ement of surveil­lance had changed.




    First, there was the in­creased ac­tiv­ity in the database of Palmer, Riz­zu­to That meant

    at one time some­one was do­ing some­thing to the Palmer, Riz­zu­to in­for­ma­tion that he, or

    she, shouldn’t have been do­ing. This had led to a sim­ple re­frac­tion pro­gram based on

    bi­na­ry al­go­rithms that spit out the names of the per­pe­tra­tors as eas­ily as if it were a

    list of clients.




    There were four so far, in­clud­ing a sec­re­tary and a young lawyer.




    But what was ap­par­ent most of all in these strange in­tru­sions in­to the sanc­ti­ty of

    Palmer, Riz­zu­to was the hint of a larg­er sys­tem.




    It was as ob­vi­ous as a leaky faucet. Some­one meant Palmer, Riz­zu­to no good and was

    watch­ing them. And when this sys­tem, so or­ga­nized and re­lent­less, sud­den­ly down­grad­ed

    its at­tempt to ri­fle in­for­ma­tion from the law firm’s com­put­ers, this man who knew how

    things worked un­der­stood there was a dif­fer­ent, more sub­tle at­tack com­ing against the

    peo­ple who had made him so wealthy.




    He phoned Palmer at his home even though it was Palmer’s wed­ding night.




    Palmer’s wife an­swered, scream­ing.




    “You can speak to that bas­tard any­time. I’m leav­ing,” she said.




    “Hel­lo, Nathan,” he said. “It’s me.”




    “I can’t af­ford any more help. We haven’t made any­thing on Gup­ta yet.”




    “I’ve called with a warn­ing.”




    “How much?”




    “No charge this time. I was just tin­ker­ing. You know how I love to tin­ker.”




    “What’s the warn­ing?”




    “You’re go­ing to come un­der at­tack from a new di­rec­tion. “




    “Well, that’s a re­lief. I wasn’t trust­ing any­one there for a while.”




    “I am afraid this one is go­ing to be more dan­ger­ous than the oth­ers. You see, from what

    I can tell just by un­der­stand­ing the pro­grams they used to get at your con­fi­den­tial

    in­for­ma­tion, this is not the kind of or­ga­ni­za­tion to pull back. If it ap­pears to be

    pulling back, it’s on­ly bring­ing in some­thing far more dan­ger­ous.”




    “We don’t have mon­ey yet. Can you han­dle it?”




    “Of course. I un­der­stand how ev­ery­thing works.”


  




  

    Chapter 5




    As Re­mo and Chi­un de­scend­ed the ramp from the jet, Chi­un breathed deeply and

    sighed.




    “Our sec­ond home. Sinan­ju has done some of its finest work here. The great pearl of Hortab

    was earned here, by the Mas­ter Chee, in a very del­icate and beau­ti­ful as­sas­si­na­tion. It

    seems-“




    Re­mo in­haled and spit.




    The air­port, like most of In­dia, smelled of an­imal and hu­man waste. The mas­sive

    coun­try made for beau­ti­ful pic­tures and aw­ful odors. Like most of civ­iliza­tion for most

    of his­to­ry it had yet to solve its sewage prob­lems. Raw hu­man waste ran in the streets.

    Garbage was rarely col­lect­ed in the low­er-​class neigh­bor­hoods, and in the rich

    neigh­bor­hoods it was the prime pick­ings of gangs. The life of a sa­cred cow was more

    im­por­tant than the life of most cit­izens and the great holy riv­er of the Ganges, had it run

    through any West­ern coun­try, would have been called a pol­lu­tion dan­ger of im­mense

    pro­por­tions. In­stead the In­di­ans defe­cat­ed in it, uri­nat­ed in it, threw their garbage

    in it, and then bathed in it.




    “Son,” said Chi­un. “I will show you In­dia as you have nev­er seen it. It will be your

    sec­ond home al­so.”




    “I’d pre­fer an armpit,” said Re­mo.




    “It is be­cause you do not know how to trav­el. Be­fore we do any­thing we must pay our

    re­spects to the reign­ing em­per­or, and we must go prop­er­ly,” said Chi­un.




    “They have a pres­ident too,” said Re­mo. “You’ll find it the same sys­tem as Amer­ica,

    which you don’t un­der­stand. “




    “Re­al­ly? If it is the same sys­tem as Amer­ica, then why does the son suc­ceed the

    moth­er? That is how you tell a throne. Not by whether peo­ple think they vote or not.

    Dy­nas­ties are mat­ters of suc­ces­sion.”




    “Yeah. He’s not go­ing to meet you. In­dia doesn’t have kings or em­per­ors or ra­jahs

    any­more. That’s back­ward. They’re not that back­ward any­more. They’re go­ing to laugh at

    us.”




    Chi­un ig­nored the re­marks and hired bear­ers for a lit­ter roofed with a saf­fron

    para­sol. He hired trum­peters and callers to an­nounce his com­ing. And then, with his

    four­teen steam­er trunks or­na­ment­ed in gold and red rib­bons, he set about the re­turn of a

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to the palaces of In­dia. When his bear­ers brought him to the gates of the

    pres­iden­tial palace in Del­hi, the horns were told to sound ar­rival and a bard was

    in­struct­ed to sing, in Hin­di, prais­es to Sinan­ju, the House of Sinan­ju, the Mas­ters of

    Sinan­ju, and all that was Sinan­ju.




    “They’re go­ing to laugh us out of here, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “That is, if they

    don’t start shoot­ing.” The for­mer prime min­is­ter had just been shot by her own Sikh

    body­guards and now her son was prime min­is­ter, and he was sup­posed to be sur­round­ed by

    heav­ily armed Hin­dus, some of them his rel­atives. These sol­diers were less pro­fes­sion­al

    than the Sikhs that had turned on his moth­er, and there were ru­mors that passers­by had been

    shot by ex­citable guards just for mak­ing too much noise. But in Del­hi, with so many dead

    nor­mal­ly on the streets, no one could re­al­ly tell the dif­fer­ence. As a com­men­ta­tor had

    once said, a hu­man life in In­dia had all the worth of a toi­let-​pa­per wrap­per in Amer­ica.

    Re­mo wait­ed in the lit­ter, chuck­ling. Chi­un wait­ed be­side him, the soft warm breezes

    blow­ing his wisps of white hair like pen­nants.




    Fi­nal­ly the gates opened and Re­mo’s jaw dropped. The prime min­is­ter was stand­ing

    there, his hands clasped in front of him in for­mal Hin­du greet­ing. “We have heard of your

    ar­rival, O Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Let In­dia be home to Sinan­ju and all its glo­ry,” said the

    prime min­is­ter.




    Re­mo couldn’t be­lieve his ears. He knew this man was an en­gi­neer and had grad­uat­ed

    from a mod­ern British uni­ver­si­ty. Yet here he was pay­ing homage to a house of as­sas­sins.

    Re­mo had learned the sto­ries of the Mas­ters, but he had nev­er quite be­lieved the

    his­tor­ical part where this Mas­ter or that had saved this pharaoh or that king. Or that they

    were pub­licly glo­ri­fied.




    He be­lieved in Sinan­ju, the do­ing of it, but not the trap­pings. And here were the

    trap­pings come to life.




    Chi­un sat pleased as punch. He did not both­er to say he told Re­mo so. That would come

    lat­er. In­stead he an­swered the prime min­is­ter.




    “We are glad to be home among our friends,” he said. “It has be­come known to us that your

    moth­er has met with a tragedy. While we share your grief, we can­not help but think that your

    moth­er might still be with us if you had em­ployed Sinan­ju in­stead of Sikh guards.”




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” said the Prime Min­is­ter of In­dia. “We al­ways have a place for you

    in our ser­vice.” Chi­un raised a hand. His gray trav­el­ing robe flut­tered in the breeze.




    “Would you re­peat that for my son?” asked Chi­un.




    “Con­sid­er your­self hired,” said the prime min­is­ter. “Ev­ery­one of im­por­tance in

    In­dia ap­pre­ci­ates the virtues of Sinan­ju. You are, of course, a leg­end.”




    “Would you, Re­mo, ex­plain what we are do­ing in Amer­ica?” said Chi­un. “Lis­ten to the

    non­sense to which Sinan­ju has been re­duced, O lead­er of the great In­di­an peo­ples.”




    “No I wouldn’t,” said Re­mo. “We don’t work for any­one. We’re vis­itors.”




    “Then you are wel­come and your em­ploy is wel­come al­so.”




    “We’re busy. Thank you. Some oth­er time,” said Re­mo, and then whis­pered to Chi­un. “We’re

    not sup­posed to let any­one know who we work for. You know that. Why’d you tell him to ask

    me?”




    “Be­cause I am too ashamed to say it my­self. Look, this is how Sinan­ju should be treat­ed.

    See? Can you imag­ine an Amer­ican pres­ident com­ing to the gates of the White House and

    wel­com­ing us? No. In­stead we sneak around like thieves in the night, al­ways afraid some­one

    will hear us. This,” said Chi­un, point­ing to the prime min­is­ter, “is where we be­long.”




    “It stinks,” said Re­mo.




    “It’s home,” said Chi­un.




    “Stinks. “




    “Home.”




    “You are both wel­come,” said the prime min­is­ter.




    “We’ve got busi­ness. We’d bet­ter be leav­ing,” said Re­mo, and he nudged Chi­un.




    “Short­ly we will be back and then your life will be as safe as your moth­er’s should have

    been. We will sac­ri­fice at the Ganges for her.”




    “And may a thou­sand gods bring good for­tune to you, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. And al­so to your

    son.”




    “Yeah, thanks,” said Re­mo, nudg­ing a lit­ter bear­er with his heel to speed their

    de­par­ture.




    Chi­un was out­raged all the way to Gup­ta, a two-​day jour­ney by train. Re­mo had met a

    ruler who wished to em­ploy Sinan­ju and all he could say was, “Yeah, thanks.” Where was

    Re­mo’s train­ing? Had he for­got­ten the lau­da­tions al­ready, the prais­es for a king or a

    duke or a prince or a pharaoh?




    “Quite hon­est­ly, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo, “I as­sumed the lau­da­tions for pharaohs

    were not some­thing I was go­ing to need right away.”




    “It’s good to learn. “




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause it is prop­er train­ing. The cloth is made of a thou­sand threads even if you

    don’t see the cru­cial ones that hold the seams.”




    “What good does it do me to know the low­er king­dom has to be men­tioned be­fore the up­per

    king­dom and that my voice must rise on the first in­flec­tion in Thebes, or that on­ly dur­ing

    a drought should I men­tion Lux­or or Abu Sim­bel to a pharaoh?”




    “Be­cause it does,” said Chi­un. “You don’t greet a friend­ly monarch with an Amer­ican

    ‘Yeah, thanks.’ That’s what you say to the lu­natic Smith. Not to a re­al ruler who

    in­her­it­ed a throne from his moth­er and may well give it to an heir, who just might have

    good work for the House of Sinan­ju.”




    This said, Chi­un re­fused to talk fur­ther and was silent through Pat­war, Kan­pur, Galior,

    Nag­pur, Nizam­abad, and Tiru­pati, un­til they reached the moun­tains that sur­round­ed the

    val­ley of Gup­ta, where they saw the steep paths up to the moun­tain ridges.




    They could smell the strange odors of Cy­clod B still lin­ger­ing in the air-​not strong

    enough to be harm­ful, for on­ly they could sense it. But it was there nev­er­the­less, faint

    hints of a sub­stance that could fa­tal­ly dam­age a ner­vous sys­tem. Re­mo and Chi­un used

    dif­fer­ent breath­ing pat­terns to keep their pores open. But oth­er trav­el­ers hard­ly

    no­ticed the odor. There was a con­voy of med­ical work­ers and of course truck­loads and

    truck­loads of Amer­ican cam­er­amen.




    A child was hit by a speed­ing army truck, and an Amer­ican news team jumped out to

    in­ter­view him, while the moth­er tried to re­vive him.




    But as soon as they found out Amer­ica wasn’t re­spon­si­ble, one of the cam­er­amen called

    out, “Noth­ing here. A hun­dred thou­sand peo­ple die like this ev­ery week. Doesn’t mean

    any­thing.”




    One of the news­men want­ed to in­ter­view Re­mo, but he dodged him. Chi­un, see­ing a

    cam­era, al­lowed him­self to be spo­ken to.




    He was here for a va­ca­tion, he said, to be among his good friends in Gup­ta.




    “But most of them are dead,” said the re­porter.




    “Who­ev­er is left,” said Chi­un.




    There was a strange si­lence in the city as the car­avans made their way down in­to the bowl

    val­ley that housed the city of Gup­ta.




    In one sec­tor was a mod­ern ar­ray of tanks and pipes that made up In­ter­na­tion­al

    Car­borun­dum . They ap­peared still to be work­ing. Re­mo felt Chi­un touch his arm.




    “Look,” said Chi­un. “Look.”




    “At what?”




    “At ev­ery­thing. Has in­so­lence al­so blind­ed your eyes? What do you see?”




    “I see a city. I see moun­tains. I think the fac­to­ry is still work­ing. I don’t know if

    it’s still dan­ger­ous or what. “




    “You see and you don’t see,” said Chi­un. “It was gas that killed. Look around you.”




    “These moun­tains make a bowl,” said Re­mo.




    “Now we are sup­posed to look for peo­ple who cause ac­ci­dents, who make prof­it from them.

    If this is so, then they chose their site well. Who­ev­er did this knows how to use the land.

    The gas would sit in the bowl a long time and not be blown away.”




    In the city, life was re­turn­ing. The places of those who had died were tak­en by peo­ple

    from oth­er cities who had no places. It oc­curred to Re­mo, see­ing this, that the

    pop­ula­tion ex­plo­sion peo­ple crit­icized was re­al­ly na­ture’s way of keep­ing the race

    alive. Though thou­sands had died hor­ri­bly, in time it would not even be re­mem­bered.




    A young boy with large dark eyes and a big smile ran af­ter Re­mo and Chi­un’s lit­ter,

    beg­ging and not get­ting any­thing, his smile turn­ing in­to a frown and his hap­py chat­ter

    to curs­es. Re­mo laughed and gave the boy some change. Im­me­di­ate­ly scores of chil­dren

    poured from door­ways and ran af­ter the lit­ter.




    In their joy and laugh­ter and in their num­bers Re­mo felt that in In­dia life was stronger

    than death. Chi­un had nev­er said this. He said there was an eter­nal bal­ance be­tween what

    the Mas­ters called light and dark­ness, life and death, some­thing and noth­ing.




    Chi­un al­so in­sist­ed on mak­ing prop­er sac­ri­fices at five dif­fer­ent tem­ples to five

    dif­fer­ent gods. At the tem­ple of Shi­va he sug­gest­ed Re­mo make a per­son­al sac­ri­fice

    of a goat or a dove.




    Re­mo, who had been raised in a Catholic or­phan­age in Newark, looked at the many-​armed

    mod­el of the god sur­round­ed by sym­bol­ic flame, the “de­stroy­er of worlds” as he was

    called, and just shook his head. He couldn’t do it.




    “He is spe­cial to you, Re­mo. All the prophe­cies about a dead man re­turn­ing to be­come a

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in­volve Shi­va, Re­mo,” said Chi­un.




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. “I know.” But he didn’t go in­to the tem­ple and he didn’t make a

    sac­ri­fice. He did not say a Hail Mary ei­ther. He just turned away and went back to the

    lit­ter.




    At the fac­to­ry Re­mo was told he could not en­ter, but must wait in line.




    “You can­not get work by push­ing ahead and show­ing rude­ness,” said the of­fi­cial at the

    gate.




    Re­mo looked back over the line.




    “You mean all these peo­ple are wait­ing for work here?”




    “Of course, these are good jobs.”.




    “But I thought these were dan­ger­ous jobs. Dead­ly jobs.”




    “Don’t you dare say that. We will nev­er con­sid­er you. “




    From the lit­ter Chi­un be­rat­ed the man for not show­ing more re­spect, and freely used

    the name of the prime min­is­ter. The gates opened and the guardian gave a small bow.




    “This is civ­iliza­tion,” said Chi­un. “Where in Amer­ica do you get prop­er cour­tesy?”




    “You mean keep­ing hun­dreds wait­ing while we are shown def­er­en­tial treat­ment?”




    “Of course. You are against def­er­en­tial treat­ment?”




    “Yeah. Kind of. I kind of feel sor­ry for these peo­ple. I hate to see them ig­nored like

    that, just for us.”




    “Just for us?” asked Chi­un with anger. “There is nev­er just us. There is, most of all,

    most im­por­tant­ly, us. But I should not be sur­prised that you think of ‘us’ as a just, as

    noth­ing, some­thing to be ig­nored and re­viled. You are the one who does not care for

    mon­ey.”




    “Right. We don’t need it. What do we need it for? You have all the robes you can ev­er wear.

    We get ev­ery­thing we ask for paid for by the or­ga­ni­za­tion, and that isn’t much. It’s a

    roof over our heads at most. So what else do we need?”




    “Re­mo, do not make me sick,” said Chi­un.




    At the Gup­ta plant of In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum , Chi­un freely bandied about the

    name of the prime min­is­ter and was ac­cord­ed spe­cial re­spect. See­ing that he was

    shame­less in his de­mands, the In­di­an em­ploy­ees, who re­spect­ed shame­less­ness, gave him

    just about ev­ery­thing he want­ed. While the Amer­ican in­ves­ti­gat­ing en­gi­neers were

    de­layed, dal­lied with, lied to, and fawned over to mis­lead them, Chi­un and Re­mo got the

    re­al scoop.




    “It was some stupid lit­tle valve that went. How should I know?” said the pres­ident of the

    lo­cal plant, Rashad Palul. He wore a lightweight En­glish suit with an En­glish school tie. He

    smoked En­glish cigarettes and lit them with an En­glish lighter. His En­glish dic­tion and

    gram­mar were im­pec­ca­ble. Re­mo felt like he was talk­ing to some British lord.




    “What do the Amer­ican en­gi­neers say?”




    “Some­thing or oth­er,” said Rashad Palul. “They’re dread­ful­ly bor­ing.”




    “I heard peo­ple weren’t do­ing the prop­er main­te­nance.”




    “Rub­bish. I in­creased the main­te­nance bud­get fifty-​fold. You can’t blame

    main­te­nance. I put the very best in charge of safe­ty and in­creased the bud­get. Have you

    heard of the law­suit?”




    “I know some Amer­ican lawyers are over here.”




    “By Jove, they cer­tain­ly are. The sums they are de­mand­ing! Might put In­ter­na­tion­al

    Car­borun­dum in a sticky po­si­tion, what? Don’t you think? Not that the Amer­icans will get

    what they’re af­ter. They won’t earn much here, the blighters. “




    “Why not?”




    “Do you know the av­er­age worth of an In­di­an cit­izen? I’m not talk­ing about us, you

    know, of course. I am talk­ing about the com­mon­ers.”




    “No, I don’t,” said Re­mo, think­ing about the smil­ing boy who had cadged mon­ey from him.

    It was on­ly a grand ac­ci­dent, Re­mo had thought, that he had been born in Amer­ica and that

    boy born here. Be­cause if the op­po­site were true, Re­mo did not see how even he would be any

    dif­fer­ent from the mil­lions of In­di­ans. There was just no way out for the com­mon peo­ple

    here. That was the glo­ry of Amer­ica. That was what Amer­ica meant to him. It was hope. That

    was what was lack­ing in a coun­try like this. Who you were born was who you would be for the

    rest of your life.




    “I would say on an av­er­age for a bread­win­ner, the award at most would be three hun­dred

    dol­lars. And that is high. That is a max­imum price on his life.”




    “And for a boy?” asked Re­mo.




    “No one’s son? No one im­por­tant?”




    “A beg­gar,” said Re­mo.




    “Ten dol­lars. A dol­lar. A cop­per bowl. What­ev­er. They are of lit­tle im­por­tance.

    There are so many of them.”




    “There have to be with the way you dips run a coun­try. In­dia isn’t run. It’s ex­cret­ed,”

    said Re­mo.




    “I beg your par­don,” said Rashad Palul.




    “My son, who is al­so a friend of the prime min­is­ter, some­times has strange feel­ings

    about the odd­est things,” said Chi­un. “Now, Palul, let us turn our­selves to im­por­tant

    things. I do not care about the valves ei­ther.”




    “They’re on­ly the things that caused the damned dis­as­ter in the first place,” mut­tered

    Re­mo. He looked out the win­dows at the moun­tains of Gup­ta, ma­jes­tic peaks of strong

    beau­ty, each veined with trails lead­ing down to the city.




    “Who was re­spon­si­ble for the valves?”




    “The en­tire de­part­ment.”




    “Were there any new peo­ple in the de­part­ment?”




    “The en­tire de­part­ment was new.”




    “And who was re­spon­si­ble be­fore them?”




    “An Amer­ican en­gi­neer and some un­touch­ables. You know how crazy Amer­icans are. They

    did not see the dif­fer­ence be­tween an un­touch­able and a Brah­man as you do, sir.”




    “They are a pe­cu­liar race.”




    “The British un­der­stood the dif­fer­ence.”




    “The British un­der­stand these things,” said Chi­un. “Gen­er­al­ly an in­tel­li­gent

    peo­ple.”




    “Ex­cept for Hen­ry the Eighth,” said Re­mo, “who did his own killing and didn’t pay

    Sinan­ju. Right?”




    “Are you per­chance from Sinan­ju, of the leg­endary Mas­ters of Sinan­ju?” asked Palul.




    “The very same,” said Chi­un, look­ing over to Re­mo to see if he no­ticed the prop­er

    re­spect be­ing paid. “Oh, gra­cious. No won­der you’re friends of the P.M. By Jove, this is a

    most re­mark­able bit of good for­tune. We must have you to din­ner. Oh please, don’t say no.

    You are our most hon­ored guests.”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “He is af­fect­ed by the sun,” said Chi­un.




    “The House of Sinan­ju, you know, served a lord near here.”




    “Of course we know,” said Chi­un. “And so does he, when he stud­ies his lessons. “




    “The House of Sinan­ju here in low­ly Gup­ta . . .” said Palul.




    “Are you lis­ten­ing to this good man, Re­mo?” asked Chi­un.




    Re­mo did not an­swer.




    “He has emo­tion­al prob­lems,” Chi­un con­fid­ed to Palul.




    “Get back to the valves. None of you guys from Nepal to Ko­rea knows how a damned valve

    works. That’s why you’re all so damned back­ward,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un chuck­led. “He is the worst with any equip­ment. He can­not di­al a tele­phone

    with­out falling over his own fin­gers. Noth­ing works when he at­tempts to run it.”




    “Is he re­tard­ed?”




    “On­ly in some ar­eas,” said Chi­un.




    “Back to busi­ness, please,” said Re­mo. He thought about the lit­tle boy out­side. The less

    ev­ery­one else cared about him, the more Re­mo felt sor­ry for him. He might not even make it

    to man­hood, and no one would know. No one would care, and the rich would send their sons to

    school in the West to then make pro­nounce­ments about the dis­par­ity be­tween north-​south

    wealth and how it should be re­dis­tribut­ed. All of these things said by the rich of those

    coun­tries be­cause the poor couldn’t af­ford an ed­uca­tion. None of these lead­ers of the

    poor coun­tries would share so much as a crust of bread with their poor, and yet for some

    rea­son they ex­pect­ed oth­er na­tions to do what they re­fused to do.




    “What has changed here in the last year?” asked Chi­un.




    “If any­thing, safe­ty and main­te­nance, which the Amer­ican en­gi­neers blamed for the

    leak­age, have been im­proved. Vast­ly. Our bud­get has grown in these ar­eas.”




    “Good,” said Chi­un. “And how did that come about?”




    “Well, there was a strong move­ment to re­place the Amer­ican en­gi­neer, to put In­di­ans

    in that po­si­tion. And we did. We put many in that po­si­tion. We had three ad­min­is­tra­tors

    to be­gin with.”




    “And who watched these valves?”




    “I don’t know. I don’t both­er with those things. I am pres­ident of this lo­cal branch, not

    some rag run­ner.”




    “Please be so kind as to tell me who is in charge of the valves.”




    “I don’t know.”




    “Find out,” said Chi­un.




    It took al­most half a day to get the in­for­ma­tion, with one di­rec­tor af­ter an­oth­er

    com­ing in and out of the of­fice and each of them think­ing it was pe­cu­liar that some­one so

    lofty as their pres­ident would care about some valve or oth­er. They were all sure it was

    be­ing tak­en care of by an­oth­er de­part­ment.




    They all knew it used to be tak­en care of by some Amer­ican en­gi­neer and a group of

    un­touch­ables. “How did the change hap­pen?” asked Chi­un.




    “What do you care, lit­tle fa­ther? Let’s go down and look at where it hap­pened.”




    “It did not hap­pen there,” said Chi­un. “How did the change hap­pen?”




    “It just hap­pened. There was a spon­ta­neous de­mand to put our own peo­ple in charge.”




    “Then nowhere was where it came from,” said Chi­un. And he asked from whom the pres­ident of

    the branch had first heard this spon­ta­neous de­mand.




    “It was all over,” said Rashad Palul.




    “No. Nowhere has to come from some­where,” said Chi­un, and in­sist­ed that Palul ques­tion

    all his sub­or­di­nates.




    Some had read about it in the pa­pers. Oth­ers had thought a lo­cal ad­min­is­tra­tor was

    be­hind it. The ed­ito­ri­al writ­er of the En­glish-​lan­guage Times of Gup­ta claimed it was

    his own idea.




    “From my in­dig­na­tion at the ar­ro­gance of the racist West. From my firm root­ing in

    third-​world strug­gles. From my sense of be­ing an In­di­an.”




    Re­mo grabbed him by his legs, pressed his foot to the man’s throat which now was ad­ja­cent

    to the rug in the of­fice of the fac­to­ry pres­ident, and asked the ed­ito­ri­al writ­er to

    clar­ify his state­ment.




    “From voic­es. White-​sound­ing voic­es. I over­heard them say­ing in­sult­ing things.”




    “And where did these voic­es come from?”




    “Out­side my win­dow.”




    “And who were they?”




    “I did not see them. But they were your typ­ical Amer­ican racists look­ing down on

    ev­ery­one else. And they said the im­por­tant thing not to let In­di­ans have was the right to

    be in charge of im­por­tant things. And that got my goat. Now will you please put me back on my

    feet?”




    Re­mo yanked the man’s heels up­ward, slap­ping his head around on the car­pet like a

    yo-​yo, and then right­ed the man and set him firm­ly on his feet. “You just can’t go around

    do­ing that to peo­ple,” said the ed­ito­ri­al writ­er.




    “I do it all the time,” said Re­mo.




    “These voic­es re­al­ly got you do­ing, didn’t they?” asked Chi­un.




    “Most as­sured­ly.”




    The oth­er source Chi­un fi­nal­ly tracked down was a re­gion­al ad­min­is­tra­tor who

    claimed to be the first one to call for In­di­ans in those jobs.




    And where, asked Chi­un, did the ad­min­is­tra­tor get the idea?




    “It is mine. I thought of it. I am a man who is be­ing watched in Del­hi it­self, most

    as­sured­ly,” said the ad­min­is­tra­tor.




    “And I am a friend of the prime min­is­ter. And he blames who­ev­er thought of this as a

    walk­ing dis­as­ter, an af­front to the na­tion, an em­bar­rass­ment to In­dia be­cause it

    makes peo­ple be­lieve In­di­ans can’t run things. “




    “But it’s the whites who are re­spon­si­ble. Ev­ery­one knows that. The lawyers know that.

    The peo­ple know that. The press knows that.”




    “As a friend of the prime min­is­ter, I blame you.”




    “Not me.”




    “Then who?”




    “I will not say.”




    “A son?”




    “I have no sons.”




    Re­mo start­ed the up­side-​down treat­ment again, but Chi­un raised a frail-​look­ing

    hand.




    “Please, don’t be so un­civ­ilized. Be­sides, a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju should not put his hands

    on any­one un­wor­thy of the glo­ri­ous death we deal.”




    “Noth­ing glo­ri­ous about death. Death is death.”




    “You’re so Amer­ican,” moaned Chi­un.




    The ad­min­is­tra­tor left the room, ask­ing them to wait, and Re­mo chafed at be­ing

    thwart­ed in his de­sire to ap­ply phys­ical in­cen­tives. But short­ly Re­mo saw that Chi­un

    was right. For the ad­min­is­tra­tor came back, say­ing he him­self want­ed to hear from the

    prime min­is­ter. If he were be­ing ac­cused of some­thing, he want­ed to de­fend him­self.




    “And who have you been speak­ing to?”




    “No one. On­ly my wife,” said the ad­min­is­tra­tor. And that night Re­mo and Chi­un

    vis­it­ed the wife in the gar­dens of her house, among the fra­grant blos­soms and the

    fish­ponds.




    At first she begged not to be beat­en. Then, see­ing she was not go­ing to be harmed, she

    as­sumed the Amer­ican and the Ori­en­tal were weak and threat­ened to call her hus­band. When

    this didn’t work ei­ther, she cast a long­ing glance at the hand­some Amer­ican with the high

    cheek­bones and men­tioned her hus­band wouldn’t be home for hours.




    “Most beau­ti­ful and tempt­ing maid­en,” said Chi­un to the plump In­di­an wife, “as

    tempt­ing as your beau­ty is, we must pur­sue a dif­fer­ent course at this mo­ment, to re­gret

    for­ev­er the los­ing of this rare mo­ment of rap­ture in your splen­did arms. For­give us, we

    must be about your prime min­is­ter’s busi­ness.”




    “The prime min­is­ter?”




    “He is watch­ing your hus­band close­ly for pro­mo­tion. “




    “Then it was the right de­ci­sion.”




    “Of course, beau­ti­ful maid­en,” said Chi­un. “But we know there are evil forces about that

    would harm him. It was not the de­ci­sion that was bad but the per­son be­hind it. And we know

    she is not bad ei­ther.”




    “You know so much, wise one. Yes, it was not me. It was a voice.”




    “And who was at­tached to the voice?”




    “It is a strange thing. It came from strange places. It came from met­al. But there was no

    one in the met­al. “




    “I see. And what did it say?”




    “It men­tioned that my hus­band was be­ing over­looked in Del­hi be­cause whites still held

    the im­por­tant jobs in the In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum fac­to­ry.”




    “Ah, thank you,” said Chi­un, and when they left the house with the pas­tel ex­te­ri­or

    walls, Chi­un said he had ex­pect­ed to find ev­ery­thing they had found that day. One on­ly

    had to look at the moun­tains to know they would find all this. And he was dis­ap­point­ed to

    see Re­mo did not get that mes­sage when he was in­struct­ed to look at the moun­tains.




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” said Re­mo.




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly, when beg­gars are more im­por­tant than your beloved teach­er, the man who

    found you as noth­ing with white habits and made you in­to a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, then you

    would of course not un­der­stand. “




    “Get off my back. What did I miss?”




    “Some­thing as ob­vi­ous as the moun­tain. The gas was more dead­ly be­cause it was kept in

    a bowl of moun­tains. The gas was re­leased be­cause the wrong peo­ple were put in charge. The

    wrong peo­ple were put in charge be­cause an ed­itor was struck in his ego and a wife was

    struck pre­cise­ly and ex­act­ly in her am­bi­tion for her hus­band.”




    “I fol­lowed. What the hell does that have to do with the moun­tains?”




    “The per­son we can­not find, the voice from nowhere, knows how things work.”




    “Well, that’s ob­vi­ous,” said Re­mo.




    “You missed it, as you missed the moun­tains,” said Chi­un.




    Since the ho­tel was filled with Amer­ican jour­nal­ists and in­ves­ti­gat­ing en­gi­neers,

    Re­mo and Chi­un ac­cept­ed the hos­pi­tal­ity of the plant man­ag­er, Rashad Palul, who lived

    in a house with twen­ty ser­vants just as though he were a British of­fi­cial.




    There were guest rooms and ser­vants for Re­mo and Chi­un. Flow­ers adorned the door­ways.

    Cool wa­ter was placed at their dis­pos­al. A foot­man fanned their brows.




    “And you,” said Chi­un, “still like Amer­ica…”




    “All these ser­vants make me ner­vous.”




    “Yes. You are on­ly com­fort­able with ma­chines do­ing your bid­ding. You like steel and

    mi­crochips and en­gines. But when a warm hu­man be­ing at­tempts to serve you, you are

    re­volt­ed. I am up against in­vin­ci­ble ig­no­rance,” said Chi­un.




    And that night he went to sleep say­ing noth­ing more to Re­mo, hop­ing that if he kept him

    in In­dia long enough the boy would learn some­thing of a su­pe­ri­or civ­iliza­tion.




    In the morn­ing there was a great com­mo­tion in the din­ing room. An Amer­ican en­gi­neer

    was mak­ing a ruckus with Rashad Palul.




    He had a Mid­west­ern twang that could pen­etrate con­crete. His name was Robert Das­trow.

    He had short, al­most crew-​cut blond hair, wire-​rimmed glass­es, and a white shirt with a

    tight­ly knot­ted blue tie. His sleeves were rolled up and his gray pants were smudged with

    en­gine grease. Four pen­cils, two pens, a slide rule, and a cal­cu­la­tor bulged from his

    shirt pock­et.




    He was gath­er­ing in­for­ma­tion about the dis­as­ter and he seemed to know Cy­clod B in

    de­tail, what went wrong, and what could be done to pre­vent fur­ther ac­ci­dents. He want­ed

    to know first, how­ev­er, who Re­mo and Chi­un were. He did not like strangers hang­ing around

    while he dis­cussed com­pa­ny busi­ness.




    “They are nev­er strangers in my house,” said Palul. “They are friends. Glo­ri­fied and

    wel­comed.”




    “Yeah, well, you can keep your glo­ry busi­ness. I have to work with de­tails. Where are

    they?”




    “Sleep­ing,” said Palul.




    “No we’re not,” said Re­mo, en­ter­ing the room.




    “Good. Who are you?” said Das­trow.




    “The voice of Christ­mas past. Who are you and what are you do­ing here?”




    “I’m an en­gi­neer. Das­trow’s the name. Robert Das­trow. D like in Di­am­eter, A like

    Aeri­al, S like Sine, T like Trigonom­etry, R like Ra­dius, O like Or­bit, W like Wrench.”




    “Do you have to talk to com­mu­ni­cate? Your voice is the most un­pleas­ant thing I’ve ev­er

    heard.”




    “It’s clear, isn’t it?” said Das­trow. It sound­ed like a hun­dred wires be­ing rubbed

    si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. Re­mo’s skin turned to goose­flesh at the sound.




    “All right. What do you want? Just get out of here. “




    “Most peo­ple feel that way about me,” said Das­trow cheer­ful­ly.




    “Just ask and then go.”




    “You’re in­ves­ti­gat­ing this for who?”




    “A con­sult­ing firm,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s an­oth­er word for your not want­ing to tell me. All right, I can un­der­stand that.

    I’ve been look­ing around at the fine peo­ple of this fine coun­try,” said Das­trow. “A

    friend­ly, de­cent peo­ple you might find any­where in Wis­con­sin, Michi­gan, Min­neso­ta, or

    In­di­ana.”




    “Make it brief.”




    “You fel­lows seem to know your way around. You get along with the na­tives. You were all

    over. Ev­ery­one who was any­one seemed to end up in Mr. Palul’s of­fice with you. Ev­ery­one

    but a house­wife you vis­it­ed. Gol­ly, you cer­tain­ly are ex­pe­ri­enced trav­el­ers.”




    “What do you want?” said Re­mo, toy­ing with the idea of col­laps­ing the man’s lar­ynx. If

    he col­lapsed the lar­ynx, the twang would not res­onate on his eardrums. He won­dered if

    Chi­un mind­ed it as much as he.




    It was not the Mid­west ac­cent that both­ered Re­mo. He liked it. But this man seemed to be

    cut­ting glass with ev­ery word he spoke.




    “I just have one re­quest, from a fel­low en­gi­neer. Would you fix this Roent­gen gauge?

    It’s mi­crochip-​ac­ti­vat­ed, of course.”




    “What?” said Re­mo, look­ing at a small met­al box with a win­dow and a gauge on it. “I

    don’t know what that is.”




    “How about your fine friend?” asked Das­trow. “He doesn’t know me­chan­ical things that well

    ei­ther. We’re so­cial-​en­vi­ron­ment con­sul­tants.”




    “All righty. Thank you for your time, ” said Das­trow with the same un­flag­ging cheery

    boos­ter­ism with which he seemed to greet ev­ery­one and ev­ery­thing.




    As he left the house, he told Palul that a lit­tle grease un­der the latch would prob­ably

    save it for five more years. And that he should look at rewiring the house. The In­di­an

    cli­mate was not kind to elec­tri­cal equip­ment.




    He al­so fixed an old Mer­cedes truck on his way out the drive­way, a truck a driv­er was

    hav­ing trou­ble get­ting start­ed, just by seem­ing­ly touch­ing one wire to the oth­er.




    “Who was that?” asked Chi­un.




    “No one,” said Re­mo.




    “That is just who we are look­ing for,” said Chi­un.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Robert Das­trow whis­tled while he worked. He knew it both­ered peo­ple but he al­ways

    both­ered peo­ple. Robert Das­trow both­ered ev­ery­one but his par­ents.




    Robert un­der­stood ear­ly that he was nev­er go­ing to win a pop­ular­ity con­test. At

    school dances he was the one who made sure Grand Is­land Ne­bras­ka High School had a

    pub­lic-​ad­dress sys­tem that didn’t make whoom­ing nois­es. He did not have dates. Not that

    he didn’t ask. Not that he didn’t ap­proach the prob­lem in a sys­tem­at­ic man­ner.




    In fact, be­cause he was so sys­tem­at­ic he knew there wasn’t a sin­gle girl who would go

    out with him, ex­cept per­haps the most beau­ti­ful one in school. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, she was

    the one al­ways in­volved in so­cial caus­es. She was will­ing to go out with him as a

    fa­vor.




    “I didn’t want fa­vors from any­one, least of all some­one I might want to mar­ry and raise

    a fam­ily wth. “




    “I just was will­ing to go out with you. I didn’t men­tion any­thing about mar­riage.”




    “I don’t want fa­vors. I don’t want fa­vors from any­one. I don’t need fa­vors.”




    “Well, I do feel sor­ry for you.”




    “I don’t want peo­ple feel­ing sor­ry for me. I am the most ca­pa­ble per­son you have ev­er

    met. And if you hitch up to me, I’ll make you rich. You’ll nev­er want for any­thing.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, Robert, I’m sor­ry to say, the on­ly thing I want from you is to spend

    ab­so­lute­ly no more than an evening with you.”




    “Keep your fa­vors. You’ll see. I’ll be the most em­ploy­able grad­uate of this high

    school.”




    “I’m sure you will, Robert. Ev­ery­one says you know how to make any­thing work.”




    “And some­day I’ll know how to make peo­ple work, too. You’ll see. I’ll have the most

    beau­ti­ful wom­en. “




    Robert was on­ly part­ly right. He ul­ti­mate­ly did get beau­ti­ful wom­en, but his ca­reer

    did not go smooth­ly at all. De­spite his high marks in both high school and col­lege, de­spite

    the fact that he suc­cess­ful­ly held many jobs to work his way through his de­gree, de­spite

    the fact that he scored at the very high­est lev­el on en­gi­neer­ing ap­ti­tude, Robert

    Das­trow was vir­tu­al­ly un­em­ploy­able in the Unit­ed States of the 1970’s.




    Ev­ery in­ter­view was al­most the same. The per­son­nel of­fi­cer would be im­pressed with

    the young grad­uate and his high marks. He would be im­pressed with the young man’s alert­ness,

    en­thu­si­asm, and en­er­gy.




    And then he would ask what Robert’s spe­cial­ty was.




    “I just make things work,” Das­trow would say. “I know how to make things work.”




    “De­sign en­gi­neer­ing then?”




    “Well, no. I’m not all that good at in­vent­ing. But you show me some­thing some­body else

    has made and I’ll show you how to make it work per­fect­ly. I’ll show you what’s right or wrong

    about it. What’s good and bad about it. I’ll make it go. I’ll make it hum. I’ll make it

    buzz.”




    “I see. Do you have any mar­ket­ing ex­pe­ri­ence? That’s big. En­gi­neers who have

    mar­ket­ing ex­pe­ri­ence are al­ways in de­mand for top jobs.”




    “Not my cup of tea,” said Robert.




    “If you know how to make things work, then you know what to sell about them. Sales. A sales

    en­gi­neer is the best paid of all en­gi­neers.”




    “Once had a news­pa­per route. Had to give it up. Couldn’t af­ford to keep buy­ing

    news­pa­pers. On­ly peo­ple I ev­er sold a copy to were my par­ents. I couldn’t sell an ice

    cube in the Sa­hara,” said Das­trow.




    “I see. Well, do you have a sense for struc­ture then? We can use struc­tural

    en­gi­neers.”




    “Not es­pe­cial­ly.”




    “How about en­vi­ron­ment? An en­vi­ron­men­tal en­gi­neer?”




    “Sor­ry. Just know how to make things work. I see your clock is bro­ken,” said Das­trow. He

    took a lit­tle screw­driv­er from his pock­et and with­in mo­ments had the desk clock hum­ming

    again.




    “You can’t tell me you don’t need a man like that,” said Robert.




    “Un­for­tu­nate­ly, that’s just what I’m telling you,” said the per­son­nel man­ag­er.




    And so did many oth­ers. Be­cause in the Amer­ica of the 1970’s the rage was not to make

    things work, but to make them more beau­ti­ful, more mod­ern, and cheap­er to pro­duce.




    The en­gi­neers who got the jobs were those who dealt in the­ory. As one com­pa­ny put it to

    young Das­trow, “You should have seen the hand­writ­ing on the wall. At most en­gi­neer­ing

    schools, they’ve closed the ma­chine shops. No­body cares whether some­thing works well or not

    be­cause they’re de­sign­ing new ones any­way. It’s not im­por­tant that it work. It’s

    im­por­tant that it’s new. That it’s cheap to make, and at­trac­tive.”




    Robert Das­trow, with his de­gree in en­gi­neer­ing, spent the first year of his

    em­ploy­able life as a mes­sen­ger. And then an ac­ci­dent changed his life and ul­ti­mate­ly

    helped change Amer­ica too.




    While vis­it­ing a rel­ative in Cal­ifor­nia he no­ticed a car go out of con­trol. Robert

    saw the steer­ing-​wheel bear­ings were ob­vi­ous­ly mis­aligned. Any­one could see that. It

    was the man­ufac­tur­er’s fault.




    Be­ing from the Mid­west, he shared this knowl­edge with any­one who would lis­ten. Ev­ery

    oth­er wit­ness to the ac­ci­dent sud­den­ly claimed not to see a thing.




    A young lawyer, who just hap­pened to hear an am­bu­lance and just hap­pened to be tak­ing

    the iden­ti­cal route for the last fif­teen blocks of the trip to the ac­ci­dent site, and just

    hap­pened to stop to see what was go­ing on, heard Robert Das­trow talk­ing.




    “Would you swear to it in a court of law?”




    “Sure. It’s the truth,” said Das­trow. “But I’ve got to re­turn home to Ne­bras­ka

    to­mor­row. I may have a job. I’m not specif­ical­ly say­ing I have a job. I’m not stat­ing it

    is a sure thing. But gol­ly, it looks good. Looks re­al good. Looks wicked good.”




    “I un­der­stand,” said the lawyer. “I would be the last one to ex­pect you to hang around

    Los An­ge­les for a tri­al when it’s cost­ing you mon­ey. I would be the last one to ex­pect

    you to pay mon­ey out of your own pock­et. But I think I could ar­range a lit­tle per-​diem

    pay­ment for you, just to stay around.”




    “Is that le­gal?” asked Das­trow.




    “If you get it in cash, and no one knows, and you don’t tell any­one, and I don’t tell

    any­one, there’s noth­ing il­le­gal about it.”




    “Sounds fishy to me,” said Robert Das­trow. “Sounds like a bribe to me,” said Das­trow.




    “What’s your name?”




    “Das­trow. Robert Das­trow,” said the un­em­ploy­able en­gi­neer, and then sound­ing like a

    thou­sand steel gui­tars twang­ing their ugli­est notes, he spelled out his name.




    “Robert, I’m a lawyer. The law is not open-​and-​shut like lay­men think. Noth­ing is

    il­le­gal un­less a court and the writ­ten law say it is il­le­gal. That’s the law. No court

    ev­er ruled on any­thing it didn’t know.”




    “But con­ceal­ing the truth doesn’t make it less than the truth.”




    “Robert, we’re talk­ing about five thou­sand dol­lars in cash, min­imum.”




    Robert Das­trow thought about truth and hon­esty. He thought about the val­ues of his small

    Mid­west­ern city. He thought about how he had been raised. Five thou­sand dol­lars would

    in­deed go a long way to­ward a com­fort­able life in Grand Is­land.




    “You said min­imum.”




    “More if we win, Robert,” said the young lawyer, who brought him back to his of­fice to take

    a de­po­si­tion. It was a store­front with some Span­ish writ­ten on the front in case a

    pass­ing Lati­no might need le­gal help.




    There were two pieces of fur­ni­ture, a chair and an old scarred wood­en desk. On that

    wood­en desk young Nathan Palmer took down a de­po­si­tion from Robert Das­trow.




    His oth­er two part­ners lis­tened in amaze­ment as he de­scribed the make and the car and

    how he could tell the ball bear­ings in the steer­ing sys­tem were not prop­er­ly aligned.




    “Ge­nius,” said Arnold Schwartz, who rec­og­nized math­emat­ical ex­cel­lence.




    “In­ter­est­ing,” said Genaro Riz­zu­to. “but, will it hold up in court?”




    As a test all three of them went at Robert Das­trow for two hours, try­ing to break him. But

    when it came to the work­ings of a me­chan­ical ob­ject, Robert was not on­ly at home, he was

    king. He even ex­plained how some en­gi­neers might try to de­fend the struc­ture of the

    au­to­mo­bile. And he re­fut­ed those de­fens­es for the three lawyers.




    At the end, Palmer, Riz­zu­to, and Schwartz were numb from talk of valves, ball bear­ings,

    bal­ance, and struc­tural de­sign. Robert was fresh as a daisy and still talk­ing.




    What they learned from this young Mid­west en­gi­neer who didn’t have a job was that they

    would put the man­ufac­tur­er on tri­al on be­half of the plain­tiff.




    The au­to com­pa­ny took one look at Das­trow’s de­po­si­tion, passed it to their

    en­gi­neers, and the fol­low­ing morn­ing not on­ly agreed to the largest out-​of-​court

    set­tle­ment in the his­to­ry of the in­dus­try, but prompt­ly hired Palmer, Riz­zu­to on a

    large re­tain­er. This meant that the firm and its tech­ni­cal sup­port, name­ly its star

    wit­ness, would nev­er be able to act against them again.




    The old desk went in­to a glass case, and Robert Das­trow re­ceived a per­son­al re­tain­er

    from the law firm of a hun­dred thou­sand dol­lars a year. If Robert had any resid­ual moral

    qualms, they died af­ter his first re­al­ly good date. Of course the date had been ar­ranged by

    a dat­ing ser­vice in Los An­ge­les and the beau­ti­ful young wom­an seemed to smile at

    any­thing and ev­ery­thing, but she was a wom­an. She was beau­ti­ful. And Robert Das­trow was

    no longer poor or lone­ly.




    The sec­ond thing he did af­ter es­tab­lish­ing hu­man com­pan­ion­ship of sorts was to

    build a ma­chine shop in the base­ment of his new home back home in Grand Is­land.

    Un­for­tu­nate­ly Grand Is­land did not have dat­ing ser­vices, since in their lack of

    so­phis­ti­ca­tion they called wom­en pro­vid­ing com­pan­ion­ship for mon­ey a form of

    pros­ti­tu­tion.




    But be­fore he could get his ma­chine shop run­ning, he was vis­it­ed by the three young

    lawyers. They were all des­per­ate. Mr. Palmer had just come back from his hon­ey­moon, which

    had end­ed in di­vorce. Mr. Riz­zu­to had spent a week in Las Ve­gas and now his in­come for

    the next three years was owed to peo­ple who col­lect­ed ei­ther their mon­ey or pieces of the

    debtor’s body. And Schwartz, vi­olent­ly adamant about the stu­pid­ity of the Amer­ican

    in­vestor and how id­iots ru­ined the stock mar­ket, had just lost his home, ev­ery­thing in

    it, and his last ex­tra pair of shoes.




    “Gol­ly, how’d you fel­las spend so much mon­ey so quick­ly?” laughed Robert.




    “That’s not the point,” said Schwartz. “The point is how we can make more.”




    “The point is how we can make you even rich­er,” said Palmer. “How would you like to buy

    your own lin­ear ac­cel­er­ator? How would you like your own atom­ic clock? How would you like

    any­thing in the world you fan­cy just to tin­ker with?”




    “A bi­met­ric deep-​sea eval­ua­tor?” asked Robert.




    All three young lawyers nod­ded, al­though none of them knew what it was. Palmer had read

    about the lin­ear ac­cel­er­ator in a mag­azine on the flight to Grand Is­land from Los

    An­ge­les. He knew it had some­thing to do with atoms. He knew it was ex­pen­sive. He knew it

    might in­ter­est a nerd like Das­trow. He was, it turned out, very right about this.




    “Well, there’s no such thing as a bi­met­ric eval­ua­tor,” laughed Robert, slap­ping his

    knee.




    “What­ev­er there is you want, you can get. What we need is for you to fol­low ac­ci­dents

    with us and find the ones where a ma­jor rich com­pa­ny is at fault,” said Palmer.




    “Not the best use of your time, gen­tle­men. Best use of your time is know­ing where the

    ac­ci­dents will hap­pen. “




    “You thought about this al­ready?” asked Palmer.




    “Just now. As I see it, fel­las, once there’s an ac­ci­dent there sure is a lot of

    com­pe­ti­tion for the cas­es, and ev­ery­one re­al­ly starts sort of even, don’t you

    think?”




    “Maybe,” said Riz­zu­to. He didn’t like the idea of this hay­seed telling him his

    busi­ness.




    “Why start even?” asked Das­trow.




    “Why not start even? Are you say­ing we didn’t go to top-​notch law schools or some­thing?

    Is that what you’re say­ing?” asked Schwartz. “Be­cause if you’re say­ing that any­body from a

    mail-​or­der col­lege is-“




    “Not sayin’ that at all, sir,” said Das­trow. “But let’s not waste time. You want law­suits

    you’re go­ing to get, and law­suits you’re go­ing to win. You don’t have all the clients you

    need or you wouldn’t be chas­ing am­bu­lances.”




    “We’re not am­bu­lance chasers,” said Schwartz.




    “We most cer­tain­ly are,” said Palmer, think­ing about his di­vorce set­tle­ment. “Let’s

    hear what you have to say.”




    “The way to work this best,” said Das­trow, “is to be­gin with the in­side track. Now, my

    hap­pen­ing by was an ac­ci­dent. The ball bear­ings be­ing wrong was an ac­ci­dent.

    Ac­ci­dents are not how things work well.”




    “What are you sug­gest­ing?” asked Palmer.




    “These com­pa­nies, big com­pa­nies, don’t re­al­ly care how things work. They don’t. I’d be

    a rich man if they did. I wouldn’t have been work­ing in a crum­my mes­sen­ger job. Now, if I

    told you I didn’t hold this against them, I would be the biggest liar in the world. I hate

    them. I hate them with all my heart. With all my soul. I hate them deep in the mar­row of my

    bones. I want them to pay for it.”




    “Just ret­ri­bu­tion,” said Riz­zu­to.




    “A cause to make the world safer for all mankind,” said Schwartz, his voice ring­ing with

    emo­tion. That would be a good line for Riz­zu­to to sum up with some­where.




    “Go ahead,” said Palmer.




    “What say we pre­dict the ac­ci­dents be­cause we know ex­act­ly how the things are not

    go­ing to work?”




    “How do we know that?” asked Palmer.




    “Leave those lit­tle me­chan­ical de­tails to me. You don’t want to know that. You just want

    to know how the ac­ci­dents are go­ing to hap­pen and be pre­pared be­fore they do. And this

    time don’t take some sil­ly re­tain­er from an au­to com­pa­ny so you can’t sue them again.

    “




    “The man makes sense,” said Schwartz.




    “He’s go­ing to turn com­pa­ny neg­li­gence against them. The big bas­tards of the world are

    go­ing to have to pay the lit­tle guy.”




    “How are you go­ing to do it?” asked Palmer.




    “That’s not the ques­tion,” said Das­trow. “The ques­tion is how are you go­ing to pay me a

    mil­lion dol­lars in ad­vance?”




    “Im­pos­si­ble,” said Schwartz. “Even I couldn’t fig­ure out how to lever­age that

    much.”




    “You’re suck­ing blood from the veins of your friends and al­lies,” said Riz­zu­to.




    “You’ll get it,” said Palmer.




    The three lawyers left Grand Is­land mut­ter­ing among them­selves but with a new re­spect

    for Robert Das­trow. No one was call­ing him a hay­seed any­more. In fact, when he came up with

    his first mul­ti­ple ac­ci­dent and the mon­ey be­gan to flow in, the word “ge­nius” just

    nat­ural­ly at­tend­ed their de­scrip­tions of him.




    Robert’s first project was what would be­come known in le­gal cir­cles as the ven­er­able

    bumper-​tank cas­es. To a lay­man it would seem im­pos­si­ble that a ma­jor au­to com­pa­ny

    would de­sign a car in which the rear bumper con­tained the most ex­plo­sive el­ement in the

    en­tire ve­hi­cle.




    To Robert it was easy. He in­sin­uat­ed him­self in­to the pro­fes­sion­al cir­cles of the

    car de­sign­ers and came up with bet­ter so­lu­tions to their prob­lems. Robert Das­trow

    sim­ply showed that if the rear bumper were to dou­ble as the gas tank, the car would have the

    dis­tinc­tive ex­pen­sive de­sign of the “bub­ble back” and be three hun­dred dol­lars cheap­er

    to make, and to boot, there would be more room in­side the car. Cheap­er, roomi­er, pret­ti­er,

    the lit­tle cars went out in­to the mar­ket and sold like fire­crack­ers. That was al­so the

    way they blew up.




    And Palmer, Riz­zu­to was there with ready proof of the fault of the de­sign, even with some

    in­side pa­pers from an en­gi­neer who had been fired when he warned that putting the gas tank

    in the bumper was an in­vi­ta­tion to dis­as­ter.




    The hun­dreds of peo­ple who died or were bad­ly maimed in these ac­ci­dents quick­ly

    learned of a law firm that seemed to have the com­pa­ny dead to rights.




    There was even a tele­vi­sion in­ves­tiga­tive re­port on the car and Riz­zu­to ap­peared

    for the part­ners. Schwartz worked out the words to be said, and Palmer worked out the fact

    that they had to use this tele­vi­sion pro­gram to ad­ver­tise them­selves na­tion­al­ly as the

    one law firm that could win the big judg­ments against the man­ufac­tur­er.




    When Robert Das­trow saw his first ug­ly pic­ture of a burn vic­tim, he had his first

    re­gret. This poor girl could nev­er get her face re­paired or her body mend­ed. Her par­ents

    were gone, and she was alone.




    Das­trow thought about this for all of twen­ty min­utes, and then re­al­ized that the art of

    mak­ing things work was to know what could not be changed. He couldn’t bring back the dead, but

    he could cer­tain­ly buy him­self a cy­clotron. With this new ar­range­ment with the greedy

    lawyers in Los An­ge­les he would now have the en­tire world to tin­ker with.




    And all the Amer­ican man­ufac­tur­ers who had no use for Robert Das­trow, the young man who

    on­ly want­ed to make things work, would now be shown up for what they were. He would see their

    em­bar­rassed faces on tele­vi­sion as re­porters in­ter­viewed en­gi­neers and asked how they

    could de­sign a car that worked more like a bomb than trans­porta­tion.




    He would see air­craft de­sign­ers get hauled over the coals for a faulty wing struc­ture.

    He would see con­trac­tors sued out of busi­ness be­cause they didn’t know how to lay con­crete

    prop­er­ly. He would be vin­di­cat­ed and he would be rich.




    And of course, ev­ery­thing worked the way Robert Das­trow had planned.




    And since tin­ker­ing was life to him, when he no­ticed his main source of rev­enue un­der a

    new form of at­tack, he just had to find out what it was.




    While In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum and the in­ter­na­tion­al me­dia looked at the valves

    in the Gup­ta plant, on­ly two peo­ple looked at the re­al cause of the ac­ci­dent. They had

    spo­ken to the newswrit­er and ul­ti­mate­ly the wife who goad­ed her hus­band in­to

    vi­olat­ing the ba­sic rule of how to make any­thing work: If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.




    What he had done was to use the so­cial struc­ture to con­vince most of the peo­ple in the

    city that the ad­min­is­tra­tion was bro­ken be­cause it used Amer­icans in pre­vi­ous­ly

    un­de­sir­able jobs.




    And the Ori­en­tal and the Amer­ican who did not re­al­ly have cred­ible cov­er sto­ries

    found that out with­in one day.




    None of his work had ev­er been dis­cov­ered so quick­ly. And of course as any good

    tin­ker­er knew, Robert Das­trow had to find out what was go­ing on here. Who were these two

    new peo­ple do­ing the right things?




    Did they have the same abil­ities that he did? A sim­ple test proved they did not, when

    nei­ther of them could fix the gauge. There­fore there had to be some­thing else they had, and

    Robert Das­trow would have to fig­ure it out, be­fore he killed them. He had no doubt that he

    would. There wasn’t any­thing in the world he couldn’t fig­ure out. He knew how ev­ery­thing

    worked.




    The rem­nants of fam­ilies in Gup­ta crowd­ed around wait­ing for their mea­ger emer­gen­cy

    ra­tions, won­der­ing why all the for­eign­ers were com­ing to them and telling them they were

    go­ing to be rich.




    They cared for their sur­vivors and prayed that this thing would nev­er hap­pen again. In

    their own minds they be­lieved that they were cursed and there­fore some of them were

    em­bar­rassed.




    But a few old­er wom­en found out that when they cried be­fore the cam­eras they could at

    times get a bowl of rice. And so they cried more, and kept cry­ing un­til their fam­ilies were

    fed. Some­times there were too many wom­en cry­ing in front of the cam­eras, and that drove

    down the re­ward. Lit­tle wars be­tween the sur­viv­ing In­di­an wom­en de­vel­oped as to who

    would have cry­ing rights be­fore which cam­eras.




    Sto­ries were oth­er things. The peo­ple quick­ly found that those who had the most

    grue­some sto­ries to tell were the ones who were vis­it­ed most.




    But all of this en­ter­prise was noth­ing com­pared to the sav­ior of Gup­ta and what he did

    for the peo­ple there. He brought rice, he brought doc­tors, he brought promis­es of rich

    com­pen­sa­tion for the evil done to them by the Amer­ican fac­to­ry. He told them they should

    not let the Amer­icans get away with it.




    He was an Amer­ican him­self and he knew how bad the Amer­icans could be. He was here to

    make them rich, to give them rice for the rest of their lives. Nat­ural­ly, the of­fer sound­ed

    too good and no one signed up right away. But when he re­turned with the bless­ings of some

    high gov­ern­ment of­fi­cials, the sur­vivors all hap­pi­ly lined up to give their palm prints

    as sig­na­tures to a con­tract that said he would give them ten per­cent of all he earned from

    mak­ing the Amer­ican fac­to­ry pay.




    His name was Genaro Riz­zu­to, and he bet them all he would win.




    Re­mo and Chi­un found this out the sec­ond day they were there, but they had great

    dif­fi­cul­ty talk­ing to the peo­ple. Gup­ta was now an of­fi­cial in­ter­na­tion­al

    dis­as­ter, and be­ing la­beled as such at­tract­ed more stars than Re­mo had ev­er seen in one

    place.




    Chi­un point­ed them out. He count­ed four­teen movie stars with their own cam­era crews,

    each pos­ing with the same blind­ed wom­an, sev­en ac­tors with cur­rent se­ries on

    tele­vi­sion, and a mul­ti­tude of Amer­ican or­ga­ni­za­tions.




    There were the di­rec­tors of Aid to the Fam­ished, In­ter­na­tion­al Help, Pity the

    Chil­dren, Save All Hu­man­ity, End Racism, Fight Racism, and In­ter­na­tion­al Al­liance

    Against Racism. Star­ring in all this was a wom­an dressed like an un­touch­able who had just

    scav­enged through a dime-​store garbage can left out­side the plas­tics de­part­ment. Her eyes

    were shad­ed neon green. Her hair looked like a swamp that had got­ten caught in a

    yel­low-​spray-​paint ma­chine, and her clothes were as tat­tered as though she had been the

    cen­ter of at­ten­tion at a rag­pick­ers’ con­ven­tion.




    “There’s Deb­bie Pat­tie,” said one TV news­man who had al­ready got­ten his tear shots for

    the day. “She’s new. She’s not known for so­cial caus­es.”




    Im­me­di­ate­ly a crowd formed around the young singer. She was used to peo­ple form­ing

    crowds around her. What she was not used to was be­ing ig­nored. And past the row of poor huts

    the vic­tims lived in she saw two men, one Ori­en­tal and one white, who were not even

    both­er­ing to look her way.




    She made fif­teen mil­lion dol­lars a year, was on the cov­er of al­most ev­ery ma­jor

    mag­azine in the West, and she was of ab­so­lute­ly no in­ter­est to these two. This she

    spot­ted de­spite the fif­teen mi­cro­phones in her face, cam­eras whirring be­hind them.




    “I soytin­ly don’t need no more pub­lic­ity in case yer ask­ing,” she said with a New York

    ac­cent that ad­ver­tised it­self bet­ter than Broad­way. “I’m here to help da peo­ple. All

    right? Whyn’t youse guys go talk to da peo­ple. Dare the ones what’s suf­ferin’ around here.

    “




    “What do you think of the neg­li­gence of Amer­ican fac­to­ries?”




    “I’m against any­thing that hurts,” said Deb­bie. “What hurts peo­ple is what I’m against. I

    hate un­hap­pi­ness and they ough­ta out­law it.”




    “Do you think Amer­ica has failed to out­law un­hap­pi­ness be­cause it’s racist?”




    “I don’t know. I know the peo­ple of Gup­ta need our help. And I’m here to see what I’m

    sin­gin’ for. We’re gonna save the peo­ple. All us rock stars and singers are go­ing to save

    the peo­ple of the world and we’re gonna start here for the peo­ple of Gup­ta. Ain’t no rea­son

    they should suf­fer and die just ’cause they was born here. They got­ta get treat­ed fair,

    see?”




    “Since when has your new philosph­ical ap­proach tak­en over your ca­reer?”




    “I al­ways be­lieved this stuff. ‘Cept youse guys nev­er asked me about that.”




    Deb­bie left a half-​dozen tele­vi­sion re­porters com­ment­ing on how she was show­ing new

    and deep spir­itu­al feel­ings, how she was re­veal­ing a po­lit­ical sen­si­bil­ity she nev­er

    had be­fore. How­ev­er, she wasn’t con­sid­ered too knowl­edge­able about in­ter­na­tion­al

    pol­itics be­cause she had failed to blame ev­ery­thing on Amer­ica.




    Deb­bie ex­cused her­self from her agent, her man­ag­er, the re­porters, the guides, and the

    In­di­an con­stab­ulary to walk down the mud­dy street to­ward the two men who hadn’t even

    glanced over at her.




    The Ori­en­tal, in a gold ki­mono, was talk­ing in the na­tive lan­guage to two old men who

    were de­scrib­ing some­thing with their hands. The younger white man, the at­trac­tive one with

    a sense of be­ing able to do any­thing a wom­an might want, or per­haps any­thing he want­ed

    for a wom­an, was lis­ten­ing. Deb­bie shook the mul­ti­tude of ban­gles around her neck to

    make some noise. She al­so shook a large part of her am­ply en­dowed body. She did not be­lieve

    in bras or panties.




    Nei­ther the Ori­en­tal nor the white looked up. The white man had found two In­di­an

    chil­dren to whom he gave mon­ey.




    “I’m for char­ity too,” said Deb­bie.




    “Good,” said the white man. “Why don’t you buy your­self some de­cent clothes then?”




    “Hey, you know who I am, wise guy?”




    “Some­body who needs a good wash and pos­si­bly a si­mo­nize. Where did you get that col­or

    hair?”




    “Does the Chi­na­man know who I am?”




    “He’s Ko­re­an, and I don’t think so.”




    “If this wasn’t so in­sult­ing I’d laugh. It’s re­al­ly fun­ny, you know? Re­al­ly fun­ny.

    Do you know who you’re ig­nor­ing, Mr. No­body? I ain’t nev­er heard of you. “




    “What’s both­er­ing you?” said Re­mo.




    “You, wise guy. You,” said Deb­bie, pok­ing him in the chest. The chest mus­cles seemed to

    catch at her pur­ple fin­ger­nails. She no­ticed the Ko­re­an had even longer fin­ger­nails

    than she did. She won­dered how he kept them that way.




    “Well, then leave,” said Re­mo.




    “What’cha doin’ here? Whose agent are ya?”




    “If you knew, lit­tle girl, I’d have to kill you,” said the white man with a friend­ly smile

    in­di­cat­ing that per­haps he was jok­ing. But Deb­bie felt a tin­gling sense of dan­ger.




    “I’m here helpin’ dese peo­ple. I don’t just throw a cou­pla bucks at kids. I’m gonna earn

    ‘em mil­lions. Make ‘em rich. Show da world how to treat peo­ple. You know much about

    mu­sic?”




    “Not much,” said Re­mo.




    “That ex­plains it,” said Deb­bie. “No won­der. I’m a big rock star. Youse guys heard about

    rock, ain’t cha?”




    “Mu­sic?” said Re­mo.




    “Yeah. Mu­sic. Maybe you heard my songs but don’t know it’s me, right?”




    “Could we do this some oth­er time?” said Re­mo.




    “Hey, I’m the most de­sired wom­an in the world. Don’t you brush me off, punk. You hear?”

    said Deb­bie. She pushed her fin­ger­nail in­to him again. For the last three years since her

    hit sin­gle “Rack Me, Rip Me” shot her to the top of the charts, she had dis­cov­ered two ways

    to get any­thing she want­ed, le­gal or il­le­gal. One was to ask for it and the oth­er was to

    de­mand it. Now she was de­mand­ing.




    And there was a per­son ac­tu­al­ly re­fus­ing. He was say­ing no to Deb­bie Pat­tie.




    “Hey, what’s your name? You don’t have to kill me if you tell me that.”




    “It’s Re­mo. Leave me alone or stand down­wind.”




    “Wise guy. What’cha make, Re­mo?”




    “I make my­self hap­py.”




    “Mon­ey, jerk.”




    “I don’t count it,” said Re­mo.




    On hear­ing that the Ko­re­an sighed but con­tin­ued his con­ver­sa­tion with the old men of

    the vil­lage. Even though she didn’t un­der­stand the lan­guage, Deb­bie Pat­tie knew the old

    men were telling the Ko­re­an they didn’t know the an­swers he sought. Their shoul­ders

    shrugged and their worn brown faces wrin­kled in dis­may. She thought they were cute, the way

    they squat­ted in the In­di­an dust. But the wise guy was ab­so­lute­ly beau­ti­ful. He seemed

    to move grace­ful­ly even when stand­ing still.




    “You wan­na work for me? I’ll pay you more than ya get­tin’ now.”




    “Hey, kid. Leave us alone. You don’t even know what we do. “




    “I know I can buy you, punk.”




    “Well, you’re wrong. So good-​bye.”




    “You know how many guys’d kill dem­selves just to touch me once? So how come you don’t even

    ask me about my­self? Ask me what I sing. Ask me what I do. How about it?”




    Deb­bie trans­ferred the peach-​sized wad of gum to the oth­er side of her mouth. Re­mo

    no­ticed even the gum was off-​col­or.




    “Will you go then?”




    “Yeah. I’ll go.”




    “All right, what do you sing?”




    And there in a side street of Gup­ta, In­dia, Deb­bie sang the first few bars of her new

    smash hit, “Col­lapse.” The In­di­ans who didn’t leave im­me­di­ate­ly cov­ered their ears

    in­stead. Re­mo stood trans­fixed. He thought she was hav­ing a fit. Chi­un glow­ered at her

    in­ter­rup­tion.




    “Okay. Thank you. Good-​bye,” said Re­mo.




    “That song made me three mil­lion bucks,” said Deb­bie.




    “Did they bribe you to stop?” asked Re­mo.




    “You know, you’re im­pos­si­ble. You don’t know who I am. You don’t know who you’re talkin’

    to. You don’t know noth­in’. That’s ig­no­rant. You’re ig­no­rant. You and your old friend

    there. Ig­no­rant. Un­ed­ucat­ed. So buzz off, I’m leav­in’. “




    In a whirl of off-​col­ored ban­gles and lay­ers of rags, Deb­bie Pat­tie turned to

    leave.




    “Genaro Riz­zu­to said there’d be peo­ple who hat­ed you just for doin’ good,” she

    snort­ed.




    Re­mo looked up from the lit­tle chil­dren. “Is he a lawyer?”




    “A de­cent one, too. Not just a lit­tle mon­ey grub­ber like in show busi­ness. A de­cent

    hu­man be­ing, part of peo­ple helpin’ peo­ple. Not like you.”




    Re­mo trot­ted af­ter Deb­bie in the dusty street of Gup­ta.




    “Look, I may have made a mis­take. I don’t know rock mu­sic. I don’t know how those things

    work.” Deb­bie waved her hands in the air, sig­nal­ing she want­ed to be left alone.




    “I want to apol­ogize for be­ing rude,” said Re­mo.




    “I don’t want to know you be­cause you’re ig­no­rant. An id­iot. An un­ed­ucat­ed id­iot.

    That’s what youse guys is.”




    “You’re right. Riz­zu­to is part of a law firm, isn’t he?”




    “One of the best. Get lost.”




    “You don’t mean that,” said Re­mo. He was go­ing to work on her sen­so­ry sys­tem but he

    want­ed to do it from up­wind. He didn’t know what she bathed her­self in, but what­ev­er it

    was, it was pu­trid. Now that he was will­ing to be friend­ly she want­ed no part of him. He

    glanced back and saw Chi­un silent­ly, like the wind, move up the street to­ward him and the

    rock star.




    In Ko­re­an he told Chi­un this girl knew one of their tar­gets was around, but he couldn’t

    get her to talk. He had in­sult­ed her in some way.




    “In what way?” Chi­un asked in Ko­re­an.




    “I told her to get lost,” said Re­mo.




    “Some­times peo­ple can take that in a neg­ative way,” said Chi­un in Ko­re­an, and then in

    En­glish he called out af­ter Deb­bie Pat­tie in what Re­mo rec­og­nized as one of those aw­ful

    ung po­ems prais­ing all na­ture and the pow­er of the uni­verse. Un­usu­al­ly, though, he did

    so in En­glish trans­la­tion.




    “O ra­di­ance, that re­news for all eter­ni­ty. O show­er of glo­ry that bless­es the

    lit­tle peo­ple be­neath her, whose di­vine coun­te­nance ra­di­ates eter­ni­ty and

    all-​con­sum­ing pow­er, we bless your eter­nal breath.”




    Deb­bie Pat­tie stopped in her tracks. She turned abrupt­ly to Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “Yeah. Now that’s a frig­gin’ hel­lo, al­ready. Did you hear that?” she said, point­ing to

    Re­mo.




    “I heard it.”




    “He’s a frig­gin’ gen­tle­man. You’re a jerk, but a cute jerk.”




    “What wis­dom,” said Chi­un with a lit­tle bow. Deb­bie Pat­tie posed in a grotesque par­ody

    of a stat­ue, her head cocked to one side and one arm up, the wrist dan­gling limply. She

    looked Chi­un and Re­mo up and down, and came to a de­ci­sion.




    “I like youse guys. You’re hired. Go to my man­ag­er. He’ll get you on the pay­roll. You,

    the young one, be in my van with your clothes off in a half hour. I may be there. I may not.

    Stay ready. Okay?”




    “Ex­cuse me, most gra­cious maid­en,” said Chi­un, who was not about to en­dorse any union

    be­tween his Re­mo and some paint­ed hussy who might be dis­eased or, worse, bear a child

    with­out Chi­un know­ing her lin­eage.




    Re­mo, Chi­un knew, was fond of that sloth­ful and self-​in­dul­gent habit even found in the

    Ori­ent, of cop­ulat­ing for plea­sure. This to Chi­un was as ridicu­lous as eat­ing food not

    for its nour­ish­ment but for its taste. In ei­ther sense, how­ev­er, this jan­gling

    rag­pick­er in front of them was to­tal­ly un­suit­able.




    “Ex­cuse me, most gra­cious maid­en, but I have a call­ing of a dif­fer­ent na­ture.

    How­ev­er, if ev­er there should be a wom­an in our lives, of course it would be the most

    glo­ri­ous, gra­cious, mag­nif­icent ap­pari­tion we see be­fore us now.” Thus spoke Chi­un to

    the fa­mous rock star in the mud­dy streets of the In­di­an city of Gup­ta.




    “I’ll pay more,” said Deb­bie. “I’m rea­son­able.”




    “I’m not for sale,” said Re­mo.




    “Why not? You know who you’re turn­ing down?”




    “I didn’t say I was turn­ing you down. I said I’m not for sale.”




    And hold­ing his breath, Re­mo moved in close to Deb­bie Pat­tie.




    “You’re all right. What’s your name?” she asked.




    “Re­mo. “




    “What kind of a name’s dat?”




    “White,” said Chi­un.




    “And yours?”




    “I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “I like dat. You run Sinan­ju, huh?”




    “No, I mere­ly serve it, as I serve the world, as Sinan­ju has served the world through­out

    the ages.”




    “Ya see, dat’s what I like. Doin’ good. I’m in­to doin’ good. Heavy. You know? Heavy in­to

    doin’ good. You think I ought to give these peo­ple a few bars of my lat­est hit?”




    “No. They’re in enough trou­ble al­ready,” said Re­mo.




    Deb­bie shot him a dirty look, but Re­mo quick­ly turned the sub­ject to her friend Genaro

    Riz­zu­to, a de­cent man who had come to Gup­ta like all the oth­er stars to help.




    “We want to help too,” said Re­mo. “I’d like to meet him.”


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Nathan Palmer spot­ted the full ex­tent of the dis­as­ter first. Riz­zu­to was on the scene

    in Gup­ta. Riz­zu­to could talk spar­rows out of trees and he had bril­liant­ly won over the

    gov­ern­ment with well-​placed lav­ish gifts, lined up the vic­tims, and had one of the

    great­est neg­li­gence cas­es of all time aimed at one of the rich­est chem­ical com­pa­nies of

    all time. Ev­ery­thing seemed per­fect.




    And then the lit­tle hor­ri­ble fact of the pal­try val­ue of life in the third world reared

    its hor­ri­fy­ing head, and Palmer was so pan­icked he can­celed a date for the evening and

    called in Schwartz, who had to pry him­self away from his stock­bro­ker.




    It was they, not their me­chan­ical ge­nius Das­trow, who had made the hor­ri­ble mis­take.

    He had done ev­ery­thing right, as al­ways.




    Schwartz was so fu­ri­ous when he en­tered their plush Cen­tu­ry Park City of­fices that he

    al­most broke the glass case pro­tect­ing the Desk.




    “Dis­as­ter in Gup­ta,” said Palmer.




    “I should hope so. That’s what we make mon­ey on. We’re go­ing to make a for­tune.”




    “That’s what we’re go­ing to go to the clean­ers on,” said Palmer.




    “You called me away from the one stock-​mar­ket trans­ac­tion that can make up for a

    life­time of loss­es to make me lis­ten to your pes­simism?”




    “Arnold, I prob­ably saved you from bankrupt­ing your­self for the rest of your nat­ural

    life. What do you think hap­pened in Gup­ta?”




    “We start­ed one of the great­est neg­li­gence cas­es of all time. We signed up an en­tire

    city as clients. We’ve got two thou­sand, two hun­dred and twen­ty deaths of heads of

    fam­ilies, at least sev­en thou­sand chil­dren de­prived of their lives, twen­ty-​four hun­dred

    moth­ers whose love and sup­port will be de­nied en­tire fam­ilies, to say noth­ing of a slew

    of healthy young able-​bod­ied young men and beau­ti­ful young wom­en who will nev­er bear

    chil­dren or en­joy the loves and lives of fam­ilies,” said Schwartz. “And I’m not count­ing

    the in­cal­cu­la­ble grief. Riz­zu­to is go­ing to have those ju­ries at­tach­ing ev­ery

    sin­gle as­set of In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum . It’ll be come-​and-​get-​it day.”




    Nathan Palmer shook his head sad­ly.




    “There are two kinds of peo­ple in the third world. There are the hand­ful who run things.

    They’re very rich. Each of their lives is worth a for­tune. But they don’t need lawyers

    be­cause they are the courts. They are the army. They are the gov­ern­ment. And they al­ready

    take a rake­off from any in­dus­try that has a hope of sur­viv­ing. These peo­ple are the

    mon­ey. Then there are the cit­izens of their coun­tries, the ones these peo­ple at­tend the

    pricey con­fer­ences about.”




    “Yes,” said Schwartz, ad­just­ing his cuff be­cause it had ac­ci­den­tal­ly cov­ered his

    gold Rolex.




    “What do you think the val­ue of a hu­man life is in those coun­tries?”




    “You just can’t put a price on a hu­man life,” said Schwartz an­gri­ly. “You’ve got to

    es­tab­lish his earn­ing pow­er. What he means to a fam­ily. A cor­po­ra­tion. Lots of things

    go in­to de­ter­min­ing the val­ue of a hu­man life.”




    “In dol­lars and cents, Arnold,” said Palmer. “What do you think we’re talk­ing about per

    head?”




    “That’s dif­fi­cult to fig­ure out. I would es­ti­mate . . .”




    “Don’t even both­er. If we could get sev­en dol­lars a head out of the thou­sands who were

    killed in Gup­ta, we’d be lucky. Do you know what their gov­ern­ment thinks?”




    Schwartz was afraid to ask.




    “Their gov­ern­ment thinks that they want the fac­to­ry there. The tragedy is of course a

    tragedy, but there are lots more peo­ple in In­dia than there are chem­ical fac­to­ries.”




    “What about Riz­zu­to whip­ping up pop­ular re­sent­ment? He could make a bish­op want to

    burn down a church. He’s won­der­ful.”




    “And you’re bril­liant, Arnold. But the fact re­mains that an­gry mobs are all over the

    third world. They’re com­mon­place. Don’t mean a damned thing ex­cept to Amer­ican

    tele­vi­sion. If Amer­ican tele­vi­son weren’t there, the gov­ern­ments would shoot down the

    peo­ple like so many mad dogs. Why do you think you don’t have protests in Syr­ia and

    Bul­gar­ia? Show me a demon­stra­tion in Cu­ba that isn’t in sup­port of the gov­ern­ment.”




    “What are you say­ing, Nathan?” asked Schwartz. He thought of that hor­ror of hor­rors for

    one ter­ri­ble mo­ment: life with­out vis­ible wealth, life with peo­ple find­ing out who you

    re­al­ly were be­cause there was noth­ing to throw in their faces be­fore they could ask

    ques­tions.




    “I’m say­ing we are in hock up to our eye­balls for the mon­ey we paid Das­trow. I’m say­ing

    I don’t know where we’re go­ing to go, or what we’re go­ing to do to make it.”




    It was at that mo­ment that Arnold Schwartz in all his ex­pen­sive clothes and jew­el­ry

    showed Nathan Palmer why he was such a good part­ner. They were both over­look­ing one salient

    fact. Robert Das­trow to the best of their knowl­edge had nev­er worked for any­one else. Why?

    He had on­ly worked for them. Why?




    “Be­cause we paid him a frig­gin’ for­tune,” said Palmer.




    “He could have got­ten that sort of mon­ey else­where. But he stayed with us. I say we reach

    out for him again.”




    “We have no mon­ey for him. He loves mon­ey.”




    “Ah,” said Schwartz. “But why does he love it? It’s nev­er over till it’s over.”




    “It’s over,” said Palmer.




    “No it’s not,” said Schwartz, and he di­aled the ac­cess num­ber to Robert Das­trow.

    Some­times Das­trow would an­swer im­me­di­ate­ly, and some­times he would take hours or days.

    They nev­er knew. But Palmer point­ed out that ev­ery hour they wait­ed cost them thou­sands in

    in­ter­est on the loans they had tak­en out to pay their ge­nius.




    Robert Das­trow phoned be­fore evening, and Palmer and Schwartz didn’t even know from which

    con­ti­nent the call came.




    “Robert,” said Schwartz. “We’ve worked to­geth­er a long time. We’ve been al­ways

    forth­com­ing with your fees. We have a great deal of re­spect-“




    “I don’t for free,” said Das­trow.




    Palmer dropped his head in his hands. Schwartz pressed on. They didn’t have much more to

    lose. They could take out an even larg­er loan and let him in­vest it, but he knew that Palmer

    and Riz­zu­to lacked his math­emat­ical ge­nius and didn’t trust the im­mutable laws which

    ul­ti­mate­ly would pre­vail over the in­san­ity of the U. S. stock mar­ket. So an even big­ger

    loan was out of the ques­tion.




    “Robert, we’re broke. The Gup­ta thing didn’t work out fi­nan­cial­ly.”




    “I didn’t think it would,” said Das­trow.




    “Then why did you do it?”




    “Be­cause it was ab­so­lute­ly safe, for one. You have to ad­mit that. And for two, I wasn’t

    sure. I was nev­er much of a cost en­gi­neer. I gave you ex­act­ly what you asked for.”




    “We’re in trou­ble now.”




    “Not re­al­ly. I’ve been think­ing about this for a cou­ple of days. You’re go­ing to get

    back your mon­ey and maybe turn a hand­some prof­it.”




    “You’re a ge­nius. How?”




    “Your prob­lem is that the life of the av­er­age cit­izen of the third world is worth

    rough­ly, as close as I can get it, be­tween five and ten dol­lars, ex­cept in some African

    coun­tries and Cam­bo­dia, where it’s worth ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing. So where’s your re­turn?

    Not there, of course. What you have to do is move the case to Amer­ica, where a life is worth

    some­thing. “




    “Yes, but how?”




    “It’s al­ready be­gun. You see, what’s work­ing here is an aw­ful lot of pub­lic con­cern in

    just the place you need it. Amer­ica. There­fore, get the tri­al moved to Amer­ica. “




    “But it hap­pened in In­dia. No court in its right mind, so to speak, is go­ing to ac­cept a

    claim in Amer­ica. “




    “Ah, you ought to be a tin­ker­er like me. You’ve hit on just the prob­lem, and the

    so­lu­tion is al­ready un­der way. I have elim­inat­ed the need for any ra­tio­nal­ity. You

    see, you lawyer fel­lows don’t re­al­ly think things through. You think be­cause some­thing is

    ir­ra­tional, you can’t pull it off.”




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    “I have elim­inat­ed the need for any com­mon sense what­so­ev­er.”




    “How on earth did you do that?”




    “I used what was al­ready there. You gen­tle­men are go­ing to be the ben­efi­cia­ry of a

    pub­lic cause. It needs ab­so­lute­ly no rea­son what­so­ev­er. Just emo­tion, and Gup­ta

    of­fers that. I have al­ready told your man Riz­zu­to to get in on the big char­ity move­ment,

    some­thing he can do well be­cause he ap­peals to peo­ple’s emo­tions. And it worked. Just

    lis­ten to your own news: there’s go­ing to be a mas­sive ben­efit for Gup­ta, and you’re

    go­ing to prof­it from it.”




    “Do you ex­pect us to steal from a ben­efit? That’s low. “




    “That and oth­er things. Your man’s job, as I out­lined it to him, is to use the con­cert as

    a plat­form to get the case trans­ferred to an Amer­ican court, where you can clean up on

    hu­man lives.”




    “Won­der­ful,” said Schwartz. “I don’t know how to thank you. I guess you have good rea­sons

    to keep us sol­vent. “




    “Not in the least,” said Das­trow.




    “But why have you ohly worked for us?”




    “That is the se­cret of mak­ing things work. What works, works.”




    “And so you would see a dan­ger in work­ing for some­one else, be­cause there would be

    some­thing new in­volved. Right? I thought so,” said Schwartz.




    “Not quite right. I don’t have to work for any­one any­more. I have ev­ery­thing I

    need.”




    “Then why are you do­ing all this?”




    “Be­cause I want to find out how some­thing works.”




    “I can’t imag­ine any­thing you don’t un­der­stand.”




    “Nei­ther can I,” came the twangy voice with the sun­shine bounce. “That’s why I’m so

    de­light­ed to dis­cov­er this mys­tery. And by the way, I’m go­ing to save you to boot. It’s

    good to have a chal­lenge again.”




    “The new force you were talk­ing about?”




    “Yes. “




    “Are you go­ing to do away with it?”




    “Of course. That’s why we’re hav­ing the big ben­efit in Amer­ica. That’s why I told

    Riz­zu­to to be there, to use it. I’m not do­ing this for you, Mr. Schwartz. I nev­er have. I

    need that ben­efit con­cert as much as you do.”




    It was called Save Hu­man­ity. Fifty rock stars joined to­geth­er on one al­bum and in one

    con­cert, which was to take place si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly in five cities around the globe. They

    were go­ing to save hu­man­ity by sav­ing the peo­ple of Gup­ta, who had been rav­aged by

    mod­ern tech­nol­ogy.




    The theme song was “Save,” and the singers sim­ply in­toned the word over and over again. It

    went to num­ber one on the pop charts the day it was re­leased. Rock songs usu­al­ly were

    inane, but this one was to­tal­ly mean­ing­less.




    Many colum­nists were call­ing the Save Hu­man­ity ef­fort the most mean­ing­ful move­ment

    in his­to­ry. For once, Re­mo and Chi­un agreed.




    “What does it mean?” they both asked.




    Deb­bie Pat­tie had in­tro­duced them to her hang­ers-​on as friends. When Deb­bie moved,

    she moved in car­avans. She dressed like a beg­gar and moved like a king. She had five

    body­guards, each of whom had at­tempt­ed to keep Re­mo and Chi­un at a dis­tance. Now she had

    five hos­pi­tal bills. No one had seen ex­act­ly how her body­guards had re­ceived so many

    bro­ken bones, but her ac­coun­tant, who said he saw the whole thing, could have sworn that one

    of them tried to guide the old Ori­en­tal away from a door­way and the next thing any­one knew,

    he was on the floor scream­ing and they were call­ing for am­bu­lances.




    Re­mo and Chi­un had tak­en over Deb­bie’s guard du­ties. Re­mo had al­so of­fered to do the

    same for a good-​look­ing lawyer named Genara Riz­zu­to. He had been very friend­ly with

    Riz­zu­to, of­fer­ing to help se­cure him a tele­phone when­ev­er he want­ed to phone his home

    of­fice, want­ing to know ev­ery­thing about him. He had made sure Riz­zu­to had got­ten a room

    on the same floor that Deb­bie had rent­ed in the Ritz Ho­tel of Chica­go where the main

    con­cert was to be held.




    Deb­bie had com­plained about this, since she liked to have a floor to her­self, but she

    said she al­ways had trou­ble deny­ing any­thing to Re­mo. She usu­al­ly said this while

    slumped in a chair with her legs spread. Re­mo would have thought this was a sex­ual of­fer

    ex­cept she al­ways slumped in a chair with her legs spread, even as she was do­ing now,

    ex­plain­ing the pop­ular­ity of the song “Save.”




    “What does it mean?” she re­peat­ed. “It means ev­ery­thing. It means who we are and what we

    are.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” said Re­mo. The door to her suite was open, and he could see

    Riz­zu­to’s door. Riz­zu­to had gone in there sup­pos­ed­ly for an af­ter­noon nap, along with

    four men and three decks of cards. The big ben­efit con­cert was to be that evening, and he was

    sup­posed to ap­pear in it for some rea­son. How he had in­sin­uat­ed him­self in­to a bunch of

    rock stars, Re­mo did not know. But it was worth find­ing out. He did not have any­thing on the

    trio of shys­ters in Cal­ifor­nia, but this had to be the clos­est thing to a slipup they were

    go­ing to make.




    “We have to save our­selves, or who else will do it?” asked Deb­bie. “Right?”




    “How?”




    “By rais­ing more mon­ey in one night than was ev­er raised be­fore. Rais­ing it for

    good­ness in­stead of evil. Do you know that one fight­er plane costs twen­ty mil­lion

    dol­lars? If that mon­ey were used for good in­stead of evil, think how nice the world would

    be.” When Deb­bie Pat­tie was at her most earnest, a large part of her Brook­lyn ac­cent

    dis­ap­peared. The trans­for­ma­tion was re­mark­able.




    “I think Re­mo is ask­ing how this mon­ey will do good,” said Chi­un.




    “It’s go­ing to the peo­ple who need it in­stead of the peo­ple who al­ready have it,” said

    Deb­bie. She was re­peat­ing what she had heard. And she was an­noyed that some­one would dare

    both­er her with such stupid ques­tions. Af­ter all, if re­porters nev­er asked them what was

    go­ing to hap­pen to the mon­ey, why should friends like Re­mo and Chi­un?




    “Are they go­ing to hand them dol­lar bills or what?”




    “No, dammit. It’s for a char­ity, you know. Like char­ity. Who knows what hap­pens when you

    give for any char­ity? It does good, right? Bet­ter than pay­ing tax­es,” said Deb­bie. She was

    sure that would get a pos­itive re­sponse. All the re­porters al­ways laughed when she said

    that, and many said it showed she had a deep un­der­stand­ing of pol­itics which she hid

    be­hind her sim­ple songs.




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “Whadya mean, ‘no’? No one says no. You don’t say no, just no, like that,” said Deb­bie. She

    was snarling.




    “I’m say­ing no. Tax­es are good. They pay to de­fend your coun­try, keep your roads up,

    feed your peo­ple, sup­port your al­lies. They’re good. Who’s get­ting the mon­ey from Save

    Hu­man­ity?”




    “Hu­man­ity, ass­hole,” yelled Deb­bie. “Tell him who hu­man­ity is. It’s all of us. It’s

    ev­ery one of us re­gard­less of race, creed, or na­tion­al ori­gin. It’s the ba­bies and the

    moth­ers. It’s the fa­thers and the broth­ers, it’s you, man, and it’s me, man.”




    “Any­time you want to re­al­ly an­swer my ques­tion, feel free,” said Re­mo.




    “Tell him. You tell him,” Deb­bie said to Chi­un. Chi­un was busy pon­der­ing the

    se­lec­tion of robes he might wear. Though he was not al­lowed on­stage, Deb­bie had as­sured

    him he could stand in the wings.




    “Lis­ten to her, she makes sense,” said Chi­un, imag­in­ing how the pure black ki­mono would

    look with a sin­gle sil­ver lo­tus blos­som. He won­dered if it would clash with the cos­tumes

    of the rock stars. And then he gave up, re­al­iz­ing that ev­ery­thing clashed with what rock

    stars wore.




    In Ko­re­an, Re­mo told Chi­un he was not go­ing to hu­mor her like Chi­un pre­ferred to

    do.




    And in Ko­re­an Chi­un an­swered: “He who rea­sons with fools dress­es in warm as­pic.”




    “I stand for things, lit­tle fa­ther.”




    “The wrong things, Re­mo. Be nice to the girl. Then we can get on with this id­iot­ic

    degra­da­tion of as­sas­sins’ call­ing, this oc­cu­pa­tion termed de­tec­tive work. “




    Re­mo glanced back at Riz­zu­to’s door. He could hear laugh­ter in the room. He could al­so

    hear Riz­zu­to curse. The big con­cert was on­ly a few hours away. He had to find out what

    Riz­zu­to’s plans were for the con­cert be­fore then. Why, he was not sure. But he was fair­ly

    cer­tain that if he knew what Riz­zu­to was go­ing to pull, he could be there to make sure some

    ev­idence for a court case could be un­earthed.




    Re­mo found the door to Riz­zu­to’s room locked. With a care­ful pres­sure of the han­dle

    against the lock, he cracked the lock. Un­for­tu­nate­ly he cracked it too hard. It shat­tered

    with the force of a grenade. The door flew open and three men ducked be­hind couch­es grab­bing

    for shoul­der hol­sters. The on­ly one who didn’t have a pis­tol was Riz­zu­to. He was play­ing

    cards for big stakes with three strangers who car­ried guns.




    The piles of bills were nat­ural­ly not in front of him, and his check­book was open with a

    leak­ing foun­tain pen be­side it. Re­mo thought it looked like it was bleed­ing.




    Re­mo shut what was left of the door be­hind him. “Hi, it was open, so I thought I’d just

    pop in.”




    “Who’re you?”




    “Friend of Riz­zu­to’s.”




    “We’re leav­in’,” said one of the men. “He can’t bring in some back­up.”




    “Get out of here, Re­mo. I got­ta re­cov­er. They can’t leave.”




    “Don’t wor­ry, they’re not leav­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “We’re leav­in’,” said the one who did not put his gun away.




    “Well then, if you must, but don’t take any mon­ey with you.”




    “We’re leav­in’ with our dough, sweet­heart,” said the man with the gun.




    “Be­cause you have a gun?”




    “Be­cause we won it and yeah, be­cause we got guns. “




    “Genaro, do you al­ways play with strangers who have guns?”




    “I didn’t know they had guns un­til you crashed in,” said Riz­zu­to.




    Re­mo caught the thug’s at­ten­tion with a smile, which was enough dis­trac­tion for him to

    slap the gun free. He al­so got the oth­er guns as they reap­peared from their hol­sters and

    put them in the mid­dle of the ta­ble. Then he said they could all leave with their guns and

    mon­ey but he want­ed to play a few hands of pok­er.




    The three men looked at each oth­er, stunned. They hadn’t seen the hand that had dis­armed

    them. They had moved for their guns, held out their guns, and then found them miss­ing.




    One of them couldn’t be­lieve it. He lunged for his gun in the mid­dle of the ta­ble.

    Some­thing sharp like barbed wire brushed the back of his palm, caus­ing in­cred­ible pain. And

    yet there was no bleed­ing. There was just the stranger who had burst through the door, who had

    tak­en the guns so quick­ly they didn’t see his hand move. And he was smil­ing. The gam­bler

    cra­dled the throb­bing hand that the stranger had bare­ly touched.




    “I think we’re go­ing to play some cards,” said Re­mo.




    “I didn’t know you gam­bled,” said Riz­zu­to. If he had known that, he wouldn’t have

    ig­nored the man all this time since Gup­ta, the man with too many ques­tions Genaro Riz­zu­to

    did not want to an­swer.




    “All the time,” said Re­mo.




    “What do you like to play? Stud? Five-​card draw? What?”




    “Pok­er,” said Re­mo.




    “They’re all pok­er,” said Riz­zu­to.




    “The one with full hous­es and flush­es,” said Re­mo.




    “They all have that. How much pok­er have you played?”




    “Enough,” said Re­mo. Ac­tu­al­ly he hadn’t played cards for years. When he was a

    po­lice­man, be­fore he went through the pho­ny ex­ecu­tion to make him the man who didn’t

    ex­ist, be­fore his train­ing and new life with Chi­un, he had played, for pen­nies and

    nick­els, pok­er that had so many dif­fer­ent wild cards and pay­offs that the big hands

    wouldn’t end in win­ners and losers but in heat­ed ar­gu­ments over the rules.




    These men played a hard tight game for big mon­ey. They would nev­er play a game with so

    many cards wild that there could be three straight flush­es in one hand, the high­est group­ing

    of cards. And the on­ly gam­bling game Chi­un had taught him wasn’t re­al­ly a gam­bling game,

    but a Ko­re­an men­tal ex­er­cise orig­inat­ed by the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju called Ka, or game

    of stones, from which the far crud­er Japanese game of Go emerged.




    “Sure I can play pok­er. Let’s play the kind where you get five cards and noth­ing is

    wild.”




    “Five-​card draw,” said Riz­zu­to. The gam­blers re­turned to the ta­bles, ex­chang­ing

    quick glances. What the glances said was that they were soon go­ing to win back their guns and

    any­thing else that was on the ta­ble from this lu­natic who broke doors and moved so quick­ly

    no one saw him.




    Be­fore they be­gan Re­mo had one ques­tion. “Among the four suits, the high­est suit is

    spades, right?”




    They all nod­ded.




    “You sure you know pok­er?” asked Riz­zu­to.




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “Just one more ques­tion. Spades is black, right? But so is clubs. Clubs

    is the one with the bumps, not smooth round­ed like spades. Spades are more heart-​shaped.

    Right?”




    “Right,” said ev­ery­one.




    “No lim­it with a C-​note ante,” said one of the gam­blers.




    “That’s a hun­dred dol­lars,” said Re­mo.




    “Right,” said ev­ery­one.




    One of the rea­sons Re­mo lost his lik­ing of mon­ey was that up­stairs sup­plied all his

    needs, and there was no rea­son for him to ac­cu­mu­late any­thing. He moved around so much it

    was sil­ly to buy a home. He nev­er cared about cars, so the walk­ing-​around cash up­stairs

    gave him tend­ed to stay in his pock­et for a long time.




    He had twen­ty hun­dred-​dol­lar bills al­most as fresh as the day they were is­sued to him

    years ago. He put one in­to the mid­dle of the ta­ble. Ev­ery­one else tossed in mon­ey,

    ex­cept Riz­zu­to, who put down an IOU, ask­ing Re­mo if it were all right.




    “These guys are my friends. They take my IOU’s,” said Riz­zu­to. As soon as one of the men

    be­gan to deal, Re­mo could tell why they were so gen­er­ous.




    Some­one else might sim­ply have seen cards be­ing shuf­fled, but Re­mo clear­ly saw each

    in­di­vid­ual card, and he saw the aces move up the deck like a lad­der with ex­act­ly three

    rungs-​the oth­er cards-​be­tween each ace.




    Re­mo smiled and fold­ed on the first hand. Riz­zu­to bet heav­ily. He had kings. He

    lost.




    When it came time for Re­mo’s turn to deal, the hard part was re­mind­ing him­self what were

    sec­ond-, third-, and fourth-​high­est hands.




    He spread the cards out face­up in one sweep of his hand to see where each was, and then

    quick­ly col­lect­ed the deck. With one hand mov­ing sev­er­al cards so rapid­ly it looked like

    shuf­fling, he moved the oth­er hand, care­ful not to use so much speed that he burned the

    cards from fric­tion; feel­ing the weight of each, the bal­ance of each, the very pow­er of the

    sta­bil­ity of the roam, he got the cards in or­der, care­ful to give each man the right

    hand.




    There was the for­mal­ity of the cut, where­by one of the play­ers, to avoid cheat­ing and

    as­sure hon­esty, took half the deck from the top and put it on the bot­tom. As Re­mo picked up

    the deck to deal, he sim­ply re­versed the weight­ing of the cards, so that the deck went back

    to the way he ar­ranged it. All three of the gam­blers watched him close­ly. None of them saw

    him work the deck.




    Strange­ly, none of them bet heav­ily. On­ly Riz­zu­to, who had the win­ning hand.




    Riz­zu­to cursed his luck that the first time he got spades straight flush, no one else had

    any­thing to bet in­to him. And then Re­mo gave them all a lit­tle demon­stra­tion. He made

    them turn up their cards, some­thing play­ers nev­er had to do, but en­cour­aged to be hon­est

    by the promise of get­ting their wrists snapped if they didn’t go along, they all

    com­plied.




    When Riz­zu­to saw that one had a straight flush in clubs, one in hearts, and the third in

    di­amonds, he re­al­ized some­thing was wrong.




    “They were wait­ing un­til they dealt so that they could be sure of win­ning. Genaro,” said

    Re­mo, “these guys have been rob­bing you. They’re con men. They’re thieves. You haven’t been

    gam­bling. You’ve been tak­en.”




    “They were the on­ly ac­tion around,” said Genaro.




    “What ac­tion? It’s los­ing,” said Re­mo.




    The three gam­blers be­gan eas­ing their way away from the ta­ble, try­ing to get in

    po­si­tion to make a lunge for the door.




    “You for­got some­thing,” said Re­mo. “His mon­ey.” Quick­ly the gam­blers pulled out wads

    of bills and laid them on the ta­ble along with a bliz­zard of white IOU’s. Riz­zu­to

    col­lect­ed them all.




    “One more thing,” said Re­mo. “Your mon­ey. The mon­ey he didn’t have a chance to win.

    C’mon. It’s a friend­ly game.”




    “Friend­ly, how? That’s rob­bing,” said one gam­bler.




    “It’s friend­ly be­cause I’m not pulling your spinal cord out through your mouth,” said

    Re­mo. “That’s friend­ly, don’t you think, Genaro?”




    “I’d say so,” said Riz­zu­to.




    With a good two hours un­til show­time, Genaro sug­gest­ed that since they were alone and

    still had a deck of cards, they play a lit­tle stud.




    “You just saw how I fixed the damned deck,” said Re­mo. “Do you re­al­ly think you have a

    chance to win?”




    “You wouldn’t cheat me.”




    “Of course I would. Look, bud­dy. I may be the on­ly friend you have across a ta­ble.”




    “Why are you do­ing this? Friends don’t come across gam­bling ta­bles.”




    “Be­cause I see some­one who wants to help. You’re not just an­oth­er shys­ter am­bu­lance

    chas­er. You’re some­one who cares. You wouldn’t be join­ing this Save Hu­man­ity spec­tac­ular

    if you weren’t.”




    “Two hands,” said Genaro.




    “I want to talk about sav­ing peo­ple.”




    “I’ll deal and then we know it will be fair. I nev­er cheat. “




    “How did you hear about the Gup­ta dis­as­ter so quick­ly? And how did you know what was

    wrong so quick­ly?”




    “Black­jack. One hand of black­jack. You can deal. The odds are with you. What’s a hand of

    black­jack?” asked Riz­zu­to. His dark eyes were beg­ging. “Ten sec­onds. Then I’ll tell you.

    Any­thing you want to know. My love life. The in­ner work­ings of Palmer, Riz­zu­to You name

    it. One sim­ple hand. Do you know how to play black­jack? You deal one card down to me, one

    card down to you. Then I bet. I call for an­oth­er card. Two sim­ple cards. I keep call­ing for

    cards to get as close to twen­ty-​one as pos­si­ble. If I go over, that’s it. I lose. What’s

    the most cards you can pos­si­bly deal, sev­en, right? Sev­en cards, and then I tell you

    any­thing you want to know. “




    Riz­zu­to shot out the words like a ma­chine gun and was shov­ing the cards in­to Re­mo’s

    hands.




    Re­mo dealt out a hand of black­jack, not ex­pect­ing all that was promised. Riz­zu­to

    lost.




    “Okay, I just want to know what you at­tribute your suc­cess at your firm to. You’re

    prob­ably the most suc­cess­ful neg­li­gence lawyers in the coun­try. The rea­son I ask is I

    have an aunt who’s re­al­ly . . . “




    “What’re you do­ing with the cards?” asked Genaro, as hor­ri­fied as if Re­mo had just

    thrown a ba­by out of a win­dow.




    “We played a hand. Now we talk,” said Re­mo.




    “What hand?” said Genaro with such ve­he­mence that his gold jew­el­ry tin­kled on his dark

    hairy chest. “You don’t play a hand of black­jack. You play a deck. How can I have a chance to

    win if I don’t see what cards come up?”




    “You said a hand. You didn’t say a deck.”




    “I didn’t say a deck,” said Riz­zu­to, im­itat­ing Re­mo. “What’s the big prob­lem? Deal.

    We’ll talk as you deal. “




    “You seem to have the best tech­ni­cal as­sis­tance in the busi­ness,” said Re­mo as he

    dealt an­oth­er hand. “I mean you re­al­ly know what caus­es ac­ci­dents. How do you know so

    quick­ly and so well? Is it you? Is it Schwartz? Is it Palmer?”




    “Hit me,” said Riz­zu­to, sig­nal­ing for an­oth­er card. Re­mo would have loved to. He

    could have got­ten ev­ery­thing he need­ed in thir­ty sec­onds by sim­ply tak­ing one an­kle of

    one neg­li­gence lawyer and hang­ing the par­ty of the first part out of the ho­tel win­dow by

    the an­kle of said par­ty of the first part, un­til in max­imum fear, par­ty of the first part

    would di­vulge to Re­mo, the par­ty of the sec­ond part, ex­act­ly how his law firm was rap­ing

    Amer­ica, im­mo­bi­liz­ing in­dus­tries, and gen­er­al­ly turn­ing the pro­tec­tion of the law

    in­to an un­bear­able bur­den for the peo­ple.




    But Smith had said no. Pre­cise­ly be­cause they were lawyers they had to be de­stroyed by

    le­gal means. It was the law that CURE was try­ing to pro­tect. Re­mo thought mo­men­tar­ily of

    bury­ing them all un­der law­books. He held up the card.




    “We’re good. That’s all. You want us to take your aunt’s case? You got it. Hit me.”




    Re­mo gave him his card. Riz­zu­to want­ed an­oth­er. “Who deals with your tech­ni­cal

    peo­ple?”




    “Palmer. Hit me.”




    Re­mo gave him an­oth­er card. Riz­zu­to went over twen­ty-​one and sat drum­ming his hands

    on the ta­ble. Re­mo dealt a card again. Riz­zu­to bet again. Re­mo held up the next card.




    “What does Schwartz do?”




    “Tac­tics. Palmer does strat­egy on the gen­er­al idea of what we should do. Schwartz shows

    how to do it. And on the big cas­es, I do it my­self in a court­room. I’m a tri­al lawyer. I’m

    won­der­ful. An­oth­er card, please.”




    Re­mo dealt. Then he dealt to him­self. He won again by get­ting clos­er to

    twen­ty-​one.




    “Why would you say you are so suc­cess­ful? More suc­cess­ful than any sin­gle lawyer or law

    firm?”




    “Be­cause we know what we’re do­ing and we’ll take care of your aunt. We have law of­fices

    all over the coun­try. We trav­el all over the world. When you get Palmer, Riz­zu­to you get a

    world of pro­tec­tion. Now deal, dammit.”




    Re­mo played black­jack with Riz­zu­to for al­most two hours, get­ting lit­tle

    in­for­ma­tion he felt he could use, but win­ning sev­en­ty-​five thou­sand dol­lars with­out

    think­ing about it. Ten thou­sand in cash and six­ty-​five thou­sand in IOU’s.




    He walked with Riz­zu­to to the gi­ant au­di­to­ri­um, wired now to reach out live to the

    world. When they got to the aisle with scream­ing fans and tele­vi­son cam­eras and pa­parazzi,

    Re­mo ducked in­to the crowd and moved through it, hid­den by the dense sea of peo­ple. He

    caught up with Riz­zu­to by com­ing up on the blind side of a guard who was post­ed to en­sure

    that no one crossed the line to be with the celebri­ties. “Gam­bling’s pret­ty ex­pen­sive for

    you,” said Re­mo.




    “No. Not ex­pen­sive.”




    “You lost sev­en­ty-​five thou­sand dol­lars in two hours. “




    “You fig­ure wrong. That was the to­tal loss. But do you know how much was wa­gered in

    win­ning and los­ing, and go­ing back and forth? Maybe al­most a mil­lion dol­lars. I got a

    mil­lion dol­lars of ac­tion for sev­en­ty-​five thou­sand. Now where else can you get a

    re­turn on your mon­ey like that? Take buy­ing shoes for my kid. Fifty bucks for a pair of

    shoes. That’s it. They’re la­beled fifty dol­lars. You pay fifty dol­lars, good-​bye. Now when

    you gam­ble, that mon­ey can come back. For fifty dol­lars that I waste on a pair of my kid’s

    shoes I get maybe five hun­dred dol­lars in ac­tion. And that’s if I lose.”




    “You’re a com­pul­sive gam­bler, Genaro,” said Re­mo. This might be a weak­ness he could

    work on to get some sort of le­gal case for CURE to trans­fer to some pros­ecu­tor.




    “No. I’m not a com­pul­sive gam­bler.”




    “If you’re not, who is?”




    “Peo­ple who are worse than me. There are guys who will bet the clothes off their backs. I

    mean it. Guys who get killed by loan sharks be­cause they bor­row to pay loans from oth­er

    killers.”




    “Where do you draw the line, then?”




    “Right be­neath me,” said Riz­zu­to, who bet Re­mo there was an odd num­ber of per­form­ers

    on the stage. Re­mo re­fused to bet. The stars were packed on the stage like so many cat­tle.

    The lights in the cen­ter of the au­di­to­ri­um were blind­ing, and the heat was op­pres­sive.

    But the stars all man­aged to look as though they couldn’t be hap­pi­er, even when hav­ing to

    quaff emer­gen­cy wa­ter ra­tions. It was like a marathon run for the singers, ex­cept the

    singers had to smile. Riz­zu­to wore a laven­der tuxe­do with a neon-​blue cum­mer­bund and a

    di­amond-​stud­ded bow tie. On this stage he looked sub­dued. Re­mo tried to stay near him, but

    he saw Chi­un in the rear sig­nal­ing to him.




    Deb­bie Pat­tie, who was go­ing to do the last so­lo, need­ed spe­cial wiring held by her

    body­guards. Since none of them were here af­ter Re­mo got in­to a shov­ing match with them,

    and since the new ones for some rea­son hadn’t ar­rived yet, would Re­mo do the de­cent thing

    and car­ry Deb­bie’s wires?




    “Which ones?” asked Re­mo, look­ing at the dark tan­gle of wires.




    “I don’t know. My reg­ular equip­ment didn’t get here for some rea­son, and all this stuff

    is new. All I know is I have to have pow­er­ful amps on my voice and gui­tar or I sound like a

    squeaky lit­tle kid.”




    “Like at Gup­ta.”




    “Yeah. Al­though it’s still re­al Deb­bie Pat­tie.”




    “I don’t like gad­gets.”




    “You know how many peo­ple would give an arm to be this close to me, Re­mo? Chi­un, you tell

    him. You know what’s go­ing on.”




    “This is all crazi­ness, Re­mo,” said Chi­un in Ko­re­an. “Why now do you balk at this added

    crazi­ness? Car­ry the wires or we will have to keep talk­ing to this lit­tle fool.”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo in En­glish.




    “Thanks, Chi­un. You’re the de­cent one. You un­der­stand what I mean by sav­ing the

    world.”




    “Un­til you know where the mon­ey goes you don’t know what you’re do­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “Why are you so neg­ative? Even the re­porters don’t ask ques­tions like that. Re­porters

    nev­er ask ques­tions like that. They ask when I be­came so knowl­edge­able about world

    af­fairs, when I be­came so philo­soph­ical.”




    “You don’t know un­til you know where the mon­ey goes,” said Re­mo, and took a hand­ful of

    Deb­bie Pat­tie’s wires. They were thick, al­most as wide as hot dogs, and they seemed to stick

    to his skin as he held them, as though they were cov­ered with some form of gelatin. Re­mo

    looked around the stage to see if there were oth­ers like them, but there weren’t. The oth­ers

    were the nor­mal thin wires that didn’t glis­ten with this strange sub­stance on them. The

    clos­est thing to it in Re­mo’s mind was the sub­stance peo­ple used to make

    elec­tro­car­dio­graph elec­trodes more ef­fec­tive in read­ing the heart.




    The first song was the now fa­mous “Save.” A hun­dred stars, am­pli­fied by a mil­lion

    megawatts, blared out that one word over and over again. “SAVE. SAVE. SAVE. WE SAVE. SAVE SAVE

    SAVE. PEO­PLE SAVE. SAVE SAVE SAVE. WE SAVE. SAVE SAVE SAVE.”




    The crowd screamed. The singers screamed. The stage­hands screamed. The noise on­stage could

    have deaf­ened peo­ple sit­ting out­side the au­di­to­ri­um.




    Chi­un shout­ed in­to Re­mo’s ear. “White mu­sic.”




    “Not all white mu­sic is like this,” Re­mo yelled back.




    “Doesn’t have to be. This is enough.”




    The noise went on for fif­teen min­utes. When it sub­sid­ed to the lev­el of an avalanche,

    an an­nounc­er called it the most mean­ing­ful ex­pe­ri­ence of the twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry.




    Then one of the singers in­tro­duced Genaro Riz­zu­to and Re­mo dis­cov­ered what Palmer,

    Riz­zu­to had up its sleeve.




    “We have here some­one who is fight­ing for the poor,” said the lead singer. “We have here

    some­one who takes his care and con­cern in­to the field. This man was on the scene even

    be­fore the doc­tors. This man was Gup­ta. This man was the suf­fer­ing. This man was the

    dy­ing. This man was the first to say ’save.’ He said we couldn’t let our broth­ers die

    any­where in the world, or we would let them die ev­ery­where. “




    The last piece of ab­sur­di­ty was met with hys­te­ria, and when it died down the singer

    said, “I give you Genaro Riz­zu­to of the law firm of Palmer, Riz­zu­to They care. They save.

    And they have an im­por­tant mes­sage for you.”




    Riz­zu­to came for­ward among the ban­gles, the rags, the glit­ter, the heat, and the noise.

    And he too man­aged a big smile.




    He thought of the thou­sands of yelling peo­ple as a ju­ry, and in so do­ing he felt at

    home.




    “I’m just a lawyer,” yelled Riz­zu­to.




    The crowd screamed back. One girl faint­ed and an­oth­er des­per­ate­ly lunged for­ward to

    touch his shoes be­fore she died.




    It was then that Riz­zu­to re­al­ized the rock crowd was bet­ter than a ju­ry.




    “I am just a lawyer, and I just de­fend the rights of peo­ple to live safe­ly, to live in

    peace, to live in an en­vi­ron­ment that doesn’t kill them, to drive cars that don’t maim them,

    to vis­it doc­tors who will not mur­der them with their in­com­pe­tence. I am just a

    lawyer.”




    The crowd screamed its an­swer. “Save. Save. Save.”




    “And we went to Gup­ta so that these peo­ple, these poor peo­ple, would not suf­fer in vain.

    And what did we find? We found that the world does not care. The world does not care about a

    per­son if he’s brown, if he lacks pow­er, if he doesn’t live in some white coun­try. The world

    does not care.”




    “De­stroy the world,” screamed out one young man with a peace sym­bol on his T-​shirt.




    “No. Let us save the world,” yelled Riz­zu­to, rip­ping off his tie and pop­ping but­tons

    off his shirt, then fling­ing his arms wide, his chest ex­posed like the oth­er stars, the

    lights play­ing off his glit­ter­ing teeth. “Save the world. Save. Save. Save.”




    “Save. Save. Save,” the crowd yelled back.




    “We can­not put a price on a life be­cause of the col­or of a man’s skin.”




    “No,” yelled back the crowd.




    “We can­not put a price on a per­son’s life be­cause of where that per­son was born.”




    “No,” yelled back the crowd.




    “Ev­ery­one has the same right to life that we have. “




    “Yes,” yelled back the crowd.




    “Ev­ery­one has a right to a life as good as ev­ery­one else’s. “




    “Ev­ery­one.”




    “Here. “




    “Here,” yelled back the crowd. “In Amer­ica.”




    “Amer­ica,” yelled back the crowd.




    Now Genaro’s voice hushed, forc­ing the peo­ple to strain to lis­ten. “But I am sor­ry to

    say, my friends, that big rich cor­po­ra­tions know how the world works. The lit­tle peo­ple,

    you and me, the peo­ple who suf­fer, don’t know how the world works. The big rich

    cor­po­ra­tions with their rich lawyers know that if they put a dan­ger­ous plant in a poor

    coun­try, the lives of the poor won’t mat­ter that much. They know all lives are not equal.

    They know they can make mon­ey from the suf­fer­ing of the poor. And they know they’re go­ing

    to get away with it.”




    “No,” screamed the crowd. Some­one called out for the death of all cor­po­ra­tions.




    “No,” said Genaro. “We don’t want them to die. We don’t want them to col­lapse. We just want

    them to stop killing our plan­et, killing our broth­ers, and there’s a way to do it.”




    “Do it,” screamed the rock stars along with the crowd.




    “We can say to them, ‘Hey! Our broth­ers’ lives are worth some­thing. You can’t keep killing

    our broth­ers and get­ting away with it.’ We can say to them, ‘You’ve got to pay for your

    mis­deeds, just as if you did them in our home. Just as if you did them in San Fran­cis­co or

    New York City or here in Chica­go. Our broth­ers are our broth­ers wher­ev­er they are.’ “




    And thus with the mob scream­ing “Save our broth­ers,” Genaro Riz­zu­to bril­liant­ly made a

    pub­lic ap­peal for change of venue. He start­ed a mass move­ment to make crimes com­mit­ted in

    a for­eign land pun­ish­able in the home coun­try of the cor­po­ra­tion, be­cause in Amer­ica a

    life was not worth an av­er­age of sev­en dol­lars, but more like a quar­ter of a mil­lion, and

    the fifty per­cent Palmer, Riz­zu­to would col­lect on a quar­ter of a mil­lion dol­lars would

    be enough to pay for Palmer’s love life, Schwartz’s in­vest­ments, and Riz­zu­to’s

    will­ing­ness to gam­ble with strangers who car­ried guns and didn’t bet on hands they didn’t

    deal them­selves.




    Re­mo lis­tened to all this and both he and Chi­un sensed some­thing else was at work here,

    some­thing far more dan­ger­ous than a change of venue, some­thing that was go­ing to kill.




    They were right. What they didn’t know was that it was about to hap­pen on­stage.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    At first ev­ery­one thought it was part of the song, a great new song, the rock hit of the

    decade. All the singers were scream­ing, some of them claw­ing to get off the stage. Oth­ers

    crawled and still oth­ers punched and pushed, and some­one at a mi­cro­hone cried out. “Lord

    help us. Help us. Help.”




    The au­di­ence ap­plaud­ed as the cen­ter of the wood­en stage be­gan to sag and then with a

    sick­en­ing crack, it col­lapsed. Bod­ies fell in­to each oth­er. Gui­tars and bones cracked in

    the on­slaught. The cen­ter-​stage singers were crushed un­der the load, smoth­ered by the

    bod­ies of those who fell on top of them. It was a full minute be­fore the au­di­ence

    re­al­ized this wasn’t the best rock piece they had ev­er heard but a dis­as­ter.




    Re­mo and Chi­un saw im­me­di­ate­ly that the peo­ple were in trou­ble, not singing about

    it. Us­ing the wires, they pulled Deb­bie and her gui­tar free and then dove in­to the cen­ter

    of the surg­ing mass of bod­ies, lift­ing off rock stars, pass­ing them up over the side of the

    stage. Those on the bot­tom could not be saved, but they man­aged to get the up­per lay­ers

    free so that doc­tors could get to those who were still alive at the bot­tom.




    At the low­er lev­els the bod­ies were slip­pery from the blood.




    Some of the rock stars didn’t re­al­ize what hap­pened for the whole evening. One of them,

    with a punc­tured lung and enough co­caine cours­ing through his blood to numb the whole of

    south­ern Cal­ifor­nia, on­ly dis­cov­ered he was in­jured when he tried to sing and noth­ing

    came out but blood.




    An­oth­er with a bro­ken hip, com­plete­ly smashed on Quaaludes, thought she couldn’t walk

    be­cause this time she’d tak­en one pill too many. The idea made her gig­gle.




    Deb­bie Pat­tie was fu­ri­ous that Re­mo and Chi­un yanked her off the stage be­fore she

    could get in front of the cam­eras.




    “I hat­ed all this any­way. All those oth­er peo­ple shar­ing the at­ten­tion. I was go­ing

    crazy. I had with­drawals. I know oth­ers did, too.”




    One thing did make her feel bet­ter. At least it showed Re­mo that rock stars not on­ly gave

    of their time and mon­ey but al­so of their blood.




    “You can’t say we’re not sav­ing now,” said Deb­bie. Re­mo ripped off the wires, and so did

    Chi­un. “Why do you use such sticky wires?” he asked.




    “Hey, I’m talk­ing to you. I said you can’t say we’re not sav­ing now,” said Deb­bie. “I

    mean, peo­ple are bleed­ing on that stage.”




    “I didn’t say you didn’t mean well,” said Re­mo. “I just said jump­ing up and down and

    scream­ing ‘Save’ over and over doesn’t mean any­thing. You’re not sav­ing peo­ple by dy­ing,

    any more than you’re sav­ing peo­ple by scream­ing.”




    “That’s singing,” said Deb­bie.




    “What­ev­er,” said Re­mo. “Do you al­ways use wires that stick?”




    Deb­bie shrugged. She hired peo­ple for that. She hon­est­ly didn’t know how a light­bulb

    worked, but when you made enough mon­ey, things just were sup­posed to work or you fired

    peo­ple.




    “That’s the dif­fer­ence be­tween singers and no­bod­ies,” said Deb­bie.




    Re­mo no­ticed that Riz­zu­to, who was stand­ing at the front of the stage, had es­caped the

    col­lapse of its cen­ter by sim­ply jump­ing off. Be­ing a good tri­al lawyer, he had the

    pres­ence of mind to look for an open mi­cro­phone. Find­ing one, he gave a last mes­sage to

    the peo­ple.




    “Do not let them die in vain. Do not let them bleed in vain, ev­ery­one, you here and across

    the world, sup­port change of venue for neg­li­gence. Please, I beg you in the name of

    hu­man­ity, the suf­fer­ing hu­man­ity you see here, and the suf­fer­ing you don’t see which is

    even worse, write your con­gress­men. March in the streets. Bar­ri­cade your court­rooms,

    Amer­icans, be­cause if the venue isn’t changed to Amer­ica, if it stays in Gup­ta where hu­man

    life rou­tine­ly suf­fers ex­ter­mi­na­tion by the pow­er­ful, then, friends, no hu­man­ity is

    safe. No moth­er is safe. No child is safe. No one is safe. You are not safe.”




    A stage­hand want­ed to bor­row the mi­cro­phone for a minute to get peo­ple in the rear to

    open a way for an am­bu­lance. Riz­zu­to put his hand over the mi­cro­phone.




    “In a minute. In a minute, all right?”




    “Peo­ple are dy­ing here, bud­dy. We got to get the am­bu­lance. “




    “I said in a minute,” said Riz­zu­to, and made one more ap­peal for the change of venue,

    this time telling the peo­ple in so many words that if they helped the class-​ac­tion suit

    against In­ter­na­tion­al Car­borun­dum , they would be sav­ing their own air, their own wa­ter

    and, as Riz­zu­to put it with a trem­bling voice, “your own green, green grass of home. “




    Deb­bie Pat­tie saw Re­mo start to break away from her to get to Riz­zu­to.




    “Hey, you’re the luck­iest man in the world. I’m ready to ball you. Let’s go.”




    “Lat­er,” said Re­mo.




    “Hey, I’m the most sex­ual­ly de­sir­able fe­male in Amer­ica,” said Deb­bie.




    “Sor­ry.”




    “Then I’ll ball the old man, and he’ll tell you what you missed. Ev­ery­one says I’m great

    in bed, ev­ery­one lucky enough.”




    “Fine,” said Re­mo, eas­ing his way through the stretch­ers and wound­ed. He knew that

    Deb­bie had as much chance of get­ting Chi­un in­to bed as the pope. No, the pope would be

    eas­ier. But if he told her that, she would keep both­er­ing Chi­un all night. Deb­bie Pat­tie

    want­ed on­ly one thing in life, it seemed. What­ev­er some­one told her she couldn’t have.




    The thing that struck Re­mo about Riz­zu­to was that the man was on­ly press­ing the Gup­ta

    case. If each of those rock stars earned mil­lions, and many of them would not be able to

    per­form again, the size of the neg­li­gence suit would be awe­some. And yet when Riz­zu­to

    dust­ed him­self off, he went hap­pi­ly look­ing for what he called “ac­tion.”




    In Gup­ta, ac­cord­ing to what Chi­un found out, Riz­zu­to was right on the scene with a

    well-​pre­pared case. Here, he walked past mil­lions of dol­lars in li­abil­ity, telling Re­mo

    that he thought he might know of a crap game in the ho­tel. Re­mo fol­lowed him, and that was

    ex­act­ly where Riz­zu­to went. There was a big­ger neg­li­gence case on that one stage that

    evening than in all of Gup­ta, but Riz­zu­to ig­nored it.




    And Palmer, Riz­zu­to with a man al­ready on the scene, made no move to get any part of it.

    In fact, it was one of the few re­al­ly ma­jor cas­es that year that the firm didn’t get.




    Re­mo con­tact­ed Smith on a pub­lic phone. Some­how, and of course Re­mo did not know how,

    the line was se­cure the mo­ment con­tact was made.




    “Smit­ty. I don’t know that this de­tec­tive thing is get­ting any­where. I can’t fig­ure

    out a lot of this. A lot of things don’t make sense. What if we just gen­tly hang Riz­zu­to out

    of a win­dow some­where and find out what re­al­ly makes them tick, and then you move the

    ev­idence some­where?”




    “Hold­ing some­one out a win­dow, Re­mo, is not ev­idence. Just find out how they’re do­ing

    this, how they’re caus­ing these ac­ci­dents, and I can get the ev­idence worked up from here

    for some pros­ecu­tor. We’ve got to de­stroy these guys in a court­room. We’ve got to have the

    law ap­pear as though it’s tak­ing care of its own. Legal­ly we have to do what Chi­un al­ways

    wants us to do. Hang a head on the wall. “




    “I don’t even know where the wall is in this case.”




    “Keep on it. And by the way, are you all right?”




    “You mean that crazy busi­ness, or what you called that crazy busi­ness? Yeah. I’m fine. I

    haven’t had a de­sire to do some­thing de­cent for days. I just run around af­ter peo­ple.”




    “I wasn’t talk­ing about that, Re­mo.”




    “What were you talk­ing about?”




    “To be hon­est, Re­mo, I don’t know. Some­thing is wrong. We’re not get­ting the right

    read­ings from our sources. I backed ev­ery­thing off to the perime­ters of the law firm’s

    busi­ness and still our own sys­tem doesn’t seem to make head­way with them. We have a pro­gram

    that checks and an­alyzes ev­ery call they make. It’s done au­to­mat­ical­ly, even an­alyzed by

    the pro­gram it­self. But ev­ery time their phone sys­tem con­nects to the Mid­west it seems to

    sud­den­ly go blank with an in­cred­ible amount of stat­ic.”




    “Like the sys­tem you use, Smit­ty?” asked Re­mo.




    “Some­thing like that, Re­mo. Ex­cept we’re the on­ly ones in the world who are sup­posed to

    have it. Or know how it works.”




    “So?”




    “So, there’s been an even stranger si­lence from that firm that I can’t fig­ure out. It’s

    like that qui­et in the jun­gle be­fore a tiger strikes. Have you ev­er seen a cat stalk

    prey?”




    “Maybe. I don’t know. What are you get­ting at?”




    “I think you’re be­ing stalked by some­one or some­thing. “




    “Why?”




    “A hunch.”




    “Smit­ty, you don’t play hunch­es. You don’t even have hunch­es. In fact, I won­der if you

    have feel­ings some­times. So how come you’re com­ing up with hunch­es all of a sud­den?”




    “Be­cause some of our sys­tems don’t seem to be work­ing quite right. Grant­ed, no one has

    pen­etrat­ed us. But there is that strange sense of things like in the jun­gle when the birds

    stop singing.”




    “You’re go­ing crazy,” said Re­mo.




    “Watch your­self, all right?”




    “Me and Chi­un. Who do we have to be afraid of?”




    “Didn’t Chi­un tell you?”




    “Has he made con­tact with you?”




    “I thought it would be a good safe­ty pre­cau­tion for me to keep in touch with you

    both.”




    “Be­cause you think I’m crazy.”




    “Be­cause I don’t know what you’re go­ing to do. And it’s a good thing I do have con­tact

    with Chi­un be­cause he thinks that for your own safe­ty per­haps you should take off for a

    year or two and get out of the coun­try, come back lat­er when things are safer.”




    “He’s hus­tling you. He wants us to get in on some busi­ness else­where. Noth­ing’s

    both­er­ing him. Is that where your hunch came from?”




    “No. I’m warn­ing you too. You’re be­ing stalked.”




    “You’re both crazy,” said Re­mo, and hung up.




    In Fol­croft San­itar­ium, Harold W. Smith watched the com­put­er screen tak­ing read­outs

    from a net­work across the na­tion. He won­dered if he were los­ing his men­tal bal­ance.

    Af­ter all, he re­al­ly didn’t play hunch­es and had nev­er trust­ed them. Yet why did he have

    this feel­ing that not on­ly was Re­mo be­ing stalked, but by some­thing he might ul­ti­mate­ly

    be help­less against? Was the or­ga­ni­za­tion go­ing to lose him af­ter all these years? And

    if so, what would hap­pen to the or­ga­ni­za­tion? It had come to re­ly on Re­mo and Chi­un,

    per­haps too much.




    Harold W. Smith did not like hunch­es be­cause he couldn’t an­alyze them. He could not

    ex­plain in hard facts why his sens­es kept telling him Re­mo was now up against per­haps the

    one thing he couldn’t han­dle. And there was no ra­tio­nal ev­idence for it. He had

    ab­so­lute­ly no idea of what that one thing was.




    In the plush suite of Palmer, Riz­zu­to it was Palmer who al­most threw a chair through the

    glass case en­shrin­ing their old store­front-​of­fice desk. “What is that id­iot Riz­zu­to

    do­ing? There are hun­dreds of mil­lions of dol­lars to be made on that stage. Why is he

    talk­ing about stink­ing lit­tle Gup­ta? For­get Gup­ta. Was Deb­bie Pat­tie hurt? If she were

    hurt we could earn dou­ble Das­trow’s fee for Gup­ta.”




    “I think it was a re­al ac­ci­dent,” said Schwartz.




    “How do you know?”




    “I don’t know,” said Schwartz. “I for­get what they look like any­more.”




    “As good as Das­trow’s,” said Palmer. “But they’re more spon­ta­neous, right?”




    “Das­trow’s are spon­ta­neous. There’s noth­ing more spon­ta­neous than an air dis­as­ter.

    Das­trow’s are very spon­ta­neous. That’s why we use him. The man is in­cred­ibly safe. But so

    what if this thing isn’t his? That doesn’t mean we can’t clean up any­way. And Riz­zu­to’s

    sit­ting on his god­damned hands out there.”




    “I nev­er thought of rock con­certs. What about the Acade­my Awards? Can you think of the

    val­ue of an en­tire au­di­to­ri­um filled with pro­duc­ers, stars, di­rec­tors, writ­ers?”

    asked Schwartz. He rubbed his hands. He thought of hav­ing the au­di­to­ri­um col­lapse af­ter

    the awards were giv­en out so the win­ning vic­tims would be worth more.




    “You mean do an Acade­my Awards?” said Palmer. “Das­trow asks mon­ey up front.”




    “Give him a con­tin­gen­cy fee like we work on.”




    “Writ­ers aren’t worth much,” said Palmer. “We don’t need the writ­ers. We can do it

    with­out the writ­ers. You don’t get any­thing for writ­ers.”




    “We can say the builders who neg­li­gent­ly let that au­di­to­ri­um blow up or col­lapse or

    what­ev­er Das­trow does with it, maybe poi­sons the air or some­thing, we can say their lost

    lives are rob­bing our en­tire civ­iliza­tion of art.”




    “To say noth­ing of the stu­dios’ in­comes.”




    “Yes, stu­dios. The stu­dios will be good.”




    Palmer di­aled Das­trow’s num­ber and wait­ed for the call­back. It came about evening­time

    as the sun set over the Pa­cif­ic and Palmer, Riz­zu­to em­ploy­ees head­ed home on clogged

    free­ways and Schwartz dozed.




    “Lis­ten. The ac­ci­dent in Chica­go with the Gup­ta ben­efit gave me a great idea, Bob. A

    tru­ly great idea. A won­der­ful idea. In­stead of some ac­ci­dent with rock stars, what about

    the Acade­my Awards? We couldn’t pay you up front, but per­haps a con­tin­gen­cy-​ba­sis sort

    of thing . . . Bob, are you there, Bob?”




    “I’m here,” said Das­trow. “I’m just look­ing at some­thing.”




    “What do you think?”




    “About the Acade­my Awards?”




    “That’s right.”




    “I’ve al­ready done an en­ter­tain­ment group,” said Das­trow.




    “You mean the Chica­go rock dis­as­ter was yours?”




    “Uh-​huh.”




    “Are you work­ing with some­one else? Is that it? You think we’re broke and you’re work­ing

    with some­one else,” Palmer moaned.




    “No. You are the lawyers who work. You’re the lawyers who work well with the sort of thing I

    do. You’re the sort of lawyers I can al­ways count on for this sort of work. You’re fine.”




    “Then why did you do Chica­go? We nev­er dis­cussed Chica­go.”




    “I am try­ing to find out how some­thing works.”




    “How what works?” screamed Palmer. Das­trow was al­ways dif­fi­cult in his own Mid­west

    hay­seed way. But this was im­pos­si­ble.




    “What is go­ing to de­stroy you if I don’t.”




    “Thank you.”




    “I’m not do­ing it for you, Palmer. I’ve nev­er done any­thing for you. Let’s not be

    con­fused here. I do things for my­self. If they get you, they’re go­ing to get me.”




    “They? Who are ‘they’?”




    “That’s why I re­turned your call. I thought you might be able to tell me some­thing about

    them. Most pe­cu­liar peo­ple I have ev­er seen. Ab­so­lute­ly strange. If you knew what I

    know, you would jump out of your win­dows right now.”




    “What do you know?”




    “I know it’s go­ing to be fun, find­ing out what goes on with these two. I know I’m go­ing

    to re­move them from our lives for­ev­er. I know, dear Palmer, how things work.”




    And Das­trow hung up.




    “What did he say?” asked Schwartz.




    “He said no to a con­tin­gen­cy-​fee ba­sis,” said Palmer, “and Chica­go was his, and no,

    he’s not work­ing with any­one else. You know, Arnold, I think that Mid­west hoop­ie has found

    out how we work. Af­ter all these years, I think I re­al­ize he’s been us­ing us.”




    “Can we sue?”




    “Go flash your Rolex,” said Palmer. “If we were to sue Das­trow, the en­tire court­room

    would turn against us. I guess I should have known that even­tu­al­ly he would have fig­ured

    out how the le­gal sys­tem works. He fig­ures out ev­ery­thing even­tu­al­ly. Could you

    imag­ine if his ge­nius were some­how har­nessed for good?”




    “It is. He’s mak­ing us mon­ey. We em­ploy peo­ple. Our law­suits help keep cor­po­ra­tions

    more care­ful. By serv­ing Palmer, Riz­zu­to Robert Das­trow serves Amer­ica in ways he may

    nev­er fath­om,” said Schwartz.




    “Do you hon­est­ly be­lieve that non­sense?” asked Palmer.




    “Just prac­tic­ing,” said Schwartz.




    Robert Das­trow could not be­lieve his cal­cu­la­tions. And yet there they were. The

    Chica­go dis­as­ter had worked to per­fec­tion. With­out body­guards, Deb­bie Pat­tie had to

    use those two who knew how Gup­ta worked but not how ma­chines worked.




    They, in turn, had re­spond­ed to the dis­as­ter in front of them. Das­trow would have been

    sat­is­fied with a quick leap back to safe­ty, But in­stead, he got more body ac­tion than he

    could have hoped for.




    He got tests of strength. Quick­ness. Bal­ance. Ner­vous sys­tem, and of course

    blood-​pres­sure lev­els and the in­tri­cate mo­tor re­spons­es that made limbs work, all

    dur­ing the course of ex­treme stress.




    Built in­to the pow­er lines to Deb­bie Pat­tie’s gui­tar were sen­sors to mea­sure the body

    re­spons­es of those who held them. The lines were coat­ed with thick, sticky con­duct­ing

    flu­id to give bet­ter read­ings.




    And the most amaz­ing thing ap­peared to Robert Das­trow, like some strange jew­el in an

    ex­ot­ic clock that kept time as no oth­er in­stru­ment might.




    He held the white-​and-​green pa­per read­outs in his hands, quiv­er­ing with ex­cite­ment

    in the large ma­chine shop he had built un­der­ground at his Grand Is­land, Ne­bras­ka,

    es­tate. In those black num­bers on the coarse pa­per, he saw ev­idence of bal­ance that would

    be more ap­pro­pri­ate to a cat than a hu­man. He saw a ner­vous sys­tem re­spond with a

    strong, sure pre­ci­sion, as reg­ular and de­pend­able as ra­dio waves from the cen­ter of the

    galaxy, and he saw awe­some strength cou­pled with an un­be­liev­ably per­fect mus­cu­lar

    sym­me­try.




    He glanced around the ma­chine shop. There were more tools and in­stru­ments here than in

    most de­fense lab­ora­to­ries. The flu­ores­cent lights glit­tered on the shiny in­stru­ment

    pan­els. Robert Das­trow felt his mouth go dry. He could think of on­ly one thing see­ing these

    fig­ures, a po­em by an En­glish­man.




    “Tiger! Tiger! burn­ing bright, in the forests of the night, what im­mor­tal hand or eye

    could frame thy fear­ful sym­me­try?”




    Was that what William Blake was talk­ing about? Das­trow had al­ways thought the po­et was

    talk­ing about the ba­sic force of the uni­verse. Did life fol­low art?




    They cer­tain­ly didn’t un­der­stand me­chan­ical things. Where did their pow­er come from?

    From this sym­me­try? Would they at last use it against Palmer, Riz­zu­to and in so do­ing

    in­evitably reach Das­trow him­self? And what had kept them from us­ing this force against

    Riz­zu­to, the dra­mat­ic mouth­piece of the firm?




    Was there some­thing in these men that Das­trow had dis­cov­ered in the work­ings of

    na­ture, and on­ly dim­ly per­ceived in his cal­cu­la­tions?




    He looked at the num­bers again. There was no ques­tion. As much as he would like to study

    them, he could no longer af­ford any such lux­ury. The num­bers meant they had to die. But of

    course, killing them would pose a spe­cial prob­lem. One just didn’t plan on col­laps­ing a

    roof, be­cause these two might well walk away from it. They might walk away from any­thing. And

    when they walked away they would walk more quick­ly to their ul­ti­mate des­ti­na­tion, which

    had to be Robert Das­trow him­self. Why else would they have been mak­ing in­quiries in Gup­ta?

    In­quiries not as re­porters, not as in­sur­ance men, not as fac­to­ry per­son­nel.




    But in­quiries about Palmer, Riz­zu­to The two tigers in the night were com­ing for them,

    they were com­ing for all of them. The ques­tion was, as it had been from the be­gin­ning: Who

    were they, and how were they go­ing to die? The dif­fer­ence was that now, af­ter read­ing

    these re­ports on how they re­spond­ed phys­ical­ly, Robert Das­trow had a very good idea.




    Re­mo was on his way back to his ho­tel room when he saw a car pull up on the dark Chica­go

    street. He could tell from the tense body po­si­tions of the men in the back­seat of the car

    that they were go­ing to fire some­thing at him.




    He moved flu­id­ly in a lat­er­al mo­tion, and with their nor­mal­ly slow re­flex­es, the

    men in the back­seat fi­nal­ly caught up with what was go­ing on and jerked to­ward the

    di­rec­tion Re­mo had been head­ing. By the time they com­plet­ed their jerk, Re­mo was on line

    with the car and mov­ing to­ward it, get­ting there by the time their guns rose.




    He rammed them in their so­lar plexi and then let the two men re­cov­er while he chat­ted

    with the driv­er. “Good night for killing, isn’t it?” said Re­mo. The driv­er swal­lowed. He

    start­ed to ex­plain how he re­al­ly didn’t know the men in the back­seat. He was just driv­ing

    along and they hap­pened to climb in. Why, were there guns in there? My good­ness, there were

    in­deed. The driv­er said he was leav­ing right now. He hat­ed guns.




    “Fine,” said Re­mo. “You can go. But I’ll keep your kneecaps here on the seat to make sure

    you’ll re­turn.”




    “Thanks, I guess I’ll stay,” said the driv­er.




    “Who sent you?”




    “You wouldn’t be­lieve it.”




    “I be­lieve,” said Re­mo, re­peat­ing an ab­so­lute­ly sil­ly line from a movie he had seen.

    Some train­er was try­ing to teach a pupil some phys­ical tricks and he had said that all the

    per­son had to do was be­lieve in him­self. It was the wrong word. When do­ing some­thing

    tricky, be­lief could get you killed. It was the know­ing that a per­son had to have, not

    be­liev­ing one could do some­thing. One had to know it, deep down in the bones and in ev­ery

    lit­tle mus­cle and nerve. And one on­ly knew it when it was so.




    “A voice. The voice said there was some mon­ey in a bag in a garbage can. The voice said

    pick it up. It was a down pay­ment. There would be more, when we fin­ished the job.”




    “Where would there be more?”




    “He didn’t say. But there was ten grand in the fuckin’ bag and that’s good enough for a hit,

    you know. Noth­ing per­son­al.”




    When the two gun­men re­gained their breath, they told the same sto­ry. “Noth­ing

    per­son­al,” they re­peat­ed.




    “Noth­ing per­son­al,” said Re­mo, and re­moved three felons from the pop­ula­tion of

    Chica­go with three pre­cise strokes through the skulls in­to the frontal lobes. When he was

    done, three fore­heads had nice, neat dents in them.




    The car smelled of pine de­odor­iz­er com­ing from a stat­ue on the wind­shield. Re­mo wiped

    the knuck­le of his right fore­fin­ger on the plaid car seat and left.




    Be­fore he got two blocks a street gang known as the El Righ­teous Kanks in­formed him he

    was go­ing to die by the knife. There were four of them, each wear­ing a T-​shirt with some

    ab­surd sym­bol. They all had stilet­tos as sharp as nee­dles and as long as trow­els. They

    were go­ing to dig out his in­sides, they said. It seemed that they hadn’t bathed in weeks.

    Re­mo moved up­wind. One of the Kanks thought he was try­ing to es­cape and blocked his way. He

    stood up­wind. He did not stand up­wind long be­cause be­fore he knew what had hap­pened his

    legs were fly­ing down­wind with him at­tached to them. He col­lid­ed with a lamp­post which

    did not yield, but his spine did. He fell to the con­crete side­walk like a duf­fel with the

    con­tents hang­ing out.




    “Why do you an­nounce what you’re go­ing to do?” asked Re­mo. The El Righ­teous Kanks were

    black. Re­mo imag­ined no white man had come in­to this neigh­bor­hood alone be­fore.




    “Hey, man. We got­ta have some fun. Ain’t no one both­ered by bein’ dead. He got­ta know he

    gonna die. We gon’ down­put’ up­side yo head.”




    “You’re go­ing to try to kill me, right?”




    “No try, whitey. We do.”




    “Would you tell me if this is just some or­di­nary run-​of-​the-​mill may­hem which keeps

    this area un­liv­able? Or are you ac­tu­al­ly do­ing some­thing con­struc­tive like get­ting

    paid to kill me?”




    “You don’ do nuthin’, whitey, but stan’ there and die. That’s what whitey do. He here to

    die.”




    “I don’t see any whites around here.”




    ” ‘Cause dey racists,” said the lead­er of the El Righ­teous Kanks. “But if we nail one o’

    dem racists, we kill ‘em all.”




    Re­mo took an­oth­er line of rea­son­ing. He ap­plied the ap­par­ent lead­er gen­tly to the

    lamp­post while the oth­er two at­tacked him. He pressed the oth­er two neat­ly against the

    same lamp­post un­til their spines cracked, and then sug­gest­ed to the lead­er he would

    con­tin­ue the pat­tern. On the oth­er hand, he might not con­tin­ue the pat­tern if he could

    es­tab­lish a di­alogue.




    “Any­one tell you to make a hit on me?”




    “A voice. Crazy voice. Tol’ us where mon­ey was. Tol’ us there’d be mo’.”




    “That’s it then, a voice?”




    “Ah swear.”




    “I be­lieve you,” said Re­mo, and dropped the El Righ­teous Kank lead­er on top of the pile

    un­harmed. “By the way, where did you get the name Kank? Sounds like some sore.”




    “It be our black mys­tery, righ­teous Is­lam­ic.”




    “Some­how I doubt the ac­cu­ra­cy of that,” said Re­mo. And be­fore the ho­tel he avoid­ed a

    thrown grenade, and this time he didn’t even both­er to ask who was be­hind it. It was, of

    course, a voice.




    At the ho­tel, Re­mo found out that Deb­bie Pat­tie had found new body­guards and this time

    Re­mo on­ly moved through them so as not to in­jure them. He didn’t want to have to car­ry her

    elec­tron­ic gear any­more.




    “Lit­tle fa­ther, some­thing strange is hap­pen­ing. I am be­ing- “




    “At­tacked by the gun and the knife and the bomb,” said Chi­un.




    “Yeah. How did you know?”




    “Look in the oth­er room,” said Chi­un. “We are fools, I think. Here we are in this

    in­san­ity called de­tec­tive in­ves­ti­ga­tion, and you await our death.”




    “They didn’t get us.”




    “They will,” said Chi­un.




    “How can you say that? You know who we are.”




    “I know who we are. And soon they will know who we are, if they do not al­ready. And once

    they know that, they can bet­ter kill us.”




    “Are you guys de­tec­tives?” asked Deb­bie. She had switched to black rags in­stead of

    yel­low and green rags. Re­mo knew she had her own full-​time seam­stress to sew the rags

    to­geth­er. They were not tak­en out of dime-​store garbage pails but were ac­tu­al­ly

    man­ufac­tured for her.




    “No,” said Re­mo. “We’re just try­ing to find out some­thing.”




    “I thought you knew it all,” she said. She winked at Re­mo and nod­ded to the bed­room.




    “Bod­ies in there,” said Re­mo.




    “Was that what Chi­un was do­ing? Oh, he’s neat. He’s beau­ti­ful. He’s heavy. He’s

    bad­dest.”




    “It is her way of at­tempt­ing to ex­plain per­fec­tion; Re­mo. We must be tol­er­ant of

    her,” said Chi­un.




    “How are we go­ing to be killed?” asked Re­mo. He hadn’t seen any­thing that would be a

    prob­lem. The prob­lem was fig­ur­ing out how to gath­er ev­idence against the su­per shys­ters

    on the Coast, not get­ting through the day alive.




    Chi­un raised a fin­ger.




    “There has been the gun, and that has failed, cor­rect ?”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “And there has been the knife, and that has failed, cor­rect?”




    Re­mo nod­ded. “And the grenade too, so what are you talk­ing about? No prob­lem.”




    “If you fail, and fail, and fail, what does that mean?” asked Chi­un.




    “It means you can’t get book­ings,” said Deb­bie.




    “I don’t know,” said Re­mo.




    “It means that some­day you will suc­ceed. Re­mo, the hand­maid­en of suc­cess is fail­ure.

    There are on­ly so many times a de­ter­mined per­son can fail be­fore he suc­ceeds. And look at

    whom we face. Some­one who un­der­stood how Gup­ta worked. I be­lieve we are be­ing test­ed.

    See what fails here, and see what fails there, and see what fails else­where, and all the while

    the fail­ures are telling that per­son who we are and what we can do.”




    “I dun­no,” said Re­mo.




    “On the one hand, Re­mo, we face some­one who knows what he is do­ing while we have no idea

    what we are do­ing.”




    “Talk in Ko­re­an,” said Re­mo.




    “I’m old enough to hear any­thing you say,” said Deb­bie. “And smarter than you think, too.

    Yeah.” But Chi­un ig­nored her.




    “We hunt these lawyers for proof for some judge. What sort of a coun­try is it that an

    em­per­or can­not main­tain or­der with a scaf­fold or sword? What is ev­idence but some­thing

    some­one else may be­lieve? Is that what we hunt? We should hunt thun­der­show­ers for our

    purse and build walls from morn­ing dew. We are made fools of. Do you not un­der­stand we do

    not be­long here? If this were easy for us it would be right. But it is im­pos­si­ble.”




    “It’s on­ly im­pos­si­ble when you give up, lit­tle fa­ther. We will fail, and fail, and

    fail, and then suc­ceed. What’s good for our en­emies is good for us.”




    “Un­for­tu­nate­ly, Re­mo, when an as­sas­sin fails, he is usu­al­ly dead for the trou­ble.

    Leave this crazy land and the crazy man Smith. Come with me to civ­ilized peo­ple. Did you not

    feel the re­spect of In­dia, the grandeur, the san­ity, the beau­ty?”




    “I saw a dirty riv­er,” said Re­mo.




    “How Amer­ican,” said Chi­un.




    “I’m not giv­ing up, lit­tle fa­ther. Ev­ery oth­er coun­try in the world has a tin­pot

    dic­ta­tor, where laws mean noth­ing. There’s no dif­fer­ence be­tween some despot and some

    glo­ri­ous em­per­or,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s what I am say­ing. This is the age of the despot, and here the glo­ry of Sinan­ju

    wastes it­self in fool­ish­ness be­yond com­pre­hen­sion. We do not even serve a lu­natic

    em­per­or like Smith any longer: we serve some po­et­ry that you alone ap­pear to be­lieve

    in.”




    “Smith serves the same laws. And he’s not in­sane. You just don’t un­der­stand

    Amer­ica.”




    “That’s not the prob­lem, Re­mo. You don’t un­der­stand the world.”




    Deb­bie Pat­tie saw the two men fall in­to hos­tile si­lence. She did not un­der­stand a

    word they were say­ing, but she rec­og­nized a fam­ily fight when she saw one. She rec­og­nized

    two peo­ple think­ing each oth­er stub­born and un­rea­son­able.




    She al­so rec­og­nized a chance to make her point. “Look,” she said. “I know you think I

    don’t know what I’m do­ing with all these crazy rags and the weird col­ors and down­right junk

    I dress in, but I do. No­body ev­er paid a mil­lion dol­lars for Beethoven’s Fifth. This is

    what makes mon­ey. And so this is what I do, un­der­stand? I mean, I couldn’t be a heavy­weight

    box­er, right? I couldn’t re­al­ly be an opera star, be­cause I don’t have a voice that would

    car­ry past the first row. So I did what I could do with­out any tal­ent. And I did all right,

    too. I’m fa­mous and I’m rich, and that ain’t bad if all you can do is yell and dress bad.”




    Deb­bie paused. Her voice low­ered, and they could hear the tears be­gin­ning.




    “So what I’m say­ing, fel­las, is would you please be a lit­tle bit un­der­stand­ing of

    some­one who works dif­fer­ent from you? Huh? How about it? A lit­tle hu­man un­der­stand­ing,

    Re­mo?”




    “No,” said Re­mo. “I don’t be­lieve in it, and Chi­un be­lieves in it even less.”




    “Okay, you poor mon­ey­less jerk, I’ll show you I have smarts. I’m go­ing to show you where

    ev­ery pen­ny of that Save ben­efit went. I’m go­ing to show you you’re wrong. You’re wrong

    about ev­ery­thing. Be­cause whether you know it or not, I love you, you big ape,” she said to

    Re­mo.




    “I didn’t know that,” said Re­mo.




    “Well, I do,” said Deb­bie, her tears mak­ing a rain­bow stream through her mul­ti­col­ored

    make­up. Re­mo shrugged. It didn’t make any dif­fer­ence to him. Chi­un, of course, was not

    sur­prised. The girl was the epit­ome of bad taste.




    For Chi­un, on­ly one thing re­al­ly mat­tered. He knew that if some­thing did not change

    soon, he might lose Re­mo. And this mat­tered much, much more than he would ev­er let Re­mo

    know.


  




  

    Chapter 9




    Dur­ing World War II, when de­fense plan­ners iden­ti­fied the sev­en most like­ly tar­gets

    for the max­imum pos­si­ble dam­age to the Unit­ed States, the Grand Booree Dam on the

    Col­orado Riv­er rat­ed right be­hind the de­struc­tion of the cap­ital it­self.




    The project was im­mense. Not since the pyra­mids had mankind pro­duced any­thing so

    mas­sive. At its base the dam was al­most a half-​mile wide. In a per­fect awe­some slope of

    re­in­forced con­crete it rose to the top of the canyon, al­most as high as it was wide.




    Ma­jor U. S. high­ways were built just to trans­port ma­te­ri­al to the con­struc­tion site.

    A rail line for the con­crete alone was built along the up­per ridge of the Booree Canyon.

    Enough con­crete was used in the mak­ing of Grand Booree to build twelve cities.




    And be­hind its mas­sive wall, a lake formed of such size that if the gov­ern­ment chose, it

    could lose a fleet of bat­tle­ships there. Homes and cities rose around the lake. And it was

    this lake that gave de­fense plan­ners such night­mares.




    If an en­emy chose to de­stroy the dam, the force of the un­leashed wa­ters cas­cad­ing down

    the canyon would oblit­er­ate ev­ery­thing un­der a wall of wa­ter that would shame any tidal

    wave yet record­ed.




    It was a night­mare that had moved this dam in Col­orado right up the list of most

    vul­ner­able tar­gets. It stayed there un­til a mil­itary of­fi­cer took one look at the

    project and asked quite sim­ply, “How would they de­stroy it?”




    He cal­cu­lat­ed that for Japan or Ger­many to put even a sin­gle hole in the Grand Booree

    they would need a round-​the-​clock fleet of heavy bombers pound­ing the dam for three weeks

    straight. Even if Ger­many or Japan could mount such an ex­ten­sive air bom­bard­ment,

    pen­etrat­ing formidable coastal de­fens­es, they would cer­tain­ly not both­er to do it to

    flood a few cities in Col­orado.




    What about a sabo­teur’s bomb? the of­fi­cer was asked.




    “In terms of known ex­plo­sives, to put a hole in­to that mass of con­crete would re­quire

    the na­tion­al pro­duc­tion of dy­na­mite for Au­gust and Septem­ber, or rough­ly four full

    train­loads.”




    There was no way any sabo­teur could sneak in enough ex­plo­sives to do dam­age to the Grand

    Booree. Nev­er­the­less, the very thought of what could hap­pen if the lake ev­er let loose on

    the val­ley down­riv­er was enough to force the gov­ern­ment to sta­tion an­ti­air­craft

    bat­ter­ies around its perime­ter and lim­it ac­cess to it all through the war. The

    gov­ern­ment felt it just had to do some­thing, even if some­thing was ab­so­lute­ly not

    need­ed.




    The res­idents of the val­ley num­bered twen­ty-​sev­en peo­ple, most of them guides who

    could eas­ily have been trucked away. But the Grand Booree was an ob­ject of na­tion­al pride;

    its lake was as im­por­tant a pub­lic sym­bol as the Stat­ue of Lib­er­ty.




    The word from the top had been that Grand Booree was too big to be ig­nored. Robert Das­trow

    knew this was still gov­ern­ment think­ing, as he in­formed Nathan Palmer that he was about to

    do a free­bie for Palmer, Riz­zu­to




    “Nev­er mind why I’m do­ing this. You can pay me lat­er. Just get your young lawyers in­to

    the Booree Canyon to warn the peo­ple that the Booree was bad­ly built and might go any day

    now.”




    “The Booree? How are you go­ing to do the Booree?”




    “Nev­er mind. Just get your peo­ple out there. Make a lot of noise. At­tract at­ten­tion. Do

    what­ev­er you have to do to make sure peo­ple sit up and take no­tice. “




    “But we usu­al­ly don’t want to be no­ticed.”




    “This time, you do,” said Das­trow. “Be sure you make noise now. We’re fish­ing, so to

    speak.”




    When the young spokes­men for Palmer, Riz­zu­to came in­to the canyon to warn the few

    res­idents there, they were greet­ed with de­ri­sion. The gov­er­nor of the state went on

    tele­vi­sion to laugh at the crazy lawyers. It be­came a pop­ular joke that Palmer, Riz­zu­to

    had run out of dis­as­ters to chase, so in­stead they were hal­lu­ci­nat­ing them. Palmer

    wor­ried that the dam wouldn’t go and their in­vest­ment would be lost. Schwartz wor­ried that

    the dam would go and for the first time Das­trow would have them linked as pos­si­ble sus­pects

    in its de­struc­tion. Riz­zu­to wor­ried about fill­ing an in­side straight with two men he met

    on an air­plane, and in Fol­croft San­itar­ium Harold W. Smith took the threat of the Grand

    Booree more se­ri­ous­ly than any­one else in the coun­try.




    It was a threat he couldn’t pos­si­bly re­sist. Palmer, Riz­zu­to had made a mis­take. They

    were, for the first time, es­tab­lish­ing a trail right to them­selves.




    At their first check-​in he or­dered Re­mo and Chi­un in­to Booree, Col­orado. As soon as

    Re­mo nailed the ev­idence he was to in­form Smith, and Smith would move it through nor­mal

    chan­nels back in­to the jus­tice sys­tem, where the law firm of Palmer, Riz­zu­to to say

    noth­ing of Messrs. Palmer, Riz­zu­to, and Schwartz in­di­vid­ual­ly, could at last pay for

    their crimes.




    “Well, we fi­nal­ly got ‘em now, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo as he made sure the four­teen

    steam­er trunks with the ki­monos for all oc­ca­sions were packed and or­ga­nized for the

    bell­boys to wres­tle in­to the el­eva­tor.




    “We have noth­ing. We have in­san­ity. Even the girl dressed in rags made more sense than

    you. She un­der­stood mon­ey. She un­der­stood the pur­pose of work is to make mon­ey. You

    don’t even un­der­stand what you do things for any­more.”




    “No, it’s you who don’t un­der­stand;” said Re­mo.




    “This is child­ish,” said Chi­un. “It could go on for days, you say­ing I don’t un­der­stand

    and I say­ing you don’t un­der­stand. Let us just let the sub­ject drop.”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo.




    “Be­cause you don’t un­der­stand,” said Chi­un, fol­low­ing the trunks out the door.




    On the plane to Den­ver Chi­un opened the mag­azines, point­ing out sto­ries about how

    peo­ple worked for mon­ey. Ev­ery­one else in the world worked for mon­ey but Chi­un’s lu­natic

    pro­tege.




    “I thought we were go­ing to let the sub­ject drop,” said Re­mo.




    “I am drop­ping it.”




    “Then do it.”




    “Done. Why should I want to talk about how you are break­ing my heart?” said Chi­un.




    “If I don’t do ex­act­ly what you want, ex­act­ly when you want, your heart is bro­ken.”




    “I hard­ly con­sid­er your be­tray­al of ev­ery­thing we stand for some­thing so pet­ty as

    ‘not ex­act­ly what I want.’ “




    “This may come as a sur­prise to you, but guilt does not work with me,” said Re­mo.




    “Why should my suf­fer­ing ev­er both­er you? What have I done for you, oth­er than teach

    you ev­ery­thing you know from breath­ing to move­ment? What should I ex­pect in re­turn for

    this, for the best years of my life?”




    Sev­er­al peo­ple in the first-​class sec­tion were now lis­ten­ing to Chi­un. A young girl

    thought Re­mo was aw­ful. A mid­dle-​aged man kept cast­ing an­gry glances at him. A flight

    at­ten­dant com­fort­ed Chi­un. A wom­an named Gold­stein was tak­ing notes, com­ment­ing that

    Chi­un was an ab­so­lute mas­ter of com­mu­ni­ca­tion.




    “See, even she knows,” said Chi­un.




    “She prob­ably meant ‘mas­ter at com­mu­ni­cat­ing guilt,’ ” said Re­mo. “I don’t care how

    much oth­er peo­ple make. I don’t care how much glo­ry oth­er Mas­ters have brought to

    Sinan­ju. I do my job. I like my job. It’s my job and I’m hap­py with it, dammit. Case closed.

    Good night. I’m tak­ing a nap.”




    “Sleep well,” said Chi­un.




    “Thank you,” said Re­mo an­gri­ly.




    “On the tears of one who loves you,” said Chi­un, who then dozed off con­tent­ed­ly while

    Re­mo fumed.




    “I nev­er win with him,” said Re­mo.




    “Why should you?” said a flight at­ten­dant.




    On the drive from Den­ver to Grand Booree, Chi­un de­cid­ed he was go­ing to let Re­mo find

    his own way. He would no longer be­rate him for what he felt he had to do.




    In­deed, Chlun was most pleas­ant dur­ing the drive, say­ing how much he re­spect­ed and

    liked Re­mo. “You have be­come a Mas­ter, some­thing not al­ways pos­si­ble even for those of

    Sinan­ju. You are tru­ly a good son in so many ways. Your loy­al­ty to most of that, which is

    Sinan­ju has im­pressed me over the years. I have felt pride in your glo­ry. For your glo­ry,

    Re­mo, is the glo­ry of Sinan­ju.”




    Re­mo wait­ed for the oth­er shoe to drop. He rec­og­nized a set­up when he heard one. But

    the oth­er shoe didn’t drop. Chi­un just re­peat­ed how much he re­spect­ed and loved Re­mo.

    That Re­mo was bet­ter than any­one from Sinan­ju ex­cept, of course, Chi­un, which was why

    Chi­un had stayed so long. If Re­mo weren’t won­der­ful, Chi­un would not have wast­ed a minute

    be­yond the ini­tial time paid for by Smith for the train­ing.




    “Per­haps you do not even know the mo­ment I knew you were some­one spe­cial, even in white

    skin.” Re­mo cast a quick glance at Chi­un. The voice was soft, the hands were com­pla­cent­ly

    at rest in the lap of the trav­el­ing ki­mono. The face was be­nign. This was when Chi­un was

    most dan­ger­ous.




    Re­mo did not ven­ture an an­swer.




    “It was when I saw a star in your eye. It is great­ness that comes from a mys­tery. Is it

    the blood of birth? Is it the forge that tem­pers a soul? Is it the soul it­self? Even Mas­ters

    of Sinan­ju do not know this. But you had it, my son,” said Chi­un.




    Re­mo did not an­swer. He drove in si­lence, but Chi­un did not at­tack him once. In the

    small town of Booree, along­side the lake above the mas­sive dam, Re­mo fi­nal­ly

    ex­plod­ed.




    “All right. I give up. Why are you be­ing so nice to me?”




    “Be­cause you are go­ing to die, Re­mo,” said Chi­un, and he said it so plain­ly that Re­mo

    be­lieved him. This was not a game. It was not a ma­nip­ula­tion.




    Re­mo thought for a while. He fi­nal­ly said, “Not with­out a fight, lit­tle fa­ther.”




    “May the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju look down on me with pity. I train a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju who

    be­lieves that sec­ond place in a fight to the death is all right pro­vid­ed he per­forms

    well.”




    In Booree the laugh­ter among the peo­ple had sud­den­ly changed. Peo­ple were now talk­ing

    about how much less their homes would be worth if they bor­dered a big pit in­stead of Lake

    Booree. Ev­ery few mo­ments peo­ple cast wor­ried glances at the top of the dam. And Re­mo

    could feel what was go­ing on. Through the red­dish clay of what had once been the top of a

    canyon and was now the lake’s shore, Re­mo could feel a slight rhyth­mic trem­ble ev­ery few

    mo­ments.




    The birds wing­ing over the dam sensed the dan­ger, caw­ing strange calls. Re­mo sniffed the

    wa­ter and the air: it smelled of im­pend­ing dis­as­ter.




    ” ‘Course you can’t tell a thing from here,” said an old-​timer with a sun-​griz­zled neck

    and a face as worn as a leather sad­dle. “But en­gi­neers say the Grand Booree, she’s

    be­gin­nin’ to trem­ble. Vi­bra­tions like. Slow now but they’re pickin’ up. Those lawyer

    fel­las sure are smart ’bout what’s hap­penin’. They said it would. Said the gov­ern­ment was

    neg­li­gent when they built her. No­body ev­er thought that, but it sure looks like it’s

    true.”




    “Who says the Booree is go­ing to go?”




    “En­gi­neers. Came in to check once those lawyer fel­las got around sayin’ so. If you own

    prop­er­ty here, bet­ter sign up with them. They sure know what they’re talkin’ ’bout. Chief

    en­gi­neer won­ders how they could’ve fig­ured it out.”




    “Where is he?”




    “Over at Grand Booree. But bet­ter not go there. It’s a dan­ger zone now.”




    Be­fore Re­mo left for the dam it­self, Chi­un gave him an or­der.




    “For­get all our trou­bles. For­get ev­ery­thing but what your body has been taught. Lis­ten

    to your body. It has learned ev­ery­thing it needs.”




    “Thank you,” said Re­mo.




    “You will sur­vive,” said Chi­un.




    “Yes. I will sur­vive.” And then there was a long si­lence, bro­ken on­ly when Chi­un turned

    away to let his thoughts and be­ing qui­et and fo­cus on the cen­ter of the uni­verse.




    At the dam Calvin Ruther­ford was giv­ing or­ders. He wore a plas­tic safe­ty hel­met, and

    his white shirt pock­et con­tained a plas­tic case filled with pen­cils and pens. His face was

    ashen, and ev­ery few mo­ments he sighed in frus­tra­tion and rage, feel­ing more help­less by

    the mo­ment.




    When he saw Re­mo he or­dered him off the dam. “This is no place to be,” said

    Ruther­ford.




    “I’m safer than you are. Do you know how this hap­pened?”




    “You from the gov­ern­ment?”




    “Yeah. Who the hell else would be in­ter­est­ed?”




    “Re­porters,” said Ruther­ford. “But what the hell. I’ve al­ready told them. I’ll tell you.

    Don’t care who sues us. This is a dis­grace. The damned en­gi­neers made a mis­take.”




    “Af­ter all these years?”




    “Hell, the mis­take didn’t hap­pen now. It’s just show­ing up now. I’ll take you down to see

    for your­self. “




    In­side the dam Re­mo could feel its mass. He sensed the huge­ness of this man-​made

    moun­tain. He felt the awe­some weight of the wa­ter in Lake Booree, and sensed the

    vi­bra­tions through the el­eva­tor that had brought him and En­gi­neer Ruther­ford twen­ty

    sto­ries down in­to the bow­els of the Grand Booree.




    They walked through a half-​mile of in­ter­nal pip­ing that Ruther­ford ex­plained in

    de­tail and Re­mo did not un­der­stand at all.




    “A dam, any dam, has got to have its sluices work­ing. You’ve got to let the wa­ter out

    be­low, be­cause if it comes out over the top, it’ll be use­less for en­er­gy and even­tu­al­ly

    will wear down the sur­face of the dam, grind it down just like wa­ter­falls do to the stone

    they fall on, un­der­stand?”




    Re­mo nod­ded. He thought he un­der­stood.




    “So the sluices are im­por­tant. It’s what we run the tur­bines with. Wa­ter pres­sure

    push­es the blades and we cre­ate elec­tric­ity. The Grand Booree sup­plies much of Col­orado.

    Okay?”




    “Gotcha,” said Re­mo.




    “Now, un­der­stand­ing the tur­bines, you’ve got to un­der­stand vi­bra­tions. Sol­diers

    break step when they walk across a bridge be­cause oth­er­wise the vi­bra­tions would set the

    bridge to rock­ing. What we have here are not ca­bles, but mass­es of con­crete. The very mass

    has picked up the vi­bra­tions from tur­bines syn­chro­nized in such a way as to turn this

    whole damned in­cred­ible mass of con­crete in­to a pane of win­dow glass that’ll crack when

    the vi­bra­tions get strong enough.”




    “So where was the neg­li­gence?” asked Re­mo.




    “You sound like a lawyer.”




    “I’m try­ing to catch lawyers.”




    “The neg­li­gence is that not on­ly did we fail to per­ceive the ef­fect of syn­chro­nized

    vi­bra­tions but we built the tur­bines in such a way as to be able to run them in on­ly one

    di­rec­tion.”




    “What’s wrong with that?”




    “If we could get them re­versed to cre­ate a counter vi­bra­tion, which would be

    di­amet­ri­cal­ly op­posed to the one that is gath­er­ing mo­men­tum now, we could stop the

    vi­bra­tions per­fect­ly.”




    “Well, why not just shut down the tur­bines? Won’t that stop ev­ery­thing from

    shak­ing?”




    “No, it’s too late for that. Oth­er than re­vers­ing the tur­bines, the on­ly so­lu­tion’s a

    con­struc­tion one. We’re work­ing on it now.”




    “So what’s the prob­lem?”




    “The prob­lem is we have to re­con­struct the sluices at the en­trance point. In oth­er

    words, we have to do it from un­der­wa­ter at lake­side. We’ve got divers there now.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo.




    “Not so good,” said Ruther­ford. “The de­silt­ing of the bot­tom near the sluices is due

    this month. The whole area is so heavy with silt from the bot­tom of the lake that our div­ing

    gear keeps get­ting fouled. If on­ly this had hap­pened a month from now we would be okay.

    Divers are just hav­ing no luck in the goo, and if we don’t fix those sluice en­trances pret­ty

    soon, the divers, the div­ing barge, and ev­ery­thing is go­ing to go along with the dam.”




    Re­mo saw the gi­ant tur­bines set with met­al bolts twice the size of a man.




    “Pret­ty soon,” said Ruther­ford, “you’re go­ing to be able to feel the vi­bra­tions. Then

    they’ll con­tin­ue to build on them­selves un­til . . . boom!”




    “How much time do we have?”




    “A half hour till I clear ev­ery­one out of here.”




    On top of the dam Re­mo saw a large sign call­ing the Grand Booree “Amer­ica’s Pride.” It

    was built dur­ing the De­pres­sion when a pres­ident had to give hope to a na­tion. It was a

    sym­bol as much as it was a stun­ning tech­ni­cal achieve­ment to keep a riv­er in check and

    pro­vide elec­tric­ity.




    Men on the barge were sig­nal­ing Ruther­ford with their hands. He had a walkie-​talkie on

    his hip. He pulled out its an­ten­nas.




    Re­mo heard the voice crack­le across the air­waves. “Too much silt. Can’t work in that much

    silt. That’s what’s foul­ing the div­ing gear,” came the voice.




    “I can work in silt,” said Re­mo.




    “You a div­er?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo.




    “I thought you were an in­ves­ti­ga­tor for the gov­ern­ment. “




    “Used to be a frog­man,” Re­mo lied.




    He wasn’t go­ing to let Amer­ica’s Pride go un­der and he was grate­ful that Chi­un wasn’t

    there to see him do it.




    “Ex­plain to me again what has to be done,” said Re­mo, tak­ing over a div­ing suit on the

    barge. The oth­er divers were warn­ing against try­ing.




    “You’ll be buried alive. You can’t get down there. It’s like a big blan­ket cling­ing to

    your gear: There’s noth­ing but death down there.”




    “Shh,” said Re­mo. “I’m try­ing to un­der­stand how that sluice works.”




    “It’s not the sluice that’s a prob­lem. It’s the silt,” said Ruther­ford. “If you re­al­ly

    want to see some­thing that’ll make it sim­ple for you, read this.”




    He took a fli­er out of his rear pock­et. It had been fold­ed sev­er­al times. Over a pale

    gray sketch of the Grand Booree was a mes­sage to con­cerned cit­izens. It came from the law

    firm of Palmer, Riz­zu­to It de­cried an age when the lives of peo­ple were of lit­tle con­cern

    to a gov­ern­ment bent on ag­gran­diz­ing its im­age. It did not mat­ter that the

    ag­gran­diz­ing had been done a half-​cen­tu­ry be­fore. The prob­lem was com­ing to a cri­sis

    point now.




    Be­cause the gov­ern­ment had rushed ahead with­out test­ing the mas­sive struc­ture, it was

    vul­ner­able to vi­bra­tions. Just when the vi­bra­tions would come, the law firm did not know.

    Hope­ful­ly, the fli­er stat­ed, this would nev­er hap­pen. But should the vi­bra­tions oc­cur,

    and if the vi­bra­tions should be caused by a buildup of silt at the sluices, the on­ly way to

    stop them was to reach the sluices from the lake side of the dam. And that meant div­ing. But

    be­cause of an en­gi­neer­ing over­sight, the fli­er con­tin­ued, the sluice en­trances were

    be­low, not above, the sluices. And this un­der­wa­ter area was now al­most com­plete­ly

    ob­struct­ed by silt.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly sim­ple,” said Ruther­ford. “If we had put the open­ings above in­stead of

    be­low, we could get in.”




    “Why didn’t you?”




    “Why didn’t I? Hell. I wasn’t born then, and who­ev­er thought there would be a prob­lem

    to­day back then?”




    “So I have to get in from be­low. Okay,” said Re­mo. He stepped in­to the div­ing suit,

    feel­ing the rub­ber wet and cold against his skin. He let his mouth breathe for him and then

    put on the div­ing mask and tanks.




    He ig­nored the of­fer of fins and jumped over­board. On deck the crew no­ticed some­thing

    pe­cu­liar.




    “Hey, there’s no bub­bles com­ing from him.”




    “I didn’t think he looked like he knew what he was do­ing,” said one div­er.




    They wait­ed five min­utes, and when they didn’t see a bub­ble they de­clared him dead. Atop

    the dam, the sign declar­ing the Grand Booree to be Amer­ica’s Pride quiv­ered and fell.




    “Vi­bra­tions are reach­ing max­imum. It’s gonna go. No point wait­ing for that guy. He’s

    dead. Let’s get out of here,” said Ruther­ford.




    “Maybe he’s not dead,” said one of the divers.




    “And maybe he don’t have to breathe ei­ther. Let’s get out of here. You can even see the

    vi­bra­tions now. “




    Not on­ly had the sign fall­en, but across the vast dark lake lit­tle waves ap­peared like

    the ridges of a gi­ant wash­board. Along the shore the trees quiv­ered and dropped their

    leaves, and down in the dark­ness of the silt Re­mo Williams searched for the open­ing.




    As soon as he was out of sight, Re­mo took off the mask and rub­ber suit, al­low­ing his

    skin to ac­quaint it­self with the cool wa­ter. It was not that he stopped breath­ing. He would

    nev­er com­plete­ly stop breath­ing. In­stead he used the tech­nique bor­rowed from the

    In­di­an fakirs, who buried them­selves alive for hours at a time. By slow­ing the rhythms of

    his body he re­quired less oxy­gen than an un­con­scious per­son. Yet his ner­vous sys­tem

    func­tioned at peak ef­fi­cien­cy. He knew that his mus­cles suf­fered from the re­duced

    oxy­gen ab­sorp­tion, but it wasn’t mus­cles that made Re­mo a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    The prob­lem was find­ing the open­ing in the silt. At the top, it felt like some strange

    oil on his body, but far­ther down it be­came dense­ly packed like un­set con­crete. Even

    far­ther down it was like mov­ing through set­tled clay: hard, dense, packed clay. Re­mo kept

    his eyes shut and moved along the ce­ment base, paus­ing ev­ery few mo­ments to let his palms

    press open-​fin­gered against the coarse con­crete, try­ing to dis­tin­guish the nor­mal

    vi­bra­tions of the wa­ter go­ing through the sluice from those which seized the con­crete mass

    and were ob­vi­ous­ly grow­ing.




    The plan was to cre­ate an open­ing through an en­trance­way be­neath the sluice. Re­mo got

    there and found the met­al plate Ruther­ford had pre­dict­ed would be there. It had to be moved

    in one di­rec­tion or an­oth­er, and Re­mo couldn’t fig­ure out which. As the vi­bra­tions

    forced him back, Re­mo cut through the silt once again to reach the plate. Some­thing had to be

    done with the plate. He sensed the dam might go at any sec­ond. Tak­ing the plate in his hands,

    Re­mo did what he did to old tele­vi­sion sets, whose work­ings he al­so didn’t un­der­stand.

    He gave it a kick. The on­ly dif­fer­ence was that nowa­days he kicked tele­vi­sions very, very

    gen­tly.




    The kick was backed up by the weight of all the damned-​up wa­ter guid­ed by the rhythms of

    Re­mo’s body. His foot went through the met­al like a tor­pe­do. With a muf­fled suck­ing

    sound, the silt was pulled through the hole, cre­at­ing a rhythm of its own. The tur­bines

    stopped, clogged by mud. The dam quiv­ered and the vi­bra­tions ceased. But Re­mo saw too late

    that it was a trap. Some­one had ex­pect­ed him.




    The on­ly thing in the nar­row sluice­way be­tween the open air above and the lake it­self

    was Re­mo Williams-​and a small, care­ful­ly placed ex­plo­sive de­vice. When the ex­plo­sive

    charge det­onat­ed, he was pro­pelled by the force of tons of lake wa­ter, shoot­ing out

    through the sluice like a pea through a straw, the mud be­hind him and the rocky riverbed

    be­low.




    Blind­ed mo­men­tar­ily by the mud, he al­most did the one thing that could get him killed:

    he start­ed to tight­en his mus­cles against the im­pact. But his mus­cles knew bet­ter. They

    had been trained too well by Chi­un, and so in­stead he stretched out like a long strand of

    silk. As he let the mud and wa­ter wash over him, be­com­ing one with the lake and the

    riverbed, he let the mud be­hind him ab­sorb the im­pact of the ex­plo­sion.




    He moved down the shal­low riv­er for about a quar­ter of a mile and then climbed up the

    bank. Be­hind him the dam dis­gorged mud and wa­ter, but not so much as to cause flood­ing. The

    dam had stopped vi­brat­ing. Amer­ica’s pride had held.




    Along the lakeshore, Calvin Ruther­ford and the oth­er en­gi­neers were read­ing their

    me­ters and cheer­ing. The sluice could be closed and the smashed tur­bine would be re­placed.

    As a side ben­efit the pow­er­ful cur­rent was even de­silt­ing the lake, car­ry­ing tons

    down­riv­er. At this rate, they would prob­ably not have to dredge.




    When Chi­un saw Re­mo walk up the road cov­ered with mud, he felt joy that Re­mo was alive.

    In an in­stant he knew his joy was to be fleet­ing.




    Re­mo walked in­to the mo­tel room with a big grin. “Well, here I am, lit­tle fa­ther.

    Alive.”




    “So far,” said Chi­un. “But I have come to the con­clu­sion we have on­ly one chance.”




    “What’s the one chance?” asked Re­mo as he head­ed for the show­er to wash off the mud. Even

    his pores had breathed it in un­der the pres­sure of the wa­ter, and his body had to breathe it

    out again.




    “We must join this Palmer, Riz­zu­to, and Schwartz, who we are not al­lowed to kill, and

    elim­inate Smith for them. That is our on­ly way. And it is righ­teous.”




    “How is be­tray­al righ­teous?” said Re­mo, step­ping in­to the show­er. He didn’t use soap,

    be­cause soap, which ac­tu­al­ly burned off dirt with lye, left its fat­ty residue still

    burn­ing his skin.




    “It is not we who are be­tray­ing, the mad em­per­or Smith, but he who is be­tray­ing

    us.”




    “I thought we worked for him.”




    “As­sas­sins are not used as tar­gets. in de­cent civ­ilized lands, like In­dia, peo­ple

    ap­pre­ci­ate a great as­sas­sin for what he is. In Amer­ica he is turned in­to a palace guard,

    some lo­cal of­fi­cial who in­ves­ti­gates things. A catch­er of thieves.”




    “De­tec­tive,” said Re­mo.




    “That,” said Chi­un.




    “I used to be a cop,” said Re­mo.




    “All this train­ing, the awe­some­ness of Sinan­ju, and you are still a cop.”




    Re­mo paused be­fore turn­ing on the wa­ter. “Lit­tle fa­ther. I have not dis­hon­ored

    Sinan­ju. I have not learned noth­ing. But you did teach it to an Amer­ican. So I am an

    Amer­ican and I am Sinan­ju.”




    “One can­not be both Sinan­ju and Amer­ican, two things at the same time. This is

    im­pos­si­ble.”




    “But I am.”




    “Then get rid of the less­er one, or die.”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo. “I’ll get rid of Sinan­ju.”




    “You can’t,” said Chi­un. “I have trained you. You are Sinan­ju. You can no more rid

    your­self of Sinan­ju than a cloud can for­feit its air, or the sun its light, or the riv­er

    its wa­ter.”




    “So I’ll stay stuck.”




    “You could try rid­ding your­self of be­ing Amer­ican. There are two hun­dred mil­lion of

    those. The world will not mourn the loss of one.”




    “You know that’s not pos­si­ble ei­ther.”




    “Then, my son, you are dead, un­less we kill Smith. There is prece­dence for it. Good

    prece­dence.”




    “You mean a tale of Sinan­ju? Which one was it? The Great Wang, and the Ming em­per­or?

    Let’s see, he point­ed out that an as­sas­sin nev­er lost a king, so that cer­tain­ly wouldn’t

    be the Great Wang, or even the Less­er Wang, who did on­ly one as­sign­ment, which wasn’t all

    that im­por­tant any­way. Then we have the mid­dle pe­ri­od when the House of Sinan­ju worked

    Asia heav­ily. Could it have been the gate­way to the West, when we served Rome and the

    cae­sars who nev­er took our ad­vice? No, I think we worked for Livia, ex­cept she was a

    chron­ic do-​it-​your­selfer, if I re­mem­ber cor­rect­ly, poi­son­ing peo­ple. Then there was

    the lat­er West­ern pe­ri­od of Ivan the Righ­teous, whom the rest of the world called the

    Ter­ri­ble but whom we knew as a man of hon­or who paid on time. “




    “Do not mock the glo­ry of Sinan­ju? You know per­fect­ly well it was Sayak, dur­ing the

    mid­dle pe­ri­od, a time of pros­per­ity and peace and hon­or.”




    “Wasn’t that some­thing to do with a love af­fair? Some tawdry thing a pri­vate de­tec­tive

    in Amer­ica might han­dle? An un­faith­ful spouse?”




    “Like a typ­ical Amer­ican, you re­mem­bered the dirt and missed the point. If you

    re­mem­bered the point we would hap­pi­ly join with this firm of lawyers right now and kill

    Smith. This al­ready has good, sol­id prece­dent in the les­son of Mas­ter Sayak, who, when

    faced with death, when faced with a bit­ter, bit­ter choice, made the right choice and

    con­tin­ued the line of Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. For there is one thing a Mas­ter must know

    be­fore all else: to con­tin­ue the line he must not al­low him­self to be killed. There is

    noth­ing any more no­ble in death than there is some­thing no­ble about rot­ting fruit. One

    does what­ev­er pos­si­ble to de­lay that in­evitabil­ity. Fruit and life.” Chi­un fold­ed his

    hands in his ki­mono and shut his eyes. Re­mo had learned well the tale of Mas­ter Sayak from

    the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju. As he though about it, he re­turned to his show­er, turn­ing on

    both the hot and cold wa­ter slow­ly, un­til a warm, com­fort able mix­ture streamed over his

    body. Strate­gi­cal­ly Chi­un was not all that wrong. The tale of Mas­ter Sayak ap­plied all

    too well to this sit­ua­tion.




    The more Re­mo thought about it, the more trou­bled he be­came. It ap­peared Chi­un might be

    right. Killing Smith might be the on­ly way to sur­vive. But did Re­mo want to sur­vive at that

    price? What was life worth?




    He wasn’t born in Sinan­ju, where life was a strug­gle, where push­ing it on to old age was

    a ma­jor tri­umph, es­pe­cial­ly for an as­sas­sin.




    And he was not just a killer. He was Sinan­ju just as much as he was Amer­ican, but not

    more. He let the warm wa­ter splash against his face and re­ceived the wa­ter now as a gen­tle

    stream, just as he had re­ceived it as an im­mense force shoot­ing him through the sluice.




    He had been giv­en Sinan­ju, and it was a trust for the fu­ture as much as it was a tool for

    the present. He let the wa­ter touch his body. be­come one with his body. and tried to for­get

    the tale of Mas­ter Sayak.


  




  

    Chapter 10




    From the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju: “The Tale of Mas­ter Sayak and the Em­per­or’s

    Con­cu­bine”:




    And it came to pass, dur­ing the mas­ter­hood of Sayak, that an em­per­or of a king­dom west

    of the mid­dle king­dom of Chi­na, on his throne in Rhat­pur north of the pop­ulat­ed city of

    Del­hi, suf­fered an af­front to his life of such skill and dar­ing that he re­al­ized no

    guards would keep him alive, no sol­diers could stay the dag­ger now aimed at his im­pe­ri­al

    heart.




    And be­seech­ing Sinan­ju he sent a couri­er with a mes­sage. “O Mas­ter, my em­pire is held

    in the grip of a mur­der­er’s blade. None of my min­is­ters or cap­tains know how to help. No

    shield will prove suf­fi­cient. On­ly Sinan­ju and its glo­ry can sus­tain my king­dom. Ask but

    the price and it will be de­liv­ered un­to you.”




    Now, Sayak knew Em­per­or Mu­jjipur was the grand­son of Em­per­or Shiv­rat, who paid well

    and prompt­ly to the House of Sinan­ju when seiz­ing the throne from his broth­er, and Sayak

    knew that blood of­ten ran true. And the hon­or of a grand­fa­ther was of­ten passed through

    the blood to the grand­son.




    But Sayak had made one mis­take. Be­ing Sinan­ju, he as­sumed that the prob­lems of a

    sol­dier or a min­is­ter would not be prob­lems for a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. So he did not ask

    about the prob­lems. But when there is a thun­der­storm, the wag­ons of Mas­ter and sol­dier,

    Mas­ter and peas­ant, Mas­ter and cour­te­san, are all stuck in the same mud.




    And when Sayak pre­sent­ed him­self to Em­per­or Mu­jjipur in the sum­mer palace of

    Rhat­pur, the em­per­or gave to him a free­dom few em­per­ors would have al­lowed.




    “To pro­tect my roy­al life you are giv­en fi­at to kill who­ev­er in my king­dom threat­ens

    that roy­al life,” said Em­per­or Mu­jjipur. “On­ly one per­son may you nev­er kill. On­ly one

    per­son’s life must at all cost be spared, no mat­ter what the provo­ca­tion, and that is my

    beloved con­cu­bine, Ha­reen. No harm may come to her un­der any cir­cum­stance.”




    Now, Em­per­or Mu­jjipur was an old man, in his mid­dle fifties, and his girth was wide, his

    breath­ing heavy, and his life hang­ing by a thread. And yet in that age men of­ten de­lude

    them­selves about love, and like boys again be­lieve that who­ev­er they hap­pen to love at the

    mo­ment is a gem be­yond com­pare. So Sayak did not think this an­nounced pro­tec­tion as

    any­thing un­usu­al.




    Be­sides, in these sit­ua­tions, such an­nounce­ments are ir­rel­evant. If Em­per­or

    Mu­jjipur had placed such a pro­hi­bi­tion on a son or a cousin, then that might have posed a

    prob­lem, be­cause in these mat­ters, the one who ben­efits from the re­moval of the em­per­or,

    the one like­ly to in­her­it the throne, is usu­al­ly the one who seeks the ruler’s death.




    More sig­nif­icant­ly, though he had grant­ed his con­cu­bine her pro­tec­tion, he had

    failed to put the em­press un­der that pro­tec­tion. For if he loved this con­cu­bine Ha­reen

    so much, the queen, out of anger, might pos­si­bly have sought Mu­jjipur’s death. Sayak

    un­der­stood the pur­pose of roy­al mar­riages is not sex­ual but po­lit­ical. Yet he was aware

    that some em­press­es felt them­selves lovers as well as con­sorts of their mates. As a

    Sinan­ju say­ing went, all the best plan­ning in the world could get out of hand in a lover’s

    bed.




    Yet this was not the case with the em­press, who on­ly laughed when Mas­ter Sayak

    re­spect­ful­ly asked her of her life at court, hop­ing to find the source of her

    trou­bles.




    “We are all doomed be­cause of the em­per­or’s fool­ish­ness-​me sec­ond, as­sas­sin, and

    you first,” she said, and would ex­plain no more.




    Sayak knew there was on­ly one way to avert dan­ger and that was, of course, to stop it at

    the source, which was most sim­ply done at the mo­ment the dan­ger struck. For the most dead­ly

    point is al­so the most vul­ner­able point.




    And it came to pass that the as­sas­sin who had at­tempt­ed twice be­fore to steal the life

    of Mu­jjipur sent an­oth­er dead­ly hand against the em­per­or.




    He was a com­mon stran­gler of some skills and some strength, but one of in­suf­fi­cient

    pow­er. Sayak eas­ily took the stran­gler’s rope and put it about the stran­gler’s neck,

    turn­ing it slow­ly so that the face pur­pled and the teeth bared as the stran­gler strug­gled

    for breath, a move de­signed to in­jure the mind more than the body. The stran­gler would know

    for the first time, first­hand, the suf­fer­ing he wrought and fear it.




    Nat­ural­ly it worked, and the stran­gler said he had been hired by a young cap­tain in the

    palace quar­ters of the con­cu­bine Ha­reen. And keep­ing his promise, Sayak did not put the

    stran­gler to death with the rope, but dis­patched him with a cer­tain speed that would be

    wel­comed by any of the dy­ing. For it is not the pur­pose of Sinan­ju to cause pain. Pain for

    pain’s sake alone is a waste and the mark of a slop­py as­sas­sin, and Sinan­ju would nev­er

    al­low that.




    Know­ing the in­junc­tion, Sayak for­mal­ly asked the em­per­or for per­mis­sion mere­ly to

    en­ter Ha­reen’s quar­ters.




    “I hon­or this beau­ty so much that I al­lowed as how her quar­ters were like her king­dom.

    You must ask her per­mis­sion,” said the em­per­or.




    But Sayak saw a dan­ger. “Oh gra­cious Em­per­or, ruler from the throne at Rhat­pur, light

    un­to your sub­jects, the land you do not con­trol in your own king­dom is land set against

    you. And land set against you is a dan­ger.”




    “Sayak, from Sinan­ju in the Ko­re­as, you have not seen her soft skin, or her eyes as

    bright as all the morn­ings of all the suns of all the uni­vers­es. You have not seen her

    smile, or re­ceive your body with her gen­tle love. You can­not know the rap­ture of this

    heav­en­ly crea­ture.”




    And so the an­swer was no. And Ha­reen re­fused even to see Mas­ter Sayak. Short­ly

    there­after there came five men with spears to take the life of the em­per­or, and these five

    did Sayak dis­patch, but not be­fore these five did again point the fin­ger to the young

    cap­tain in the quar­ters of the beau­ti­ful Ha­reen.




    And again Mu­jjipur for­bade en­trance, say­ing he had men­tioned this to Ha­reen and that

    it had brought her to tears.




    The next killers came in a band of twen­ty, with ar­rows and slings and all man­ner of death

    in their hands, and Sayak through Sinan­ju pre­vailed, al­though this time the ar­rows were

    close, and the mis­siles clos­er, and he knew that while he could de­feat the next in all

    prob­abil­ity and the one af­ter that in all prob­abil­ity, soon­er or lat­er even a Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju would suf­fer loss if all he did was sit as a tar­get, like the em­per­or.




    And he told this to Mu­jjipur, say­ing the em­per­or must take back his word to the

    con­cu­bine Ha­reen. An en­raged Mu­jjipur called Sayak a less­er Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “All I ask is that you pro­tect my life with­out harm­ing my one blessed re­lief in a

    bur­den­some king­dom, and you say you have failed. Since when does Sinan­ju fail?”




    Now, know­ing one should nev­er call an em­per­or fool, Sayak ac­cept­ed the re­buke and

    prompt­ly en­tered the quar­ters of the beau­ti­ful Ha­reen.




    She was in the arms of the cap­tain who had sent the killers one af­ter an­oth­er against

    her em­per­or. She told Sayak she would have him ex­ecut­ed for vi­olat­ing the sanc­ti­ty of

    her quar­ters. She told him her Mu­jjipur would nev­er al­low his ears to hear of

    in­fi­deli­ty. She told Sayak to leave the throne at Rhat­pur and re­turn like a dog to the

    ken­nels of Sinan­ju.




    Sayak heard her noise, but saw her predica­ment. This was a girl in love, for oth­er­wise

    she would have ac­cept­ed the fa­vors of the em­per­or and grown rich and com­fort­able, a

    no­ble pur­pose for a cour­te­san, for in fact that would mean that her fam­ily and vil­lage

    would be se­cure from want. Sayak could ap­pre­ci­ate this, for he pro­vid­ed the same

    se­cu­ri­ty for his poor vil­lage, Sinan­ju, on the rocky slopes of the West Ko­rea Bay.




    See­ing Ha­reen ly­ing on the mul­ti­col­ored pil­lows with soft silk cas­cad­ing about her

    and her lover in her arms, Sayak saw she had made an im­prop­er move for a cour­te­san. For she

    did not seek the crown, but some­one else, and of course it was he who con­trolled the

    beau­ti­ful Ha­reen, the cap­tain of her guard, the man who held her now.




    And with the inim­itable grace of Sinan­ju, Sayak did move up­on the mul­ti­col­ored

    pil­lows and snuff out the life of the cap­tain, even while the beau­ti­ful Ha­reen screamed of

    mur­der, screamed of treach­ery, screamed she would see Sayak’s death, no mat­ter what the

    cost.




    Us­ing the force of her anger, Sayak let the anger work around her body in tra­di­tion­al

    ways, as he pre­pared to move her from the ten­sion of anger quite nat­ural­ly in­to

    re­lax­ation with com­mon touch­ing and breath­ing tech­niques of the first lev­el of Sinan­ju,

    and then up to sex­ual ten­sion. At the height of her trans­formed en­er­gy, he took her,

    bring­ing her to an or­gasm of peak in­ten­si­ty.




    Since it was her body and not her mind that craved the cap­tain, it was her body now that

    told her she loved Sayak.




    And in­deed, this beau­ti­ful girl who was no more than six­teen of­fered some at­trac­tion

    for Sayak, for even though Mas­ters of Sinan­ju are at one with their bod­ies, they are still

    men. And she was a most beau­ti­ful be­ing, round­ed per­fect­ly in all the places that were to

    be round­ed, and thinned in all the places that were to be thinned, and smelling too of lilacs

    and ros­es and all the fra­grances of a thou­sand gar­dens on her per­fect skin.




    But Sayak was Sinan­ju, and abid­ing by his re­spon­si­bil­ity he told her that first she

    must or­der the death of the em­per­or, or­der it from Sinan­ju, as a ser­vice. She did this

    read­ily, as she had gone along with the now dead cap­tain.




    That night Sayak sent the Em­per­or Mu­jjipur from a peace­ful sleep in­to the deep­est

    sleep for which there was no morn­ing.




    And by so do­ing, Sayak stilled the one voice that would ac­cuse Sinan­ju of fail­ure,

    though it had been the em­per­or’s fail­ure all along. But one could not be too care­ful about

    evil words from clients. Mu­jjipur had no right to de­fame Sinan­ju for his own faults, and

    thus jus­tice was done, a nec­es­sary jus­tice be­cause Sayak knew that soon­er or lat­er even

    he would have suc­cumbed.




    Now Ha­reen did not want her new lover Sayak to leave, of­fer­ing him in­stead the throne at

    Rhat­pur. But Sayak said, and it should be re­mem­bered by ev­ery Mas­ter un­to the ages when

    all men leave the earth and as­sas­sins are no longer need­ed, “Beau­ti­ful Ha­reen, you of­fer

    me the throne at Rhat­pur. But look now, a thou­sand years ago there was a king­dom here which

    you do not re­mem­ber, and a thou­sand years from now, there will be a king­dom here which will

    not re­mem­ber the throne of Rhat­pur. But a thou­sand years ago, there was Sinan­ju, and a

    thou­sand years hence there will be Sinan­ju.”




    And the les­son from this tale of Mas­ter Sayak was that an em­per­or who fool­ish­ly does

    not al­low his as­sas­sin to do his job has not hired him. But he who will let an as­sas­sin be

    what he should be, that one is the right­ful em­ploy­er.




    Thus it was writ­ten in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju that there was a time when a Mas­ter

    owed to Sinan­ju the cor­rect move in seek­ing the right em­ploy­er for the awe­some tal­ents

    and pow­er of Sinan­ju.




    Mil­len­nia lat­er, in a mo­tel show­er along­side Lake Booree in Col­orado, get­ting the

    mud out of his body pores, Re­mo re­mem­bered the tale of Mas­ter Sayak and knew Chi­un was

    right. He had al­most died in sav­ing that dam. He fin­ished wash­ing, dried off, and put on

    his slacks and T-​shirt. He could trav­el with all his clothes in a brief­case. He had nev­er

    got­ten in­to wear­ing ki­monos as Chi­un had tried to have him do. He didn’t like them, and

    Chi­un at­tribut­ed this bad habit to ear­ly train­ing which could not be bro­ken. Re­mo paused

    be­fore the med­itat­ing Chi­un.




    “I could nev­er get my­self to work for Palmer, Riz­zu­to ” he said.




    And Chi­un knew Re­mo had been think­ing prop­er­ly. “We can then leave. In­sane Smith would

    nev­er say we had failed; he is ob­sessed with keep­ing our glo­ry hid­den. Why would he not do

    the same for our shame?”




    “I guess you’re right, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “I guess it has come to that.”




    In Chica­go, Deb­bie Pat­tie had made a fan­tas­tic dis­cov­ery. She had launched her team

    of ac­coun­tants in­to the books of the Save con­cert. Out of the twen­ty-​five mil­lion

    dol­lars raised, her ac­coun­tants tracked down ex­act­ly what was reach­ing Gup­ta, In­dia. It

    was sent in an ex­press pack­age two feet wide and one foot tall. Ex­act­ly thir­ty-​five

    dol­lars’ worth of Band-​Aids.




    En­raged in large part be­cause the man she want­ed, Re­mo, had been right, and more

    im­por­tant, didn’t want to go to bed with her, Deb­bie im­me­di­ate­ly set out to raise a cry

    in the land about the fraud.




    She con­tact­ed the lead­ing rock singers of the Save con­cert. One of them, who yelled

    about be­ing an Amer­ican and wore a ban­dan­na around his head, show­ing lots of sweat and

    mus­cle, was Bar­ry Horowitz, some­times called The Man.




    He was strong. He was rad­ical. He was con­cerned. “Bar­ry, this is Deb­bie Pat­tie. I found

    out some­thing hor­ri­ble. Do you know that for all our work we are on­ly send­ing

    thir­ty-​five dol­lars in Band-​Aids to Gup­ta?”




    “That’s not my job, sweet­ie. I’m the strong out­raged Amer­ican. I scream my guts out.

    That’s my job.”




    “But if you’d been to Gup­ta, you’d have seen the suf­fer­ing. We have to do more.”




    “Hey, lit­tle shitheel, I sang my lungs out. You can’t get no more out of this man.”




    “But the peo­ple aren’t get­ting any­thing.”




    “I’m the voice of rage and jus­tice, not the food-​de­liv­ery man, ba­by. Get your act

    to­geth­er. I got mine. “




    Some oth­ers thought it was ter­ri­ble, but they had book­ings they had to fill. And still

    oth­ers had at­tend­ed the con­cert be­cause ev­ery­one seemed to be do­ing it and they had

    nev­er even known what the ben­efit was for.




    Deb­bie Pat­tie was alone and she couldn’t even reach Re­mo. But she knew she had made it

    through a hard world right to the top, and if she could nail the thieves her­self, she thought,

    then Re­mo, the one man she want­ed and couldn’t have, would have to come and ad­mit she was

    some­one spe­cial.




    The mon­ey, as it turned out, went to sev­er­al places. Ev­ery­one made mon­ey. The

    au­di­to­ri­um man­age­ment hoard­ed what lit­tle it had to pay dam­ages to fam­ilies of the

    in­jured and dead rock stars, the unions re­ceived spe­cial bonus­es, and one dandy lit­tle

    tid­bit was that al­most half of ev­ery­thing col­lect­ed went to Gad­gets Un­lim­it­ed, the

    com­pa­ny that pro­vid­ed the wiring and light­ing for the stage. The ac­coun­tants told her

    the peo­ple who ar­ranged this were bril­liant and knew just how ben­efits worked, even

    un­der­stand­ing that mon­ey could be tak­en out as se­cu­ri­ty for fu­ture bills.




    “If you hadn’t alert­ed us we nev­er would have found this ras­cal. This is the best job of

    num­bers ma­nip­ula­tion we have ev­er seen.”




    Gad­gets Un­lim­it­ed was in Grand Is­land, Ne­bras­ka. Deb­bie wouldn’t go to Grand Is­land

    to die, but she would bring Grand Is­land to her. She phoned the com­pa­ny and got a ma­chine.

    But this was the strangest an­swer­ing ma­chine she had ev­er heard.




    “Yes, I am an an­swer­ing ma­chine but I can an­swer your ques­tions, hold con­ver­sa­tions,

    and even give you three min­utes of ap­pro­pri­ate sym­pa­thy if that is called for.”




    “I want to speak to the em­ploy­ee who han­dled the work on the Save ben­efit.”




    “A tragedy, yes. But the Save con­cert al­so con­tribut­ed to fur­ther­ing the in­ter­ests

    of stage de­lights.”




    “There are a few mil­lion dol­lars’ worth of bills here,” said Deb­bie. She looked at the

    print­out on the mar­ble table­top in her ho­tel suite. There were elec­tron mi­cro­scopes,

    mass spec­trom­eters, and enough sci­en­tif­ic gad­gets to out­fit a space cap­sule.




    “And ev­ery one of them go­ing for im­proved and bet­ter sound, not on­ly for to­day but

    al­so for to­mor­row.”




    “But wasn’t this mon­ey sup­posed to go to the poor peo­ple of Gup­ta?”




    “Ev­ery­thing af­ter ex­pens­es did go to Gup­ta, we are led to be­lieve. I think they got

    the very lat­est in the ‘ouch­less’ gauze ban­dage.”




    “Look, to me that’s fraud. And maybe you can pull off fraud against most peo­ple, but I got

    a friend, a good friend, and my friend Re­mo . . .”




    As soon as the word was out of her mouth she heard a fast click, and live non­com­put­er

    voice got on the phone. She knew it didn’t come from a com­put­er be­cause no com­put­er could

    be so grat­ing on the ears. It twanged like a rusty nail across a piece of con­crete.




    “Re­mo as in Re­mo and Chi­un,” came the voice.




    “Yeah. Them. You know them?”




    “Know of them? They’re my heroes, lit­tle la­dy. My name is Robert Das­trow, that’s D as in

    Da­ta, A as in Arith­metic, S as in Sil­icone, T as in Ti­ta­ni­um, R as in Robot, O as in Ohm,

    and W as in Wilde­beest; heh, heh, some­times I throw in an an­imal. I’m a card, you know.”




    “Look, is there any way you can re­turn some of that mon­ey to the peo­ple of Gup­ta? If

    you’d seen them suf­fer­ing, you’d know we should do some­thing.”




    “Right you are, sweet lips,” came the voice. “I think we ought to talk about it. We ought to

    talk about it some more. I’d love to give ev­ery­thing to Gup­ta, but I have to know what kind

    of per­son you are, not just some fly-​by-​night who wants a mil­lion here and a mil­lion

    there.”




    “I’m a rock star. I’m rich,” said Deb­bie.




    But it wasn’t enough for Das­trow, D as in Da­ta, A as in Arith­metic, and so on, and

    fi­nal­ly Deb­bie Pat­tie agreed to meet the man with the rusty voice.




    Robert Das­trow looked as he sound­ed. As though he should be in some hard­ware store west

    of Chill­icothe. Ohio. He wore a plain starched white shirt with pen­cils in the pock­et,

    wire-​rimmed glass­es, and a crew cut. If Deb­bie want­ed to cast the per­fect class nerd, she

    would call on Robert Das­trow.




    But if he was so back­ward, why was the con­ver­sa­tion nev­er go­ing where she want­ed and

    al­ways get­ting strange­ly back to Re­mo and Chi­un? You would think he had some­thing for

    them and not her. He want­ed to know what they ate, how she felt about their vi­bra­tions, how

    they made love (if she could be sup­posed to know such in­for­ma­tion). He want­ed to know any

    strange things they might have talked about.




    “Well, it was like a fam­ily fight that went on all the time, like. You know what I mean?

    Like the old man was re­al­ly his moth­er, you know? Not his fa­ther. His moth­er. Al­ways

    telling him he didn’t do this right or that right. You know, a moth­er who’s al­ways bitchin’.

    A nor­mal moth­er.”




    “My moth­er wasn’t like that,” said Das­trow.




    “Well, maybe where you’re from they’re dif­fer­ent. But he was like his moth­er. And they

    were al­ways ar­gu­ing, some­times in En­glish. Some­times in Ko­re­an.”




    “Did the old­er one seem to know more than the younger?”




    “The old­er one didn’t like this coun­try, didn’t like work­ing here. Thought they ought to

    go.”




    “And just what work did they do?”




    “I dun­no. Those two were as mys­te­ri­ous about that as ‘The Twi­light Zone.’ A weird pair.

    Bunch of stuck-​ups. Who do they think they are, right? Re­mo thought he was bet­ter than

    ev­ery­one.”




    “You had prob­lems with him?”




    “Ev­ery­one had prob­lems with him. The nice one was Chi­un.”




    “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. You seem like a ded­icat­ed per­son and this con­cert was for

    char­ity. There is one way I can make back my in­vest­ment if I sign over all the equip­ment

    funds to the Save com­mit­tee. And that’s if you in­tro­duce my new elec­tron­ic gui­tar

    tonight. Be­cause if you use it, and ev­ery­one sees how good it is, then gol­ly, I’m off and

    run­ning.”




    “All of the mon­ey you took goes to Gup­ta, right?”




    “Yessiree, lit­tle la­dy.”




    “Is the gui­tar heavy? I can’t work heavy. I move a lot. I’m a dancer too.”




    “I’ll make it light. It’s got a lot of wires, though. It works sort of on your brain­waves

    too.”




    And thus Deb­bie Pat­tie in the prime of her ca­reer al­lowed her­self to be strapped in­to

    the new elec­tron­ic gui­tar. Elec­trodes were set on her scalp and on her wrists and an­kles,

    and when she be­gan to play, this ar­range­ment worked just as well as it did on any oth­er

    elec­tric chair.




    Deb­bie Pat­tie got enough volts while singing be­fore her rock crowd to do away with half

    the cap­ital of­fend­ers in New Jer­sey.




    Re­mo heard about her death on the tele­vi­sion show Chi­un was watch­ing as he was pack­ing

    his things, one ex­tra shirt and one ex­tra pair of pants. The prob­lem wasn’t pack­ing the

    shirt and pants, the prob­lem was get­ting them in­to Chi­un’s four­teen steam­er trunks.




    To squeeze in Re­mo’s clothes, Chi­un would have to get rid of a sleeve of one ki­mono. He

    car­ried a hun­dred and four­teen with him for light trav­el in the trunks, and each one, Re­mo

    sug­gest­ed, be­came at one time or an­oth­er the most im­por­tant one. Fi­nal­ly Re­mo

    point­ed out that there was a high un­like­li­hood of Chi­un need­ing one on­ly for the

    Cam­pobas­so Fes­ti­val of the Grape in Italy, since the Ital­ians hadn’t wor­shipped Diony­sus

    since A.D. 200 or so.




    “Just when you dis­card a piece of a ki­mono is when you need it most,” said Chi­un. “But

    all right. Mu­ti­late its beau­ti­ful wine essence. If you are ready to leave this in­sane

    asy­lum at last, I will en­dure it.” Chi­un was watch­ing a soap opera he had loved in the

    ear­ly and mid-​sev­en­ties but one which now he dis­liked for its filth and vi­olence.

    How­ev­er, on oc­ca­sion he would tune it in, and this time it was in­ter­rupt­ed to an­nounce

    an­oth­er rock star was dead as a re­sult of the Con­cert of Death in which so many had died to

    save the suf­fer­ing peo­ple of Gup­ta.




    The view­ers were warned that the scenes might be too hor­ri­ble to look at. To avoid the

    hor­ror, peo­ple should not look at the scenes which would be shown now, at the six-​o’clock

    news, and the eleven-​o’clock news.




    “This is the Deb­bie Pat­tie con­cert,” in­toned the an­nounc­er, and in­tense noise and a

    heavy beat fol­lowed. Deb­bie’s voice was bare­ly a whis­per, a whis­per of talk, and then it

    grew loud­er, and her mul­ti­col­ored paint­ed face turned a red­dish hue and then she was

    scream­ing, and thrash­ing in the wires of the elec­tron­ic gui­tar. She rolled on the ground

    scream­ing as the au­di­ence joined her in ec­stat­ic yells. The drum­mer picked up pace and

    the fans were jump­ing in their seats. Some of them ran hys­ter­ical­ly up on­to the stage.




    When the song was over, Deb­bie Pat­tie stopped con­vuls­ing and was still as the au­di­ence

    went wild. Un­for­tu­an­te­ly she re­mained just as still when the next num­ber be­gan. Men in

    white coats ran out, the nec­es­sary med­ical teams that al­ways ac­com­pa­nied rock con­certs.

    Nor­mal­ly they were used for the crowds. One of them placed a stetho­scope over her heart.




    “It was on­ly then,” came the an­nounc­er’s voice, “that the fans re­al­ized, that

    ev­ery­one re­al­ized Ms. Pat­tie was not singing, but had been elec­tro­cut­ed by a

    mal­func­tion in her gui­tar.”




    With­in min­utes there was an­oth­er in­ter­rup­tion, and Deb­bie’s man­ag­er said the song

    would be re­leased as a sin­gle, call­ing it her best work ev­er. A writ­er for Ram­bling Rock

    mag­azine ap­peared, call­ing it “the most pow­er­ful, sen­si­tive in­ter­pre­ta­tion of a

    larg­er scope of the dy­nam­ic of the fron­tiers of rock than Ms. Pat­tie had ev­er dared

    ex­plore be­fore. It was bold, yet in full knowl­edge of its ab­so­lute sen­si­tiv­ity,

    com­bined with a tonal dar­ing that went be­yond known fron­tiers of har­mo­niza­tion.”




    And then there was the re­port that got Re­mo’s in­ter­est. Half her mon­ey was go­ing to

    the vic­tims in Gup­ta, but with a spe­cial pro­vi­so: no or­ga­ni­za­tion would col­lect it,

    but it was to be hand­ed di­rect­ly to the poor peo­ple in cash.




    “Ms. Pat­tie had been in­ves­ti­gat­ing the use of the Save con­cert mon­ey at the time of

    her death,” said an an­nounc­er.




    “She was all right,” said Re­mo. “She was bet­ter than I thought. She cared. She re­al­ly

    did. She smelled aw­ful but she cared.”




    Chi­un looked up, alarmed. He sensed the sounds of Amer­ican lu­na­cy com­ing at him,

    specif­ical­ly Re­mo’s. These whites shared that in­san­ity that he found al­most nowhere in

    the Ori­ent.




    “Let’s go now,” said Chi­un. “We will phone Smith from Dakar, or Samarkand, or

    Cal­cut­ta.”




    “I’ll phone him now,” said Re­mo.




    “Why break bad news right away? Al­low Em­per­or Smith the kind­ness to still be­lieve you

    work for him for a few more days. I will take up­on my­self the oner­ous chore of sev­er­ing

    re­la­tions.”




    “No,” said Re­mo. “It’s my job. I’ll quit it.”




    “No, my blessed son, great bear­er of the thou­sand-​year skills of Sinan­ju, glo­ry of our

    House, al­low me to do this del­icate thing.”




    “Don’t wor­ry,” said Re­mo, who knew Chi­un would not be say­ing nice things un­less he

    want­ed some­thing bad­ly. “I’ll han­dle it.”




    Chi­un did not lis­ten to the con­ver­sa­tion. In­stead he sad­ly packed both sleeves of the

    ki­mono for the Cam­pobas­so Fes­ti­val of the Grape, the ones shad­ed to hon­or the god

    Diony­sus. At least he wouldn’t lose a ki­mono he might need. But when he would be able to free

    Re­mo from this in­san­ity, he was not sure. Grave­ly Re­mo re­turned.




    “I can’t leave now, lit­tle fa­ther.” Chi­un nod­ded weari­ly.




    “The whole coun­try may be de­stroyed by those shys­ters Palmer, Riz­zu­to Do you know what

    they’re go­ing to do to the mon­ey sup­ply?”




    “Do not tell me, lest I lose sleep.”




    “They’ve fig­ured out how to get two hun­dred mil­lion clients and sue the gov­ern­ment at

    the same time. “




    “What hor­ror,” said Chi­un, fold­ing his hands.




    “But in do­ing so, they’re go­ing to wreck the gov­ern­ment. I can’t let them get away with

    that. Not af­ter Deb­bie.”




    “Of course not,” said Chi­un. “What is one death alone? We must give them two.”




    “I know you’re be­ing sar­cas­tic, but I be­lieve ev­ery word I’m say­ing. I be­lieve it

    deeply. I’m sor­ry.”




    “The prob­lem was nev­er that you didn’t be­lieve what you said. The heav­ens know how much

    I have prayed that one day you would learn that your body does not have to fol­low your

    tongue.”




    “I know how much you count­ed on leav­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “Would you mind ter­ri­bly if you did not get your­self killed? Would you mind ter­ri­bly

    act­ing like the pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sin I trained you to be? Would you mind ter­ri­bly

    killing Smith’s en­emy in­stead of get­ting killed your­self?”




    “Of course not,” said Re­mo, who knew that Chi­un from the very be­gin­ning had railed

    against Amer­ica’s mon­uments to heroes who died an bat­tle. To the House of Sinan­ju this

    on­ly glo­ri­fied get­ting killed, re­ward­ing what should have been dis­cour­aged.




    “There is a way we can win,” said Chi­un. “But I am afraid you are go­ing to have to

    re­mem­ber what I have on­ly told you a thou­sand times a thou­sand.”




    Palmer was laugh­ing. Riz­zu­to danced on the ex­pen­sive ta­ble and Schwartz was on the

    phone si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly with his stock­bro­ker and his Rolls deal­er.




    Their days of debt were over. They were go­ing to have more mon­ey than they could spend,

    more mon­ey than Palmer could di­vorce away or Riz­zu­to gam­ble away, and even more mon­ey

    than Schwartz could bril­liant­ly in­vest away.




    “I am afraid to say it,” said Palmer, bub­bling, “but at last the world is turn­ing our way.

    Noth­ing can go wrong. We’ve got the biggest client list pos­si­ble. The right vic­tims, the

    right vic­tim­iz­er, read mon­ey, and we’re in po­si­tion.”




    “Bless the name Robert Das­trow,” said Riz­zu­to, kiss­ing a gold chain around his neck

    where he used to wear a re­li­gious medal.




    “I nev­er thought of Das­trow as a good guy. I nev­er thought he did any­thing benev­olent

    in his life. But I take it all back,” said Schwartz. “The man is not on­ly all ge­nius, he’s

    all heart.”




    “He’s de­cent is what he is, gen­tle­men. We have met the de­cent hu­man be­ing,” said

    Palmer. “I didn’t think they ex­ist­ed any­more. He knew we were in trou­ble. He knew we

    need­ed a big one to pull our­selves out, and he did it for us.”




    “You know our prob­lem was that we didn’t let him pick the over­all sit­ua­tions, too,” said

    Schwartz. “This man un­der­stands the law. From here on in, we fol­low. He’s smarter than us

    and that’s all there is to it. “




    “He’s bet­ter than us,” said Palmer.




    “He is us,” yelled Riz­zu­to.




    “What does that mean?” asked Schwartz.




    “I don’t know. I’m a tri­al lawyer. It sound­ed good,” said Riz­zu­to.




    Twen­ty min­utes be­fore, all three of them had been con­sid­er­ing fil­ing for bankrupt­cy,

    ex­cept Riz­zu­to, who was plan­ning to leave the coun­try be­cause loan sharks did not ac­cept

    pleas of in­sol­ven­cy with­out try­ing to col­lect pieces of the body.




    And then Das­trow had phoned. He was ini­ti­at­ing an­oth­er case.




    But this time Palmer was fu­ri­ous.




    “We got noth­ing from the Grand Booree. The thing didn’t even go off. We sent staffers out

    there. Staffers have to be paid. We got warn­ing fliers print­ed up. Print­ers have to be paid.

    And what did we get? Less than Gup­ta, which wasn’t enough to cov­er your fees to be­gin with.

    So, thank you for call­ing, but you are in­ter­rupt­ing a liq­ui­da­tion meet­ing,” said

    Palmer.




    “I’m go­ing to make you rich. You nev­er spec­ified rich be­fore.”




    “Do we have to? Why do you think, peo­ple en­ter law, to ex­er­cise their gums?”




    “I on­ly fol­lowed or­ders be­fore, or made sug­ges­tions. This time I’m go­ing to make you

    the rich­est neg­li­gence-​law firm in the coun­try.”




    “What’s the catch? How is it go­ing to back­fire?” asked Palmer.




    “How much are we go­ing to lose this time?” asked Schwartz.




    “What kind of craps will show up on the dice?” asked Riz­zu­to, with the dour­ness of a man

    who has just lost his sev­enth sure thing in a row.




    “Just wait one mo­ment,” came Das­trow’s voice on the con­fer­ence speak­er box hooked up to

    the Palmer, Riz­zu­to tele­phone line.




    “I’m wait­ing,” said Palmer, who want­ed to give this Mid­west tin­ker­er not one more

    mo­ment of PRS time.




    “You should have a pack­age out in your re­cep­tion room. Have it brought in­to your

    of­fice, but don’t open it,” said Das­trow.




    “Cer­tain­ly,” said Palmer. Well ac­quaint­ed with Das­trow’s tricks, Palmer hung up the

    phone and called the bomb squad. He wasn’t go­ing to let Das­trow erase the on­ly link to

    him­self with one sim­ple lit­tle ex­plo­sion, not that Das­trow ev­er did any­thing that

    ob­vi­ous.




    The bomb squad cleared out the of­fice and cau­tious­ly ran a portable X-​ray scan­ner

    around the pack­age, while men in Teflon ar­mor jack­ets cringed out­side in the hall­way. But

    the pic­ture on their screens set them laugh­ing.




    “An en­emy didn’t send you that pack­age, Mr. Palmer. If he did, I wish I had en­emies like

    that,” said the chief of the bomb squad. “It’s filled with dol­lar bills.”




    “Oh,” said Palmer.




    “He’s up to some­thing,” said Schwartz.




    “Turn­ing on us at a mo­ment like this,” said Riz­zu­to.




    “It’s when you’re down the world steps on you ’cause it can’t do it while you’re up.”




    Even the sec­re­taries were moved by that lit­tle sum­ma­tion.




    Re­mem­ber­ing that Das­trow did warn them not to open the pack­age, Palmer brought it to

    the con­fer­ence room, past the old wood­en desk from their store­front days.




    Das­trow was on the phone in min­utes.




    “All right, now you know it’s not a bomb,” said Das­trow.




    “Do you have us bugged?” asked Schwartz.




    “Of course I have you bugged. And I’m not the on­ly one who has you bugged. I’ve been

    pro­tect­ing you for some time now from some in­ter­fer­ence from your at­tack­ers. But nev­er

    mind. I didn’t have to lis­ten to you to know you’d have the pack­age checked for a bomb. You

    think I’m run­ning out on you and clean­ing up the ev­idence. I knew you’d think that. You’re

    still lawyers. You think like lawyers. You act like lawyers. You work like lawyers, at least

    most of them. “




    “I re­sent that,” said Riz­zu­to.




    “Shh­hh,” said Schwartz. “Go ahead, Das­trow.”




    “Yes, Robert, please do,” said Palmer.




    “I want you to fol­low my di­rec­tions pre­cise­ly. Call in a sec­re­tary, have her open the

    pack­age and take a hand­ful of what’s in there.”




    “Mon­ey is in there,” said Palmer.




    “Right,” said Das­trow. “Do it.”




    Palmer called in the best sec­re­tary in the of­fice, the one who could spell. Palmer knew

    she was the one who could spell be­cause a client once com­ment­ed that this was the first

    let­ter he had ev­er re­ceived with­out a spelling er­ror. None of the part­ners knew that

    be­cause they couldn’t spell ei­ther. No one ev­er got rich by spelling.




    The sec­re­tary was a bit mis­trust­ful at first but when she saw the new dol­lar bills, she

    grabbed a hand­ful with thanks.




    “All right, now what?” asked Palmer.




    “First, don’t any of you dare touch that mon­ey.”




    “All right,” said Palmer, look­ing at the stacks of dol­lar bills. If they were his he just

    want­ed to pock­et a hand­ful. Riz­zu­to thought of how they would look stacked in front of him

    at a pok­er ta­ble. Schwartz knew he could lever­age that lit­tle box of mon­ey in­to a prime

    in­west­ment on mar­gin.




    “If you got that out in the street, would you refuse to take it?”




    “Of course not,” said Palmer ici­ly.




    “Now go out in­to your out­er of­fice and say hel­lo to your sec­re­tary.”




    “What’s go­ing on here? I’m not go­ing to a sec­re­tary. She’s go­ing to come in here.”




    “Won’t work that way,” said Das­trow.




    “Don’t tell me how my of­fice works.”




    “Suit your­self,” said Das­trow, and all three heard him whis­tle away the time while Palmer

    buzzed for the sec­re­tary who could spell. But she didn’t come. An­oth­er one burst in­to the

    room.




    “Mr. Palmer, she can’t move. She says her hands feel numb and she’s nau­seous.”




    “I told you so,” came the voice from the box.




    “Who’s that?”




    “Nev­er mind,” Palmer told the sec­re­tary who had just en­tered.




    When she had gone, Das­trow told Schwartz to take away the wom­an’s pock­et­book but be sure

    to wear gloves. He as­sured all of them their sec­re­tary would get bet­ter.




    “But if she kept those dol­lar bills longer than a few mo­ments, if she ac­tu­al­ly

    fin­gered them awhile, the dam­age would be per­ma­nent. She would lose her abil­ity to

    per­form good work, pos­si­bly even the abil­ity to rec­og­nize loved ones, and she would

    nev­er have a de­cent night’s sleep again in her life. She’s been poi­soned.”




    On those words, Palmer, Riz­zu­to, and Schwartz be­gan to un­der­stand the mag­ni­tude of

    their sal­va­tion. “The Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment, through its care­less­ness, has print­ed

    mon­ey that is tox­ic. You’ve got the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment as your tar­get. It’s got all

    the mon­ey in the world. You’ve got ev­ery­one who han­dles mon­ey as your client. You’re

    rich.”




    And then the laugh­ter be­gan. Das­trow even ex­plained how it worked.




    “At cer­tain times dur­ing its de­struc­tion, pa­per mon­ey is nat­ural­ly tox­ic. I just

    made sure that cer­tain peo­ple read­just­ed the for­mu­la for the ink so that it would be

    tox­ic right away. The new ink isn’t in place quite yet. But now is the time to get your­self

    on the ground floor. Now is the time for you to start ac­cus­ing the Trea­sury of slop­py

    prac­tices, per­haps even hint at the poi­son­ing of in­no­cent vic­tims, ev­ery­one who trusts

    the Amer­ican dol­lar.”




    Harold W. Smith could not miss the signs com­ing from Palmer, Riz­zu­to They were not on­ly

    go­ing to do it again, they were go­ing to do it to Amer­ica. But this time they made their

    biggest mis­take.




    At Grand Booree they had ad­ver­tised they were com­ing. But in the new at­tack on the

    gov­ern­ment mon­ey sup­ply, Palmer, Riz­zu­to had made the fa­tal slip. Pre­vi­ous­ly there

    had al­ways been some form of pro­tec­tion on cer­tain calls. Smith could tell when the

    block­ages came up. But now these very calls from that source that had to be the source of all

    the ac­ci­dents was open. And they had made the mis­take of com­mu­ni­cat­ing with the

    gov­ern­ment print­ing plant in Neva­da, the one just out­side the atom­ic test­ing range.




    It was to this one that Harold W. Smith had or­dered Re­mo, pray­ing that it was not

    an­oth­er trap like the Grand Booree. He re­al­ly had no choice. If mon­ey could be made

    tox­ic, then there would be more than a neg­li­gence case. A whole na­tion would be

    crip­pled.




    And Re­mo knew this. He knew the dan­gers as much as Smith. But some­one, he said, had

    taught him a les­son about courage. Some­one, he said, who had sur­prised him with her

    courage.




    “We are not go­ing down with­out a fight,” he had said.




    Smith felt re­lieved un­til his com­put­ers start­ed pick­ing up trou­ble at the atom­ic

    range site. It seemed that there was go­ing to be an ac­ci­dent.




    Robert Das­trow sat in his fix­it shop, the per­spi­ra­tion pour­ing from his fore­head. He

    wiped his hands sev­er­al times on his slacks, and to take his mind off his wor­ry­ing he

    played with his per­son­al cy­clotron for half an hour. But even that didn’t help. He had

    fi­nal­ly come up against some­thing he couldn’t un­der­stand. This time he didn’t know how

    things worked.




    He had seen the re­ac­tions of Re­mo and Chi­un, so he knew these were no or­di­nary men.

    But he re­al­ized they weren’t mys­ti­cal ei­ther. These two had per­fect­ed op­ti­mal use of

    the hu­man body. Nor­mal­ly, less than ten per­cent of hu­man phys­ical po­ten­tial was used in

    lift­ing and run­ning. These two had some­how learned to use it all and max­imize their

    pow­er.




    Ev­ery­thing Das­trow had done was done right. You ex­am­ined some­thing and then you

    fid­dled a bit and then you knew how it worked. He had ex­am­ined Re­mo and Chi­un on the stage

    at the Save ben­efit per­for­mance. He had read­outs that would have shamed an in­ternist.

    Phys­ical­ly he knew ex­act­ly what they could do. They could do al­most any­thing.




    Then he did the fid­dling. He tried them with guns, knives, and ex­plo­sives, and that

    didn’t work. So in­stead of fid­dling some more he used what couldn’t be dodged. A mas­sive

    amount of wa­ter pres­sure, and the trap bait­ed by trig­ger­ing the pa­tri­ot­ic urge of one

    of them.




    It had worked per­fect­ly even though it hadn’t worked at all. They were bet­ter than he had

    thought. It was then that Robert Das­trow pan­icked and used a full court press.




    He not on­ly drew one of them to the atom­ic site, but he worked on what he had found out

    from Deb­bie Pat­tie. It was mere­ly a tin­ker­er’s kick at a ma­chine. He was try­ing

    sev­er­al things at once.




    And so he wait­ed, watch­ing the clock and wait­ing for his ma­chines to tell him that at

    least one of the en­emy was dead. But the word didn’t come. He made him­self a peach milk­shake

    with sweet marsh­mal­low sauce and fruit sprin­kles. He drank down the sweet goo, lick­ing the

    faint pink mus­tache del­icate­ly from his lips. He had two more while wait­ing for Neva­da to

    blow up. In­stead of ex­plo­sions he saw his ma­chine an­swer­ing some­one, and then a red

    light when the ma­chine in­di­cat­ed that it had a ques­tion from a caller it couldn’t

    an­swer.




    Robert picked up the phone, press­ing a but­ton for a fast re­view of the con­ver­sa­tion.

    It was Chi­un, the Ori­en­tal part of the two-​part team.




    “Here,” said Das­trow. He tast­ed the residue of peach and marsh­mal­low stick­ing to his

    teeth. He sucked it down his throat and rubbed a hand over his lip to gath­er the last traces

    of sweet­ness.




    “Are you the voice that spoke to me from the walls of my mo­tel in Booree?” came the high

    squeaky voice of the Ori­en­tal.




    Das­trow checked his ma­chines. The Ori­en­tal was no longer in Booree, but in Lock­wood,

    Ne­bras­ka, less than an hour’s drive away. That was a good sign.




    “I have come to where you sug­gest­ed. We have come for our pay­ment. But I am afraid I am

    go­ing to need more mon­ey.”




    “I don’t know where you come from, sir, but when I make a deal, it’s a deal.”




    “We too make a deal that is a deal. We have four thou­sand, five hun­dred years of deals

    that are deals. We have a tra­di­tion that I have told you to ex­am­ine. “




    “Yeah, well, I have found you men­tioned.”




    “Found us men­tioned? Found us? Be­fore your lit­tle bud of a coun­try was born, we were.

    When An­gles and Jutes scram­bled over the bar­ren cliffs of Eng­land, we were. When czars were

    just a fu­ture dream of some bar­bar­ic an­imal-​skinned tribes, we were. We were be­fore Rome

    set one stone to an­oth­er, and you in this town of Lock­wood which has bare­ly cut the first

    lay­er of its earth dare tell me you found us men­tioned.”




    “You’ve been around a long time. But I’ve prob­lems too. I’m not just a voice that comes

    from a wall, you know. That’s a de­vice I use. I need peo­ple to work for me, at prices that

    are sound and rea­son­able.”




    Das­trow looked over at his mon­itors. Why hadn’t the bomb gone? Hadn’t the white man, the

    on­ly thing keep­ing the yel­low man in ser­vice to Das­trow’s yet un­known en­emy, gone for

    the trap? He had to go af­ter all. Das­trow had found out that the or­ga­ni­za­tion the white

    man served was sup­posed to save the coun­try. Couldn’t lo­cate it be­cause they had even more

    elec­tron­ic baf­fles than he did at this point. But it was clear that was how he worked and

    why he worked, and when Das­trow set a trap, just like a mouse­trap it al­ways worked.




    But the bomb had not gone off. It was all but cer­tain a bomb had to be able to de­stroy one

    of these two. Af­ter all, they were flesh. And nu­cle­ar blasts turned flesh to va­por.




    But it hadn’t gone off.




    “Ah, but I have good news. I bring you my son, who has seen the light. We have tru­ly been

    be­trayed in the con­tract with our cur­rent em­per­or.”




    “Who is it then?”




    “Will you pay for both of us? We do not come sep­arate, but let me as­sure you the qual­ity

    of the work is more than dou­bled. And your glo­ry and your life will shine for many ages.”




    “How do I know it’s not a trap?”




    “Fool, we have been do­ing busi­ness for four thou­sand, five hun­dred years. Cer­tain­ly

    that was enough time to be­tray a client, to break our word. Did you not check us out? Do you

    hire as­sas­sins willy-​nil­ly?”




    “I’ve checked you two out bet­ter than any men I’ve worked with. You’ve got to ad­mit I have

    rea­son to be leery. Af­ter all, I tried to kill you, you know. I al­most did it with the white

    guy.”




    “That’s busi­ness. We are pro­fes­sion­al as­sas­sins. Do you think af­ter four thou­sand,

    five hun­dred years we take it per­son­al­ly when some­one tries to kill us? You know how

    things work. Can you pos­si­bly con­ceive of us be­tray­ing a client and his­to­ry not

    re­veal­ing it once? Not once. Or were you ly­ing to me when your voice came from a wall? Do

    you wish to hire us or not?”




    “There was too much to read all at once. I fed it in­to a com­put­er, but I wasn’t look­ing

    for be­tray­al,” said Das­trow.




    “Look for it,” said Chi­un. “I will wait.”




    Das­trow al­ways had all his in­for­ma­tion stored in a huge da­ta base from which he could

    re­trieve bits and pieces when­ev­er he want­ed. The prob­lem was that the in­for­ma­tion on

    Sinan­ju went in with the rest of the world. And un­able to iso­late Sinan­ju at first, he saw

    cen­turies up­on cen­turies of be­tray­al by ev­ery­one, but not one be­tray­al came up marked

    “Sinan­ju.” In all the his­to­ries of cor­po­ra­tions, coun­tries, and lead­ers there was not

    one bit of ev­idence that Sinan­ju had ev­er failed a client, al­though there were many

    sto­ries of grat­itude by pharaohs and tyrants and oth­er rulers to­ward the as­sas­sins from

    the lit­tle vil­lage on the West Ko­rea Bay.




    It made sense. The one thing of val­ue in a dy­nasty of as­sas­sins was, nec­es­sar­ily,

    Sinan­ju’s rep­uta­tion. Oth­er­wise they would be count­ed among the thou­sands, mil­lions of

    pet­ty killers through­out the ages who had killed or were killed.




    So that was how it worked. It was an un­bro­ken line through his­to­ry. They nat­ural­ly had

    to keep records, and as they grew, their records made them more knowl­edge­able about how the

    world worked.




    And if the Ori­en­tal were go­ing to dou­ble-​cross him, would he re­al­ly be bar­gain­ing

    so hard for an in­creased fee? “I won’t go dou­ble for two,” said Das­trow. “The younger one

    ob­vi­ous­ly lacks the ex­pe­ri­ence, skill, and gen­er­al worth that you’ve ac­cu­mu­lat­ed

    work­ing around the world. Af­ter all, you are the teach­er, aren’t you?”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un and then spoke to some­one near­by. “He made us a good of­fer, Re­mo. He

    un­der­stands us.”




    “I didn’t hear him say yes,” said Das­trow.




    “He’s emo­tion­al, but he’ll get over it. He’s still at­tached to the one he works for. You

    must know how we work by now.”




    Das­trow said he did. He gave them di­rec­tions to his Grand Is­land lab­ora­to­ry.

    Ac­tu­al­ly, he did not know for cer­tain how they worked. Af­ter he had made the deal with

    Chi­un, he had picked up the re­turn of Re­mo and Re­mo go­ing in­to the show­er. He was so

    shocked at Re­mo’s sur­vival that he thought he’d fouled up his bug­ging of their ho­tel room

    be­cause he stopped hear­ing any­thing. But when the sound re­sumed as they left the room,

    Das­trow re­al­ized that phys­ical­ly they did what coun­tries might do elec­tron­ical­ly. One

    of them, prob­ably the Ori­en­tal, had sent out coun­ter­ing sound waves so that their voic­es

    could not be heard by elec­tron­ic ears.




    He was sure this was so be­cause the first read­out of their re­ac­tions showed they could

    by ex­ten­sion have just such pow­ers.




    Das­trow made him­self an­oth­er peach milk­shake, and when he saw the two as­sas­sins

    ar­rive he buzzed them in­to his un­der­ground lab­ora­to­ry:




    “Greet­ings, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and pupil,” said Das­trow. “I guess this just about makes

    me the most pow­er­ful man in this coun­try.”




    He held out a hand, and prompt­ly Re­mo ca­ressed it in­to jel­ly.




    Das­trow screamed. It was worse than the bul­lies back in high school.




    “You lied. But Sinan­ju nev­er lies. There are no records in four thou­sand, five hun­dred

    years,” wailed Das­trow.




    “We lie all the time, jerk,” said Re­mo. “What do you think? We go around killing peo­ple

    and then re­coil at a fib?”




    “We don’t lie,” said the Ori­en­tal. “This was a tac­tic used by a Mas­ter We dur­ing the

    lat­er mid­dle king­dom of the Tang Dy­nasty. It is not a lie.”




    “We lied to him, lit­tle fa­ther. We lied through our teeth.”




    “What about your rep­uta­tion? What will hap­pen to your rep­uta­tion?” sobbed Das­trow. His

    right hand felt as though it were melt­ing. He would do any­thing to stop the pain.




    “It’ll be fine. We kill any­one who bad­mouths us. Rep­uta­tion is great. You didn’t find

    any­thing in al­most five thou­sand years. That means no one lived to tell about the dou­ble

    cross­es, the sneaky deals, the two-​faced lies we’ve told.”




    “He lies,” said Chi­un. “He just likes to em­bar­rass me. This is not ly­ing. It is a

    le­git­imate strat­egy in de­fense of an em­bat­tled em­ploy­er, turn­ing down even more mon­ey

    than we were paid. And so it will be record­ed that de­spite blan­dish­ments of all kinds and

    threats of death, the House of Sinan­ju stood by a poor and be­leagured client, be­cause

    Sinan­ju kept its word. “




    “See what I mean?” said Re­mo. “No­body else is go­ing to be alive to know dif­fer­ent.

    Ac­tu­al­ly, Chi­un will turn on our or­ga­ni­za­tion the minute he knows he can pry me away.

    He got paid to train me, and he doesn’t want to leave me.”




    “I want to get some­thing back,” said Chi­un. “For all the years of in­grat­itude, I

    de­serve some­thing.”




    “Ex­cuse me,” sobbed Das­trow. “But I am in ex­cru­ci­at­ing pain.”




    “I can end that, but I’ve come for some­thing. I need ev­idence against that shys­ter law

    firm Palmer, Riz­zu­to “




    “I’ll give you ev­idence. I’ll give you mon­ey. I’ll give you a cy­clotron. I’ll give you

    any­thing. Please stop the pain! I know you two have con­trol over bod­ies,” said Das­trow. He

    fell to his knees and turned his head away from the throb­bing hand. Just as he had fig­ured,

    Re­mo could make the pain stop. If the two had con­trol over their own ner­vous sys­tems, they

    had to know where all the pres­sure points were. With enor­mous re­lief, numb­ness came at the

    end of his wrist. He did not look at what was left of the hand but let it hang by his side.




    “Now where were we?”




    “I was about to do it to your oth­er hand,” said Re­mo.




    “Ev­idence. Ev­idence,” sang Das­trow. “Glad you asked for ev­idence. I ac­cu­mu­lat­ed

    enough ev­idence to put those three away for­ev­er, or have them gassed in Cal­ifor­nia,

    elec­tro­cut­ed in New York State, and gar­rot­ed in Zaragoza, Spain.”




    “Gas would be fine,” said Re­mo.




    “Gassing is nev­er a good death,” said Chi­un.




    “But they are a Cal­ifor­nia firm.”




    “Gassing lacks a sense of dra­ma. Be­head­ing has a good dra­ma to it, but it mess­es the

    body,” said Chi­un.




    “Well, all we have is gassing and elec­tro­cu­tion,” said Re­mo. “Oh, or death by poi­son

    in­jec­tion now, in some places.”




    “The Greeks used poi­son. Hem­lock has a nice ring . . .” said Chi­un. “But use gas if you

    must.”




    “He’s work­ing on the his­to­ries. All of this stuff goes in. We’ll take gas.”




    “Gas it is,” sang out Das­trow, still avoid­ing even a glance at what he knew was no longer

    a hand. When the print­out ar­rived, spit like a long white tongue from one of the ma­chines

    against the wall, Re­mo went over to read the ev­idence. He had for­got­ten much about what

    con­sti­tut­ed ev­idence in court since his ear­ly days as a po­lice­man, be­fore Sinan­ju. But

    this read like a half-​dozen air­tight cas­es. Nat­ural­ly Das­trow knew how the courts

    worked.




    “Okay, look. I’m pain­less when I choose to be,” said Re­mo.




    “Is there any deal we can make? For my life I’m will­ing to pay twice what I of­fered for

    your ser­vices.”




    “Sinan­ju is known for mer­cy, if noth­ing else,” said Chi­un.




    “No,” said Re­mo. “You got­ta pay for Deb­bie Pat­tie. You got­ta pay for those poor peo­ple

    in the air­planes. You got­ta pay for the peo­ple of Gup­ta.”




    “I’m will­ing to. In cash. In gold. In ma­chines.”




    “No good in this mar­ket,” said Re­mo.




    “My lu­natic son,” moaned Chi­un. “In­to these crazy hands have I en­trust­ed Sinan­ju.”




    Das­trow did not even see the stroke. He was wait­ing for one more re­sponse when sud­den­ly

    all the wait­ing end­ed for­ev­er. He didn’t see the dark­ness. He didn’t even know there was

    dark­ness. He knew noth­ing, least of all how any­thing worked, ex­cept one last faint thought

    gone in an in­stant. And that thought was that the uni­verse al­ways ex­act­ed pay­ment for

    crimes against it.




    Nathan Palmer, Genaro Riz­zu­to, and Arnold Schwartz were all sen­tenced to death for

    con­spir­ing to mur­der and for be­ing ac­ces­sories be­fore and af­ter the fact. In the

    court­room each turned on the oth­er with a fe­roc­ity rarely seen in the an­nals of

    ju­rispru­dence. At first the pros­ecut­ing at­tor­neys were afraid that these pow­er­ful

    lawyers from the all-​pow­er­ful Palmer, Riz­zu­to might es­cape. But in­di­vid­ual­ly none of

    them could present a pow­er­ful case. Palmer had the over­all strat­egy but could not quite get

    the law to­geth­er to de­fend him­self. Schwartz knew the tac­tics of law but came across to

    the ju­ry as a man not to be trust­ed. And Genaro Riz­zu­to gave one of the most touch­ing and

    heartrend­ing sum­ma­tions ev­er heard in the court­room. Un­for­tu­nate­ly it had noth­ing to

    do with his case.




    As the old say­ing went, a lawyer who rep­re­sent­ed him­self had a fool for a client. On

    ap­peal, how­ev­er, with new at­tor­neys, the three man­aged to get their sen­tences com­mut­ed

    to life im­pris­on­ment. And then a strange thing hap­pened. Some­how some­one, re­port­ed­ly a

    thin man with thick wrists, broke in­to their prison cells and re­leased all three of the

    de­fen­dants. At first it looked like an es­cape, but it seemed this man brought them all to a

    lit­tle grove out­side of Pa­lo Al­to where the fam­ilies of some of the vic­tims of the

    dis­as­ters had gath­ered, and there with heavy stones they to­geth­er end­ed for­ev­er the

    most suc­cess­ful neg­li­gence firm in Amer­ica.




    At Fol­croft, Harold W. Smith saw the overview of law­suits in Amer­ica. Re­mo had been

    on­ly part­ly suc­cess­ful. He slowed them down for a few weeks. The trend had not been

    re­versed.




    In Gup­ta, Deb­bie Fat­tie’s mem­ory would out­last any stat­ue or Hin­du god. Be­fore she

    died, she had do­nat­ed a per­cent­age of her in­come to the peo­ple of that city,

    specif­ical­ly monies de­rived from the sale of her fi­nal record, the one she had died

    singing. “Help, I’m Be­ing Elec­tro­cut­ed” sold more sin­gle records than any oth­er song

    ev­er re­leased in Amer­ica. The video of her ex­ecu­tion did not do quite as well. View­ers

    said that com­pared with oth­er rock videos, it was too tame.
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