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    Chapter 1




    It was bet­ter than be­ing in Afghanistan. In Afghanistan the ban­dits would shoot you from

    am­bush, or if they cap­tured you, they would cut you in­to pieces very slow­ly. Some­times

    their wom­en did it with their cook­ing tools.




    Some­times the of­fi­cers would throw you un­der the treads of a tank if they thought you

    might desert. Afghanistan was where you died hor­ri­bly.




    And so Sergeant Yuri Gorov did not find du­ty in Siberia a bur­den, nor did he ques­tion his

    strange or­ders. He was to al­low no one, un­der any cir­cum­stances, to leave the small town

    he and his di­vi­sion sur­round­ed. He was to beg first and then to plead with any­one try­ing

    to leave, and if that failed, he was to call an of­fi­cer, and if that did not work, he was to

    shoot the per­son, mak­ing sure the per­son did not leave alive.




    Shoot­ing es­cap­ing pris­on­ers was not strange. What was strange was that sup­pos­ed­ly no

    one in the vil­lage was a pris­on­er. Even stranger was the no­tion that any­one might want to

    es­cape.




    Yuri and his pla­toon had driv­en in­to the vil­lage once to dig a sew­er for one of the

    res­idents. For Siberia, it was a very nice vil­lage, and one house was par­tic­ular­ly nice.

    The house was two sto­ries high, and on­ly one fam­ily lived in it. There were three col­or

    tele­vi­sion sets. Won­drous Amer­ican and Japanese ap­pli­ances filled the kitchen. Car­pets

    from Per­sia, and lamps from Ger­many, and wall switch­es that turned on the lights ev­ery

    time. And the rooms were the size of sev­er­al apart­ments com­bined.




    There was red meat in the re­frig­er­ator and fruits from all over the world, and whiskey,

    wine, and cognac in a lit­tle clos­et.




    And toi­lets, with soft seats, that flushed ev­ery time, and ceil­ings that had no cracks in

    them. It was a mar­vel of a house, and ev­ery house in the vil­lage seemed to be al­most as

    glo­ri­ous.




    Of­fi­cers no­ticed the men dawdling in the house in­stead of just us­ing the toi­lets, and

    or­dered the house off lim­its. But ev­ery­one had seen the enor­mous lux­ury of this house and

    sensed the grandeur of this vil­lage.




    It was heav­en on earth. And un­der no cir­cum­stances were the sol­diers post­ed out­side

    the vil­lage to let any­one leave alive.




    To this end, four sol­diers were post­ed out­side for ev­ery per­son in­side. One of the

    old-​timers of the di­vi­sion claimed the peo­ple in­side did witchcraft. But a re­cruit

    point­ed out he had seen high-​rank­ing KGB of­fi­cers and sci­en­tists en­ter. He knew they

    were sci­en­tists be­cause one stopped to talk to him once. The KGB and sci­en­tists

    cer­tain­ly would not coun­te­nance witchcraft.




    But a re­cruit from Moscow said he thought he knew what this vil­lage did. Back home in

    Moscow he would some­times meet vis­itors from the West who asked him about Rus­sia’s

    para­psy­chol­ogy ex­per­iments.




    “What is para­psy­chol­ogy?” asked Yuri. He had nev­er heard of such a thing, and nei­ther

    had the oth­ers in the bar­racks.




    “We are sup­posed to be fa­mous for it, ac­cord­ing to this Amer­ican wom­an I met.”




    “Did you sleep with her?” a cor­po­ral asked of the Moscow re­cruit.




    “Shhh,” said the oth­ers.




    “Let him talk,” said Yuri Gorov.




    “She told me,” said the Moscow re­cruit, “that we have done more ex­per­iments in

    para­psy­chol­ogy than any­one else on earth. There are books on some of our ex­per­iments

    print­ed open­ly in the West, and there is a cen­ter for it here in Siberia. I think this

    vil­lage is the cen­ter.”




    “But what is this para­psy­chol­ogy?” asked Yuri.




    “See­ing things that aren’t there. Like ha­los over peo­ple’s heads. Or hav­ing their minds

    go back in­to past lives. Witchcraft things.”




    “No won­der they would keep a thing like that se­cret. As­sum­ing, of course, they were

    do­ing those things.”




    “Ev­ery­thing with the hu­man mind that you can imag­ine is done there. Mind read­ing, mind

    bend­ing, ev­ery­thing.”




    “I don’t be­lieve it,” said Yuri. “We would not do such things. “




    “I bet some­one is read­ing your mind right now.”




    “If that were so, the KGB would use it al­ready.”




    “I bet they do, but they on­ly use it on im­por­tant peo­ple,” said the re­cruit.




    “Non­sense,” said Yuri. “Those things don’t ex­ist.”




    “Have you ev­er had a mes­sage and known who it was from be­fore you got it? Have you ev­er

    had a feel­ing that some­thing bad was go­ing to hap­pen be­fore it hap­pened? Have you ev­er

    known you were go­ing to win some­thing be­fore you won it?”




    “Those are just hunch­es,” said Yuri.




    “Those are the parts of your mind that para­psy­chol­ogy deals with,” said the Moscow

    re­cruit. “And that vil­lage we sur­round is filled with peo­ple who ex­per­iment in such

    things. I’m right.”




    “I’d rather know if you slept with the Amer­ican wom­an.”




    “Of course I did,” said the Moscow re­cruit.




    “Is it true that they do strange things?” asked an­oth­er. As in all bar­racks, sex was

    al­ways a ma­jor in­ter­est.




    “Yes, they en­joy it,” said the Moscow re­cruit. Ev­ery­one laughed.




    And then one night, when a gen­tle chill en­veloped the rich land, a man in an ex­pen­sive

    West­ern suit came walk­ing up the road from the vil­lage mut­ter­ing to him­self. He was about

    five-​foot-​sev­en and walked in a splay-​foot fash­ion, as though he couldn’t care less where

    his feet went. He was mut­ter­ing some­thing quite fu­ri­ous­ly.




    “Ex­cuse me, sir,” said Sergeant Gorov. “You can’t come through here.”




    The man ig­nored him.




    “Left alone. Left alone. I want to be left alone,” said the man. He had soft, woe­ful brown

    eyes and a col­lapsed bag of a face that looked as though he was per­pet­ual­ly tast­ing

    some­thing un­pleas­ant. He wore gold-​rimmed eye­glass­es.




    “Sir, you must stop,” said Yuri. He stepped in front of the short­er man.




    The man tried to walk through him, then with the phys­ical con­tact re­al­ized where he

    was.




    “You can’t go any far­ther,” said Yuri. “It’s not al­lowed. “




    “Noth­ing is al­lowed,” said the man. “It nev­er is. Noth­ing.”




    “I can­not let you pass.”




    “You can­not. He can­not. She can­not. Ev­ery­body can­not. What is the mat­ter?” said the

    man, rais­ing his arms to­ward the dark Siberi­an sky.




    “You’ll have to turn around.”




    “And what if I told you no? The sim­ple, beau­ti­ful, exquisite word no. That sin­gle

    syl­la­ble that comes off the tongue like sun­shine in a win­ter hell.”




    “Look, mis­ter. I don’t want to shoot you. Please go back,” said Yuri.




    “Don’t wor­ry, you’re not go­ing to shoot me. Don’t make such a big deal al­ready,” said the

    man. He put his hands in his pock­ets. He did not turn around.




    Yuri yelled back to the lit­tle guard post. “Sir, com­rade re­fus­es or­ders to turn

    back.”




    An of­fi­cer drink­ing tea and ogling a mag­azine filled with seminude wom­en yelled

    back:




    “Tell him you’ll shoot.”




    “I did.”




    “Then shoot,” said the of­fi­cer.




    “Please,” said Yuri to the man with the sad brown eyes.




    The man laughed.




    With trem­bling hands Yuri raised the Kalish­nikov and put it to the man’s head. No mat­ter

    what was said in ba­sic train­ing, ev­ery sol­dier knew many men nev­er fired their ri­fles in

    com­bat. He had al­ways sus­pect­ed he would be one of those. In com­bat he could maybe get

    away with it. But here, if he didn’t fire, it would mean be­ing sent to Afghanistan for sure.

    It was ei­ther this poor fel­low or him­self. And the man didn’t seem to be stop­ping.




    Yuri lev­eled the gun at the sad brown eyes.




    Bet­ter you than me, he thought. He hoped he wouldn’t have to look at the body. He hoped

    that the blood would not spray too much. He hoped that he would some­day be able to for­get

    what he had done. But if he pulled the trig­ger at least there would be a some­day. If he went

    to Afghanistan, there wouldn’t be. Yuri felt his fin­ger slick with sweat against the

    trig­ger.




    And then his moth­er was talk­ing to him. His saint­ly moth­er was stand­ing right in front

    of him, talk­ing ev­er so soft­ly and rea­son­ably, telling him to put down his gun and not

    shoot her.




    “Moth­er, what are you do­ing here in Siberia?”




    “Don’t be­lieve ev­ery­thing you hear or see. I’m here. What are you go­ing to do, shoot

    your own moth­er?”




    “No, nev­er. “




    “Put down the gun,” said his moth­er.




    But that was un­nec­es­sary. Yuri was al­ready low­er­ing the gun. And the man with the sad

    brown eyes was gone. “Ma­ma, have you seen a lit­tle guy with brown eyes?”




    “He went back to the vil­lage. Go re­lax.”




    Yuri looked down the road. It stretched a mile to­ward the vil­lage, with no hills or

    bush­es where any­one could hide. The lit­tle fel­low had dis­ap­peared. He looked be­hind him,

    to see if the lit­tle fel­low had some­how snuck by. But that road was emp­ty al­so. It was

    qui­et and emp­ty, and the still, chill night made clouds of ev­ery breath, and the man was not

    there. On­ly his gray-​haired moth­er, hands gnarled from arthri­tis, wav­ing to him as she

    passed the guard post. The of­fi­cer ran out through the door and put his pis­tol to Yuri’s

    moth­er’s head. Yuri raised his ri­fle. This he could kill for. This he had to kill for.




    He fired a dozen au­to­mat­ic rounds with his Kalish­nikov, plas­ter­ing the wood­en guard

    post with pieces of the sec­ond lieu­tenant and the mag­azine he had been read­ing.




    The next day at the board of in­quiry, Yuri ex­plained he couldn’t help him­self. He had a

    right to de­fend his moth­er. The lieu­tenant was go­ing to kill her.




    Strange­ly, ev­ery of­fi­cer seemed to un­der­stand, even though Yuri ad­mit­ted tear­ful­ly

    (be­cause now he was sure he was go­ing to be shot) that his moth­er had been dead for four

    years.




    “All right. Don’t wor­ry. What did the man say to you? Re­mem­ber ev­ery­thing,” or­dered

    the KGB com­man­dant as­signed to the vil­lage area.




    “But I shot my com­mand­ing of­fi­cer.”




    “Doesn’t mat­ter. What did Ra­bi­nowitz say?”




    “His name was Ra­bi­nowitz, sir?”




    “Yes. What did he say?”




    “He said he want­ed to be left alone.”




    “Any­thing else?”




    “He said he was sure I wouldn’t shoot him. He seemed hap­py to say the word no. He made such

    an aw­ful big thing of it.”




    “Any­thing else?”




    “That’s all I re­mem­ber. I had to shoot the lieu­tenant. Wouldn’t you if your com­man­der

    was go­ing to kill your moth­er?”




    “No. I’m KGB. But nev­er mind about shoot­ing your of­fi­cer. What did your moth­er

    say?”




    “She told me not to shoot.”




    “Any­thing else?”




    “She said don’t be­lieve ev­ery­thing you see. And things like that.”




    “Did she say where she was go­ing?”




    “She’s been dead four years,” sobed Yuri.




    “Nev­er mind that. Did she say where she was go­ing?”




    “No. “




    “She didn’t men­tion any­thing about Is­rael?”




    “Why would she? She’s not-​wasn’t-a Jew.”




    “Yes. Of course,” said the KGB com­man­dant.




    There was one ad­van­tage the com­man­dant saw. They were al­ready at the para­psy­chol­ogy

    vil­lage and the sergeant would not have to be sent here to re­live his ex­pe­ri­ences

    per­fect­ly. Ra­bi­nowitz might have said some­thing that would lead them to him again, and

    then it was just a mat­ter of giv­ing Ra­bi­nowitz what­ev­er he want­ed. Heads were go­ing to

    roll for this one and it was not go­ing to be some poor lit­tle sergeant in the reg­ular

    army.




    Some­one had lost Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz, and there would have to be some pret­ty good

    an­swers all the way to the Polit­buro.




    The pic­ture of the sad-​eyed, mid­dle-​aged man was sent to ev­ery KGB unit in the So­vi­et

    Union and es­pe­cial­ly to bor­der coun­tries of the East­ern bloc. The in­struc­tions were

    strange. No one was to try to stop Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz. They were on­ly to re­port his

    pres­ence to Moscow, un­less Ra­bi­nowitz was spot­ted near any bor­der to the West. Then

    with­out talk­ing to the man, with­out look­ing in­to his eyes, they were to shoot him.




    The se­cret po­lice of East Ger­many, Poland, Al­ba­nia, and Ru­ma­nia found the next

    mes­sage to­tal­ly con­fus­ing. They were to re­port to Moscow the sight­ing by any guard at

    any post of any­one strange, such as a rel­ative who had been dead for many years, or a close

    friend.




    “Ap­pear­ing where?” the satel­lite po­lice asked.




    “Any­where they shouldn’t,” an­swered the Moscow KGB. There were ques­tions, too, about how

    the dead could ap­pear.




    And the an­swer was that they re­al­ly didn’t but the guards would be sure they had.




    In Moscow, a Ra­bi­nowitz desk was set up. It had three func­tions. First to get him back,

    and sec­ond to find out who had failed to give him what he want­ed. The third ob­jec­tive was

    to get him what he want­ed.




    Even as it tracked Ra­bi­nowitz’s route away from the para­psy­chol­ogy vil­lage, the

    in­quiry re­vealed a prob­lem that should have been worked out.




    The of­fi­cer as­signed per­son­al­ly to Ra­bi­nowitz, who knew his life was at stake,

    ex­plained it.




    “When he want­ed wom­en, we gave him wom­en. We gave him blond wom­en and dark-​eyed wom­en.

    We gave him African wom­en and South Amer­ican wom­en. We gave him wom­en from the Mid­dle East

    and wom­en from the Mid­dle West. Kurds and Ko­re­ans did we sup­ply,” came the state­ment.




    “And what was his re­ac­tion?”




    “He said we nev­er came up with the right one.”




    “And who was the right one?”




    “The one we hadn’t come up with.”




    Ra­bi­nowitz had been giv­en a cat­alog from Neiman-​Mar­cus, a great Amer­ican de­part­ment

    store, and told to mark off the items he want­ed and they would be de­liv­ered. Ex­ot­ic

    food­stuffs, hams and smoked salmon and trop­ical fruits by the bar­rel, rot­ted in his

    base­ment. Mil­itary pri­or­ity for any item des­tined for Ra­bi­nowitz had been de­clared in

    four ma­jor de­fense com­mand zones. In a world of lux­ury, Ra­bi­nowitz had lived in the

    high­est lux­ury.




    Ev­ery morn­ing, noon, and evening some­one from the KGB com­mand came to his home or

    lab­ora­to­ry to ask him what he want­ed. And when they weren’t do­ing that, gen­er­als and

    com­mis­sars were phon­ing him per­son­al­ly to ask if they could do fa­vors for him. He had

    lots of friends in high places, peo­ple who need­ed him and would not take his loss

    light­ly.




    Even though the KGB com­man­dant of that vil­lage could prove be­yond any doubt he had

    giv­en Ra­bi­nowitz ev­ery­thing a hu­man be­ing could want, some­one was go­ing to have to

    pay. And the price would be death.




    In grow­ing hor­ror, Moscow com­mand tracked the route of the strange in­ci­dents, from east

    to west.




    A con­duc­tor on a train head­ed west through Kazan, south of Moscow, was de­mand­ing a

    trav­el­ing pass when he re­al­ized he was talk­ing to his pet dog. He re­port­ed this strange

    in­ci­dent when he got home to Kuy­by­shev be­cause there he found his pet had been at home all

    the time. There­fore he was suf­fer­ing some form of men­tal break­down; there­fore he was due

    a va­ca­tion. The con­duc­tor was sur­prised that it was not the hos­pi­tal board that

    ex­am­ined him but the KGB.




    In Kiev, an Aeroflot stew­ardess con­fessed she had al­lowed her fa­vorite un­cle on­to the

    air­plane with­out a tick­et. She con­fessed her deed be­cause she was sure she was go­ing

    crazy; she had seat­ed the fa­vorite un­cle twice on the same flight, both in the lux­uri­ous

    rear cab­in and in the crammed front seats. She had walked back and forth three times to

    con­firm that he was sit­ting in both seats.




    The un­cle who got off in War­saw was the one she would have bet was the re­al one. But when

    the one she thought was the im­pos­tor went to bed with her aunt, she was sure she was go­ing

    crazy.




    And then from a bus in Prague, the Ra­bi­nowitz desk got their first break­through.




    A pas­sen­ger was ask­ing ques­tions about Berlin. This was not un­usu­al, ex­cept a fight

    oc­curred on the bus where sev­er­al peo­ple tried to take care of him, think­ing he was a

    close rel­ative. Then the bus driv­er suf­fered a mi­graine headache. He told all the

    pas­sen­gers they would have to wait half an hour or so while he wished he were dead; then the

    mi­graine would pass.




    But the pas­sen­ger with the mul­ti­ple fam­ily ties went to the front of the bus, spoke to

    the driv­er, and the driv­er drove off singing, his headache gone. Of course the driv­er

    changed his route to drive fur­ther west, clos­er to Berlin. But no one mind­ed. Af­ter all,

    who would de­ny such a small thing to his clos­est rel­ative?




    By the time Ra­bi­nowitz reached Berlin, the city with the wall to keep in all the peo­ple

    of the East who might want to leave the lib­er­at­ed and pro­gres­sive coun­tries for the

    deca­dent West, four­teen spe­cial­ly se­lect­ed KGB units were wait­ing for him. The East

    Ger­man guards were dis­missed from their posts and Rus­sians stood five deep, guns at the

    ready.




    But these were not just any Rus­sians or any KGB of­fi­cers. Ev­ery one of them had been

    care­ful­ly se­lect­ed to be will­ing to shoot his clos­est rel­ative if that rel­ative tried

    to make it to the West.




    “Let us warn you, you will on­ly think you are shoot­ing your moth­er and your broth­er and

    your fa­vorite pet. Your mind will not be your own. Don’t trust it. What you will shoot is the

    great­est dan­ger that could be­fall Rus­sia. Of course, if that great­est dan­ger choos­es to

    go back home, give him any­thing he wants. Any­thing. If he wants to ride on your back all the

    way to Moscow, get on your hands and knees.”




    “Hel­lo, Vass­ily,” said the deputy com­man­der of the KGB at the ac­cess point the

    Amer­icans called Check­point Char­lie. A tired man of five-​foot-​sev­en with sad brown eyes

    trudged weari­ly to the last gate to the West. Back­ing up the deputy com­man­der were enough

    ruth­less, vi­cious men to clean out half of Berlin. He didn’t know if they fright­ened

    Ra­bi­nowitz but they cer­tain­ly ter­ri­fied him.




    The deputy com­man­der, Krir­nenko, was in his sev­en­ties and had risen so high not

    be­cause of ruth­less­ness, usu­al­ly a re­quire­ment for the po­lice­men of a po­lice state,

    but be­cause of his ex­cep­tion­al judg­ment. Kri­menko had been giv­en this job per­son­al­ly

    by the pre­mier.




    “I want him back. And if we don’t get him back, no one else can have him. He’s got to be

    with us, or dead.”




    “I un­der­stand. I’ve used him my­self.”




    “I am not talk­ing about per­son­al things. I am talk­ing about in­ter­na­tion­al things. I

    am talk­ing about our sur­vival as a na­tion. We can­not let the West get its hands on

    him.”




    “I un­der­stand that too,” Kri­menko had said.




    And what he want­ed now most of all at this bridge be­tween East and West, where ex­changes

    of spies took place, was a lit­tle rea­son­ing talk with Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz.




    And he did some­thing quite shrewd. He pre­tend­ed a greater weak­ness than he re­al­ly had.

    Be­cause Ra­bi­nowitz had no way of know­ing his spe­cial tal­ents and pow­ers might be of no

    use at this bridge, that even if he suc­ceed­ed in what he did so well, he would still be dead

    if he tried to leave.




    “Look, my friend,” said Kri­menko. “I know I can’t stop you. And since I can’t stop you,

    maybe you will tell me some­thing be­fore you leave.”




    “Will you peo­ple nev­er leave me alone?” said Ra­bir­rowitz.




    “Cer­tain­ly. Just tell me, Vass­ily, if we are ready to give you ev­ery­thing, any­thing

    you want, why on earth do you have to leave? What is there to leave for?”




    “Do you re­al­ly want to know?”




    “I am not here with an army at my back for my health,” said Kri­menko. He was care­ful to

    show Ra­bi­nowi­iz he was mak­ing no threat­en­ing moves. He knew Ra­bi­nowitz op­er­at­ed so

    quick­ly the av­er­age hu­man mind could not keep up with him.




    He had first met this wiz­ard of the mind when he had a vi­cious toothache and was

    com­plain­ing that he did not want to un­der­go the pain of Rus­sian den­tistry so late in his

    life. A Polit­buro mem­ber had told him about Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz. He had flown to the

    spe­cial vil­lage in Siberia and had got­ten an im­me­di­ate ap­point­ment along with a

    warn­ing not to both­er the hyp­no­tist with ques­tions.




    “Is he just a hyp­no­tist? I have been to hyp­no­tists. They don’t work with me,” Kri­menko

    had said.




    “Just go in, state your prob­lem, and leave.”




    “I am sor­ry I came so far just for a hyp­no­tist,” Kri­menko had said.




    Ra­bi­nowitz was sit­ting in an arm­chair by the win­dow, read­ing a pro­hib­it­ed Amer­ican

    mag­azine. It was one fa­mous for its artis­tic pho­tographs of nude wom­en. Ra­bi­nowitz had a

    large black cray­on. He was check­ing off the wom­en. He hard­ly looked up.




    “Yes,” he called out.




    “I have a bad tooth. In­cred­ible pain. It’s ab­scessed and rot­ting.”




    “Okay, and I’d like the red­head first, an Ori­en­tal maybe at the end of the month.

    Some­times I like to stay with the red­heads.” He hand­ed the mag­azine to Ki­menko and went

    back to his win­dow.




    “What am I sup­posed to do with this?”




    “Hand it to the man at the door. Those are who I want to­day. “




    “But what about my toothache?” asked Kri­menko.




    “What toothache?” asked Ra­bi­nowitz. He was smil­ing. Kri­menko reached for his jaw.

    Bless­ed­ly, it was free of pain. Just like that.




    “How did you do it?”




    “That’s why I’m here. The red­head first, please.”




    “This is won­der­ful,” said Kri­menko.




    “You can eat can­dy on it right away. Won’t hurt you. But I’d have it pulled if I were you.

    The ab­scess can kill you. Don’t wor­ry about Rus­sian den­tists. No pain. You won’t feel a

    thing. If you want, I can make you have an or­gasm while the den­tist is butcher­ing your

    mouth. Some peo­ple like that,” Ra­bi­nowitz had said.




    He had looked so fresh there in that room, and so tired now com­ing to the bridge. Kri­menko

    ac­tu­al­ly felt sor­ry for him.




    “You want to know what I want? I want you peo­ple to get out of the way.”




    “I would do that, but these men won’t. Come, let us just talk some­where. Let us find a

    cafe, and we will talk. Just a bit. Then you can leave.”




    Shots rang out in Kri­menko’s ears. The men be­hind him were fir­ing. Ug­ly sharp bits of

    pave­ment ric­ocheted up from where Ra­bi­nowitz was stand­ing. Ra­bi­nowitz fell and his body

    con­tin­ued to be rid­dled by au­to­mat­ic fire, bul­lets shred­ding it like a Chi­nese

    cleaver. And then an­oth­er Ra­bi­nowitz ap­peared and he too was shot down, and Kri­menko felt

    the sharp, hot, burn­ing slug hit his back and throw him to the pave­ment, where he be­came so

    much shred­ded meat on the bridge where East and West trade spies.




    Less than a day lat­er, in New York City’s Kennedy Air­port, a cus­toms of­fi­cer saw the

    strangest man stand­ing at his counter.




    Here was a Rus­sian-​sound­ing fel­low with­out a pass­port, un­shaved and look­ing very

    seedy, and smil­ing at Luke Sanders as though he were go­ing to let him through.




    “You don’t have a pass­port. You don’t have iden­ti­fi­ca­tion and you’re a Rus­sian to

    boot. So I’m go­ing to have to hold you, fel­la.”




    “Non­sense, son. Here’s my pass­port. You know me,” said the man, and sure enough, Luke knew

    him. He was his broth­er. He asked his broth­er what he was do­ing com­ing in on a Ger­man

    flight, when Luke thought he was back home in Amar­il­lo, Texas.




    “I’ve come to get a bialy and maybe a shmear of cream cheese,” said Luke’s broth­er.




    “What’s a bialy?” asked Luke.




    “It’s a Jew­ish roll. And I want one.”




    “Then you’ve come to the right city,” said Luke, who tried to find out where his broth­er

    was stay­ing in New York be­cause he sure as shootin’ want­ed to meet him that night. He passed

    him through with a hand­shake, a laugh, and a hug.




    “Not so tight on the hug, al­ready,” said Luke’s broth­er. In Moscow Kri­menko’s death was

    not the dis­as­ter. Nor were the deaths of twen­ty-​two oth­er KGB of­fi­cers. The re­al

    dis­as­ter was that none of the bod­ies picked up on the bridge was Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz.




    The ques­tion that haunt­ed ev­ery­one was, what if the Amer­icans should get hold of him?

    There was even talk of launch­ing a first nu­cle­ar strike im­me­di­ate­ly. Bet­ter to take a

    chance on sur­vival than to be sure of los­ing.




    But cool­er heads pre­vailed. First, Rus­sia had not been able to con­quer the world us­ing

    Vass­ily, al­though he was in­cred­ibly use­ful in train­ing peo­ple for so many spe­cial

    mis­sions.




    Nor was there any guar­an­tee that the Amer­icans would be able to cap­ture him and use

    him.




    The on­ly, and there­fore the best, so­lu­tion was to alert ev­ery agent in Amer­ica to be

    on the look­out for him. Ev­ery mole, ev­ery coun­ter­in­tel­li­gence op­er­ator, ev­ery

    se­cret po­lice op­er­ative was to di­vert all ef­forts to the find­ing of that man.




    And most im­por­tant of all, Amer­ica was not to know what might be with­in its bor­ders. No

    one who looked for Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz, late of the So­vi­et Union, would know why he was

    look­ing.




    Some­one men­tioned the risk of such a bla­tant, all-​out ef­fort. The Amer­icans were sure

    to spot the ac­tiv­ity. How many agents would be risked? How many moles who had worked so hard

    to pen­etrate in­to the bel­ly of the Amer­ican beast might ex­pose them­selves to cap­ture?

    Just what was Moscow will­ing to pay to stop Amer­ica from get­ting Ra­bi­nowitz?




    And the men who had seen him work an­swered, “Ev­ery­thing. “


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and he couldn’t count the num­ber of men he had killed, nor did he want

    to start. Count­ing was for peo­ple who thought num­bers meant some­thing. Count­ing was for

    pe­pole who didn’t un­der­stand what they were do­ing so they need­ed num­bers to re­as­sure

    them­selves they were do­ing well.




    Count­ing was for peo­ple who wouldn’t know which side won if there wasn’t a score. In

    Re­mo’s game he al­ways knew who won.




    He was go­ing to kill three men who could count. They could count tran­sis­tors and

    mi­crochips and all the elec­tron­ic de­vices that kept them in­vul­ner­able to surveil­lance.

    They could count on their lawyers who had made them in­vul­ner­able to con­vic­tion. They could

    count on all the peo­ple they bought along their way, and they could count on the Amer­ican

    drug users to make them rich.




    Per­haps the on­ly thing they couldn’t count was all the mon­ey they had made, hun­dreds of

    mil­lions of dol­lars. They con­trolled two or three South Amer­ican gov­ern­ments where co­ca

    leaves grew and were made in­to the white crys­tals Amer­icans liked to suck in­to their noses

    to rot out what was left of their brains af­ter all the oth­er chem­icals had got­ten to

    them.




    Re­mo wasn’t count­ing. He sensed the strong cold of the damp clouds and the harsh wind

    press­ing his body against the met­al. He could smell the spe­cial chem­icals used to pol­ish

    the met­al he pressed his body in­to, could feel the met­al car­ry the vi­bra­tions of the

    en­gine, and was pre­pared for the on­ly re­al dan­ger. If the pi­lot should dive sud­den­ly

    and Re­mo al­lowed an air cur­rent be­tween him and the roof of the plane, he would be sheared

    off like con­fet­ti and plunge thir­teen thou­sand feet to the jun­gle floor be­low the lux­ury

    Lear jet.




    The scant oxy­gen at those heights was more than enough for him, al­though if he need­ed to

    he could al­ways put a hole in the air­tight skin of the jet, forc­ing the pi­lot to dive

    low­er, where his pas­sen­gers could breathe with­out the use of oxy­gen masks.




    That wasn’t nec­es­sary. There was more than enough oxy­gen at these heights if the body

    used it prop­er­ly, but peo­ple tend­ed to use it like drunks, burn­ing vast quan­ti­ties in

    un­con­trolled gulps. Peo­ple did not know their bod­ies, did not un­der­stand the pow­ers they

    were ca­pa­ble of but re­fused to al­low to de­vel­op.




    It was this loss of bal­anced use of oxy­gen that made peo­ple pant from run­ning, come up

    af­ter on­ly a minute un­der­wa­ter, three at the most, and hold their breath when

    fright­ened.




    Sci­en­tists had yet to dis­cov­er that hold­ing of the breath when fright­ened was a weak

    at­tempt to en­er­gize the body for flight. It didn’t work be­cause the on­ly breath­ing that

    un­locked the pow­er of hu­mans was con­trolled breath­ing, giv­ing the pro­cess up to the

    rhythms of the uni­verse and in so do­ing be­com­ing part of all its pow­ers. One didn’t fight

    grav­ity or wind or weight, one worked with them, like a piece pres­sured in­to the roof of the

    cab­in of a Lear jet at thir­teen thou­sand feet, clos­er than the paint that had on­ly been

    sprayed on, clos­er than the wax that had on­ly been spread on. The con­trolled body made

    it­self one with the al­loyed met­al of the jet, and if Re­mo did not al­low any air to

    dis­rupt the bond, he would re­main at­tached tighter than a riv­et.




    It was the on­ly way to break in­to the pro­tect­ed realm of Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az of

    Pe­ru, Colom­bia, and Palm Beach.




    Guen­ther had done won­der­ful things for him­self with the prof­its from the co­ca plant.

    He had made friends ev­ery­where, this man who could count. He helped sup­ply the com­mu­nist

    guer­ril­las, and in ex­change they guard­ed his fields. He helped fi­nance re­tire­ment

    pro­grams for gov­ern­ment troops and now they act­ed as his steve­dores.




    And in those Amer­ican cen­ters where co­caine was dis­tribut­ed, Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az

    had played hav­oc just as eas­ily with the po­lice­men earn­ing twen­ty-​five thou­sand

    dol­lars a year as he did with po­lice­men earn­ing five thou­sand dol­lars in pe­sos.




    This hand­some South Amer­ican with a Ger­man moth­er and a Span­ish fa­ther knew how to

    bribe, knew, as they said south of the bor­der, how to reach a man’s soul. He had ev­ery man’s

    price, and so, af­ter he had met the prices of many men, it was de­cid­ed that it was no use

    los­ing more good men to Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az. He was so good, so com­pe­tent, that he would

    have to die.




    Re­mo felt the plane change pitch. It was go­ing to land. It came down out of the sticky,

    wet, cold clouds in­to the sharp air of the An­des and con­tin­ued to de­scend. At this height

    he could not tell what coun­try was be­low them. He saw a riv­er sparkling like tin­sel un­der

    the sun off to the east, but he had no idea what riv­er it was.




    He didn’t care. Of course, if he didn’t know where he was, there might be a prob­lem

    get­ting back. But he was sure some­one in the plane would know. The trick was not to kill that

    per­son. Re­mo didn’t want to be left with a bunch of peas­ants who thought wher­ev­er they

    were was the cen­ter of the world and knew on­ly vague­ly how to get out­side. Al­so, he didn’t

    want to walk through hun­dreds of miles of jun­gle.




    He had to re­mind him­self not to lose con­cen­tra­tion, be­cause the mo­ment his mind and

    body sep­arat­ed, so would he, from the plane.




    The airstrip was sur­pris­ing­ly mod­ern for such a back­ward-​look­ing area. There were no

    ma­jor roads lead­ing to this strip, just small tree-​lined sin­gle-​lane as­phalt strips. And

    yet the run­way could ac­com­mo­date big jets, and when the wheels touched down in that

    scream­ing burst of rub­ber, Re­mo could see sen­sors im­plant­ed in­to the strip ev­ery ten

    yards. More­over, the run­way was dyed a col­or that most hu­man eyes would not rec­og­nize as

    as­phalt from above, a dark col­or that sparkled in the sun so the land­ing strip looked like

    part of a riv­er that be­gan nowhere and end­ed in a bunch of trees. The con­trol tow­er looked

    like a pile of rocks.




    Re­mo did not know how up­stairs knew this was head­quar­ters. He didn’t un­der­stand how

    com­put­ers worked or how the minds of peo­ple who un­der­stood com­put­ers worked.




    But when some­one went to the trou­ble of dis­guis­ing the place, some­one who was vast­ly

    shrewd, then the place had to be his re­al home.




    As it was said in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju, home is where a per­son feels safe, and a man

    like Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az could nev­er feel safe in one of his ex­posed man­sions.




    From the dis­guised con­trol tow­er, peo­ple came run­ning, point­ing guns and yelling. The

    door to the jet swung open and some­one be­neath Re­mo waved the guards back.




    “What’s go­ing on?” came a voice from in­side the cab­in.




    “I don’t know, they’re crazy. They’ve been ra­dio­ing that some­one is on top of the

    plane.”




    “Are they us­ing the prod­uct? If they are, we’ve got to stop it now.”




    “There’s no prod­uct al­lowed in here, sir.”




    “Then why do they claim they see some­one on top of the plane? We just land­ed. We were

    fly­ing at thir­teen thou­sand feet.”




    “They’re aim­ing their guns, sir.”




    “Cut them down,” came the calm voice from in­side the cab­in, and sud­den­ly bright yel­low

    flames danced from the door of the plane. Re­mo saw the light first, heard the shots sec­ond,

    felt the slight im­pact of the back­fire third, and fi­nal­ly saw each bul­let land on its

    tar­get on the run­way, send­ing shiny bursts of re­flec­tive col­oration danc­ing along the

    land­ing ma­te­ri­al de­signed to im­itate a riv­er to nowhere. On the open land­ing strip, the

    men from the tow­er were easy game. The slugs dropped them like laun­dry sacks. Ap­par­ent­ly

    the marks­men in­side were com­pe­tent be­cause there was not the wild, con­tin­uous fire one

    saw in sol­diers who would use a ma­chine gun when a slap would do, and ar­tillery when a gun

    would do, and a bomb when ar­tillery would do un­til they earned a rep­uta­tion as a

    pro­fes­sion­al army.




    “Has some­one tak­en over?” came a voice from in­side.




    “They’re re­port­ing ev­ery­thing is all right,” an­swered an­oth­er voice. “They say there

    re­al­ly is a man on the top of the cab­in.”




    “That can’t be.”




    “They’re say­ing it’s so, sir.”




    “Tell them to get us a vi­su­al, but don’t trust it en­tire­ly. This could be some

    trick.”




    “By whom? They’re all our men.”




    “Any­one can be bought,” came the voice.




    “But we are the ex­perts. We would have spot­ted some­thing. No one knows bet­ter how to buy

    peo­ple than you, sir. “




    “Still, check the vi­su­als. Have them give us a cam­era an­gle.”




    “Or we could just look,” said the man at the open door.




    “No. Shut the door.”




    The door clanked shut with such force that the jet trem­bled on its rub­ber tires.




    Re­mo could still hear them talk.




    “If some­one is re­al­ly up there, we will take off again and do ma­neu­vers.”




    “‘But if he last­ed the flight, how are we sure the ma­neu­vers will shake him off?”




    “Be­cause we flew smooth be­fore. It cer­tain­ly is worth a try, wouldn’t you say?”




    “Yes, Mr. Di­az.”




    So Di­az was aboard. Re­mo hadn’t known that. He was just told that since a large amount of

    mon­ey was be­ing trans­port­ed, Di­az had to be close by. That was how coun­ters worked. They

    count­ed where peo­ple would be.




    Re­mo had climbed on the roof just be­fore take­off. He had dressed as a ground me­chan­ic,

    and then as soon as the blocks were re­moved from the wheels, he had slipped on­to the roof at

    the tail, care­ful­ly com­press­ing him­self so the sud­den weight wouldn’t shake the plane and

    alert those in­side. Dur­ing the take­off he hid him­self on the far side of the plane’s skin.

    Out of sight of the con­trol tow­er. He had known the mon­ey was in­side, but not that Di­az

    was. Un­til now.




    That was re­al­ly all he need­ed. As the peo­ple in­side the plane worked the elec­tron­ics

    to re­ceive the tele­vi­sion sig­nal from the tow­er, Re­mo pressed the fin­ger­pads of his

    right hand in­to the al­loy skin of the plane. The met­al, still cold from the flight at

    thir­teen thou­sand feet, be­came sticky and warm un­der the in­creas­ing pres­sure from

    Re­mo’s fin­ger­pads. Pres­sure that flowed with the very atoms of the met­al it­self in

    rhythms with the elec­trons mov­ing around the nu­clei, col­lect­ing the met­al with­in it­self

    un­til the skin of the plane melt­ed like ice cream on a hot day. As the hole en­larged,

    va­por­ized met­al rose in­to the air in a cloud. Re­mo peered down in­to the air­plane.




    “Hi, I’m up here. Don’t set­tle for the re­play. I’m live from Amer­ica.”




    “Who are you?” said one of the bod­ies duck­ing away from the hole, as oth­ers scram­bled to

    the cab­in or aft. Re­mo tore off a big­ger piece of the cab­in and slid down, re­mov­ing a

    fir­ing au­to­mat­ic along with the wrist that fired it. He threw the garbage out of the plane

    as the body­guard col­lapsed from shock.




    “Would you be­lieve the spir­it of Christ­mas Past?” asked Re­mo. Which one was Guen­ther

    Lar­gos Di­az? You couldn’t tell the mil­lionar­ies nowa­days be­cause they dressed in jeans

    and leather jack­ets like teenagers.




    In fact, it was very hard to tell who was who, al­though Re­mo did as­sume that the man

    be­hind the in­stru­ments was the pi­lot. He was go­ing to have to save him. That might be

    dif­fi­cult be­cause there were lots of bul­lets go­ing off now from all di­rec­tions.

    Ap­par­ent­ly Christ­mas Past was not the an­swer these peo­ple want­ed.




    Re­mo saw the source of each bul­let flash while he used oth­er bod­ies as sand­bags. It

    might have been more con­fus­ing if he didn’t see ev­ery­thing so slow­ly, if he had not slowed

    the world and all its ac­tions to a drowsy uni­verse by slow­ing him­self. The se­cret of

    speed, as ath­letes knew, was be­ing able to slow down the per­cep­tions of the world. A flash

    could be seen and rec­og­nized much faster than the bul­let, sig­nal­ing that the bul­let was

    on its way, an­nounc­ing it as a mat­ter of fact, and then the bul­let would be there.




    Of course, one did not duck, be­cause that was the ea­sist way to put the body in­to a

    re­ceiv­ing po­si­tion for death. One had to let the body un­der­stand its role, and to do

    that, one moved along­side one slug while de­flect­ing an­oth­er with less­er bod­ies. Those

    were the body­guards.




    Some­one was scream­ing “Stop” long be­fore the trig­ger-​hap­pies stopped, or, to be more

    pre­cise, be­fore Re­mo stopped them.




    The cab­in was filthy with blood and torn met­al.




    One man in a once-​white suit stood proud­ly at the cock­pit door, un­yield­ing.




    “Ex­cuse me, Christ­mas Past, but my men pan­icked. I as­sume you are of stern­er stuff. Sit

    down.”




    “Where?” asked Re­mo. “This place is a mess.”




    “It would have been much neater if you hadn’t torn your way in­side and dis­mem­bered my

    em­ploy­ees.”




    “I didn’t know they were your em­ploy­ees. I was look­ing for you.”




    “Well, you’ve found me. How can I be of ser­vice?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, Mr. Di­az, you don’t have to do a thing. I do ev­ery­thing. I kill you. No

    work on your part what­so­ev­er.” Di­az was cool to the mar­row.




    “Be­fore I die, may I ask why?”




    “I think it’s drugs and buy­ing peo­ple. Or some­thing,” said Re­mo. “What­ev­er it is,

    no­body else can get to you, so here I am.”




    “My most rea­son­able young man, may I ask what your name is, and why you would not care to

    rea­son with me a bit be­fore I die? I could make you very wealthy, just for a few mo­ments of

    talk­ing with me. A bank ac­count would be set up for you, and for, say, one minute of talk,

    pro­vide you with a mil­lion dol­lars. I am not even buy­ing my life, mind you. You can do your

    du­ty as you see fit. But for one minute of con­ver­sa­tion, you will get one mil­lion dol­lars

    and of course re­move this scourge you be­lieve me to be. What do you say?”




    “Nah. I don’t need a mil­lion.”




    “You are rich then?”




    “Nah,” said Re­mo.




    “A man who does not want mon­ey. What a rar­ity. Are you some kind of saint?”




    “Nah. I just don’t need mon­ey. I don’t have a re­al home. I don’t have any­thing.”




    “Ah, then you must want some­thing.”




    “I’d like trans­porta­tion out of here af­ter I kill you. I don’t know how well this plane

    will work with its roof torn off and bul­lets pep­pered in­to the cab­in.”




    “Agreed,” said Di­az with a smile of ar­ro­gant grace. The man cer­tain­ly knew how to give

    up his life.




    “Okay, you’ve got twen­ty sec­onds left.”




    “I thought I would get a minute.”




    “I’ve giv­en you talk­ing time. I mean, if I’m get­ting paid at the rate of a mil­lion

    dol­lars a minute I’m not throw­ing away hun­dreds of thou­sands of dol­lars. You’ve got

    fif­teen sec­onds left.”




    “Fif­teen?”




    “Twelve,” said Re­mo.




    “Then of course all I can do is say good-​bye and ex­press my fe­lic­ita­tions.”




    Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az nod­ded and clicked his heels, fold­ing his arms to­geth­er and

    wait­ing for his death as oth­ers would for a glass of cham­pagne. Re­mo was im­pressed by this

    dark-​haired man of calm and grace. “Where’s my plane out?” he asked. “You cer­tain­ly don’t

    look like the type who would both­er to lie.”




    “But my time is up, sir. I don’t even have the plea­sure of your name.”




    “Re­mo. How many min­utes do you want for the plane?”




    “A life­time,” an­swered Di­az. The pi­lot peered around from be­hind him and then quick­ly

    looked back to the con­trols when he saw the thin man with the thick wrists smil­ing back at

    him. What was so chill­ing to the pi­lot was not the dark-​haired, high-​cheek­boned

    hand­some­ness of the man stand­ing in so much blood, it was the ca­su­al, al­most friend­ly

    way the man looked at him with those dark eyes that seemed obliv­ious of the car­nage.




    And es­pe­cial­ly the an­swer he gave when Mr. Di­az asked for a life­time.




    “Don’t wor­ry. When­ev­er you give me that plane and pi­lot out of here, it will be your

    life­time.”




    Di­az laughed. The pi­lot looked to his copi­lot. Men worked for this ruler of an il­le­gal

    em­pire out of re­spect al­most as much as mon­ey. But this was more than Mr. Di­az’s

    leg­endary courage. This was sheer fol­ly. The pi­lot cringed when he thought of the strange

    way the bod­ies had been strewn around the cab­in. He looked straight ahead at the land­ing

    strip, as his stom­ach screamed for him to run and his legs sent up sig­nals that they would

    refuse to move in such a dan­ger­ous sit­ua­tion.




    And Mr. Di­az was still laugh­ing.




    “I like the way you do things. I will tell you what, my friend. We will talk while I

    ar­range an­oth­er plane. We must bring one in. I nev­er al­low two of my planes to be in the

    same air­port at the same time.”




    “Why’s that?” asked Re­mo. “In case some­one rides in on the top of one, tears it up, and

    needs an­oth­er to get out?”




    Di­az laughed.




    “No. You see, one way to en­sure the loy­al­ty of your peo­ple is to keep them out of

    con­tact with oth­ers. Con­tact cre­ates dan­ger. Come, we will get out of this bloody mess and

    get some fresh air, a show­er, din­ner while the plane is on its way from an­oth­er base of

    mine. And then, if you must, kill away. Agreed?”




    Re­mo shrugged. It was bet­ter than walk­ing through jun­gles. Di­az was a li­on among his

    sheep. While his sol­diers and body­guards and ground per­son­nel cringed or kept sweaty palms

    near their weapons, Di­az cool­ly or­dered an­oth­er jet in­to the air­port.




    And then he or­dered a repast set be­fore them, great shiny mounds of del­ica­cies set on

    white Irish linen in the still; pure air at the foot of the An­des.




    Amid shell­fish, meats, and cham­pagne, Re­mo ate on­ly a few grains of rice.




    “Are you afraid of be­ing poi­soned?” asked Di­az.




    “All of that’s poi­son,” said Re­mo. “You eat that junk and you need to burn up oxy­gen just

    to get it in­to your sys­tem, and then your sys­tem clos­es down.”




    “Ah, so you have spe­cial eat­ing tech­niques.”




    “No. I just don’t kill my­self with my mouth. How long is that jet go­ing to take?”




    “Short­ly, short­ly,” said Di­az. He lift­ed a glass of cham­pagne and sa­vored it a

    mo­ment. “You work for the gov­ern­ment, I take it, the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment. That is why you

    want to stop an evil man like my­self.”




    “You got it, Di­az.”




    “Call me Guen­ther, Re­mo,” said Di­az with a gen­tle ges­ture of a palm. The smile nev­er

    left his eyes, as though he was as amused by his death as threat­ened by it. “You know I am not

    the big shot who es­capes. I am more a very rich mid­dle­man.”




    “Yeah? Who’re the big shots?”




    “Cer­tain very rich and es­tab­lished banks. They are the ones who make my dol­lars

    us­able.”




    “You mean cer­tain banks in Mi­ami?”




    “Small-​time. I mean a very big bank in Boston, owned by an old, es­tab­lish­ment fam­ily

    which reg­ular­ly al­lows us to bring the mon­ey back in­to Amer­ica and buy very safe

    Amer­ican prop­er­ty, and very safe Amer­ican stocks, and very safe Amer­ican havens for the

    Amer­ican dol­lar. And yet, who ev­er hears of them?”




    “Your wa­ter’s good, too.”




    “I take it you don’t care about that?”




    “Mat­ter of fact, I do. Very much. It’s in my bones. I hate to see the big shots get away

    with it.”




    “I thought that might be the case,” Di­az raised a fin­ger. The smile now dis­ap­peared from

    his eyes. His voice was low and in­tense. He spoke slow­ly. “I will make you this deal. I will

    give you the big shots.”




    “And let you go?”




    “Would you?”




    “Prob­ably not.”




    “Then con­sid­er­ing that life is but one day af­ter an­oth­er, why don’t I of­fer you this.

    Let me live as long as I give you the big shots in your own coun­try. Un­less of course you are

    here just to kill Lati­nos. In which case, I will fin­ish my cham­pagne, and you may fin­ish

    me. The plane will be over the moun­tains short­ly.”




    Re­mo thought about the deal. Some­how, this cool, cun­ning man had found the one price

    Re­mo might ac­cept. “Can you get me a phone link-​up to the States?”




    “Of course, I have ev­ery­thing your Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy has in the way of

    elec­tron­ics.”




    “It’s a very pri­vate call, so you’ll have to keep your dis­tance. “




    “Any call can be lis­tened to with­out stand­ing near­by, you know,” said Di­az.




    “Yeah I know,” said Re­mo. “But it’s form.”




    The tele­phone Di­az gave him was hard­ly big­ger than a cof­fee cup. It was shiny alu­minum

    and had a speak­er at the bot­tom and a re­ceiv­er at the top, and a di­al pad.




    “That is about as safe as you can get, but I wouldn’t guar­an­tee any­thing,” said Di­az.

    “No mat­ter how it is scram­bled, some­one will pick up the mes­sage.”




    “Will they be able to read it?”




    “Prob­ably not. But they will know it has been sent.”




    “That’s good enough,” said Re­mo.




    “It may not be for your or­ga­ni­za­tion.”




    “I don’t know what is good enough for them,” said Re­mo. He called for an­oth­er glass of

    wa­ter as he di­aled. There was no such thing as pure wa­ter. All wa­ter re­al­ly car­ried

    el­ements of some­thing else. But when you got it from the runoffs of the snows of the An­des

    you did not get the chem­ical wastes of poi­sonous fac­to­ries which was known as

    pol­lu­tion.




    As soon as the phone rang, an­oth­er strange ring­ing oc­curred. And a com­put­er voice

    said:




    “This is an open line. Use an­oth­er. Use an­oth­er. Use an­oth­er. “




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “This is an open line. Dis­con­nect. Dis­con­nect im­me­di­ate­ly,” came the com­put­er

    voice.




    “C’mon, willya, Smit­ty, just talk for a minute.”




    And then a screech­ing in­ter­rup­tion. And the voice of Harold W. Smith him­self.




    “Re­mo, hang up and reach me on an­oth­er line.”




    “I don’t have one.”




    “This is im­por­tant.”




    “It’s al­ways im­por­tant.”




    “There is a na­tion­al emer­gen­cy re­gard­ing Rus­sia. Now will you get to an­oth­er phone

    be­fore some­one gets a fix on us?”




    “Can we get an­oth­er line?” Re­mo called out to Di­az, who was, out of cour­tesy, stand­ing

    away from the ta­ble, lean­ing against an el­egant carved stone rail­ing look­ing at his

    moun­tains.




    “I think so,” said Di­az. “Yes, I see the prob­lem. They’re pick­ing up cer­tain waves. Yes,

    I could have as­sured you there would be a prob­lem.”




    “You did,” said Re­mo.




    “Who is that?” asked Smith. The voice was hor­ri­fied.




    “Di­az,” said Re­mo, hang­ing up.




    “I think your com­man­der will not like the fact that I heard things.”




    “Yeah. He’ll hate it,” said Re­mo, smil­ing.




    Di­az called an aide and was very spe­cif­ic about the type of tele­phone he want­ed. This

    one would use a dif­fer­ent trans­mis­sion sys­tem, which Re­mo did not un­der­stand in the

    least.




    He did un­der­stand Smith, how­ev­er. Smit­ty’s nor­mal, tac­iturn, dry be­hav­ior had

    turned hys­ter­ical. He spent three min­utes ex­plain­ing the dan­gers of let­ting the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion be com­pro­mised. Even more im­por­tant than the suc­cess of any mis­sion,

    Re­mo had been made to un­der­stand, was that the or­ga­ni­za­tion nev­er be made known to the

    pub­lic.




    For its pur­pose was to do out­side the law what Amer­ica could not do in­side. It was to

    car­ry out the sur­vival mis­sions of the na­tion that the na­tion could no longer per­form. It

    was an ad­mis­sion in its basest form that Amer­ica did not work with­in the

    Con­sti­tu­tion.




    “All right. All right. I un­der­stand, Smit­ty. But first, I’ll be killing Di­az, so that

    in­for­ma­tion, what­ev­er it is, will die with him, and sec­ond, he has a won­der­ful idea. I

    like it.”




    “Re­mo, do you un­der­stand that Di­az is so dan­ger­ous pre­cise­ly be­cause he of­fers

    peo­ple won­der­ful ideas? That’s how he ru­ined the nar­cotics squads of three po­lice

    de­part­ments. “




    “Yeah, but we’re miss­ing the big guys. There’s this bank in Boston that-“




    “Re­mo, nei­ther the bank nor Mr. Di­az mat­ters. There is some­thing com­ing in from

    Rus­sia that may be the most dan­ger­ous threat to our coun­try ev­er.”




    Re­mo put a hand over the re­ceiv­er.




    “I think you’ve been dropped to sec­ond place, Di­az,” said Re­mo.




    “In these cir­cum­stances it might be wel­come,” said Di­az, toast­ing Re­mo again.




    Re­mo took his hand off the speak­er.




    “You’re al­ready hav­ing con­ver­sa­tions with Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az that you’re not

    shar­ing with me. If that doesn’t tell you some­thing, Re­mo, noth­ing will.”




    “What is this big deal from Rus­sia?”




    “We don’t know. But some­thing big is hap­pen­ing.”




    “When you find out, let me know, Smit­ty. In the mean­time, Guen­ther and I are go­ing to

    Boston,” said Re­mo, and he hung up.




    “Shall we take a slow boat?” asked Di­az.




    “Nah. You bought your­self a day at most,” said Re­mo.




    “Then to a won­der­ful last day,” said Di­az.




    The flight to Boston in the Di­az jet was lux­uri­ous. The 747 had beau­ti­ful wom­en and

    movies and couch­es and deep pile rugs.




    But Di­az found Re­mo more in­ter­est­ing than these plea­sures. He sent the wom­en to the

    rear of the plane while he talked with the thin man with the thick wrists. So well ap­point­ed

    was the plane that it car­ried its own tai­lor and Di­az of­fered Re­mo new clothes in­stead of

    his blood­ied dark T-​shirt, gray slacks, and loafers. Re­mo asked for a new dark T-​shirt and

    a new pair of gray slacks.




    “You will have it by the time we reach Boston. I gath­er your agen­cy is not list­ed in the

    line of com­mand in Wash­ing­ton. “




    “Right.”




    “I would gath­er very few know of it, less than a hand­ful.” Re­mo nod­ded.




    “But let me take an­oth­er guess,” said Di­az. “Be­cause I have quite an ex­ten­sive

    knowl­edge of what I thought were all of your coun­try’s law-​en­force­ment struc­tures.”




    Re­mo nod­ded for Di­az to guess away.




    “An agen­cy could not re­main se­cret us­ing many per­son­nel, least of all those who kill

    like you.”




    Re­mo nod­ded.




    “So I would es­ti­mate that there are few­er than three of you in the en­tire

    or­ga­ni­za­tion, three who are li­censed to kill.”




    “I nev­er knew some­one need­ed a li­cense.”




    “Gov­ern­ments give them to agents. The on­ly way your or­ga­ni­za­tion could have es­caped

    de­tec­tion was with a very small en­force­ment arm.”




    “Are you try­ing to find out that if you kill me, there won’t be some­one else com­ing

    af­ter you?”




    “No, as a mat­ter of fact. I’ve giv­en that up. I don’t think I’ll have to. I am more

    valu­able to your peo­ple alive than dead. And I think you peo­ple and I can make a deal. I

    would like to meet this Smit­ty.”




    “No deal. He’d have a heart at­tack.”




    The board­room of the Boston In­sti­tu­tion­al Bank and Trust Com­pa­ny of Amer­ica seemed

    un­changed from the nine­teenth cen­tu­ry. The walls were pan­eled in dark ma­hogany. The

    paint­ed por­traits showed rigid, moral New Eng­lan­ders cast­ing their gazes down as if

    con­sid­er­ing whether the view­er were good enough to be in the room.




    These were the framers of the Amer­ican Con­sti­tu­tion, and the ar­biters of Amer­ica’s

    moral stan­dards. These were the men who, when they de­cid­ed slav­ery must go, helped fi­nance

    the Civ­il War. Of course, these same men had built their fam­ily for­tunes on buy­ing slaves

    in Africa, sell­ing them for mo­lasses in the Caribbean, and turn­ing that mo­lasses in­to rum

    in New Eng­land, which they sold for slaves in Africa. It was called the gold­en tri­an­gle.

    And it made them and their de­scen­dants rich be­yond imag­ina­tion.




    But on­ly af­ter the slaves were bought and paid for did New Eng­land pro­vide the strong

    im­pe­tus to abol­ish slav­ery. As one South­ern­er had said:




    “If we were smart enough to have bought our ni­gras on time in­stead of pay­ing out­right,

    there nev­er would have been a Civ­il War.”




    The de­scen­dants of these righ­teous souls now sat be­neath the por­traits of their

    an­ces­tors in the board­room, keep­ing to the strictest moral­ity in their bank­ing. They

    would ac­cept no cash of un­cer­tain ori­gin.




    How­ev­er, when one talked hun­dreds of mil­lions of dol­lars, one was not talk­ing cash,

    one was talk­ing wealth. With that amount, there were no ques­tions asked; so when their

    biggest de­pos­itor, Senor Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az, in­sist­ed on a meet­ing that day, they

    were more than hap­py to talk with him.




    And this de­spite the pres­ence of the man in the very ca­su­al black T-​shirt and gray

    slacks, which were such a con­trast to the el­egant white suit of Senor Di­az.




    “Tell me, young man, where do your peo­ple come from?” asked the chair­man of the board.




    “I don’t know. I’m an or­phan,” said Re­mo. “I’m just here with Mr. Di­az to see if what he

    says is so. That he does busi­ness with you. And I see by this meet­ing that he does. “




    “We find him above re­proach.”




    “Guen­ther here runs co­caine and sub­orns po­lice de­part­ments. Is that above

    re­proach?”




    “I know noth­ing of that,” said the chair­man of the pres­ti­gious bank.




    “Well, you do now,” said Re­mo.




    “I on­ly know what you say, and I am not go­ing to jump to hasty con­clu­sions to de­fame

    the char­ac­ter of an up­right busi­ness­man,” said the chair­man of the board. The oth­er

    board mem­bers nod­ded.




    “Well, I’m sor­ry to say, fel­las, this isn’t ex­act­ly a fair tri­al.”




    And there in the stuffy board­room of the Boston In­sti­tu­tion­al Bank and Trust Com­pa­ny

    of Amer­ica, the chair­man of the board watched a thin man go from chair to chair, and as

    though flick­ing a fin­ger, send head af­ter head crash­ing to the ta­ble. Some mem­bers tried

    to run, but they were caught, their eyes go­ing wide and stupid as their brains flut­tered out

    un­der the shrap­nel of their shat­tered skulls.




    Their best de­pos­itor on­ly stood by as though wait­ing for the be­gin­ning of a show. The

    chair­man of the board was about to use his im­pos­ing moral pres­ence when the

    in­tel­lec­tu­al sig­nals for that pres­ence scat­tered with the rest of his ner­vous sys­tem

    around the pres­ti­gious board­room of the Boston In­ter­na­tion­al Bank and Trust Com­pa­ny of

    Amer­ica.




    “Thank you for your lead, but I re­al­ly am sor­ry, Guen­ther, to tell you you’ve had your

    day.”




    “But, my dear Re­mo,” said Di­az. “These are on­ly the small fry. “




    South of Boston in Rye, New York, on Long Is­land Sound, a com­put­er gave Harold W. Smith

    some of the most fright­en­ing in­for­ma­tion to come in dur­ing CURE’s his­to­ry. Through its

    ac­tions, Rus­sia was telling the or­ga­ni­za­tion’s com­put­ers that it was af­ter some­thing

    far more formidable even than atom­ic weapons. And there was no way to reach the killer arm. He

    was off some­where dis­pos­ing of bankers.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    The Pres­ident was call­ing, and for the first time in his life, Harold W. Smith did not

    an­swer his com­man­der in chief when he should have.




    He watched the blink­ing light sig­nal that the Pres­ident was on the line and he let the

    light blink off. He knew what the Pres­ident want­ed, and he knew he couldn’t help him.




    The net­work that had made this one or­ga­ni­za­tion so pow­er­ful was re­veal­ing two

    things. First, Rus­sian in­ter­nal ac­tiv­ity was ex­traor­di­nary in vol­ume. Any­one could

    spot it. There was no great mys­tery to in­tel­li­gence op­er­ations. When one na­tion

    pre­pared to at­tack an­oth­er na­tion, you could see the armies mass­ing for months and

    miles.




    Some­thing very im­por­tant was hap­pen­ing. What Smith didn’t know, and he was sure the FBI

    had to be just as aware of this, and just as wor­ried. They had to have con­tact­ed the

    Pres­ident. He could imag­ine the FBI mo­bi­liz­ing its mag­nif­icent staff; the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion that had mo­men­tar­ily fal­tered with a loss of its strong lead­er was now

    bet­ter than ev­er. It was the great se­cret of in­ter­na­tion­al pol­itics that the FBI was

    per­haps the finest coun­ter­in­tel­li­gence agen­cy in the world. So, if the Pres­ident was

    phon­ing Smith, it had to be for the use of CURE’s spe­cial tech­niques, name­ly Re­mo, and

    hope­ful­ly not his train­er, Chi­un.




    The sec­ond piece of news com­ing in­to the head­quar­ters hid­den with­in Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium on Long Is­land Sound was a mul­ti­ple mur­der in Boston. Six di­rec­tors of a

    pres­ti­gious bank had been killed when, ac­cord­ing to the best po­lice re­ports, some­one

    us­ing a pow­er­ful de­vice had crushed six skulls.




    The coro­ners had de­ter­mined that on­ly a hy­draulic ma­chine could have done such dam­age

    to a skull, and since there were no marks of such a mul­ti-​ton ma­chine with­in the board­room

    it­self, it was there­fore con­clud­ed that all six were killed else­where and brought to the

    board­room. The pa­pers were rife with spec­ula­tion.




    But Smith knew who had done it, and he was fu­ri­ous. The or­ga­ni­za­tion on­ly ex­ist­ed

    to han­dle that which the gov­ern­ment couldn’t. And now Re­mo was off some­where keep­ing

    Di­az alive in or­der for Re­mo to vent his own delu­sions of a cru­sade. He had for­got­ten

    what they were about. He had for­got­ten their pur­pose. He had be­come lost in the killing and

    couldn’t tell what the war was about any­more.




    Maybe it was too much to ex­pect Re­mo to keep his head af­ter so many years. All the man

    had want­ed was a home and a place in the world, and these were the last things he could have.

    He had to re­main the man who didn’t ex­ist, serv­ing the or­ga­ni­za­tion that didn’t ex­ist.

    And so it was ho­tel room to ho­tel room, for years now. And how much had his mind changed

    un­der the tute­lage of Chi­un, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?




    That one was stranger still. Smith toyed with the Phi Be­ta Kap­pa key from Dart­mouth stuck

    in­to his gray vest. He looked out the one-​way win­dows of his of­fice on the dark­en­ing

    clouds over Long Is­land Sound.




    The Pres­ident’s line was ring­ing again. What could he tell him?




    Per­haps he could tell him that it was time to close down the killer arm of CURE, that it

    had be­come too un­re­li­able. And that was the rea­son he had not been an­swer­ing the

    tele­phone. Be­cause the mo­ment the Pres­ident asked for their ser­vices, Harold W. Smith,

    six­ty-​sev­en, was hon­or-​bound to tell him the truth. The or­ga­ni­za­tion now had to be

    con­sid­ered un­re­li­able.




    Harold W. Smith picked up the tele­phone, know­ing that all his years of ser­vice might now

    be over. What was it about time? It seemed like yes­ter­day when a now dead Pres­ident had

    com­mis­sioned CURE for an in­ter­im job, just to help the coun­try through the cri­sis ahead,

    and then dis­band. It was sup­posed to be a five-​year as­sign­ment. And it had be­come

    decades. And now the decades might be com­ing to an end.




    “Sir,” said Smith, pick­ing up the red phone in the right-​hand draw­er of his wood­en

    desk.




    “Is ev­ery­thing all right? You’re usu­al­ly there at this time,” said the Pres­ident. “I

    phoned be­fore.”




    “I know,” said Smith. “No sir, ev­ery­thing is not all right. I re­gret to in­form you that

    I be­lieve the or­ga­ni­za­tion is out of con­trol and it has to be shut down now.”




    “Doesn’t mat­ter. The whole shoot­ing match may be out of con­trol now. What do you have

    left?”




    “We on­ly have one in the en­force­ment area. The oth­er is his train­er.”




    “His train­er is even bet­ter than he is. And he’s old­er, too. Old­er than me: Not too many

    peo­ple can make that state­ment in this gov­ern­ment. He’s won­der­ful.”




    “Sir, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is not ex­act­ly the con­ge­nial sort of fel­low he makes

    him­self out to be.”




    “I know that. They’re an an­cient house of as­sas­sins. The glo­ri­ous House of Sinan­ju. I

    know all the talk Chi­un makes is just but­ter­ing up clients. I wasn’t born yes­ter­day. But

    we need him or his pupil now. The whole Rus­sian spy sys­tem is go­ing crazy. Joint Chiefs,

    CIA, NSA, they all say Rus­sia is ac­ti­vat­ing its whole net­work. We are see­ing ac­tiv­ity

    from moles who would on­ly be called on in case of war.”




    “So are they get­ting in­to po­si­tion for a war? What about their mis­siles and

    sub­marines?”




    “No. That’s just it. It may not be a war, but the KGB is act­ing as though there is a

    war.”




    “Just what can we do that isn’t be­ing done al­ready?”




    “About time you asked it, Smith,” said the Pres­ident. On tele­vi­sion talk­ing to the

    na­tion, he ap­peared to be a sweet, rea­son­able man. But un­der­neath he was all cold log­ic

    and fine­ly honed ex­ec­utive skills, a lot hard­er than most re­porters could per­ceive. But

    re­porters rarely knew what was go­ing on. They on­ly knew what ap­peared to be go­ing on.




    “We want,” said the Pres­ident, “to stop the un­stop­pable.”




    “And what is that?”




    “That,” said the Pres­ident, “is a spe­cial-​force team from the So­vi­et Union. And they’re

    head­ed to­ward Amer­ica to get some­thing. Now our FBI can han­dle ev­ery­thing else with­in

    our bor­ders. But they can’t han­dle this team of men.”




    “Can they get Army back­up?”




    “They have, and did. Twice. And twice that team came in­to our bor­ders and got out again.

    Once they man­aged to take a mis­sile war­head with them.”




    “So I heard. The CIA seems to be try­ing to work through a few so­lu­tions, but I don’t

    think they’ll come up with any­thing,” said Smith.




    “You’re not alone. We on­ly found out about these boys af­ter they got out of the coun­try.

    They could have been in here three or four times for all we know. We know we’ve had them at

    least twice.”




    “How do you know they’re com­ing in again?”




    “Be­cause Rus­sia is send­ing in ev­ery­thing. We can han­dle all the oth­er stuff. Can your

    peo­ple han­dle their spe­cial team?”




    “We’ll have to,” said Smith. “What else do you know about them? Any iden­ti­fi­ca­tion? The

    big thing is go­ing to be find­ing them.”




    “We’ll have the CIA feed you.”




    “That’s all right. I’d rather tap in­to their lines. Any idea if it’s some­thing we have

    that they are afraid we’ll use to start a war?”




    “Doubt­ful. All we know is that it has a code name, Ra­bi­nowitz. “




    “Strange code name. Sounds like a per­son.”




    “I would have thought so too. But can you imag­ine any sin­gle per­son who is so valu­able

    as to put Rus­sia’s en­tire spy net­work on vir­tu­al war alert?”




    “No, sir. I can’t. We’ll do what we can.”




    In a time of cri­sis, Smith, per­haps the most per­fect or­ga­niz­er ev­er to come out of

    the old OSS, al­ways got a pad and pen­cil. For some rea­son a com­put­er was not good for

    flat-​out rea­son­ing. The pen­cil and pa­per some­how made it re­al. And with­in a few lines

    he set a pa­ram­eter. If Re­mo did not check in by noon that day, he would en­list Chi­un. He

    had time. The CIA still did not know who had to be stopped as Rus­sia searched for this code

    name Ra­bi­nowitz.




    And Smith did not want to deal with Chi­un now if he did not have to.




    Re­mo checked in by eleven A.M. and he was glee­ful. “Guess where I am, Smit­ty.”




    “Re­mo, your coun­try needs you.”




    “And it’s get­ting me. I’m here at the Chica­go Board of Trade, and guess who is not go­ing

    to be able to use nar­cotics mon­ey any­more to ma­nip­ulate the grain mar­ket.”




    “I could tell you in five min­utes, if we had five min­utes. Re­mo, this is a na­tion­al

    emer­gen­cy.”




    “So is a bunch of farm­ers go­ing bankrupt.”




    “Has Mr. Di­az con­vinced you that you’re sav­ing farm­ers by elim­inat­ing a cor­rupt

    bro­ker?”




    “At least I know I’m get­ting the bad guys.”




    “Who made you a judge?”




    “All those judges who let these bas­tards off.”




    “Re­mo,” said Smith, look­ing at the in­stru­ments at­tached to the line in use, “this is

    not a se­cure line. I have very im­por­tant in­for­ma­tion. Get to any land line phone. Stop

    us­ing that damned gad­get Di­az must have giv­en you. “




    “Smit­ty, there’s al­ways a cri­sis. And you know what comes af­ter one cri­sis? An­oth­er

    cri­sis. At least I know now I’m do­ing some good. And I’ll tell you some­thing. I’ve nev­er

    felt bet­ter in my life.”




    “Good, be­cause you’re in the wrong place, id­iot, if you want to help farm­ers. Their

    prob­lem is that oil prices have made food more ex­pen­sive while their own tech­ni­cal

    abil­ity to pro­duce more drives down prices. They’ve been caught in the mid­dle. It has

    noth­ing to do with the Chica­go Board of Trade one way or the oth­er.”




    “Nev­er felt bet­ter in my life, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo, and the phone went dead. There was no

    choice but to con­tact the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. If Re­mo was an un­guid­ed mis­sile, Chi­un,

    his men­tor, was an ex­plo­sion. This lat­est Mas­ter of the most dead­ly house of as­sas­sins

    in all his­to­ry would do ab­so­lute­ly un­fath­omable things. Even if he had an as­sign­ment

    from Smith, which he usu­al­ly did, he might end up at the oth­er end of the world

    elim­inat­ing an en­tire roy­al court for some rea­son en­tire­ly his own.




    Us­ing Chi­un al­ways had the el­ement of throw­ing a bomb in­to a crowd­ed the­ater hop­ing

    the per­son you had to get might be in­side. But Smith had no choice. The dead­ly killer had to

    be ready to be un­leashed. He di­aled.




    In New Hope, Penn­syl­va­nia, among the ap­ple blos­soms of spring and the gen­tle green

    hills of Bucks Coun­ty, a ring­ing tele­phone in­ter­rupt­ed the placid per­fec­tion of what

    had to be the most gen­tle mind at a gen­tle time of year.




    So kind and per­fect was this mind, so in­no­cent in its love of sim­ple beau­ty, that to

    in­ter­rupt its seren­ity had to be a crime wor­thy of im­me­di­ate and fi­nal

    pun­ish­ment.




    Thus when the jar­ring noise of the tele­phone cru­el­ly abused the tran­quil­li­ty of the

    in­no­cent one, the in­no­cent one looked about for some help for the frail, gen­tle soul that

    wished above all on­ly peace for the en­tire world.




    And in so do­ing, his gaze rest­ed up­on a re­pair­man for a tele­vi­sion com­pa­ny, and in

    sim­ple sup­pli­ca­tion did Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, ask that the phone be tak­en from the

    wall.




    “Hey, bud­dy, I ain’t get­tin’ paid to tear up phone-​com­pa­ny prop­er­ty,” an­swered the

    re­pair­man.




    What would a gen­tle soul with a spir­it of such placid­ity do when abused by one who

    de­nied that soul the qui­et it so des­per­ate­ly sought? He begged again. Of course the

    re­pair­man did not un­der­stand the sim­ple three-​word plead­ing. He took of­fense at:




    “Do it now.”




    And the re­pair­man be­gan an an­swer with the let­ter F. For­tu­nate­ly the forces of peace

    and tran­quil­li­ty did not let him com­plete the hard con­so­nants CK at the end of the

    word.




    Chi­un walked over the body and qui­et­ed the noise of the phone by en­velop­ing it in his

    fin­gers. Al­ter­ing the rhythm of the molecules of the plas­tic, soon caused it to dis­ap­pear

    in­to steam.




    He glanced back at the body. He hoped Re­mo would be home with­in a day, be­fore the body

    be­gan to give off foul odors. And yet, for this gen­tle­man in the bright ki­mono with a wispy

    beard, long fin­ger­nails, and calm coun­te­nance wrapped in parch­ment-​yel­low skin, the day

    might prove re­gret­table. Re­mo might not come, and even if he did come, he would, as he

    al­ways did, make a fuss about who would re­move the body. Even af­ter all Chi­un had giv­en

    him. And to sup­port his sloth and in­grat­itude, he prob­ably would ac­cuse Chi­un of mur­der

    with­out cause, an ac­cu­sa­tion against the per­fect and pure rep­uta­tion of the House of

    Sinan­ju it­self.




    Thus was Chi­un’s day ru­ined, but this was to be ex­pect­ed. The world had a nasty habit of

    abus­ing the gen­tle souls. He would have to be less ac­com­mo­dat­ing in the fu­ture. His

    on­ly prob­lem was, as it had al­ways been, that he was too nice a guy.




    In Moscow, an Amer­ican mole se­cret­ed in the high­er ech­elons of the KGB since the

    Sec­ond World War re­ceived his mes­sage the way he had been giv­en in­struc­tions for the last

    forty years: by read­ing a fa­mous Amer­ican news­pa­per’s front page. On the front page, for

    no rea­son the pa­per ev­er cared to ex­plain, were clas­si­fied ads. Since it was such a

    pres­ti­gious news­pa­per, ev­ery­one as­sumed it was a tra­di­tion­al quirk. The ads were

    small, usu­al­ly less than three lines each, and filled the bot­tom of the page.




    But they had been ab­so­lute­ly vi­tal in the in­tel­li­gence agen­cy’s ef­forts to reach

    peo­ple through­out the world. Af­ter all, no in­tel­li­gence agent would be sus­pect for

    read­ing the front page of this most pres­ti­gious news­pa­per. It prob­ably would be part of

    his job any­how.




    And thus, read­ing the pa­per over three days gave the colonel an en­tire mes­sage.

    De­cod­ed, it re­vealed a re­quest to know what Ra­bi­nowitz stood for and when the spe­cial

    force would be dis­patched to get it.




    As with all good in­tel­li­gence agen­cies, no one was al­lowed to know any­thing he did not

    need to know. Though the colonel was in elec­tron­ic surveil­lance, and sent mes­sages through

    this same surveil­lance equip­ment, as he al­ways had, he did not know what a Ra­bi­nowitz was

    and had nev­er heard of the spe­cial force.




    But un­like all the oth­er times, this time he was pressed to risk ex­pos­ing him­self to

    find out. And so he opened com­put­er files he was for­bid­den to open and got an­swers that

    were not com­plete, but they were bet­ter than noth­ing.




    The spe­cial force Rus­sia used with­in Amer­ica was mar­velous­ly pro­tect­ed un­til it was

    used, and on­ly then it would be vul­ner­able. Its com­man­der was the youngest gen­er­al in

    the KGB, Boris Mate­sev, a man with a li­cen­ti­ate from the Sor­bonne in France.




    Ra­bi­nowitz was not a code name, but the name of a per­son as­signed to the

    para­psy­chol­ogy vil­lage. There had been a botched at­tempt to keep him with­in Rus­sia. And

    he was con­sid­ered ex­traor­di­nar­ily dan­ger­ous-​the most dan­ger­ous sin­gle hu­man be­ing

    on the face of the earth.




    The CIA knew the in­for­ma­tion was cor­rect, be­cause the mole had paid for it with his

    life.




    Smith’s tap on the CIA lines picked up the name Mate­sev, and he sent out un­der CIA

    aus­pices an ur­gent re­quest for more in­for­ma­tion on this man, what he looked like and,

    most im­por­tant, where he was. The re­quest cost three lives.




    On the day this cost­ly in­for­ma­tion ar­rived, Smith got an­oth­er phone call from Re­mo,

    this time in Den­ver. He was pun­ish­ing a book­mak­er. And the re­port on Chi­un’s phone was

    that the ser­vice had been dis­con­nect­ed for equip­ment fail­ure.




    There was noth­ing for Smith to do but go him­self to New Hope, Penn­syl­va­nia, and try to

    rea­son with Chi­un face-​to-​face. For some rea­son the phones that he had or­dered in­stalled

    nev­er quite worked, and the phone com­pa­ny re­fused to send any more men in­to that area

    be­cause re­pair­men and in­stallers kept dis­ap­pear­ing.




    Smith ar­rived in a plain econ­omy car, and if he were not so tired he would have sensed the

    si­lence in the area. Even the birds were qui­et. Two tele­phone trucks and a TV re­pair

    ve­hi­cle were parked in the drive­way.




    In­side the un­mis­tak­able odor of death per­me­at­ed the walls. The door was open. But

    block­ing the en­trance were four bright­ly col­ored steam­er trunks.




    “Quick­ly, pack them in the car,” came Chi­un’s high, squeaky voice.




    “What’s hap­pened?”




    “Vi­cious­ness and dis­cord have run ram­pant. We must move quick­ly lest the sher­iff come

    with all his white vi­cious­ness. You are, af­ter all, a racist coun­try.”




    “I don’t know if I could lift the trunks,” said Smith.




    “You must. You don’t ex­pect a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to car­ry them him­self, do you? What

    will the world think of you hir­ing an as­sas­sin who car­ries his own bag­gage? Quick. Quick.

    I will help, but don’t let the world see.”




    The help Smith got was an oc­ca­sion­al long fin­ger­nail bal­anc­ing a trunk on Smith’s

    shoul­ders. The chests filled the back seat of the car and the car trunk it­self. Smith could

    hard­ly see well enough to back out of the drive­way. “What hap­pened in there?”




    “Some­one kept try­ing to phone me,” said Chi­un, smooth­ing out his gray trav­el­ing

    ki­mono.




    “What does that have to do with killing? How can a phone call cre­ate rot­ting bod­ies?”




    “Ah, that is Re­mo’s fault,” said Chi­un.




    “Re­mo’s re­turned?” asked Smith, feel­ing a wild sense of pan­ic creep up on him with

    ev­ery bizarre and in­ex­pli­ca­ble an­swer from the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “No. That is why Re­mo is re­spon­si­ble. If he were here it would be his job to take care

    of the bod­ies. But he is not here. And why?”




    “Well, I think he has some prob­lems. He has gone off on his own.”




    “Eeah­hh,” wailed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “What’s the mat­ter?”




    “The Mas­ter’s dis­ease. It hap­pens ev­ery fif­teenth gen­er­ation.”




    “But that’s for Ko­re­ans, isn’t it?”




    “Re­mo has be­come Ko­re­an in his soul, even though he may not re­spect that fact,” said

    Chi­un. “And now the Mas­ter’s dis­ease.”




    “What is it?”




    “I should have known. Does he think now that he alone pro­vides jus­tice for the world?”




    “Some­thing like that, yes,” said Smith, mak­ing sure he kept the prop­er speed lim­it on

    the nar­row wind­ing road through the beau­ti­ful coun­try­side of Bucks Coun­ty. Be­hind him

    he heard the wail of po­lice sirens. He had got­ten to Chi­un just in time. They couldn’t

    af­ford the at­ten­tion if an en­tire po­lice de­part­ment were wiped out. That would be too

    much to cov­er up, even for CURE.




    “This is a very cru­cial time. Re­mo must be al­lowed rest. Above all he needs rest, and he

    needs me. He needs me most of all.”




    “Is there any way we can use him for a mis­sion at this time? It’s vi­tal.”




    “Ah, a vi­tal mis­sion. They are the most im­por­tant, but Sinan­ju, which has served you so

    well and faith­ful­ly, must re­ori­ent its ba­sic uni­ty with the cos­mos. Re­mo must

    med­itate. He must breathe prop­er­ly. He must re­think him­self, and then, af­ter the

    vis­ita­tion, stronger, we will come back to car­ry the stan­dards of Em­per­or Smith to fi­nal

    and ul­ti­mate vic­to­ry.”




    The long fin­ger­nails flut­tered as Chi­un spoke. “We need some­one now. Can we use

    you?”




    “I am al­ways of ser­vice, ready to bring your glo­ry to its ul­ti­mate bril­liance at your

    ev­ery whim.”




    “Good. Then I think you should know we have a tar­get who will be com­ing to Amer­ica, we

    sus­pect pos­si­bly in the vicin­ity of New York. I want you placed in New York City now-“




    “It would be the wrong time to leap to your very whim. We must get Re­mo well again be­fore

    we go on.”




    “How long will that take?” asked Smith, who re­mem­bered he had a back prob­lem that

    doc­tors had pro­nounced in­cur­able un­til Chi­un, with less than three sec­onds of

    ma­nip­ula­tion, bless­ed­ly cured it for­ev­er.




    “A rapid fif­teen years,” said Chi­un.




    “We don’t have fif­teen years. What can we give you to get your ser­vices, ser­vices I might

    re­mind you we are this very mo­ment pay­ing for in gold trib­ute to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju,

    gold that is de­liv­ered on time when you want it.”




    “And we are here for you. For­ev­er to sing your prais­es. On­ly in your ser­vice has

    Re­mo’s mind been in­jured. Yet we humbly ac­cept that harm as part of our ser­vice to

    you.”




    “Re­mo is now gal­li­vant­ing around the coun­try­side with a man I or­dered

    ex­ecut­ed-“




    “One you have cer­tain­ly paid to have ex­ecut­ed,” said Chi­un. “And it should be giv­en

    you.”




    “And Re­mo is elim­inat­ing peo­ple we have not asked him to.”




    “For noth­ing?” asked Chi­un, in hor­ror.




    “Yes. Re­mo doesn’t care about mon­ey. You know that.”




    “It has come to this. He has tak­en the wis­dom and skill of Sinan­ju and be­come an

    am­ateur. Oh, how the world has cru­el­ly vent­ed its scorn up­on this low­ly head in your

    gra­cious ser­vice, O Em­per­or Smith.”




    “Well, I am glad that for the first time we have agreed on some­thing, Chi­un,” said Smith.

    “In this dis­as­ter, at least that is a bless­ing.”




    He won­dered if the sher­iff’s car would be fol­low­ing them. He won­dered how many oth­er

    rea­son­less killings this aged Ori­en­tal had com­mit­ted, on­ly to have them hid­den by

    Re­mo.




    He won­dered if he could keep things to­geth­er enough to save Amer­ica one last time. He

    felt tired. His body and mind were telling him to toss it all in, maybe drive off the road

    in­to the riv­er along which the road ran. Let the wa­ter come in cold and dark and fi­nal and

    give him some peace at last.




    And then with­out even be­ing aware, Harold W. Smith felt as bright as a sum­mer morn­ing,

    fresh as his or­ange juice, and more chip­per than any­time since the morn­ing of his tenth

    birth­day.




    He saw Chi­un re­move his long fin­ger­nails from be­hind his neck, and Smith’s neck was

    still tin­gling.




    “You were let­ting the tired­ness of your body make your de­ci­sions,” said Chi­un. “Now how

    does the world look?”




    “Dif­fi­cult.”




    “For the great em­per­ors it is al­ways dif­fi­cult.”




    “‘I don’t sup­pose it would do any good to tell you I’m not an em­per­or. I guess not. There

    is a dif­fi­cult prob­lem. And I can’t reach Re­mo.”




    “All prob­lems are the same. They just have dif­fer­ent faces and times,” said Chi­un.




    “You mean you may have run up against some­thing like this in the his­to­ries of

    Sinan­ju?”




    “I guar­an­tee we ran up against it in our his­to­ry. The ques­tion is, will I rec­og­nize

    it? You see, our his­to­ries are our strength. That is what Re­mo must learn. He would know

    what he is ex­pe­ri­enc­ing now if he had prop­er­ly revered our his­to­ries.”




    “He didn’t like that part of the train­ing, I take it,” said Smith.




    “He called it an ug­ly name,” said Chi­un.




    “I’m sor­ry,” said Smith.




    “Now we are all pay­ing for it,” said Chi­un. “Ah well, he will be back soon. I will tell

    him you are an­gry al­so.”




    “How do you know he’s com­ing back?”




    “He al­ways comes back to me af­ter he com­pletes a ser­vice for you.”




    “But I thought you said he suf­fered from the Mas­ter’s dis­ease. “




    “And he does, most gra­cious Em­per­or Smith. He will wreak acts of vengeance up­on mankind.

    It is an old Hin­du curse in­ter­pret­ed by them as a du­ty im­posed by one of their gods.”




    “But if he is wreak­ing vengeance, his own per­son­al vengeance, how will he do what he is

    sup­posed to do for me?”




    “You mean your as­sign­ment?”




    “Yes. This man he was sup­posed to elim­inate,” said Smith.




    “Oh, that,” said Chi­un, dis­miss­ing the wor­ry as triv­ial. “That’s busi­ness. The man is

    dead.”




    “Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az is per­haps the most cun­ning briber in the world. He should have

    been dead days ago.”




    “Yes, I ad­mit, Re­mo may be late, but there is no ques­tion. Mr. Di­az may think he is

    sav­ing his life, but Re­mo will come to his sens­es be­cause the dis­ease fevers the brain in

    waves, not in a con­stant bar­rage. Don’t wor­ry. Re­mo is Re­mo.”




    “Yes,” said Smith weari­ly, “but who that is, I don’t know. “




    “You read the souls of all men, O most gra­cious Em­per­or,” said Chi­un, who thought that

    it would take a white to deal with some­one for twen­ty years and then come out with a

    state­ment as stupid as that. If he didn’t know Re­mo by now, he nev­er would.




    Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az had un­der­stood im­me­di­ate­ly there was a qual­ity to this man

    called Re­mo that he had nev­er seen be­fore. And even though he had learned many things about

    him in the last few days, he did make the dis­as­trous­ly im­pul­sive judg­ment that he knew

    Re­mo.




    He had seen him kill at the foot of the An­des, seen his work in Boston and now in Den­ver,

    seen the flip­pant grace that made awe­some deeds seem no more than the sim­ple ma­nip­ula­tion

    of the hand, like swat­ting away a fly.




    It was this very sim­plic­ity that made it all seem so nat­ural, which in Di­az’s

    un­der­stand­ing made it all the more mag­nif­icent. He could feed this force vic­tims and thus

    pro­long his own life, but life was too valu­able to live it poor­ly, to con­stant­ly be

    run­ning around Amer­ica one step from death.




    There had to be a sig­nif­icant move along the way when Re­mo would make that switch to

    work­ing for Di­az in­stead of Di­az work­ing for Re­mo. The more sub­tly it was made, the more

    pos­si­ble it would be­come. What Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az want­ed was for their goals, his and

    Re­mo’s, to be­come in­dis­tin­guish­able, and then once that had been es­tab­lished, to

    slow­ly sub­sti­tute Di­az’s re­al goals.




    For in this one man Di­az would have an army of killers. To this end, he ques­tioned Re­mo.

    They were aboard the pri­vate jet on their way to At­lanta, where Di­az had as­sured Re­mo a

    ma­jor builder was al­so us­ing Di­az co­caine mon­ey. “We are re­al­ly get­ting the big shots,

    Re­mo.”




    “You seem hap­py about it, Di­az.”




    “I am hap­py to be alive,” said Di­az. He ex­am­ined a tray of truf­fles brought to him by

    the stew­ard aboard his jet, and dis­missed them as in­ad­equate. They could al­ways fly to

    France for the best truf­fles. Life was so short, why set­tle?




    “You didn’t seem to be too fright­ened,” said Re­mo.




    “Why be fright­ened even though life is dear? But I am think­ing, why not get the true

    mas­ters of crime. We have dealt with bankers and book­ies and com­modi­ties deal­ers, and now

    we seek a builder. Let us get the great crim­inals of the world.”




    “These are big enough for me,” said Re­mo.




    “Do you know how much a coun­try steals ev­ery day? What does one com­mu­nist gov­ern­ment

    steal when it has ev­ery­one with­in its bor­ders pro­vid­ing cheap la­bor? What does the

    Amer­ican gov­ern­ment steal when it tax­es? Co­caine smug­glers are pip­squeaks, and so are

    bankers. Are you will­ing to go for the re­al­ly big boys, Re­mo?”




    “No,” said Re­mo. “As a mat­ter of fact I should be get­ting home. I’m late.”




    “I thought you didn’t have a home.”




    “I don’t re­al­ly. It’s my teach­er I live with.”




    “And he teach­es you these pow­ers.”




    “Yeah. In a way,” said Re­mo. He liked the plush white cush­ions on the plane. He won­dered

    what it would be like to live this way, to have many homes. Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az had many

    homes. If he worked for Di­az, so would he.




    “In what way, Re­mo?”




    “I’d tell you but I don’t have time.”




    “We have all the time in the world,” said Guen­ther Lar­gos Di­az, mak­ing a broad ges­ture

    with his hands.




    “No you don’t,” said Re­mo, and he did not throw Di­az’s body out of the plane be­cause they

    were over Amer­ica and it might hit some­one.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Vladimir Ra­bi­nowitz was free. He was in the land where peo­ple ate meat all they want­ed.

    No one stood over your shoul­der. No one told you what to think. No one bom­bard­ed you with

    the cor­rect view of the world.




    Those were the good parts. The bad part was no­body cared what you thought. No­body cared

    where you slept or whether you ate at all. You had no set place in the world. Liv­ing in

    Rus­sia was like wear­ing a truss around your soul. It smoth­ered the spir­it, but when the

    truss was re­moved, you felt as though the spir­it was now dan­ger­ous­ly with­out

    sup­port.




    For the first time in his twen­ty-​eight years of life Vladimir Ra­bi­nowitz had no place to

    go, no place to be, no one to have to talk to, and it was not ex­hil­arat­ing. It was

    ter­ri­fy­ing. He looked over his shoul­der for the po­lice. He looked around for some

    of­fi­cial, and then with a deep sigh he told him­self this was what he had want­ed all his

    life and he should en­joy it.




    He watched the peo­ple rush through Kennedy Air­port un­til one glanced at his eyes. She was

    young, but ap­par­ent­ly wealthy be­cause she wore a fur coat. Her eyes were ice blue, and he

    caught them in his own gaze.




    The trick was to get be­hind the eyes in­to the mind. Hu­man eyes were re­al­ly set like

    those of preda­tors, not vic­tims. An­telopes and deer had their eyes in the sides of their

    heads to spot any­thing sneak­ing up on them. They were run­ners for their lives. Li­ons and

    wolves had their eyes set in the front of their heads. They were hunters for their food.




    When peo­ple glanced for the first time at any­thing, their eyes were re­al­ly search­ing

    for weak­ness­es or strengths. If one knew the eyes, one knew that. The sec­ond glance was

    sex­ual. And on­ly af­ter these two stages were over did peo­ple get to talk­ing. But it was in

    these stages that Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz worked.




    The wom­an’s eyes said no dan­ger, and then said no to sex­ual part­ner­ship. But by that

    in­stant he had locked her pupils with his and smiled, and what he did here with peo­ple

    rush­ing around them and dis­tract­ing them, with over­head speak­ers blar­ing in En­glish,

    with the scent of harsh clean­ers still on the floor and the air stuffy from so many peo­ple

    us­ing it, was to let her eyes see through his that she was safe. The mes­sage was friend­ship.

    She no longer had to wor­ry about safe­ty.




    “I am telling you what you know,” said Vass­ily in his best En­glish, “bet­ter than what you

    know.”




    His voice was not soft, but held that note of con­fi­dence be­yond con­fi­dence. It was

    some­one speak­ing the truth. The peo­ple nev­er re­mem­bered he had said this af­ter­ward, in

    fact some­times they didn’t re­mem­ber di­rect sug­ges­tions at all. As he had ex­plained to

    the sci­en­tist who was as­signed to him back at the vil­lage:




    “Most of the de­ci­sions for im­me­di­ate ac­tion and recog­ni­tion are not de­cid­ed in the

    con­scious part of the brain. That’s too slow. It’s an in­stan­ta­neous thing. It’s there

    im­me­di­ate­ly. What I do is lock in at the first stage.”




    “But all hyp­no­tism re­quires re­lax­ation, com­rade,” the fel­low sci­en­tist at the

    vil­lage had said.




    “The mind is nev­er re­laxed. You’re think­ing of presleep,” Vass­ily had said, and the

    sci­en­tist had liked that. He liked the de­scrip­tion of the lev­els of the mind. He liked the

    stages of recog­ni­tion through the eyes. He liked all of it, and Vass­ily, be­ing rather

    cre­ative, kept on ex­pand­ing. Of course the sci­en­tists could nev­er re­pro­duce what

    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz did, be­cause Vass­ily didn’t know how he did it. Nev­er did. Nor did he

    know why ev­ery­one else in his vil­lage could do it to those born out­side the vil­lage.




    All he knew was that when he went to the out­side world, which at the time was the spe­cial

    vil­lage in Siberia, he promised the el­ders of the vil­lage nev­er to tell any­one about

    them.




    And here in Amer­ica the wom­an with the ice-​blue eyes said:




    “Dar­ling, I didn’t know you were in New York!”




    “I’m here. Don’t hang on me. I want some­thing to eat al­ready,” said Vass­ily.




    “You’re al­ways so thought­ful. Nev­er think­ing of your­self, Hal. Al­ways me first. Of

    course we’ll get some­thing to eat.”




    “Right,” said Vass­ily.




    “I love you too, pre­cious,” said the wom­an. Her name was Li­ona. Her mind had tak­en over

    the job of telling her­self what she want­ed to be­lieve. This Hal she was in love with

    ap­par­ent­ly had a nice way with words.




    Vass­ily nev­er had a way with words, least of all En­glish words. So he told her what he

    want­ed, and she heard what she want­ed, and they got along fine all the way in­to the biggest,

    bus­iest, dirt­iest city he had ev­er seen. New York. And she bought him lunch. And took him to

    her apart­ment. And made vi­olent love to him, scream­ing, “Hal, Hal. Hal.”




    “So long,” said Vass­ily.




    “You’re won­der­ful, Hal.”




    “Some­times. Some­times I’m this guy Mor­ris, who is aw­ful,” said Vass­ily, but he knew she

    didn’t hear that. He had been three Mor­ris­es in his life; none of them had ev­er been good

    lovers. Once he was a By­ron. By­ron was ter­rif­ic. He liked be­ing By­ron.




    Vass­ily, un­trained in war and the strate­gies of war, could not imag­ine he would ev­er be

    a dan­ger to any­one. When you had the pow­ers of his home vil­lage of Dul­sk you re­al­ly

    didn’t have to wor­ry about dan­gers from the out­side.




    But as he left the apart­ment, some­thing bad hap­pened. The worst fears of Rus­sian

    plan­ners were re­al­ized, though not in a way they might have ex­pect­ed.




    In this fine coun­try, in this land where store win­dows were filled with plen­ty, Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz was mugged. They were three teenagers. They were of the op­pressed black race.

    Vass­ily, whose on­ly knowl­edge of Amer­ican racial mat­ters was the his­toric in­jus­tice

    done to these peo­ple and the dai­ly per­se­cu­tions they suf­fered, felt an im­me­di­ate sense

    of broth­er­ly com­pas­sion.




    In the midst of his com­pas­sion he suf­fered con­tu­sions about the eyes, lac­er­ations of

    the head, a bro­ken left wrist, and a dam­aged kid­ney. When he got out of the hos­pi­tal he

    was told to check his urine for blood.




    This could nev­er hap­pen in Moscow. A drunk might take a loose swing at some­one, but

    nev­er would any­one so bla­tant­ly as­sault an­oth­er.




    Com­ing out of the hos­pi­tal, Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz knew he was go­ing to have to take care

    of him­self. In ev­ery aching part of his body, in ev­ery ac­ci­den­tal brush against a wound,

    he knew he was nev­er go­ing to al­low this to hap­pen to him again. He would cre­ate a

    fortress Vass­ily. He would trust no one to take care of him. He would do ev­ery­thing for

    him­self. He would pro­tect him­self, he would set up a busi­ness for him­self, and fore­most,

    he would nev­er again ex­pose him­self to the vi­cis­si­tudes of broth­er­ly love. He was

    go­ing to get his own po­lice force, to sub­sti­tute for the peo­ple dressed in blue who called

    them­selves po­lice, whom he had nev­er seen hit any­one on the head with a night­stick. He was

    go­ing to get him­self the strongest, dead­li­est, most pow­er­ful pro­tec­tion avail­able in

    this new coun­try.




    Ra­bi­nowitz wasn’t quite sure what that was, but he knew how to find out. And so he be­gan

    pro­tect­ing him­self. He talked with a po­lice­man. The po­lice­man thought he was talk­ing to

    his fa­ther.




    “Dad,” said the po­lice­man, “the tough­est man in the city, the one I would hate to be left

    alone with, the one I would walk miles to avoid, has got to be John­ny ‘The Bang’ Ban­gos­sa.

    “




    “Is a strongy, huh?” asked Vass­ily.




    “Pop, that man has been break­ing bones for a liv­ing since he was twelve. I heard he beat

    up four pa­trol­men by him­self when he was six­teen. By the time he was twen­ty he had made

    his bones.”




    “What is this mak­ing of bones?” asked Vass­ily.




    “Dad, how long have you been on the po­lice force, that you don’t know what mak­ing your

    bones is?”




    “Talk to your fa­ther al­ready,” said Vass­ily. They were in a lun­cheonette. Some of the

    food Vass­ily rec­og­nized from Rus­sia. The rest he want­ed to eat.




    Peo­ple were look­ing strange­ly at them. Vass­ily could sense that. He didn’t care. The man

    had red hair, blue eyes, and was six feet tall, al­most a half-​foot taller than Vass­ily. He

    was al­so by any rea­son­able es­ti­ma­tion a good ten years old­er than Vass­ily.




    “Pop, mak­ing your bones is killing some­one for mon­ey.”




    “So where does this Ban­gos­sa fel­low live?”




    “Queens. He’s been un­der surveil­lance for a month. And he knows it. Word on the street is

    he’s go­ing crazy ’cause he hasn’t bust­ed any­one’s skull in a hell of a long time.

    Ev­ery­one’s wait­in’ for him to break.”




    Vass­ily got the ad­dress of the stake­out, took a large sug­ary roll from the counter, told

    the coun­ter­man his son would pay for it, and head­ed out for Queens, New York, and the

    ad­dress of the stake­out.




    When the wife of John­ny “The Bang” Ban­gos­sa saw a lit­tle fel­low with sad brown eyes

    come up the walk­way to their brick house in Queens, she want­ed to warn him to stay away. If

    he did not stay away, John­ny would man­gle him, the po­lice stake­out that ev­ery­one knew was

    in force would close in, and John­ny would be in­car­cer­at­ed, us­ing the rem­nants of the

    sad-​eyed lit­tle fel­low as ev­idence, prob­ably for a life­time, leav­ing Maria Veni­cio

    Ban­gos­sa vir­tu­al­ly a wid­ow. A wom­an with­out a man. A wom­an who could not mar­ry again

    be­cause in the eyes of the Church she would still be mar­ried.




    Maria Ban­gos­sa opened the door.




    “C’mon in,” she said. “Have you come for John­ny Ban­gos­sa?”




    “In­deed 1 have,” said Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz. He was amazed at how much red brick was used

    in this house. Some­one would think this was a bunker. The win­dows were small and nar­row. The

    roof was low, and noth­ing but brick re­in­forced by brick was used in the ex­te­ri­or.




    In­side, fur­ni­ture glis­tened with a sheen he hadn’t seen any­where else in Amer­ica

    ex­cept on lun­cheonette coun­ters. Sud­den­ly Maria Ban­gos­sa re­al­ized she was talk­ing to

    her moth­er.




    “Ma, he’s in a lousy mood. I just leave some pas­ta by his door three times a day. I don’t

    go in. You got­ta get out­ta here.”




    Maria saw her moth­er shrug.




    “Don’t wor­ry al­ready. We’ll be all right, and ev­ery­thing will work out. Just show me

    where the an­imal is.”




    “I’m fine, Ma, and John­ny’s in his room. But he’s sleep­ing. He’s even worse when he wakes

    up. I rush out of bed be­cause I don’t want to be near him when he opens his eyes.”




    “It’s all right, Maria. Your moth­er will be fine,” said Vass­ily.




    The car­pet­ing was a deep ma­roon and looked like bad im­ita­tion fur. The lamps were

    porce­lain fig­urines hold­ing fac­sim­iles of fruit. The stair ban­is­ter was made of chrome.

    Air­ports were bet­ter dec­orat­ed than the home of this John­ny Ban­gos­sa.




    When Vass­ily got to the room, he knocked on the door and called out.




    “Hey, John­ny Ban­gos­sa, I want you should talk with me awhile.”




    John­ny Ban­gos­sa heard the for­eign ac­cent. He heard it in his house. He heard it

    out­side his room. He heard it while he was asleep and when he awak­ened from that sleep. The

    first thing he did was swing wild­ly, hop­ing some­one was near him and would be crushed by the

    blow. But his fist met on­ly a piece of the wall, shat­ter­ing plas­ter.




    The voice had come from the door. John­ny grabbed the cor­ners of the door and ripped it

    away. Stand­ing there in front of him was a lit­tle man with sad brown eyes, prob­ably a

    Jew.




    John­ny reached for the Jew. His anger al­most blind­ed him.




    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz saw the big, hairy hands come down to­ward him. John­ny Ban­gos­sa

    filled the door­way. He wore an un­der­shirt. His mas­sive shoul­ders were cov­ered with hair.

    His face was hairy. His nose was hairy. Even his teeth and fin­ger­nails seemed to be hairy. He

    had small black eyes that looked like coal nuggets, and a wide face that un­der­neath the hair

    was very red.




    Vass­ily sensed he was go­ing to die very soon. And then he locked eyes with the mas­sive

    man.




    The hulk paused, then cringed.




    “Hey, Car­li, leave me alone. C’mon, Car­li,” whined John­ny Ban­gos­sa, cov­er­ing his head

    and re­treat­ing in­to the room.




    “I’m not go­ing to hit you. I need you,” said Vass­ily.




    “Don’t hit,” said the large man, and he winced as though he was be­ing struck on the

    head.




    “I need you for pro­tec­tion,” said Vass­ily. “You will be my body­guard.’




    “Sure, Car­li, but don’t hit.”




    Vass­ily shrugged. He knew his body­guard would be ac­tu­al­ly feel­ing the slaps and cuffs

    used by the per­son who raised him.




    It was a bit un­set­tling to walk down­stairs with a hulk of a man winc­ing, duck­ing, and

    cov­er­ing his head.




    Maria Ban­gos­sa stood in shocked amaze­ment as the two of them left the house. It was as

    though her beloved hus­band was re­act­ing to his old­er broth­er Carl who had raised him.

    John­ny had said Carl had raised him strict­ly, in the old-​fash­ioned way. Nowa­days, with the

    ad­vent of so­cial work­ers, this was con­sid­ered child abuse.




    Carl Ban­gos­sa had been proud of the way he raised his younger broth­er John­ny to fol­low

    in the fam­ily foot­steps. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, Carl nev­er saw John­ny reach man­hood be­cause

    Carl too fol­lowed in the Ban­gos­sa fam­ily foot­steps.




    He was buried at the bot­tom of the East Riv­er in a tub of ce­ment. It was the Ban­gos­sa

    way of death. A great­grand­fa­ther was the on­ly one to have died in bed. That was the place

    he was stabbed to death.




    “Hey, Car­li, there’s a stake­out here,” said John­ny as they reached the side­walk.




    “What is stake­out?” asked Vass­ily.




    “You don’t know what a stake­out is?” asked John­ny, and then ducked, ex­pect­ing a hit in

    the head for ask­ing that kind of ques­tion.




    “You tell me,” said Vass­ily.




    The large hairy man talked a foot over Vass­ily’s head. This Car­li had to be big al­so. A

    stake­out, he said, was when the po­lice were watch­ing you.




    Why were they watch­ing him? Vass­ily asked.




    ” ‘Cause they hate Ital­ians. You know, you got a vow­el at the end of your name and they

    think they got a right to lean on you.”




    “All Ital­ians?”




    “No way. Some of the paisans are the worst cops and pros­ecu­tors. You got a vow­el at the

    end of your name, they lean on you hard­er.”




    “And a paisan is?”




    “Car­li. You crazy? . . . Sor­ry, Car­li. Sor­ry. Don’t hit. Don’t hit. All right.”




    It was very dif­fi­cult deal­ing with some­one who had been raised with vi­olence as a

    teach­ing tool, but Vass­ily came to un­der­stand that the po­lice­men in the stake­out were

    sit­ting in a car across the street.




    “You stay here, John­ny. I’ll take care of them.”




    “Not in front of my house. They’ll get us for sure. You can’t kill a cop in front of your

    house. We’ll nev­er get away with it.”




    John­ny Ban­gos­sa felt the slaps and the hits on his head, heard Car­li tell him not to

    wor­ry about it, and then to his amaze­ment saw his old­er broth­er walk over to the car, and

    not kill any­one. Nor did he have mon­ey in his hands. He on­ly spoke to them and they drove

    away.




    That was even more amaz­ing than Car­li be­ing alive. John­ny could have sworn Car­li had

    been put in the East Riv­er for good.




    “Hey, Car­li, word had it you was sleep­ing with the fish­es,” said John­ny.




    “Don’t be­lieve ev­ery­thing you hear,” said Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz.




    He now had his body­guard, but of course one had to be able to feed a body­guard, and

    prob­ably pay him too. Vass­ily need­ed a busi­ness, He could go in­to a bank and prob­ably

    with­draw mon­ey, but soon­er or lat­er, num­bers, which did not lock eyes with peo­ple, would

    show some­thing was wrong and even­tu­al­ly peo­ple would come look­ing for him. Be­sides, he

    had looked in one of the banks and there were cam­eras on the walls. They would prob­ably get

    his pic­ture any­how. He could have be­come the lover of a wealthy wom­an or the lost child of

    a wealthy man. But he had not come this far to be cos­set­ed with some stranger who need­ed to

    be in­ti­mate. He want­ed free­dom. And to have this free­dom he knew he had to start his own

    busi­ness.




    And what bet­ter busi­ness than what he did bet­ter than any­one else in the world? He would

    set up an of­fice to sup­ply hyp­no­tism. He was, af­ter all, the best hyp­no­tist in the

    world.




    John­ny Ban­gos­sa would stay near him all the time, and act as door­man to his lit­tle

    of­fice. He would act as chauf­feur when Vass­ily got a car. He would do ev­ery­thing for

    Vass­ily while mak­ing sure no one ev­er laid a fin­ger on his beloved Car­li. Oth­er­wise his

    beloved Car­li would pun­ish John­ny Ban­gos­sa.




    But busi­ness was not easy at first. Not even for Vass­ily.




    His first cus­tomer re­fused to pay him. He was a chron­ic smok­er.




    “Why should I pay you for quit­ting smok­ing? I nev­er smoked in my life and I don’t smoke

    now,” said the cus­tomer.




    “Then what are the cigarettes do­ing in your pock­et? Why are your fin­gers stained with

    nico­tine?” asked Vass­ily.




    “My Lord. You’re right. What have you done to me, you bas­tard?” said the man, who had come

    in with a cigarette in his mouth, hack­ing away, ex­plain­ing how he had tried ev­ery­thing and

    couldn’t quit. John­ny had to qui­et him down, but Vass­ily learned it wasn’t what you did for

    a per­son but what they thought you did for them.




    For the next pa­tient the first thing he did was to con­vince the obese wom­an she was

    go­ing through an ex­ot­ic ex­pe­ri­ence of hyp­no­tism. And this time, the im­por­tant

    mes­sage was not that she would no longer overeat. Not that she did not want to overeat, but

    that she was get­ting her mon­ey’s worth.




    “This is the best hyp­not­ic ex­pe­ri­ence of your life and you will come to me twice a week

    for the next fif­teen years,” said Vass­ily. “And you will pay me nine­ty dol­lars for a mere

    fifty min­utes of my time even though you will have to imag­ine any im­prove­ment in your life,

    be­cause there’s go­ing to be none.”




    The wom­an left and rec­om­mend­ed fif­teen friends, all of whom agreed Vass­ily was just as

    good as their psy­chi­atrists. In fact he func­tioned just like one.




    And Vass­ily had an­oth­er trick up his sleeve. He learned to give fifty min­utes in thir­ty

    sec­onds’ time. All they had to do was be­lieve they were get­ting that much time.




    The line stretched out of his of­fice right to the el­eva­tor ev­ery day. He was mak­ing

    for­tunes. But he was spend­ing for­tunes, too. There were the lawyers he had to hire be­cause

    John­ny Ban­gos­sa de­fend­ed him a lit­tle too well.




    There were tax ad­vis­ers he had to get be­cause he was mak­ing so much mon­ey. And he

    re­al­ized John­ny could not do it all. John­ny had to sleep from time to time. So Vass­ily had

    to get oth­er body­guards and of course he got the tough­est men that mon­ey and great

    hyp­no­tism could buy.




    And he had to have some­body to or­der them around. So in came a sec­ond in com­mand.

    With­in a very short time, Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz, for­mer­ly of Dul­sk, Rus­sia, for­mer­ly of

    the para­psy­chol­ogy vil­lage in Siberia, was run­ning one of the most pow­er­ful crime

    fam­ilies in the coun­try, but he couldn’t sup­port them all with just hyp­no­tism. No mat­ter

    how prof­itable that was, he had to let them earn their mon­ey at what they knew-​nar­cotics,

    ex­tor­tion, hi­jack­ing, and sundry oth­er things.




    It was a hor­ror, ex­cept some­thing be­gan to stir in the heart of Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz,

    and it would ul­ti­mate­ly threat­en the en­tire world.




    A por­tion of his mind that had nev­er been used was be­ing called on now. He had to

    or­ga­nize his dead­ly peo­ple, and he found he liked it. It was much bet­ter than hyp­no­tism,

    which he could do with no ef­fort at all: this was a chal­lenge.




    And so what had start­ed as a way to be safe from mug­gers now be­came a game of war. And it

    was just the night­mare that Rus­sian plan­ners had al­ways feared. Be­cause here was a man

    who, once he looked in some­one’s eyes, owned that per­son, could get him to do vir­tu­al­ly

    any­thing. What would hap­pen, asked the Rus­sian strate­gic plan­ners, if he got in­to the

    game of in­ter­na­tion­al con­flicts? He could go from one small state to an­oth­er, and all he

    had to do was have one meet­ing with an en­emy or one with a gen­er­al. He could turn the whole

    world around.




    That was the re­al rea­son they had nev­er used him against en­emies. They nev­er want­ed

    him to get a taste of war. There was noth­ing clos­er to war than the ma­nip­ula­tion of

    rack­eteer armies.




    But Rus­sia did not yet know this had hap­pened. They were on­ly out to find out where he

    was. And they found out on­ly by ac­ci­dent, an ac­ci­dent that ac­com­plished what their

    en­tire alert­ed es­pi­onage net­work failed to do, pin­point ex­act­ly where Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz was.




    Natasha Krup­skaya, the wife of a Rus­sian con­sul who had been as­signed to Amer­ica for

    the last ten years, de­cid­ed at last that weigh­ing 192 pounds might be a fine thing in

    Min­sk, Pin­sk, or Podol­sk, but not on Fifth Av­enue. Amer­icans had start­ed to make fun of

    Rus­sian fig­ures on tele­vi­sion. And since she al­so had a face like the back end of a

    trac­tor, she de­cid­ed she had to do some­thing to avoid ridicule. But di­et­ing was hard. She

    would find her­self at the end of the day crav­ing a roll slathered with but­ter. Di­et­ing in

    Amer­ica was im­pos­si­ble. Not on­ly was there won­der­ful food, but it was for ev­ery­one.

    And not on­ly was it for ev­ery­one, but tele­vi­sion ad­ver­tise­ments cre­at­ed by ge­nius­es

    en­ticed ev­ery­one to eat. In Rus­sia the best minds went in­to mak­ing mis­siles hit

    tar­gets; in Amer­ica the finest minds went in­to mak­ing peo­ple buy things. And when they

    made you want to eat food, no one from Min­sk, Pin­sk, or Podol­sk could re­sist.




    Natasha need­ed help, and when she heard of the great­est hyp­no­tist in the world, she

    de­cid­ed to try him. She wait­ed in line, hear­ing peo­ple come out say­ing the strangest

    things, like:




    “That was the best fifty min­utes I ev­er spent in my life. “




    “That fifty min­utes went like three sec­onds.”




    “That fifty min­utes was gru­el­ing.”




    What was strange about all this was that they had been in­side the of­fice for less than

    thir­ty sec­onds.




    A big hairy man sat in front of the in­ner of­fice. He made sure a younger man got the

    mon­ey. The younger man had very curly hair and the wife of the con­sul could see he car­ried a

    gun. The re­cep­tion­ist, a very pret­ty blond, called him Roc­co.




    The wom­an found her­self pushed through in­to the in­ner of­fice and there she saw an old

    friend. She was about to say hel­lo when she was out of the of­fice feel­ing drained from fifty

    hard min­utes work­ing on her weight prob­lem.




    But in her case, she rec­og­nized some­one she had seen just the year be­fore in a vis­it to

    Rus­sia. She had been priv­ileged to use Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz in the para­psy­chol­ogy

    vil­lage where he had solved a sex­ual prob­lem for her.




    Natasha had been hav­ing dif­fi­cul­ty en­joy­ing an or­gasm. More specif­ical­ly, she

    couldn’t get one at all. Her, hus­band had the nasty habit of be­ing a world-​record

    pre­ma­ture ejac­ula­tor. If she smiled las­civ­ious­ly he was through. And so was she.




    Or­di­nar­ily the man would have sought treat­ment. But he was a rank­ing mem­ber of the

    Com­mu­nist par­ty and she was not. There­fore it was her prob­lem, not his, and there­fore she

    went to see this won­der­ful man who had cured an­oth­er wife of the same prob­lem. He had

    helped her to un­der­stand that she could have an in­stant or­gasm as soon as her hus­band

    want­ed to make love.




    It worked beau­ti­ful­ly. Natasha could even hon­est­ly tell her hus­band he was a great

    lover.




    “Next time, wait un­til I take off my pants,” he had said proud­ly.




    But here in New York she had rec­og­nized Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz and she want­ed to ask what

    he was do­ing there. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, no one was go­ing to get through those thugs. So she

    men­tioned this strange oc­cur­rence to her hus­band, see­ing a Rus­sian cit­izen do busi­ness

    in Amer­ica.




    “Has he be­come a spy for us?” she asked.




    “Vass­ily?” said her hus­band.




    “I saw him to­day. Prac­tic­ing on Fifth Av­enue. I went to lose weight.”




    “Vass­ily!”




    “Yes. I re­mem­ber him from the para­psy­chol­ogy vil­lage.”




    “This is fan­tas­tic!” said her hus­band. He no­ti­fied the head KGB of­fi­cer in the

    con­sulate, who prac­ti­cal­ly fell out of his chair. He re­fused to let the con­sul leave,

    de­mand­ed that Natasha come in­to his of­fice im­me­di­ate­ly, and grilled her for twen­ty

    min­utes be­fore he sent an ur­gent mes­sage back to Moscow. The man Moscow was look­ing for

    was right here in New York City on Fifth Av­enue and they had the ad­dress.




    The re­sponse was even more ur­gent. “Do noth­ing.”




    In Moscow, there was ju­bi­la­tion. This time, though, they would not be send­ing some KGB

    of­fi­cer, or KGB troops.




    This time Boris Mate­sev him­self would go in­to Amer­ica, as he had be­fore, and with his

    spe­cial force snatch Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz and bring him back to Rus­sia where he be­longed.

    Maybe kill him just to be safe. It didn’t mat­ter. The night­mare was com­ing to a close.




    Mate­sev was a thin man by Rus­sian stan­dards, more Ger­man-​look­ing, with an aquiline

    nose and blond hair. He was al­so very neat. He had been wait­ing for word to go back in­to

    Amer­ica for many days now.




    When an of­fi­cer ar­rived with the mes­sage, he mere­ly smiled and packed a groom­ing kit

    with a brush, a comb, a ra­zor, and a tooth­brush. Then in a fine En­glish tai­lored suit he

    board­ed a plane to take him to Swe­den, where he would catch an­oth­er plane to Amer­ica.




    The of­fi­cer, wor­ried about Ra­bi­nowitz’ leg­endary abil­ities, asked the young Gen­er­al

    Mate­sev where his spe­cial-​force troops were. Wouldn’t it be dan­ger­ous to send them in

    sep­arate­ly? An ax­iom in a sur­prise raid was to have the high­est-​rank­ing of­fi­cer with

    the troops them­selves.




    To this Gen­er­al Mate­sev on­ly smiled.




    “I am ask­ing be­cause I know how im­por­tant this is.”




    “You are ask­ing be­cause you want to know my se­cret of get­ting a large num­ber of men in

    and out of Amer­ica with­out be­ing dis­cov­ered un­til we are gone. That is what you want to

    know,” said Mate­sev.




    “I would nev­er re­veal it to any­one.”




    “I know you won’t,” said Mate­sev, “be­cause I am not telling you. Just let me know if they

    want this Ra­bi­nowitz alive or dead.”




    “Alive if pos­si­ble, but def­inite­ly dead if not.”


  




  

    Chapter 5




    The CIA, alert­ed to his com­ing, spot­ted Mate­sev al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. His hand­some

    face had been logged and post­ed, and the minute he got on a plane bound for New York City from

    Swe­den, the man with the Nor­we­gian pass­port and name of Sven­son was rec­og­nized

    im­me­di­ate­ly as the Rus­sian com­man­der of the spe­cial force that had en­tered Amer­ica

    twice with­out be­ing spot­ted, which was known to ex­ist on­ly af­ter it had sucess­ful­ly

    got­ten out of the coun­try twice.




    Two strange things hap­pened al­most im­me­di­ate­ly. First, al­though ev­ery­one knew that

    the spe­cial Rus­sian force was com­ing in again, Mate­sev ar­rived in Kennedy Air­port alone.

    Not one oth­er Rus­sian was logged com­ing in with him. Both FBI and CIA co­or­di­nat­ing teams

    be­gan an alert for any large body of men ar­riv­ing to­geth­er or even many men ar­riv­ing

    singly from one lo­ca­tion.




    And short­ly there­after, in­ter­cept­ed in com­mu­ni­ca­tions to Moscow from New York, was

    an un­mis­tak­able Mate­sev mes­sage:




    “Force as­sem­bled. Prepar­ing to strike with­in twen­ty-​four hours.”




    For the third time Gen­er­al Boris Mate­sev had smug­gled in no less than 150 men with­out

    be­ing de­tect­ed, some­thing the Pres­ident had been as­sured would be im­pos­si­ble for a

    third time.




    And stranger still was the or­der from the White House.




    “Stand down. Mate­sev and force will be han­dled else­where. “




    None of them knew what the else­where was.




    And if they knew what the else­where was, they would have been far more wor­ried than they

    were now, see­ing this dan­ger en­ter Amer­ica’s bo­som with no ap­par­ent de­fense.




    Once Harold W. Smith got the con­tact call from Re­mo, he told the Pres­ident that CURE

    would be ca­pa­ble of han­dling this Rus­sian mys­tery man who could move 150 men in­vis­ibly

    in­to Amer­ica three times. Han­dle Mate­sev with ease. In fact, Smith’s peo­ple were ex­pert

    at move­ment with­out be­ing seen. They knew all the tricks of thou­sands of years of the House

    of Sinan­ju.




    And Re­mo was back. He had, as Chi­un had as­sured Smith, per­formed his ser­vices. As

    Chi­un had pro­claimed, no Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had ev­er failed a ser­vice. Of course Re­mo had

    im­plied the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju were a bit sus­pect when it came to the ser­vice of the

    House of Sinan­ju. In oth­er words, if Sinan­ju ev­er failed a com­mit­ment, Smith was nev­er

    go­ing to hear about it from Chi­un.




    And yet Chi­un was right. Re­mo was back. And the mis­sion was too com­plex and im­por­tant

    to trust com­mu­ni­ca­tion by sound alone, no mat­ter how se­cure the most mod­ern

    elec­tron­ics could make it. Smith had to have a face-​to-​face con­ver­sa­tion with Re­mo.




    Smith would not have been so hap­py if he knew what was hap­pen­ing the very mo­ment his

    plane took off for Re­mo’s and Chi­un’s new safe house just out­side Ep­cot Cen­ter in

    Or­lan­do, Flori­da. Smith had se­cured a con­do­mini­um for them at Vis­tana Views, where

    vis­its of a week or a month or even a year would not be par­tic­ular­ly no­tice­able.




    Af­ter the New Hope in­ci­dent he need­ed a place for Re­mo and Chi­un where their

    neigh­bors were tran­sients al­so. It was much safer.




    But for Re­mo this two-​room con­do­mini­um with a view of an elab­orate foun­tain,

    tele­vi­sions in al­most ev­ery room, and Jacuzzi, was just an­oth­er place he was not go­ing

    to stay very long.




    He ar­rived at the con­do glad to see Chi­un and not know­ing if he could share the sad­ness

    he felt now. Sur­pris­ing­ly, Chi­un was so­lic­itous. He did not have some peeve to work out

    on Re­mo. He did not stress the fact that Re­mo was un­grate­ful for the wis­dom of Sinan­ju,

    that Re­mo thought more of his coun­try than he did of Chi­un, when Chi­un had giv­en him

    ev­ery­thing and his coun­try had giv­en him noth­ing.




    None of these things did Chi­un men­tion when Re­mo en­tered with­out say­ing hel­lo. Re­mo

    sat down in the pas­tel liv­ing room and stared at the tele­vi­sion set for an hour. It wasn’t

    turned on.




    “You know,” said Re­mo fi­nal­ly, “I don’t own this place. And if I did, I wouldn’t want it.

    I don’t have a home. “




    Chi­un nod­ded, his wispy beard al­most un­mov­ing in the gen­tle­ness of the old man’s

    af­fir­ma­tion.




    “I don’t own any­thing. I don’t have a wife and fam­ily. I don’t have a place.”




    “These things that you don’t own, what are they?” asked Chi­un.




    “I just told you,” said Re­mo.




    “You told me what you don’t know, but you did not, my son, tell me what you do know. Show me

    a house that has last­ed thou­sands of years.”




    “The pyra­mids,” said Re­mo.




    “They were tomhs and they were bro­ken in­to al­most im­me­di­ate­ly, with­in a few

    cen­turies,” said Chi­un. “This coun­try you so love, how old is it? A few hun­dred years?”




    “I know what you’re get­ting at, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “Sinan­ju is five thou­sand

    years old, old­er than Egypt, old­er than the Chi­nese dy­nas­ties, old­er than build­ings. I

    know that.”




    “You know, and you don’t know. You don’t know what is alive to­day at Ep­cot Cen­ter.”




    “Mick­ey Mouse? You tell me,” said Re­mo. He knew the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju liked Walt

    Dis­ney, along with one oth­er Amer­ican in­sti­tu­tion, and that was just about it for whites

    and Amer­ica.




    “What en­dures to­day more un­changed than the very rocks of the earth? What is more

    un­changed than pre­cious jew­els that time wears away in in­finites­imal amounts? What is more

    un­changed than great em­pires that come and go? What is that which de­fies time, not just

    de­lays it for a few mil­len­nia?”




    “You play­ing games with me, lit­tle fa­ther?” He looked at the dark tele­vi­sion screen. No

    won­der he wasn’t both­ered by what was show­ing.




    “If life is a game, I am play­ing games with you. Some­thing is go­ing on in this room, this

    very room, more last­ing than any­thing you have seen.”




    Re­mo cocked an eye­brow. What­ev­er Chi­un was get­ting at, it was the truth.

    Un­for­tu­nate­ly it was opaque as the rocks he’d been talk­ing about, and Re­mo knew that the

    hard­er he tried, the less he would un­der­stand it. That was one of the se­crets of Sinan­ju,

    that ef­fort and strain re­al­ly worked against a per­son’s pow­ers.




    One had to learn to re­spect them and al­low them to work. All the great ge­nius­es of

    mankind un­der­stood that. Mozart could no more tell where a sym­pho­ny came from than

    Rem­brandt could his mirac­ulous­ly in­spir­ing light­ing.




    The av­er­age hu­man had pow­ers he had ig­nored since the day he start­ed to re­ly on

    tools. Spear or guid­ed mis­sile, ev­ery de­pen­den­cy on a tool caused the death of those

    pow­ers. So to­day when some­one dis­cov­ered lit­tle parts of it, they called it

    ex­trasen­so­ry per­cep­tion, or some ex­traor­di­nary act of strength like a moth­er be­ing

    able to lift a car by her­self when her ba­by was un­der­neath it.




    The truth was, she al­ways had that pow­er, and so did ev­ery­one else, ex­cept they did not

    know how to gain ac­cess to it, ex­cept in ex­traor­di­nary sit­ua­tions when the body took

    over.




    Sinan­ju was the way to the full use of man’s pow­er. Re­mo was no more ex­traor­di­nary

    than any­one else. He sim­ply knew how not to let his mind in­ter­fere with his

    in­tel­li­gence.




    Or­di­nar­ily.




    When Chi­un was not star­ing at him. When Re­mo was not so de­pressed. On oth­er days, and

    at oth­er times.




    “I give up. I don’t have the fog­gi­est what’s go­ing on in this room.”




    “Per­haps it is not go­ing on now,” said Chi­un. “Now that you have giv­en up.”




    “What are you talk­ing about? Just tell me,” said Re­mo.




    “Are you breath­ing in gulps of air, with­out think­ing? Are you let­ting your ner­vous­ness

    and body de­cide how to breathe in­stead of your essence? Are you gulp­ing air?”




    “No. Of course not.”




    “Then just as per­fect­ly known as it was to the first Mas­ters of Sinan­ju, be­yond the

    piti­ful record­ed his­to­ries of the world, so it is known to you undi­min­ished. No one time

    will wear away your ex­cel­lence. No lit­tle war will end your skills as some em­pires have

    end­ed. No thieves can en­ter as they have in the pyra­mids. You have the on­ly thing that will

    last all the days of your life. The skills that I have giv­en you.”




    Re­mo looked at his hands. They were thin­ner than they were when he be­gan, decades ago.

    But they had knowl­edge now and sen­si­tiv­ity he could not have even imag­ined be­fore.




    “You’re right, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “So let us leave this tem­po­rary coun­try you hap­pened to be born in, and once, just once,

    serve Sinan­ju, whose trea­sures you lost.”




    “I didn’t lose them, lit­tle fa­ther. They were stolen,” said Re­mo. Chi­un head­ed for the

    door.




    “We’re miss­ing Sea World and Fu­ture World while you de­ny guilt,” said Chi­un.




    “There was this thing that could have melt­ed the po­lar ice cap. I am sor­ry that the

    col­lect­ed trea­sures of Sinan­ju were stolen, but I didn’t steal them. That Ko­re­an

    in­tel­li­gence guy stole them. Not my fault some­one killed him be­fore he told you where he

    put them. It was his trick to get you to work for North Ko­rea.”




    “Ex­act­ly. Your fault,” said Chi­un.




    “How is it my fault?” asked Re­mo.




    “If you had been will­ing to serve oth­er coun­tries, North Ko­rea nev­er would have had to

    steal our trea­sures to get our ser­vices.”




    “That’s like blam­ing the peo­ple who won’t give in to the ter­ror­ists for what the

    ter­ror­ists do. It’s non­sense.”




    “We have nev­er re­cov­ered the trea­sure. Five thou­sand years of trea­sure. Gone. Your

    fault.”




    “You didn’t spend it any­how, lit­tle fa­ther. It sat there for five thou­sand years.

    Trib­ute from Alexan­der and the Mings. How many thou­sands of mint-​con­di­tion Ro­man coins

    lay in that house? And stuff that isn’t even valu­able nowa­days. A chunk of alu­minum from

    1000 B.C., when it was a rare met­al; hell, a case of so­da would be worth more to­day. “




    Re­mo was feel­ing good again. And so was Chi­un, see­ing Re­mo come back with his usu­al

    in­grat­itude. He was healthy again. As they walked out to the road that would take them to

    Ep­cot Cen­ter, Chi­un told Re­mo of the won­ders of the world and em­per­ors yet to be served,

    of trea­sures they could ex­act, of tricks they could use to ma­nip­ulate the wis­est lead­ers.

    There was a great new day wait­ing out there for the ser­vices of Sinan­ju, but first, Chi­un

    want­ed to see Fu­ture World.




    Smith ar­rived at the con­do and found Re­mo and Chi­un were out. He had to wait un­til

    evening. When he no­ticed the un­mis­tak­able smooth move­ment of Re­mo and Chi­un’s walk, it

    was get­ting dark.




    “I’m glad you’re back, Re­mo. We don’t have much time,” said Smith.




    “Yeah, I want to talk to you about that, Smit­ty. I’m afraid this is the end of the

    line.”




    “Stop jok­ing, Re­mo. Amer­ica has been pen­etrat­ed by a Rus­sian no one’s been able to

    stop. The world’s go­ing to end. “




    “That’s what you said when the trea­sure of Sinan­ju was stolen. Five thou­sand years of

    Sinan­ju trib­utes stolen, and al­most none of it re­cov­ered,” said Re­mo.




    Chi­un was so pleased he al­most cried. Of course, Re­mo was break­ing the ba­sic rule in

    deal­ing with an em­per­or. One nev­er told an em­per­or the truth. One al­lowed an em­per­or

    to find the truth one pre­sent­ed. An em­per­or was nev­er wrong or to blame. An em­per­or was

    the per­son who could take the right course when that course was laid out clear­ly for him.




    Re­mo should have learned the prop­er good-​byes. Chi­un would show him. Re­mo would need

    them now that they would be ser­vic­ing many clients. The long years of serv­ing the mad

    em­per­or Smith, who had nev­er used Sinan­ju to seize the Amer­ican throne called the

    pres­iden­cy, were over now.




    Chi­un chose the most florid of lau­da­tions to lay at the feet of Harold W. Smith, who had

    al­ready gone down in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju as the mad white em­per­or in the land

    dis­cov­ered by Chi­un.




    It took twen­ty min­utes to de­liv­er them, and at the end, Smith thanked Chi­un, and then

    said to Re­mo:




    “What are you wait­ing for? We’ve got to start the brief­ing. This is a com­pli­cat­ed

    mat­ter.”




    “Smit­ty, when Chi­un told you the glo­ri­ous name of Harold W. Smith would live on in the

    his­to­ries of Sinan­ju, eclips­ing Alexan­der, Au­gus­tus of Rome, and the great pharaohs, he

    meant good-​bye. It’s good-​bye for me, too.”




    “But you can’t. Not now.”




    “Now’s as good a time as any, Smit­ty. I think I’ve done my job for Amer­ica.

    Good-​bye.”




    Smith fol­lowed the two of them in­to their con­do­mini­um. It was on the ground floor and

    had a small screened porch fac­ing the wa­ter foun­tain. The spray masked sounds more

    ef­fec­tive­ly than any elec­tron­ic de­vice.




    “Which coun­try are you go­ing to serve? You can tell me that at least,” said Smith. The

    prob­lem here was that in his heart, Smith knew Re­mo was right. Re­mo had done more for the

    coun­try than any sin­gle man ev­er had. He had done it year af­ter year af­ter year. He nev­er

    flagged and he nev­er failed. And what had Amer­ica giv­en him’? There had to be a time when it

    all stopped, even for a pa­tri­ot.




    Re­mo an­swered that he did not know which coun­try they were go­ing to.




    “I may not even work for any­one. I may just rest and look at palm trees and pyra­mids. I

    don’t know. I’m tired. I’m more than tired. I was tired years ago. It’s over, Smit­ty.

    Good-​bye. And good luck.”




    “So it isn’t de­ter­mined yet who you will work for?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    “Let me speak to Chi­un a mo­ment, if I may.”




    “You won’t un­der­stand him.”




    “Let me try,” said Smith.




    Re­mo went in­to the main bed­room, where Chi­un was pack­ing his ki­monos.




    “He wants to talk to you,” said Re­mo.




    “Aha. Now you will see him bid for our ser­vices. You should come and watch. Now you will

    see as I have al­ways sus­pect­ed that the trib­utes of gold brought by Amer­ican sub­marines

    to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju might on­ly have been a pit­tance.”




    “I’d rather not see,” said Re­mo. He knew Chi­un would nev­er un­der­stand that Smith served

    a coun­try he be­lieved in and it was not his pri­vate gold but the prop­er­ty of the

    tax­pay­ers of Amer­ica. It was a coun­try Re­mo still felt for. He would al­ways be an

    Amer­ican, and he didn’t want to be there while his coun­try was twist­ed by a

    thou­sand-​year-​old ma­nip­ula­tion.




    Re­mo was go­ing be­cause he was go­ing, and that was it. Smith did not hear Chi­un en­ter

    the porch, but then he nev­er heard Chi­un. He was gaz­ing at the foun­tains when he no­ticed

    Chi­un was there, to­tal­ly com­posed as al­ways, and look­ing not one day old­er than he had

    when first they met and he was told this was the man who would train the one en­force­ment arm

    for CURE.




    “It’s been a long time, Chi­un. I want to say thank you, for Amer­ica is hon­ored to have

    had the mag­nif­icent ser­vices of the House of Sinan­ju.”




    “Sinan­ju is hon­ored, most gra­cious one,” said Chi­un. Just when they were leav­ing, Mad

    Harold of Amer­ica was learn­ing how to speak to his as­sas­sin.




    “I hear you are go­ing to bid out your ser­vices,” said Smith.




    “We can nev­er find one as gra­cious, O Em­per­or,” said Chi­un.




    “May we bid al­so?”




    “We will al­ways con­sid­er the of­fer of the gra­cious Harold. “




    “We have shipped gold reg­ular­ly in amounts that are now twen­ty times the size of what

    they were the first year. How can we im­prove?”




    “If it were just gold, O wise one, we would nev­er leave your sub­lime ser­vice. But as you

    know, the trea­sure of the House of Sinan­ju is miss­ing. Five thou­sand years of col­lect­ed

    trib­ute is gone.”




    “Gone is gone, Mas­ter. We can help re­plen­ish it.”




    “Can you re­place the obols of Alexan­der, the marks of Demetrius, the tolons of the Ming?

    Where are the bracelets from the great African tribes, or the stat­ues from Athens? Where are

    the box­es of coins with the vis­age of Di­vine Au­gus­tus there­in stamped?”




    “I’ll make you an of­fer. What we can­not find for you, we will re­place. We will nev­er

    stop un­til we re­place it. There is no coun­try as ca­pa­ble of this as we are.”




    “You will un­der­take to re­place fifty cen­turies of trib­ute to the House of

    Sinan­ju?”




    “Yes,” said Smith. “We will do that.”




    Chi­un thought a mo­ment. This was awe­some. Amer­ica was go­ing to match what all the

    pre­vi­ous civ­iliza­tions in the world had con­tribut­ed. Or­di­nar­ily an of­fer like this

    from a king or em­per­or would be sus­pect. But Chi­un had seen Amer­ica, had vis­it­ed its

    cities and fac­to­ries, vil­lages and farms. He had seen its great elec­tron­ics and land so

    rich that crops grew in a pro­fu­sion nev­er be­fore seen in the world.




    As he had al­ways thought, there was plen­ty of mon­ey here. Now Sinan­ju was go­ing to get

    a re­al piece of it. Amer­ica just might be able to do what Mad Harold had promised. This could

    mean on­ly one thing. Smith had to do the sane and rea­son­able thing for the em­ploy­er of

    Sinan­ju. He was go­ing to have Sinan­ju do what Sinan­ju did best. Re­place the cur­rent

    pres­ident and put Smith on the throne. There could be no oth­er rea­son for such an awe­some

    sum.




    “Agreed. It is our true hon­or.”




    “I’d like to speak to Re­mo, please,” said Smith.




    “Of course. A fine se­lec­tion. Let Re­mo hear it from your lips him­self.”




    Re­mo had packed his one small suit­case when Chi­un en­tered the bed­room, chortling.




    “We have one last mis­sion for Wise Harold,” said Chi­un.




    “Why is he no longer Mad Harold? And I thought we were tired of this place.”




    “Re­mo, if you do this one thing for Wise Harold, then I will for­give you for­ev­er for the

    loss of the trea­sure of Sinan­ju. It will make up for your chas­ing around the world on

    fool­ish­ness while our trea­sures re­mained un­found. Smith has agreed to re­place the

    trea­sures. I must pre­pare the list. It is very long.”




    “He must be des­per­ate. What does he want?”




    “Not des­per­ate. He re­al­izes the time has come. I have agreed on your be­half to kill the

    Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States so that Wise Harold might bring or­der and de­cen­cy to a

    rav­aged land.”




    “I don’t be­lieve it,” said Re­mo.




    “We have promised. There is no greater sin than for an as­sas­sin to break his promise.”




    “I’ll han­dle one more, lit­tle fa­ther. But I am sure it is not do­ing in the

    Pres­ident.”




    “What else could it be?” asked Chi­un.




    “Some­thing ex­traor­di­nar­ily big that on­ly we can do.” Chi­un had bare­ly be­gun on the

    list when Re­mo re­turned, ask­ing him if there was noth­ing in the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju

    show­ing how a man could en­ter a coun­try two times with more than 150 men and not be even

    no­ticed un­til he was gone.




    Gen­er­al Mate­sev knew the mo­ment he had lost his tail. That was the first part of his

    in­va­sion of the Unit­ed States, that he had pulled off twice be­fore and had no rea­son to

    be­lieve he could not do again, at least once more.




    He moved through the gi­ant and busy New York City for two hours, test­ing to see if by some

    mir­acle a tail could stay with him. When he was as­sured it did not, he went in­to an

    Amer­ican bank and pushed a five dol­lar bill through the win­dow.




    “Ten quar­ters, please,” he said.




    The teller shuf­fled out the coins quick­ly. With­out know­ing it, she had just giv­en

    Gen­er­al Mate­sev the tools he need­ed to bring about an­oth­er suc­cess­ful in­va­sion of

    Amer­ica.




    He took the ten quar­ters and went to a phone both. With­in three hours, 150 se­lect

    Rus­sian com­man­dos would be op­er­at­ing with­in Amer­ica it­self. The spe­cial force would

    have in­vad­ed again with­out a trace.




    With the ten quar­ters he made ten phone calls. With each phone call, he said:




    “Good af­ter­noon. The sky seems a bit yel­low to­day, don’t you think?”




    And with each phone call he got back a state­ment: “More blue, I think. But who knows. Life

    is so strange, yes?”




    And to that an­swer he said ten times: “Rik­er’s Is­land Sta­di­um.”




    Joe Wil­son’s wife saw him pick up the phone. She had been sure he was hav­ing an af­fair

    un­til she lis­tened in to one of the con­ver­sa­tions. There was nev­er an­oth­er wom­an on

    the end of the line.




    Joe didn’t work. He didn’t play much, oth­er than ex­er­cis­ing by run­ning around the

    back­yard five miles ev­ery day in a sim­ple cir­cle, and do­ing jump­ing jacks and oth­er

    rou­tines that re­mind­ed some neigh­bors of ba­sic train­ing.




    Yet he didn’t need mon­ey. He had in­come from a Swiss bank ac­count his fa­ther gave him

    and the checks were de­posit­ed in his Queens bank ac­count with more reg­ular­ity than his

    moth­er re­ceived her so­cial se­cu­ri­ty.




    In fact, the on­ly way Joe’s wife had ev­er got­ten him to mar­ry her was to agree to have

    the wed­ding at the house. And why not? That’s how they met. That’s how they dat­ed. And that’s

    how he in­sist­ed on liv­ing. Well, that wasn’t so bad. Lots of peo­ple had the dis­ease called

    ago­ra­pho­bia that kept them chained to their homes all the time.




    Yet this was en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent. She had picked up the phone for him in the oth­er room

    be­cause he was out­side ex­er­cis­ing. When she said it was a man talk­ing about the sky he

    prac­ti­cal­ly ran through the door. She lis­tened in.




    “Good af­ter­noon. The sky seems a bit yel­low to­day, don’t you think?” asked the man on

    the oth­er end. “More blue, I think. But who knows? Life is so strange, yes?” an­swered her

    hus­band, Joe.




    “Rik­er’s Is­land Sta­di­um,” said the man.




    Joe hung up and be­gan di­al­ing oth­er num­bers. And giv­ing or­ders. She had nev­er heard

    him give or­ders be­fore. He made four­teen phone calls and told ev­ery per­son at the oth­er

    end the same thing.




    “Rik­er’s Is­land.”




    And then for the first time since she knew him, Joe Wil­son, her hus­band, left their home.

    He kissed her lov­ing­ly good-​bye and said some­thing that ter­ri­fied her.




    “Look. I wasn’t sup­posed to mar­ry you in the first place. And you’re a good kid. You’ve

    put up with a lot. An aw­ful lot. You’ve let me stay at home all this time. But I want you to

    know that no mat­ter what hap­pens, it doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”




    “Are you leav­ing me, Joe? Are you leav­ing?”




    “I love you,” he said, and he was gone. The house seemed woe­ful­ly emp­ty with­out him in

    it. He had nev­er left be­fore, and the way he left so quick­ly and so eas­ily told Mrs. Joseph

    Wil­son he had nev­er suf­fered ago­ra­pho­bia at all.




    The man called Joe Wil­son took a New York bus to Rik­er’s Is­land. The bus was un­usu­al­ly

    crowd­ed that day, crowd­ed with men, all go­ing to Rik­er’s Is­land, all in their late

    twen­ties and ear­ly thir­ties, all quite fit.




    Rik­er’s Is­land Sta­di­um was not be­ing used that day, and their foot­steps echoed through

    the tun­nels out on­to the field. They all took seats at the fifty-​yard line, look­ing ev­ery

    bit like some large team get­ting ready for a game.




    But the man who came out of the tun­nel was not a coach. No coach ev­er got this sort of

    re­spect.




    He snapped his fin­gers and said, “Group cap­tains,” and ten men left the stands where the

    oth­er 140 sat, and walked out on­to the run­ning track to speak to Gen­er­al Mate­sev, in his

    fine En­glish suit.




    “We are go­ing to be out of Amer­ica in two days max­imum. If we can’t leave on a plane

    peace­ful­ly we will shoot our way out at any point I se­lect along the Cana­di­an bor­der. Any

    of you have men who you think are un­re­li­able?”




    All ten shook their heads.




    “I didn’t think so. You were all well se­lect­ed,” said Mate­sev with a lit­tle smile. The

    joke was that he had se­lect­ed ev­ery one of them in­di­vid­ual­ly, men who could keep in

    train­ing and wait for that one phone call.




    Be­cause the method he had de­vised to in­vade Amer­ica at will with 150 men was as sim­ple

    as good log­ic could make it. No 150 men could in­vade in a sin­gle body with­out be­ing seen.

    But 150 sep­arate men com­ing in­to a coun­try one at a time over the course of a year would

    nev­er be no­ticed, 150 men who would on­ly have to wait for a sin­gle phone call to be­come a

    uni­fied force again. One hun­dred and fifty men each trained to speak Amer­ican En­glish

    flu­ent­ly, each trained as part of a team years be­fore in Rus­sia, now be­com­ing that team

    again.




    Mate­sev had pulled this off twice be­fore so that the on­ly time Amer­ica knew he had been

    around was af­ter he had left, af­ter it had seen the force leave.




    It had cost the ser­vices of three hun­dred men, be­cause none of them could be used again.

    Each op­er­ation used one deep-​plant­ed force. Ex­pen­sive in train­ing and time, but dur­ing

    a cri­sis like this so def­inite­ly worth the cost.




    “We have a spe­cial prob­lem,” he said. “We have to do a snatch on some­one who might be

    un­snatch­abie.”




    “Ex­plain, sir,” said one of his cap­tains.




    “He is an es­capee from the para­psy­chol­ogy vil­lage in Siberia. He has spe­cial pow­ers.

    He can hyp­no­tize oth­ers in­stant­ly. A KGB unit failed to stop him at Berlin. He got out of

    the best pro­tec­tion in the vil­lage. I don’t think he’s stop­pable. I think the minute he

    knows some­one is go­ing to try to snatch him, he will use his pow­ers.”




    “So we are go­ing to kill him?”




    “Wrong. We are go­ing to make sure we kill him.”




    “How?”




    “Give me a lit­tle flex­ibil­ity on that. I want to see what he’s got. I’d rather spend

    forty-​sev­en hours of the forty-​eight hours we have to do our job in plan­ning and

    prepar­ing, than forty-​sev­en hours of shoot­ing up a build­ing and one hour fig­ur­ing out

    what went wrong. We’ll get this lit­tle hyp­no­tist good. “




    “What about drug­ging him?”




    “How do you know some­one is drugged? You could be hyp­no­tized to think he was, when he

    wasn’t.”




    “You could be hyp­no­tized to be­lieve he is dead.”




    “That is why we are go­ing to work in waves. He is not go­ing to get all one hun­dred and

    fifty of us hear­ing and see­ing the same things. First, we stake him out. He has an of­fice on

    Fifth Av­enue.”




    “A typ­ical cap­ital­ist ad­dress,” said one cap­tain, glad to be us­ing the lan­guage of

    com­mu­nism again.




    “Our con­sulate is just off Fifth Av­enue, you id­iot.” Mate­sev as­signed one unit to the

    stake­out, a sec­ond unit to back them up, and to the oth­er eight units he gave the mis­sion

    of procur­ing the prop­er weapons.




    With the first two units, he iso­lat­ed the build­ing by in­ter­cept­ing all

    com­mu­ni­ca­tion lines and putting them through his own com­mand cen­ter. Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz did not know the day a new neigh­bor moved in down­stairs that now Hyp­not­ic

    Ser­vices of Fifth Av­enue Inc. was lo­cat­ed di­rect­ly above a head­quar­ters of the most

    ef­fec­tive com­man­do squad in So­vi­et his­to­ry.




    In Wash­ing­ton, the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States heard the one thing he nev­er thought

    he would hear from the or­ga­ni­za­tion called CURE. When it had been or­ga­nized, the need to

    keep its bud­get se­cret was just as great as keep­ing the or­ga­ni­za­tion it­self a se­cret.

    So it was al­lowed to covert­ly tap in­to bud­gets of oth­er de­part­ments. This avoid­ed a

    hear­ing on its costs that would in turn, re­veal its na­ture.




    CURE could have run an en­tire coun­try with its bud­get with­out any­one know­ing where the

    cash went. Of course, Harold Smith was a man of the great­est pro­bity. That was why he had

    been cho­sen to run this or­ga­ni­za­tion with an un­lim­it­ed bud­get.




    What the Pres­ident had to deal with that day, be­sides the still mys­te­ri­ous dan­ger from

    Rus­sia, was the startling news from the man with the lim­it­less bud­get.




    “Sir,” said Harold W. Smith, “I’m afraid we’re go­ing to need more funds.”




    To save Amer­ica, CURE was go­ing to have to pay the ac­cu­mu­lat­ed for­tunes of five

    mil­len­nia of Sinan­ju Mas­ters.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    On the day be­fore the world was sup­posed to fall on him, Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz heard a

    ter­ri­fy­ing sto­ry from John­ny Ban­gos­sa.




    “They gonna do the job on you,” said John­ny, winc­ing. Vass­ily had tried to make John­ny

    be­lieve his broth­er nev­er used to hit him. This, of course, the mas­ter hyp­no­tist did

    eas­ily. The winc­ing and duck­ing both­ered Vass­ily. How­ev­er, the mo­ment John­ny

    Ban­gos­sa didn’t be­lieve that his old­er broth­er Car­li (in the form of Vass­ily) would

    abuse him any­more, he be­came down­right dis­re­spect­ful, and even dan­ger­ous. Vass­ily had

    to get him to be­lieve again that his broth­er Car­li was a bru­tal, in­sen­si­tive, and,

    cru­el dolt.




    This fact hav­ing been reestab­lished, John­ny Ban­gos­sa re­turned to his form of

    loy­al­ty.




    “What is this thing ‘do­ing the job’?” asked Vass­ily. “I have heard you men­tion the same

    phrase in re­gards to ro­mance. “




    It had amazed Vass­ily with what hos­til­ity his men talked about the wom­en they se­duced.

    It was like a war. They talked of do­ing the job on this wom­an or that, of re­al­ly “giv­ing

    it to her,” a phrase they would al­so use for beat­ing up some­one.




    “Do­ing the job, Car­li, is they’re gonna kill you. Waste you. Off you. Give it to you.”




    “And how did you find out this in­for­ma­tion?”




    “They tried to bribe me to set you up.”




    “I see,” said Vass­ily. “How bor­ing.”




    “Why is that bor­ing?”




    “Be­cause they al­so did it with Roc­co, Car­lo, Vi­to, and Gui­do. This is the fifth plan

    to kill me. Why?”




    “Car­li, you know that you’re cut­tin’ in­to their ter­ri­to­ry. They got­ta make the move

    on you.”




    “The move. Didn’t you make the move on the sec­re­tary?”




    “No, that’s a dif­fer­ent move.”




    “How am I cut­ting in­to their ter­ri­to­ry? I just run a weight-​loss, quit-​smok­ing,

    sex­ual-​prob­lem clin­ic. That’s all I do. I on­ly try to pro­tect my­self.”




    “Well, you know the guys do a lit­tle stuff on the side. Roc­co’s got some nar­cotics,

    Car­lo’s got some pros­ti­tu­tion, Vi­to does a lit­tle ex­tor­tion, and Gui­do breaks

    peo­ple’s legs.”




    “That’s a busi­ness? That’s a ter­ri­to­ri­al ter­ri­to­ry?” asked Vass­ily, pan­icked at

    what Amer­ica would con­sid­er a prof­it­mak­ing en­ter­prise. He had heard cap­ital­ism had

    evils but had al­ways as­sumed most of it was pro­pa­gan­da from the Krem­lin.




    “That’s what they’re in, and you should be tak­ing your cut. It’s good busi­ness,

    es­pe­cial­ly the nar­cotics. “




    “I don’t want to be in nar­cotics, pros­ti­tu­tion, ex­tor­tion, and break­ing peo­ple’s

    legs, John­ny,” said Vass­ily. What had gone wrong? All he want­ed was to live in free­dom and

    then af­ter he was mugged all he want­ed was to live in safe­ty. Now he had to deal

    con­stant­ly with these hairy an­imals, and peo­ple were al­ways try­ing to kill him.




    “We got to do the job on them first. We got­ta lay it on them. We got to re­al­ly bang them

    hard,” said John­ny Ban­gos­sa.




    “I sup­pose we will have to for­ni­cate them,” said Vass­ily, try­ing to get in­to the

    spir­it of it all. But it didn’t seem to work. There were a full half-​dozen men he was

    sup­posed to kill. Con­sid­er­ing his pow­ers, he thought, there had to be a bet­ter way.




    “I’ll meet with them,” said Vass­ily.




    “They’ll kill you on the way to the meet­ing,” said John­ny Ban­gos­sa.




    “I’ll tell Vi­to, Car­lo, Gui­do, and Roc­co to stop.”




    “Vi­to, Car­lo, Gui­do, and Roc­co will start workin’ with the oth­ers. And we’ll be done

    for.”




    “Is there any way I can get out of com­mit­ting mur­der?”




    “What for, Car­li? We can have the whole thing. If we win.”




    While Vass­ily did not see break­ing legs as win­ning some­thing, there def­inite­ly was a

    ma­jor ad­van­tage to liv­ing through the day. But he had seen these men work for him. Their

    col­lec­tive IQ was in­suf­fi­cient to build an out­house.




    He had al­so seen that rea­son was not some­thing that ap­pealed to them. They had two

    emo­tions, greed and fear. Usu­al­ly they showed these two emo­tions in a com­bined form, which

    was anger. They were an­gry all the time.




    The mo­ment any one of them re­al­ized Vass­ily was not the man they thought him to be, he

    would be dead. He thought of run­ning again. He even thought mo­men­tar­ily of run­ning back to

    Rus­sia. But in Rus­sia, once he got back, they might think of a way to keep him there

    for­ev­er.




    Some­thing about the size of a fin­ger­nail de­cid­ed Vass­ily’s course of ac­tion that day.

    It was not an es­pe­cial­ly im­pos­ing thing, be­ing a dull gray, and was rather soft for a

    met­al. It was an ug­ly lit­tle piece of lead. What made it such an im­por­tant piece was how

    quick­ly it was mov­ing, faster than the speed of sound. And even more im­por­tant, it was

    mov­ing very close to Vass­ily’s head. Three inch­es. He felt the wind of it in his hair as he

    got in­to the rear seat of his limou­sine. It cracked through a large plate-​glass win­dow on

    Fifth Av­enue, and Gui­do and Roc­co had their pis­tols out al­most in­stant­ly.




    The man who fired the ri­fle was now speed­ing away in the rear seat of a car.




    Vass­ily picked him­self up out of the gut­ter and wiped the dirt off his ex­pen­sive new

    blue suit. He was more fright­ened than he had ev­er been in his life. Al­ways be­fore in

    dan­ger he could catch the eye of his at­tack­er. But here he could be killed with­out ev­er

    see­ing the man.




    Like most peo­ple cap­tured by fear, Vass­ily lost all sense of bal­ance and pro­por­tion.

    He was yelling when he got his boys to­geth­er. He want­ed to know ev­ery­thing about his

    en­emies. What were their habits, what were their rou­tines?




    And in that state of mine, he de­vised a sim­ple plan that could be put in­to ef­fect that

    very night. He took three lead­ers of his op­po­si­tion and tar­get­ed them for death, even as

    he told them he want­ed to make peace with them. He hat­ed him­self as he did this, but fear

    al­most al­ways wins over self-​re­spect.




    Slimy was the way he felt about him­self, but he had no choice. He had one shot­gunned to

    death in­side an el­eva­tor where the man couldn’t move. Fat Gui­do took care of that one.

    An­oth­er was ma­chine-​gunned in bed with his wom­an, and the wom­an was killed al­so. But the

    most vile part of it all was hav­ing one of his men, Car­lo, pose as a po­lice­man and shoot

    one of his tar­gets on the steps of Saint Patrick’s Cathe­dral, a house of wor­ship, a place

    where peo­ple prayed.




    By mid­night, as the re­ports came in of one hor­rid deed af­ter an­oth­er, he found he

    couldn’t took at him­self in the mir­ror. Out­side the plush liv­ing room of his Park Av­enue

    apart­ment, Vass­ily heard noise. It was his men. He could al­ways hyp­no­tize them to be­lieve

    they hadn’t done these hor­ri­ble deeds. He could have them know in their bones that this

    hor­ri­ble day did not hap­pen, but he would know. And one day, he might be so over­come with

    re­morse that he would slip and fail to keep one of these men in a hyp­not­ic state.




    The noise in­creased out­side his liv­ing room. Were they in a state of re­bel­lion,

    re­volt­ed by the hor­rors they were forced to com­mit, hor­rors that even for gang­sters had

    to wrench their souls?




    Sud­den­ly the door burst open and there were John­ny Ban­gos­sa, Vi­to, Gui­do, Roc­co, and

    Car­lo, and they were all com­ing at him. John­ny was the first to grab his right hand. So

    strick­en was he by his guilt that Vass­ily failed to make eye con­tact and con­vince John­ny

    he had nev­er done such a hor­ri­ble thing as to ma­chine-​gun a man in bed with his lover.




    Vass­ily closed his eyes and wait­ed for the first hor­ri­ble sen­sa­tion of death. He felt

    some­thing wet on his right hand. Then he felt some­thing wet on his left hand. He couldn’t

    pull his hands away. Was this some form of liq­uid poi­son?




    He wait­ed for it to pen­etrate the skin. But there was on­ly more wet­ness. He heard a

    strange sound at one hand. All right, he thought. Poi­son is not the worst thing. There are

    worse ways to die. Be­ing shot­gunned in an el­eva­tor is a worse way to die. Be­ing

    ma­chine-​gunned while mak­ing love is a worse way to die. Be­ing sur­prised by a man pos­ing

    as a po­lice of­fi­cer shoot­ing you on the steps of a house of wor­ship is a worse way to die.

    Per­haps poi­son is too good for me.




    But he was not dead. He could not free his hands, but he was not dead. He heard the noise of

    kiss­ing com­ing from the ends of his arms. Smelled the hor­ri­ble oils his boys used on their

    hair. And felt lips ca­ress­ing the back of his palms. He opened his eyes.




    Vi­to, Gui­do, Roc­co, and Car­lo were bump­ing heads try­ing to be the first to kiss his

    hands.




    It was a form of hon­or, he knew.




    “You re­al­ly did it, Car­li. You’re won­der­ful. You’re a pow­er now. You got re­spect. You

    al­ways had our love, broth­er. Now you got our re­spect. And the re­spect of New York City,”

    said John­ny “The Bang” Ban­gos­sa to the man he thought was Car­li Ban­gos­sa.




    “We’re a ma­jor fam­ily now,” said Gui­do, who al­lowed as how for his won­der­ful ser­vices

    that day, he should be made a ca­poregime. And so did John­ny, Vi­to, Roc­co, and Car­lo.




    “Cer­tain­ly,” said Vass­ily. On­ly lat­er was he in­formed that he had just giv­en these

    five thugs the right to re­cruit and or­ga­nize their own crime fam­ilies un­der his gen­er­al

    com­mand.




    The bod­ies were still warm when the New York me­dia be­gan an­alyz­ing the re­sults.

    Deal­ing with the bru­tal killings like some ball game, they an­nounced a new play­er mak­ing a

    bril­liant move. None of the in­side sources knew for sure who this new Mafia don was, but he

    had shown him­self to be a bril­liant strate­gist. In one mas­ter stroke he had im­mo­bi­lized

    the oth­er fam­ilies who were now su­ing for peace. And an in­formed source in­di­cat­ed this

    or­ga­ni­za­tion­al ge­nius was col­lect­ing the rem­nants of the oth­er tem­porar­ily

    de­mor­al­ized crime fam­ilies.




    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz re­al­ized now he was some kind of hero. What he had con­sid­ered a

    form of degra­da­tion was ge­nius here. Who knew, maybe he would even like break­ing legs for a

    liv­ing, if they broke clean­ly and did not cre­ate too much pain and blood.




    He wished his moth­er could see him now. She would have to agree he was not the most

    reck­less boy in town as he had been called back in Dul­sk, be­fore he al­lowed him­self to go

    to that vil­lage in Siberia, be­fore all this, when he was just a sim­ple or­di­nary lad. He

    won­dered if he could get his moth­er out of Rus­sia, per­haps set her up here. Maybe as the

    moth­er of a don, as he un­der­stood the head of a “fam­ily” to be called, she would be called

    a don­na. There were wom­en here of that name. He would be Don Vass­ily and his moth­er would

    be Don­na Mir­ri­am.




    When Gen­er­al Mate­sev’s first unit hit the Ra­bi­nowitz of­fice of Fifth Aveu­ue the

    fol­low­ing morn­ing, they made their way through a long line of cus­tomers, push­ing aside the

    sec­re­tary, and open­ing the door to the in­ner of­fice, us­ing an old tech­nique for city

    war­fare. You didn’t rush in­to a room. You threw a hand grenade in­to the room first. They you

    looked to see if any­one was in there.




    When the first unit had de­ter­mined there had been a kill in the of­fice Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz had been us­ing ev­ery day for the last few weeks, the sec­ond unit quick­ly

    fol­lowed with bags, suc­tion equip­ment, and var­ious spec­imen col­lect­ing de­vices.

    Quick­ly the rem­nants of what had been a per­son would be whisked out of that of­fice in­to a

    truck that was re­al­ly a lab­ora­to­ry. What they want­ed from the rem­nants of a per­son was

    blood type, cell type, and fin­ger­prints if they were lucky. If they got a whole face, so much

    the bet­ter.




    But Gen­er­al Mate­sev was not go­ing to risk any­one talk­ing to this man who could turn

    even the most hard­ened minds of the finest KGB of­fi­cers. Kill first, iden­ti­fy sec­ond,

    re­turn to Moscow third, the mis­sion ac­com­plished. One had to keep things sim­ple.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly the first wave found on­ly shat­tered fur­ni­ture and win­dows. No one had

    been in the of­fice.




    “Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz is not see­ing any­one,” said a sec­re­tary, get­ting up from be­hind a

    desk. Peo­ple were now scat­ter­ing in the hall­ways and scream­ing.




    “Where is he?” de­mand­ed the unit lead­er of the four­teen men of the lead squad of the

    Mate­sev force.




    “Won’t do you any good. You can’t get an ap­point­ment.”




    “Where is he?”




    “I think he’s moved to Long Is­land. He’s got a big house and a wife with a mus­tache, I

    think. I don’t know. He’s not com­ing in any­more. He phoned this morn­ing. No more

    ap­point­ments. I’ve been telling that to ev­ery­one.”




    Re­mo ap­proached the large brick house on Long Is­land, walk­ing be­tween the mov­ing vans

    that were un­load­ing dark lac­quered fur­ni­ture, pink lamps, and se­quined chairs. It was a

    col­lec­tion of fur­ni­ture that any mer­chant would have been glad to pawn off on a drunk­en

    abo­rig­ine.




    Gen­er­al Mate­sev had come to Amer­ica look­ing for Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz. Ra­bi­nowitz’

    Fifth Av­enue of­fice had been blown up that morn­ing by hand grenades. Fif­teen men work­ing

    in uni­son had de­mol­ished the place. The po­lice came. The news­men came. Then the news­men

    start­ed ask­ing if this were an­oth­er hit in the new Mafia war. Re­mo min­gled among them. He

    had found out Ra­bi­nowitz had an apart­ment on this fash­ion­able street. He rushed to the

    apart­ment. He didn’t want Mate­sev get­ting this Ra­bi­nowitz and get­ting out of the coun­try

    be­fore Re­mo had a chance at him.




    Smith had al­so had an­oth­er re­quire­ment: he want­ed to know what Mate­sev was af­ter.

    Re­mo had said that was sim­ple. Ra­bi­nowitz.




    “But why does he want Ra­bi­nowitz? No one can fig­ure that out. A sim­ple Rus­sian cit­izen

    is not worth all this.” So there were two things to do that morn­ing. Mate­sev first,

    Ra­bi­nowitz sec­ond, get them both be­fore one did in the oth­er.




    At Ra­bi­nowitz’ apart­ment, he saw work­men car­ry­ing out fur­ni­ture.




    He asked where it was go­ing. The work­men re­fused to say any­thing and warned him that if

    he knew what was good for him, he would keep his mouth shut and his eyes closed.




    Re­mo said that was an un­kind way to re­spond to a sim­ple ques­tion. The movers said if

    Re­mo knew what was good for him, he wouldn’t ask those kinds of ques­tions. Be­sides, they

    didn’t have to an­swer. There was noth­ing that could force them.




    So Re­mo of­fered to help them with the mov­ing. He moved a large couch by grab­bing one

    leg, and held it per­fect­ly lev­el with com­plete ease. Then he used the oth­er end of the

    couch to play with the movers.




    “Tick­le tick­le,” said Re­mo, coax­ing a large mover’s rib with the far end of the stuffed

    white couch. He coaxed the mover up in­to the truck. Then he coaxed him to the front of the

    truck. Then he coaxed him against the front of the truck. Re­mo was about to coax the mover

    through the front of the truck when the mover had some­thing very im­por­tant to say to

    Re­mo.




    “Great Neck, Long Is­land. Baf­fin Road. He’s got an es­tate there. But don’t mess with

    him.”




    “Why not? I like to mess.”




    “Yeah. You don’t see how we’re haulin’ this fur­ni­ture? You don’t see it?”




    “No, I don’t see a scratch on it,” said Re­mo, drop­ping the couch and giv­ing the load its

    first scratch. With a crash.




    “Yeah, well, when you see movers not even get­ting a scratch on fur­ni­ture, you got­ta know

    it’s for rack­eteers. No one who can’t break your arms and legs is go­ing to get fur­ni­ture

    moved this nice. Mafia.”




    “Ra­bi­nowitz. That doesn’t sound Ital­ian. I al­ways thought you had to be Ital­ian.”




    “Yeah, well, that ain’t what I just heard. This guy’s got more fun­ny names than any­one I

    know. One guy calls him Car­li, one calls him Bil­ly, and an­oth­er calls him Pa­pa. And I

    wouldn’t want to be alone in an al­ley with any of those guys. So you tell me. Is he Mafia or

    is he not Mafia? I don’t care if the guy’s got a name like Winthrop Winthrop Jones the Eighth.

    If you got the thugs around you like he’s got, you’re Mafia.”




    And so Re­mo had got­ten the new ad­dress of Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz, and went out to the Long

    Is­land es­tate to await the at­tack of Gen­er­al Mate­sev’s men. It was a large es­tate with

    high brick walls and a big iron fence at which two very tough-​look­ing men stood guard.




    “I’m look­ing for work,” said Re­mo.




    “Get out­ta here,” said one of the guards. He had a big lead pipe on his lap, and un­der his

    jack­et he had a .38. He al­lowed the bulge of the gun to show, no doubt con­sid­er­ing it an

    ef­fec­tive de­ter­rent. He had the sort of pushed-​in face that let you know he would

    hap­pi­ly use ei­ther weapon.




    “You don’t un­der­stand. I want work and I want a spe­cif­ic job. I want yours.”




    The man laughed and tight­ened his ham fists around the lead pipe. He start­ed to push it at

    Re­mo’s chest. He hard­ly saw the thin man’s hands move, but sud­den­ly the pipe was dou­bled

    in half.




    “Some­times I wrap it around necks,” said Re­mo, and since the man looked on with some

    in­creduli­ty, he showed him how. Re­mo bent the gray lead pipe around the man’s thick neck

    like a col­lar, leav­ing a lit­tle bit ex­tra for a han­dle.




    The oth­er man went for his gun, and Re­mo put him quick­ly to sleep by glanc­ing a blow off

    his skull, caus­ing re­ver­ber­ations that would not al­low the brain to func­tion.




    He tugged the pipe along with him, down the long brick path to the el­egant main house with

    the gables and dorm­ers, and guns stick­ing out of them.




    He tugged the guard a good quar­ter-​mile to the door of the main house. Yel­low and red

    tulips, the flow­ers in full blos­som, made a bright pat­tern against the red brick. New­ly

    trimmed grass gave a rich earthy smell to this walled haven on Long Is­land. The door opened

    and was filled with a hairy man.




    “I want his job,” said Re­mo, nod­ding at the guard whose neck was still en­cased in the

    lead pipe.




    “You do that?” asked the man. Re­mo nod­ded.




    “He do that?” asked the man. The guard nod­ded.




    “You’re hired. You’re in my regime. My name’s John­ny Ban­gos­sa. My broth­er Car­li runs

    this fam­ily. There’s no one more im­por­tant af­ter Car­li than me.”




    “And what about Ra­bi­nowitz?”




    “Who is that Jew?” asked John­ny. “I keep hear­ing about him ev­ery­where.”




    “I heard he owned this place,” said Re­mo.




    “Maybe he was the one what sold it to us,” said John­ny Ban­gos­sa.




    “But his name’s on the fur­ni­ture and ad­dress here.”




    “That guy gets around,” said John­ny. “But my broth­er Car­li says he’s all right. He says

    no­body should hurt him for noth­ing.”




    “I see,” said Re­mo. But he didn’t.




    The en­tire first unit had failed. The sec­ond unit was use­less, and the third did not know

    where to go.




    Gen­er­al Mate­sev smiled slight­ly and took a sip of cof­fee. The men had to see he was not

    pan­icked. The worst thing a com­man­der could do to men be­hind en­emy lines was to let them

    suc­cumb to fear. They had enough ten­sion al­ready. Many of them had been liv­ing with it for

    years. Per­haps much of it had dis­si­pat­ed af­ter awhile, but now they all knew they were

    go­ing to have to fight their way home and some­thing had gone wrong.




    What Mate­sev would do now would earn him the awe of his men. Or­di­nar­ily when some­thing

    went wrong a Rus­sian com­man­der would pun­ish some­one. Noth­ing bad could hap­pen with­out

    some­one be­ing at fault.




    Mate­sev mere­ly looked at his cof­fee in­tent­ly and asked what kind it was. He was in the

    back of what looked like a large re­frig­er­ator truck that was re­al­ly his head­quar­ters. It

    could eas­ily hold thir­ty men and all the equip­ment they would need. It had been wait­ing for

    him with one of his units.




    “I don’t know, sir,” said one of the men hasti­ly.




    “Very good. Very good. But we now have a very se­ri­ous prob­lem. Very se­ri­ous.”




    The men nod­ded grave­ly.




    “How do we get enough of this won­der­ful cof­fee back to Rus­sia to last us a

    life­time?”




    Ev­ery­one in the back of the sealed truck sud­den­ly burst in­to laugh­ter.




    “All right,” he said. “Back to our prob­lem. Unit One didn’t fail. Nei­ther did Unit Two.

    Our friend Vas­si­ty Ra­bi­nowi­iz failed. He failed to be there. Now, we have a day and a half

    to find out where he is. That should be no prob­lem. But what I want you good fel­lows to think

    of is how we can get this cof­fee back with us.”




    Mate­sev knew Moscow would not ac­cept such lev­ity, but Moscow was help­less. They wouldn’t

    have wast­ed this last group on this mis­sion if they could have done it with any­one else. The

    prob­lem with se­cret­ing en­tire units with­in Amer­ica was that once the unit was used, it

    could nev­er be used again.




    But Mate­sev did not tell his men how alarm­ing­ly bad the news got. His re­ports came in

    that Ra­bi­nowitz had some­how got­ten him­self in­volved with lo­cal crim­inals and now was

    be­gin­ning some sort of an em­pire. This was the Krem­lin’s worst fear. No one cared whether

    Ra­bi­nowitz con­trolled all the nar­cotics in Amer­ica, or the world for that mat­ter. That

    was not what fright­ened those at the para­psy­chol­ogy vil­lage who knew his pow­er.




    Their wor­ry was where he would stop, be­cause once he had a taste of crim­inal pow­er, he

    most cer­tain­ly would want more and more and no one would be ca­pa­ble even of de­lay­ing him.

    The time to get him was when he was alone, be­fore he used his pow­ers to cre­ate

    fol­low­ers.




    But that point had al­ready passed.




    Mate­sev de­cid­ed to ig­nore it. In­stead, he made a cal­cu­lat­ed gam­ble. He was sure no

    crim­inals in the world could match 150 of the best Rus­sian com­man­dos. Crim­inals were

    nev­er that good in a group. The at­tack this time would not be by small units but one mas­sive

    as­sault with ev­ery­one thrown in­to it. There might be one or two or at most three

    ef­fec­tive men with weapons among that group Ra­bi­nowitz had sur­round­ed him­self with, but

    no more than that. Let them taste a full-​scale as­sault.




    And of course this time he was go­ing to make sure Vass­ily was home.




    When it was de­ter­mined that he was se­clud­ed in an es­tate in Great Neck, Long Is­land,

    Mate­sev drew a large loose ring around the es­tate, leav­ing his men in lit­tle groups at

    ev­ery road, far enough away so that the gang­sters would not think Ra­bi­nowitz’ es­tate was

    be­ing sur­round­ed. Sure now that Ra­bi­nowitz could not es­cape by road, Mate­sev wait­ed

    un­til the first night, and then sent in two of his most ag­ile men, not to kill, and most

    as­sured­ly not to look in­to Ra­bi­nowitz’ eyes, but to place ex­treme­ly ac­cu­rate sen­sors

    in the build­ing it­self.




    This time, Mate­sev would on­ly at­tack when he was sure Ra­bi­nowitz was there. And this

    time it would work. He him­self in­sist­ed on con­stant ac­cess to the eaves­drop­ping

    de­vices. They pro­vid­ed him with many strange bits of in­for­ma­tion and an in­sight in­to

    Amer­ican life he nev­er had be­fore.




    Ra­bi­nowitz, as could be ex­pect­ed, had all his top lieu­tenants be­liev­ing he was

    some­one else, so that if Mate­sev want­ed to be sure where Ra­bi­nowitz was he had to

    un­der­stand that a man named John­ny Ban­gos­sa thought Ra­bi­nowitz was Car­li and a man

    called Car­lo re­ferred to Ra­bi­nowitz as “Pa­pa.”




    Even more in­ter­est­ing was how well this or­ga­ni­za­tion seemed to work be­cause

    ev­ery­one thought he was re­lat­ed to the boss.




    Mate­sev be­gan to ap­pre­ci­ate how tru­ly dan­ger­ous Ra­bi­nowitz could be­come if he

    were go­ing to sur­vive an­oth­er day. The Krem­lin, as was their oc­ca­sion­al wont, was most

    right in this mat­ter. The fact that Ra­bi­nowitz’ voice print could be picked up and ver­ified

    from the equip­ment on the truck was re­as­sur­ing.




    In the morn­ing, Mate­sev’s men spot­ted the po­lice chief’s car head­ed in­to the

    Ra­bi­nowitz es­tate. Was Ra­bi­nowitz get­ting po­lice pro­tec­tion? Was he get­ting

    ar­rest­ed?




    The sen­sors ver­ified nei­ther. There was no ar­rest and no talk of pro­tec­tion. In fact,

    the lieu­tenants of the mob greet­ed the po­lice­men most cor­dial­ly.




    And then the po­lice of­fi­cers, Mon­ahan, Mine­han, and Moran, were heard talk­ing to

    Ra­bi­nowitz. And since none of them start­ed talk­ing to rel­atives, Mate­sev had to as­sume

    Ra­bi­nowitz had not hyp­no­tized them yet.




    “Look here. You move in­to town with all this crim­inal el­ement, Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz, and you

    could give this pret­ty lit­tle vil­lage a bad name. There could be shoot­ings. There could be

    gang­ster­ism. And we’re wor­ried about that,” said Cap­tain Mon­ahan’s voice.




    “We got to look out for this com­mu­ni­ty,” said Lieu­tenant Mine­han’s voice.




    “There’s de­cen­cy and a clean spir­it here,” said Lieu­tenant Moran’s voice.




    “I have three very fat white en­velopes for you boy­chicks,” said Ra­bi­nowitz’ voice.

    “John­ny Ban­gos­sa, Roc­co, Vi­to, and Gui­do said that’s what you want­ed. That’s how

    busi­ness is done here in Amer­ica.”




    “Al­ways glad to re­ceive an up­stand­ing new mem­ber of the com­mu­ni­ty,” said the voic­es

    of Mon­ahan, Mine­han, and Moran in uni­son.




    When the po­lice car was out­side the gate, new words came from Mon­ahan, Mine­han, and

    Moran. The words were “kike” and “wop.” They were hav­ing dif­fi­cul­ty dis­tin­guish­ing which

    one Ra­bi­nowitz was. The on­ly thing Mine­han, Mon­ahan, and Moran could agree on was that

    “they” were all alike. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, with Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz and his broth­er John­ny

    “The Bang” Ban­gos­sa, Mine­han, Mon­ahan, and Moran couldn’t ex­act­ly de­cide which “they”

    they were talk­ing about.




    It was 9:35 A.M. Ra­bi­nowitz had been in the main draw­ing room. He was prob­ably still

    there. The key fact of this meet­ing was that when it came to po­lice, Ra­bi­nowitz was not

    us­ing his spe­cial pow­ers.




    Mate­sev saw now not on­ly ex­act­ly how he could kill Ra­bi­nowitz with cer­tain­ty, but

    al­so how he might even at­tain the hard­er goal, cap­tur­ing Ra­bi­nowitz alive.




    Not un­til this very mo­ment had he dared even to con­sid­er this hard­er plan. But there

    was just a chance. The ques­tion was how to make the most of that chance and still make sure

    that, at worst, Ra­bi­nowitz would be dead.




    It was ten A.M. when three of his strongest men, each dressed as a po­lice­man, en­tered the

    gates of the Ra­bi­nowitz es­tate ask­ing to speak to Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz. They said they were

    bring­ing in­for­ma­tion from their com­mand­ing of­fi­cers, Mon­ahan, Mine­han, and Moran.




    They were al­lowed in­to the house. So far so good. Mate­sev heard the voice of

    Ra­bi­nowitz. Bet­ter yet. There was a scuf­fle, and then si­lence. No voic­es, just some

    scrap­ing. Then a loud thud.




    Now all Mate­sev’s oth­er units had left their road posts and were ready to con­verge on the

    es­tate. It was a full-​scale as­sault one way or an­oth­er. Dead or alive, win or lose, there

    was no bet­ter time than now.




    “He’s taped on the mouth and eyes. We got him,” came the voice.




    “All right,” said Mate­sev. “Hold there as long as you can. If you’re about to lose him,

    kill him. Good work.”




    And then the or­der went out: “At­tack now, full speed. Ev­ery­one hits. We’ve got him.”




    The as­sault forces poured out of their cars and over the wall. One unit broke through the

    main gate and head­ed straight up the drive­way. It was a charge to shame the great­est

    Cos­sack le­gions.




    In­side the Ra­bi­nowitz house, the forces of the great new don ducked un­der chairs and

    ta­bles and looked for ways out. They knew in­stant­ly those an­imals on the lawn meant

    busi­ness and were no friends of theirs. Treach­ery and sell­outs would do no good. When a few

    shots hit some of the ad­vanc­ing men, and the rest kept com­ing any­way, all re­sis­tance

    ceased. For a while.




    In the con­fu­sion no one saw a thick-​wrist­ed man grab one sol­dier by the neck, speak to

    him briefly, and then head the oth­er way. Af­ter all, why no­tice one more gang­ster try­ing

    to save his life? Ex­cept this “gang­ster” had just found out where Gen­er­al Mate­sev was.




    Mate­sev lis­tened to the re­ports as his pre­cise plan worked to the let­ter. The group

    that had seized Ra­bi­nowitz had linked with the main as­sault force, with a loss of few­er

    than three men, and were now head­ed back to­ward the es­cape points for their flight out of

    Amer­ica. On­ly when they were out of the coun­try would Amer­ica know they had been there. But

    by then Gen­er­al Mate­sev’s spe­cial force would have per­formed its third suc­cess­ful

    mis­sion.




    Now Mate­sev con­tact­ed the Krem­lin for the first time. Now he would let them say

    what­ev­er they want­ed.




    It was all over but the shout­ing. The mes­sage he wired home was that they had got­ten what

    they came for and were bring­ing it home alive.




    He had a big grin on his face when he heard some­one knock­ing on the steel doors of the

    back of the re­frig­er­ator truck.




    “Hey, c’mon, sweet­heart. I don’t have all day here.”


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Re­mo saw in­to the dark­est cor­ners of the re­frig­er­ator truck. The equip­ment was set

    in­to the wails so it could trav­el and still work. It was a com­mand post and the blond man

    with the shocked face seemed to fit the de­scrip­tion of Mate­sev. Con­sid­er­ing this was

    where his man said he would be, it was al­most a pos­itive iden­ti­fi­ca­tion.




    “Gen­er­al Mate­sev, wel­come to Amer­ica,” said Re­mo. The man still did not move.

    Some­times things like that hap­pened when the rear doors of trucks were tak­en off and a

    per­son was count­ing on it for pro­tec­tion. Per­haps it was the fact that the steel door was

    still in Re­mo’s hand, held off to the side, catch­ing the wind like a heavy wing on an

    air­craft, and that Re­mo just peered in like a child who had ripped the top off a box of

    ants.




    “No. No Mate­sev here,” said the man. “We are an elec­tron­ics firm. Would you be so kind as

    to put down the door?”




    “C’mon, bud­dy. I got work and I’m tired. You’re Mate­sev. “




    “I’ve nev­er heard of a Mate­sev,” said Mate­sev with per­fect con­trol. His first in­stinct

    was to ease a pis­tol in­to fir­ing po­si­tion and let off a clip. But that was a steel door he

    saw held out be­hind the man. He was sure this thing that looked like a man had done the

    rip­ping. If he could do that, what else could he do? A bul­let at this dis­tance might not

    work.




    Be­sides, the units with Ra­bi­nowitz would be con­verg­ing on the truck any mo­ment now.

    Bet­ter more than 140 men than one man.




    This one cer­tain­ly was dif­fer­ent. He didn’t climb in­to the truck, he moved in­to it

    with what would have been a jump, ex­cept there was no ef­fort. No more ef­fort than a cat

    sit­ting down and he was in the truck and at Mate­sev’s back where sud­den­ly the man was

    pour­ing molten met­al down Mate­sev’s shirt.




    Mate­sev screamed as the met­al tore through his rib cage, oblit­er­at­ing his in­testines

    and re­pro­duc­tive or­gans on its way through his chair.




    And then it was gone. No smoke. No burn­ing flesh. No burns. Not even pain as the man

    re­moved his fin­gers from Mate­sev’s chest. Mate­sev was still quiv­er­ing as he ex­am­ined

    him­self and was sur­prised noth­ing stuck to his hand. Not even his shirt was dam­aged.




    “I can do it again,” said Re­mo. “It’s a trick, you know. Do you know when I stop do­ing

    it?”




    Mate­sev shook his head. He was afraid if he spoke his tongue would fall out. Even if his

    body had re­cov­ered in­stan­ta­neous­ly, his mind had not. He was be­ing held in a vat of

    molten met­al even though the met­al did not ex­ist any­more. And nev­er had. It was all in the

    ma­nip­ula­tion of this strange man’s hands.




    “I stop do­ing it when you tell me who you are. Now I think you’re Mate­sev, Gen­er­al

    Mate­sev, and I’ve got to talk to you.”




    “Yes. I am. I am he.” Mate­sev glanced out of the rear of the truck. The men would be there

    any mo­ment. The trick was to let the men know this man had to be killed with­out let­ting the

    man know he was do­ing it.




    “Good. Now who or what is Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz?”




    “A So­vi­et cit­izen.”




    “There are a few hun­dred mil­lion of them. Why are you peo­ple so ex­cit­ed about that

    one?”




    “I am just an or­di­nary sol­dier. I was as­signed to cap­ture him.”




    The molten met­al was burn­ing Mate­sev’s chest, and this time he was sure he could smell

    the burn­ing, that it was not a ma­nip­ula­tion, that some­how this man of great pow­ers had

    ac­tu­al­ly melt­ed the met­al to wound Mate­sev. On­ly when it stopped did the gen­er­al

    re­al­ize that if it re­al­ly were molten met­al it would have burned right through and it

    would have killed him. The pain was so in­tense his mind had snapped in­to think­ing the flesh

    was ac­tu­al­ly burn­ing.




    “I am Mate­sev. I am in charge of the spe­cial force. Ra­bi­nowitz is the great­est

    hyp­no­tist in the world.”




    “So?” said Re­mo.




    “Don’t you un­der­stand what that means? He can hyp­no­tize any­one in­stant­ly.

    In­stant­ly. Any­one.”




    “Yeah?” said Re­mo.




    “Well, if he can hyp­no­tize any­one in­stant­ly, what hap­pens when he tells one gen­er­al

    to do this and an­oth­er to do that?”




    “He joins the De­fense De­part­ment. I don’t know,” said Re­mo. “Lots of peo­ple tell

    gen­er­als to do this and that. That’s what you have gen­er­als for.”




    “You don’t un­der­stand,” said Mate­sev. “How could a man with such pow­ers be so

    dense?”




    “Right,” said Re­mo.




    “He could take over any gov­ern­ment in the world.”




    “So?” said Re­mo.




    “We couldn’t al­low that to hap­pen.”




    “Why?”




    “Don’t you un­der­stand the in­ter­na­tion­al im­pli­ca­tions?”




    “Bet­ter than you, Russky. There’s al­ways go­ing to be an­oth­er coun­try ev­ery few

    hun­dred years. Five hun­dred years from now you’ll prob­ably have the czar again. I don’t know

    what we’ll be. Whole thing doesn’t mat­ter, jerk,” said Re­mo.




    Mate­sev had al­ways been taught that Amer­icans nev­er re­al­ly planned ahead. That if you

    were to ask them where they would be in fifty years they would say that was the busi­ness of

    some as­trologer in­stead of a gov­ern­ment plan­ner. Amer­ican for­eign pol­icy ran from one

    four-​year elec­tion to an­oth­er. That was its trou­ble.




    But here was a man, ob­vi­ous­ly Amer­ican, ob­vi­ous­ly think­ing in terms not of fifty

    years or even a cen­tu­ry, but in mil­len­nia.




    And it all didn’t mat­ter. Mate­sev saw the units come down the street, al­most like a mob,

    not march­ing of course, but walk­ing in a pack.




    They had a trussed bun­dle with them, its eyes and mouth taped. Ra­bi­nowitz.




    “We’ve got com­pa­ny,” said Mate­sev, nod­ding to his own men. The man turned.




    “What’s in the bun­dle?” he asked.




    He kept look­ing at the unit ad­vanc­ing on the truck. The back of his head was with­in

    reach. It was too good a tar­get for Gen­er­al Mate­sev to pass up. The small hand­gun was

    with­in an in­stant’s grasp.




    Mate­sev took it smooth­ly, put it to the dark hairs in the back of the man’s head, and

    fired.




    The bul­let hit the roof of the truck. And the head was still there. He fired again, this

    time aim­ing at a spe­cif­ic hair. The bul­let hit the roof again.




    “Don’t do that,” said the man soft­ly.




    Mate­sev emp­tied the cham­ber, and missed with all the rest of the slugs, but in so do­ing,

    in fir­ing rapid­ly, he was able to get a glimpse of the head mov­ing back and forth as it

    dodged the shells.




    “All right. You hap­py? You had your thrill?” asked Re­mo.




    “I’ll call my men off,” gasped the stunned Mate­sev.




    “Who cares?” said Re­mo. “You are Gen­er­al Mate­sev, though. I mean, is that de­ter­mined?

    There is no ques­tion about that?”




    “Yes.”




    “Thanks,” said Re­mo, who rat­tled the man’s brains in­to jel­ly by shak­ing the skull like

    a so­da jerk mix­ing a milk shake.




    Then he was out of the truck and amidst the star­tled Rus­sians, bounc­ing many, killing

    some, and get­ting the trussed bun­dle out of their hands. He took it be­hind a house, over a

    fence, and to a road about a mile away, where he un­taped the eyes and mouth and hands of

    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz.




    “You okay?” asked Re­mo.




    Ra­bi­nowitz blinked in the harsh sun­light. He was still trem­bling. He didn’t know where

    he was. He had re­leased his blad­der in pan­ic. The man could bare­ly stand. Re­mo got to the

    spinal col­umn, and with the pads of his fin­gers set the rhythms of peace in­to Ra­bi­nowitz’s

    body struc­ture. With a lit­tle cry, Ra­bi­nowitz re­cov­ered, brushed him­self off, and

    no­ticed the wet­ness in his pants.




    “The bas­tards,” he said.




    “Is there any­thing I can do for you?” asked Re­mo. Ra­bi­nowitz looked shaky.




    “No. I’ll be all right.”




    “Your coun­try­men say you’re the world’s great­est hyp­no­tist. Is that true?”




    “To them any­thing is true. I can do things,” said Ra­bi­nowitz. “How did Rus­sian sol­diers

    get in­to the coun­try?”




    “I don’t know. Maybe they posed as Mex­icans,” said Re­mo. “You sure you’re go­ing to be all

    right?”




    “Yes. I think so. Do you know what hap­pened to John­ny Ban­gos­sa, Gui­do, Roc­co, Vi­to,

    and Car­lo?”




    “I think they ran.”




    “Some crime fam­ily,” said Ra­bi­nowitz. They could see the be­gin­ning of the main street

    of the town down the road and walked to it. Back near the truck there was gun­fire.

    Ap­par­ent­ly the Rus­sian sol­diers, with­out the ge­nius of Gen­er­al Mate­sev to plan their

    es­cape, re­sort­ed to what sol­diers nat­ural­ly did. They dug in and shot at ev­ery­one who

    wasn’t their kind. Now they were ze­ro­ing light mor­tars on the Long Is­land Ex­press­way and

    plan­ning to fight to the death.




    Re­mo found a cof­fee shop.




    “You are the first per­son who has been kind to me since I have come here to Amer­ica. You

    are my first friend,” said Vass­ily.




    “If I’m your friend, bud­dy, you’re in trou­ble.”




    “Is what I am say­ing. I am in trou­ble,” said Vass­ily. “I don’t have a friend. I don’t

    have my crime fam­ily. I had one of the best crime fam­ilies in Amer­ica. See? I’ll show

    you.”




    As the large sug­ary Dan­ish pas­try ar­rived with the heav­ily creamed cof­fee, Vass­ily

    came back to the ta­ble with a hand­ful of New York City news­pa­pers. He went right to the

    sto­ries. Ap­par­ent­ly he had read them be­fore.




    Proud­ly he pushed them across the Formi­ca ta­ble for Re­mo to read.




    “You know, sug­ar’s a drug,” said Re­mo, glanc­ing at the glis­ten­ing lay­er of

    chem­ical­ly col­ored goo en­velop­ing the sug­ar-​and-​flour con­coc­tion. If Re­mo had one

    bite, his high­ly tuned ner­vous sys­tem would mal­func­tion, and he would prob­ably pass

    out.




    “I like it,” said Vass­ily.




    “They say that about co­caine and hero­in, too,” said Re­mo, winc­ing as Vass­ily took a big

    bite.




    “Is good,” said Vass­ily. “Read, read. Look at the part about the ‘cun­ning mas­ter­mind.’

    Is me.”




    Re­mo read about shot­gun­ning in el­eva­tors, ma­chine­gun­ning in bed­rooms, and shoot­ing

    in the back of the steps of a church.




    “Pret­ty bru­tal,” said Re­mo.




    “Thank you,” said Vas­si­iy. “Those were my bones, as they call them. Have you made your

    bones?”




    “You mean do a ser­vice?”




    “Yes. Most as­sured­ly. Do ser­vice.”




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo.




    “Would you like to join my new crime fam­ily?”




    “No. I’m go­ing over­seas some­where.”




    “Where?”




    “I don’t know.”




    “Crime fam­ilies are not what they’re cracked up to be,” said Vass­ily. “They all ran. What

    is this with them? I made them ca­poregimes, too. And then they ran. What are crime fam­ilies

    com­ing to nowa­days’? That is what I ask. I hear so much about Amer­ica de­te­ri­orat­ing. Is

    this true of the crime fam­ilies?”




    “I dun­no,” said Re­mo. “I got my own prob­lems. Once I find out what you do, then I’m done.

    More than twen­ty years and I’m through here. Well, okay, good enough. What should I tell my

    boss you do? I mean ex­act­ly. I mean, would a coun­try in­vade an­oth­er coun­try just to get

    back a hyp­no­tist? I thought he might have been ly­ing.”




    “Was not ly­ing. Rus­sians are crazy. Crazy peo­ple. They in­vad­ed, you say?”




    Na­tion­al Guard he­li­copters buzzed over­head. In the dis­tance, small-​arms fire could be

    heard. Many peo­ple had rushed out of the lun­cheonette and were be­ing warned by po­lice­men

    to stay back. Some­how the Rus­sians had in­vad­ed Amer­ica, but the word was, not too many of

    them. A bunch of Rus­sians was trapped, some­one yelled.




    “And in one of the best neigh­bor­hoods, to boot,” said an­oth­er.




    “They sent sol­diers,” said Vass­ily, cov­er­ing his eyes with his hands. “What am I go­ing

    to do? I can’t fight a whole coun­try. Not a whole coun­try. You’ve got to be my friend. “




    Vass­ily now de­cid­ed that if this man would not be his friend vol­un­tar­ily, he would do

    it the oth­er way. It was al­ways bet­ter to have a sin­cere re­al friend, but when one

    couldn’t, one had to make do with what one had.




    Just like with wom­en. One would pre­fer that a wom­an would un­drape her­self with hon­est

    pas­sion, but when one did not have hon­est pas­sion avail­able, the next best thing was

    dis­hon­est pas­sion. It cer­tain­ly was bet­ter than no pas­sion at all. He would give the man

    who in­tro­duced him­self as Re­mo one last chance.




    “Be my friend,” he said.




    “I got a friend,” said Re­mo. “And he’s a pain in the ass. “




    “Then hel­lo,” said Vass­ily, tak­ing his hands away from his eyes to make con­tact with

    Re­mo, who was go­ing to be his best friend whether he liked it or not.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly the man moved faster than any­thing Vass­ily had ev­er seen, and he did it

    so grace­ful­ly it hard­ly looked as though he were mov­ing, ex­cept that he was out the door

    and in­to the street in an in­stant.




    The re­ports out of Wash­ing­ton buzzed with re­lief. The Pres­ident had noth­ing but praise

    for CURE. Smith, how­ev­er, felt un­com­fort­able with praise. As Miss Ash­ford used to say in

    the Put­ney Day School back in Ver­mont:




    “One should nev­er do a job for praise, but be­cause it should be done. And it should be

    done well. One should nev­er be praised for do­ing what one should, be­cause all jobs should be

    done well.”




    This par­si­mo­nious at­ti­tude was not pe­cu­liar to Miss Ash­ford. It was what the Smiths

    be­lieved, and the Coak­leys, and the Winthrops, and the Manch­esters. Harold W. Smith had been

    raised in an at­mo­sphere that was as rigid­ly uni­form as in any of the courts of Chi­na.

    Ev­ery­thing had changed since then but the mem­ories of the old­er folk, of which Harold W.

    Smith at age six­ty-​sev­en le­git­imate­ly count­ed him­self.




    And so when the Pres­ident told Smith he had come through in the hard­est times, Smith

    an­swered:




    “Is there any­thing else, sir?”




    “We eas­ily cap­tured that spe­cial Rus­sian group, and do you know how they got in ev­ery

    time with­out us find­ing them? They were plant­ed ahead of time. All set to go. Bang. All they

    need­ed was their com­man­der to tell them to go. And your man got him, and the rest of them

    are use­less. And we know now how to take pre­cau­tions against any oth­er at­tempts at this.

    These are tough times and it feels damned good to win one for a change,” said the

    Pres­ident.




    “Sir, what can we do for you?”




    “Take a damned com­pli­ment for once,” said the Pres­ident.




    “I do not not be­lieve, sir, we were com­mis­sioned to win medals and such. If I ev­er

    men­tioned a medal to ei­ther of our two ac­tive peo­ple, they would laugh at me.”




    “Well, dammit, thank you any­how. You should know that the Rus­sians have de­nied any

    in­volve­ment with their own sol­diers, pub­licly declar­ing it a cap­ital­ist im­pe­ri­al­ist

    Zion­ist plot. Pri­vate­ly they threw up their hands and apol­ogized. I think this thing is

    turn­ing ev­ery­thing around. Their es­pi­onage sys­tem is ex­posed as it nev­er has been

    be­fore, their spe­cial group will nev­er ex­ist again, and we have them on the run. They’ve

    pulled back in­to their shell and word is they are run­ning scared. Scared.”




    “Ex­cept we don’t know why they risked so much yet.”




    “Did you find out?”




    “Not yet, but I sus­pect when one of our ac­tive peo­ple calls in, I will.”




    “Let us know,” said the Pres­ident, and again he sur­ren­dered to bub­bling en­thu­si­asm.

    “These are great days to be an Amer­ican, Harold W. Smith. I don’t care how ex­pen­sive that

    laun­dry list of trea­sure is to get. It’s worth it.”




    “It might be a strain on the bud­get, sir.”




    “What bud­get? No­body knows how this thing works. Be­sides, what’s an­oth­er few bil­lion

    more if it’s worth it? We lost a few bil­lion just in ac­count­ing.”




    “Yessir,” said Smith, hang­ing up.




    Down at Vis­tana Views, Re­mo looked around the con­do­mini­um to see if he had left

    any­thing. He was leav­ing Amer­ica for good now. He had com­plet­ed his last mis­sion. Smith

    would be here soon for the last de­brief­ing.




    He felt sad, but he didn’t know why he felt sad. He told him­self it was fit­ting that he

    was leav­ing from Ep­cot Cen­ter, a Walt Dis­ney pro­duc­tion. His whole life might have been

    Mick­ey Mouse all along.




    Was Amer­ica any bet­ter for the work he had done? Was he any bet­ter? The on­ly thing that

    made him bet­ter was his train­ing. Chi­un tried to cheer him by talk­ing about the glo­ries of

    the courts of kings, how one could play games with dic­ta­tors and tyrants as em­ploy­ers, how

    Smith was in­ex­pli­ca­ble and treat­ed his as­sas­sins poor­ly, ashamed of them, hid­ing their

    deeds, even hid­ing him­self. But in the land of the true tyrant, an as­sas­sin was flaunt­ed,

    an as­sas­sin was hon­ored, an as­sas­sin was boast­ed about.




    “Yeah, good,” said Re­mo. And still he felt like yes­ter­day’s old pota­toes, some­how

    be­ing thrown out with the rest of his life.




    “Do you feel bad, Re­mo. The Great Wang un­der­stood these things. It hap­pens to all

    Mas­ters, even the great ones. “




    “Did it hap­pen to you, lit­tle fa­ther?” asked Re­mo.




    “No. It nev­er hap­pened to me.”




    “Why not?”




    “Well, you have to feel that some­how you have done some­thing wrong. All I had to do was

    look at my life. As the Great Wang said: ‘Do not judge a life by how it ends, as do those of

    the West, but judge it by the whole.’ If I did noth­ing but fail for the rest of my life, I

    would still be won­der­ful. “




    “That’s you, not me. I feel like the world has fall­en out from un­der­neath me and I don’t

    know why.”




    “As the Great Wang said: ‘Be­fore per­fec­tion is that aware­ness of not be­ing per­fect, so

    that you feel your worst be­fore you achieve your new lev­el.’ You are on­ly get­ting bet­ter,

    Re­mo. And we should be grate­ful for that, be­cause you cer­tain­ly need­ed it.”




    “Great Wang. Great Wang. Great Wang. There are lots of Mas­ters. I stud­ied them. Why is he

    so damned great? I don’t see it.”




    “Be­cause you’re not good enough to see it.”




    “Maybe you’re bet­ter than the Great Wang. How do I know?”




    “You are not to know, I am to know. Hur­ry, all the good tyrants seem to be falling.”




    “How do you know the Great Wang was so great? Was he greater than your fa­ther?”




    “No. I was greater than my fa­ther.”




    “Then how do you know?”




    “When you reach a cer­tain lev­el, you see the Great Wang.”




    “Is he alive? Does his spir­it still ex­ist in this world?”




    “No. It ex­ists in the great­ness of Sinan­ju. And when you achieve that, that next lev­el,

    you will see him.”




    “What does he look like?”




    “A bit over­weight, as a mat­ter of fact, but he told me I was thin, so on his ad­vice I

    gained an ounce and a half.”




    “You ac­tu­al­ly talked to him?”




    “You can when you make the pas­sage. What you are feel­ing now is the be­gin­ning of your

    pas­sage.”




    “So what is the big deal about pass­ing in­to a bet­ter lev­el? I’m al­ready more than good

    enough for what I need. “




    “How cru­el the stab of one’s own son, nur­tured like a nat­ural son, re­vert­ing to his

    white at­ti­tudes again. It is the rea­son that the white race will nev­er be great.”




    “Any­time you want to call it quits with me, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo, “say so.”




    “Testy to­day, aren’t we?” said Chi­un with a smile. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knew he had

    won. No mat­ter what Re­mo said, he was on his way to his new lev­el. It was not that he would

    seek it. In­deed, if he didn’t try so hard some­times, he would be there al­ready. But the

    truth about Re­mo’s new lev­el was that it was not tak­ing hold of him. And soon he would see

    the Great Wang for him­self and hear the ad­vice giv­en on­ly to the great Mas­ters of

    Sinan­ju, what­ev­er that ad­vice would be. It would be right. The Great Wang was al­ways

    right. Nev­er was there a time when he was not right. This was record­ed in the his­to­ries of

    Sinan­ju, this was re­al­ity. Ev­ery time Re­mo could move up a wall ver­ti­cal­ly and

    un­der­stand it was on­ly the fear of falling that was his en­emy, ev­ery time he breathed in

    con­cor­dance with the great forces of the cos­mos, the Great Wang lived. And now he was on­ly

    wait­ing to say hel­lo to Re­mo at the right time.




    This Chi­un knew, and this Re­mo could not know un­til it hap­pened.




    Mad Em­per­or Smith ar­rived, a half-​hour late. The one thing the lu­natic had had in his

    fa­vor was punc­tu­al­ity and now that was gone. Good rid­dance, said Chi­un in Ko­re­an.




    The trans­la­tion for Smith in­to En­glish lost some­thing, how­ev­er.




    “Oh, gra­cious be­nig­ni­ty,” in­toned Chi­un as he opened the door for the head of CURE.

    “In our last day of per­fect ser­vice, glo­ri­fy­ing your name, the tears of our part­ing rend

    the hearts of your faith­ful as­sas­sins, know­ing there will be no equal to your glo­ry.”




    Even Smith, col­or-​blind, rec­og­nized the red ki­mono with the gold drag­ons. That was the

    ki­mono Chi­un had worn the first day they had met, and nev­er worn since. They were

    ac­tu­al­ly leav­ing at last, thought Smith. It was good-​bye. Well, at least they had saved

    the coun­try. That force that had in­vad­ed Amer­ica with im­puni­ty not on­ly had been

    de­stroyed, but Rus­sia had been thor­ough­ly em­bar­rassed and was re­al­ly whipped on all

    fronts as the Pres­ident had said. The two sides were no longer tee­ter­ing to­ward a

    world-​end­ing con­flict. Rus­sia was in re­treat. They had giv­en Amer­ica the breath­ing

    space it need­ed to avoid launch­ing mis­siles that could nev­er be called back. Now all Smith

    had to do was find out why Rus­sia had sent in the Mate­sev group.




    Re­mo of­fered his hand.




    “I guess this is the end,” he said.




    “I guess it is,” said Smith.




    “Yeah. Well, who knows,” said Re­mo.




    “Sit down. Let’s talk about Mate­sev’s mis­sion.”




    “Don’t have to sit, Smit­ty. They were af­ter a hyp­no­tist. Sup­posed to be a great

    hyp­no­tist.”




    “They have lots of hyp­no­tists,” said Smith. “The Rus­sians are fa­mous for do­ing

    ex­per­iments with the hu­man mind. Why would they be af­ter this one?”




    “Sup­pos­ed­ly he could do it with ev­ery­one in­stant­ly. I mean when I found him,

    Mate­sev’s peo­ple had his eyes taped and his mouth taped. They were scared of him.”




    “Of course, they should be. If he is what they say he is, some­one like that could con­trol

    the world. I could see how he would es­cape Rus­sia eas­ily. Es­cape any­where eas­ily. This

    man could walk in­to the De­part­ment of De­fense and start a war. No won­der they want­ed to

    keep him un­der wraps. I’m sur­prised they didn’t kill him when they found out he could do

    those things.”




    “Why not use him to their ad­van­tage?” asked Re­mo.




    “Who would be us­ing whom when he could hyp­no­tize any­one in­to be­liev­ing any­thing? He

    was like an atom­ic war­head, but with a mind of his own. They must have been on ten­ter­hooks

    all the time they had him.”




    “Maybe,” said Re­mo. “In any case, Smit­ty, good luck and good-​bye.”




    “Wait a minute. What did he look like?”




    “About five-​foot-​sev­en. Kind of sad brown eyes. Nice guy. Lone­ly.”




    “You spoke with him?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo.




    “You let him go?” asked Smith. The lemo­ny face sud­den­ly turned red as hor­ror set in.

    “You let him go? How on earth could you let him go, know­ing what he was? How could you do such

    a thing?”




    “That wasn’t my job. You said do Mate­sev. I did Mate­sev. All right? You said find out what

    he want­ed. I found out what he want­ed. Case closed.”




    “You could have thought. We have to get Ra­bi­nowitz. There’s no way we can let that man

    roam around this coun­try. For both our sakes. Those damned stupid Rus­sians. Why didn’t they

    tell us? We could have worked to­geth­er. “




    “Good-​bye, Smit­ty.”




    “You can’t leave, Re­mo. You can rec­og­nize him.”




    “Rec­og­nize him, hell. He want­ed to be my friend.”




    “You have too many friends, Re­mo,” said Chi­un. He was wait­ing for Re­mo to lift the

    trunks. It would not be seem­ly for a Mas­ter of his stature to car­ry the lug­gage. He would

    have Smith do it, but like most West­ern­ers Smith on­ly be­came more fee­ble as he grew

    old.




    This was not a way for a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to leave an em­per­or, car­ry­ing his own

    bags.




    “I have one too many,” said Re­mo. Chi­un was too hap­py to be leav­ing the Mad Em­per­or

    Smith to quib­ble about such mi­nor slights.




    “Re­mo, do you un­der­stand why we have to get Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz, and do to him what the

    Rus­sians did? Do you un­der­stand?”




    “Un­der­stand?” sighed Re­mo. “I don’t even want to think about it. C’mon, lit­tle fa­ther.

    I’ll car­ry your steam­er trunks out to the car.”




    “If you wish,” said Chi­un. Life was be­com­ing good al­ready. He didn’t even have to work

    on Re­mo to make him do what he should have done out of the love in his heart, in­stead of

    forc­ing Chi­un to prac­ti­cal­ly beg for it. If one had to ask, one was de­meaned. This might

    not be the ab­so­lute truth, but it sound­ed good, so Chi­un de­cid­ed to use it some­time when

    he had an op­por­tu­ni­ty.




    “Chi­un, tell him the job isn’t over,” said Smith.




    “How can I rea­son with one who has served you so well? On­ly your words, O Em­per­or, are

    in­vi­olate, and once spo­ken must be fol­lowed for­ev­er. You said he should elim­inate this

    evil one Mate­sev. Is Mate­sev alive?”




    “Well, no, but-“




    “You said he should find out about this Ra­bi­nowitz. Did Re­mo not per­son­al­ly speak to

    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz him­self, even to the dis­cus­sion of friend­ship?”




    “Yes, but-“




    “Then we leave with glad hearts know­ing we fol­lowed to the ab­so­lute let­ter your

    mag­nif­icent com­mands.”




    “Name your price,” said Smith.




    “We are still wait­ing for the last trib­utes,” said Chi­un. “Not that we are crass servers

    of gold. But we un­der­stand as you un­der­stand that Amer­ica’s cred­it is its most price­less

    pos­ses­sion. And you most of all wish to keep your name and your cred­it at the high­est

    lev­els of his­to­ry. This when all the trea­sure of Sinan­ju is re­stored ac­cord­ing to our

    agree­ments, then we would be more than hap­py to serve you again.”




    “But it will take years to search out that list you sent us. There are ar­ti­facts in there

    that haven’t been around for cen­turies. “




    “A great na­tion faces a great task,” said Chi­un, and in Ko­re­an to Re­mo: “Get the blue

    trunk first.”




    Re­mo an­swered in the lan­guage that had over the years be­come like his first

    lan­guage.




    “Pret­ty neat, lit­tle fa­ther. I nev­er could have got­ten out that clean.”




    “It’s on­ly time. You’ll learn it. When you know you’re not work­ing for some pa­tri­ot­ic

    cause but re­al­ize you are in the fam­ily busi­ness, then you’ll see. It is the eas­iest part

    of things. Em­per­ors are all stupid be­cause they can be made to be­lieve we ac­tu­al­ly think

    they are some­how bet­ter than we just be­cause of the ac­ci­dent of their births.”




    “What are you two talk­ing about?” asked Smith in En­glish.




    “Good-​bye,” said Re­mo.




    “I will match what any oth­er coun­try, tyrant, or em­per­or of­fers you, Chi­un.”




    “Put back the trunk,” said Chi­un to Re­mo in Ko­re­an.




    “I thought we were leav­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “Not when we have a bid­ding sit­ua­tion. It is the first rule of bar­gain­ing. Nev­er walk

    away from a bid­ding sit­ua­tion; you will re­gret it for­ev­er.”




    “I don’t know about you, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “But I am through with Smith and

    CURE. Get your own trunk.”




    Smith saw the blue steam­er trunk fall to the ground, and watched Chi­un look aghast at such

    dis­re­spect.




    “So long,” said Re­mo to both of them. “I’m go­ing to play with the re­al Mick­ey Mouse

    in­stead of you two guys.”




    When Re­mo was gone, Smith asked Chi­un what he knew about hyp­no­tism.




    “Ev­ery­thing,” an­swered Chi­un. “I used to own five hyp­no­tists.”




    If Smith knew what Ra­bi­nowitz was do­ing at that mo­ment, he would have run af­ter Re­mo

    on his hands and knees and begged him to be the sad Rus­sian’s friend.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    Two men, each with dif­fer­ent keys, were need­ed to launch an Amer­ican nu­cle­ar mis­sile.

    Each mis­sile was pre­tar­get­ed. In oth­er words, those who fired it did not de­cide where it

    would land. They on­ly fol­lowed or­ders. There was a strict pro­ce­dure. First, the air­men

    had to make sure the mis­siles ab­so­lute­ly did not go off ac­ci­den­tal­ly, and sec­ond, when

    they did, it would be on­ly on prop­er­ly val­idat­ed or­ders from Strate­gic Air Com­mand.




    “And where does the Strate­gic Air Com­mand get its or­ders?”




    “From the Pres­ident, Ma. Why are you ask­ing me all these ques­tions?”




    Cap­tain Wil­fred Bog­gs of Strate­gic Air Com­mand, Om­aha, did not like cof­fee shops, and

    es­pe­cial­ly meet­ing his moth­er in one. And what re­al­ly both­ered him was that his moth­er

    had been ask­ing around town about where the big mis­siles were, the ones that were aimed at

    Rus­sia.




    Cap­tain Bog­gs, on se­cu­ri­ty du­ty, had been as­signed to in­ter­ro­gate the per­son.

    Bog­gs thought he was to in­ter­ro­gate a Rus­sian im­mi­grant, some­thing so lu­di­crous as to

    make him laugh when he first heard it.




    “You mean to tell me that there’s a Rus­sian go­ing around look­ing for our biggest in

    Om­aha?”




    “Says he was told the mis­sile bases was out here,” an­swered the lo­cal po­lice li­ai­son

    of­fi­cer. “But don’t be too mean to him. Fel­la’s re­al nice. Wants to see you, any­one from

    SAC. I told him, you wan­na see some­one from SAC, you go around this city ask­ing for the

    biggest mis­sile and you’ll see some­one re­al fast.”




    But the lo­cal po­lice had made the biggest mis­take of their lives. It was Wil­fred’s

    moth­er whom they had ar­rest­ed. “You want to speak to me, Ma, phone me.”




    “I’m here, so tell me. How do you fire a mis­sile at Rus­sia?” And that was how his moth­er

    be­gan the ques­tions of who con­trolled what and where in the Strate­gic Air Com­mand. Of

    course he got her out of jail im­me­di­ate­ly and went to a more suit­able place to talk, a

    cof­fee shop she in­sist­ed on be­cause she liked pas­tries. He was lucky to get her out of

    jail, but the po­lice­men seemed un­usu­al­ly will­ing to break a few rules for a per­son

    ev­ery one of them found very spe­cial.




    The ques­tion Ma want­ed an­swered most of all was: “You couldn’t fire one for your

    moth­er?”




    “Ma, it takes two.”




    “Let me speak to the oth­er one.”




    “Ma, I don’t have a key. I’m in se­cu­ri­ty now. I don’t fire them.”




    “All of a sud­den you can’t fire a lit­tle mis­sile? This is what you’re telling your

    moth­er?”




    “I nev­er could fire a mis­sile even when I had a key. It takes two and then we have to have

    the prop­er or­ders. Even if two of us de­cid­ed we were go­ing to fire one of these things,

    we’d have to have the prop­er com­mand se­quence wired in to our sta­tion.”




    “Hold on. Just a minute al­ready. We’re in­to a lot of things I didn’t sus­pect,” said his

    moth­er, and she took out a lit­tle note­book and a pen­cil and said:




    “All right, give it to me from the very be­gin­ning.”




    “Will you put away that pad and pen­cil? I can’t be seen telling you the SAC struc­ture with

    you tak­ing notes. And why are you tak­ing notes?”




    “Be­cause I’m try­ing to find out why a red-​blood­ed Amer­ican boy who will fire a mis­sile

    if some ma­chine says fire, won’t fire one for his flesh and blood. That’s why. One mis­sile

    and you’re mak­ing a big deal al­ready. One lit­tle mis­sile. How many mis­siles do you have?

    Hun­dreds, right?”




    “It could start a war, Ma.”




    “It won’t start a war,” said his moth­er in a strange singsong, dis­miss­ing such an idea

    with a touch of her hand and a low sad nod. “Rus­sia will learn not to both­er in­no­cent

    peo­ple. They re­spect that sort of thing.”




    “I don’t know that the mis­siles at our base are aimed at Rus­sia. It could be East­ern

    Eu­rope. Asia. We don’t know.”




    “You mean, you’d fire a mis­sile and not know where it land­ed?”




    “It helps. We don’t want to know who we’d be killing. We might read books about those places

    and refuse at the last minute.”




    “So I’ve come all the way out to Om­aha in Ne­bras­ka for noth­ing?”




    “Not noth­ing, Ma. We haven’t seen each oth­er since Christ­mas. Boy is it good to see you.

    How’re Cathy, Bill, and Joe? You’ve got to fill me in.”




    “They’re fine. Ev­ery­one’s fine. Ev­ery­one loves you, good-​bye. Are you go­ing to fin­ish

    your Dan­ish?”




    “I don’t like pas­try, Ma. Come to think of it, nei­ther do you. “




    And his moth­er left with­out kiss­ing him good-​bye. Stranger still, when he con­fessed to

    the lo­cal po­lice that he had re­leased the sub­ject they had put in­to his cus­tody, the one

    who had been ask­ing about mis­siles, his moth­er, all they said was, “Thanks. We owe you a

    lot. And we’ll nev­er for­get it.”




    Spring in Om­aha was like spring in Siberia. It was warmish noth­ing, as op­posed to

    win­ter, which was frozen noth­ing.




    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz stood on the street cor­ner with one sin­gle Dan­ish pas­try in his

    hand and the en­tire So­vi­et Union as his en­emy.




    Mis­siles were out. He had noth­ing against Rus­sia, nev­er had. All he want­ed was to be

    left alone. All he want­ed was to be able to walk around awhile with­out hav­ing peo­ple come

    up to him ask­ing ques­tions. He had thought Amer­ica would be like that. Yes, one could walk

    around, but not for long. Mug­gers could get you be­fore you could get them in­to a prop­er

    frame of mind.




    So he had got­ten him­self a crime fam­ily, and from the news­pa­per re­ports, he was

    pret­ty good at it. He had be­come a crim­inal mas­ter­mind. And one sin­gle Rus­sian

    com­man­do unit had shown him that his crime fam­ily, his tough des­per­ate crim­inals, were

    about as tough as a dozen can­no­li in a pa­per box.




    They had de­sert­ed him, and Vass­ily had been bound sight­less and sound­less and car­ried,

    ter­ri­fied, over a long dis­tance un­til the on­ly fam­ily per­son he met in this coun­try

    res­cued him and then left. The man had been def­inite­ly friend­ly even with­out Vass­ily’s

    in­flu­ence.




    But Vass­ily had been scared out of his wits. He knew the Rus­sian gov­ern­ment. A nice word

    to the gov­ern­ment meant you were weak. Peace was weak­ness. How many times had he heard

    Rus­sian gen­er­als com­ment, on hear­ing of a peace over­ture, that the coun­try of­fer­ing it

    was weak? Peace was weak­ness. Of course, when the oth­er coun­try armed it­self, then it was

    ag­gres­sive.




    “Why,” Vass­ily had once asked a field mar­shal who had come to the para­psy­chol­ogy

    vil­lage for treat­ment of a headache, “are we not weak when we make a peace over­ture? These

    things have puz­zled me.”




    “Be­cause when we make a peace over­ture, we want the oth­er side to dis­arm. That will make

    us stronger.”




    “Why do we want to be stronger?”




    “If we are not stronger they will de­stroy us.”




    “And if we are stronger?”




    “We will de­stroy them,” said the field mar­shal hap­pi­ly. “And then where will we get all

    those won­der­ful West­ern goods if we de­stroy them?”




    “I’m not in charge of pol­itics,” said the field mar­shal.




    “Would you re­al­ly want to cook your bread in a Rus­sian toast­er?”




    “Don’t both­er me with pol­itics.”




    “Have you ev­er had Rus­sian Scotch?”




    “You’re be­ing sub­ver­sive,” said the field mar­shal.




    It had re­al­ly been just an­oth­er in­ci­dent to prove to him what he al­ready knew. What

    the Rus­sians un­der­stood was ab­so­lute force. Kill, and they would talk fair­ly and

    de­cent­ly with you. Show you could not kill, and they wouldn’t even an­swer your mail.




    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz un­der­stood that if he could get a mis­sile shot off at some place in

    Rus­sia, he would be able to em­brace his new­found Amer­ican com­rades as al­lies even be­fore

    the nu­cle­ar dust set­tled. On­ly af­ter he showed ev­ery­one he was a ma­jor dan­ger did he

    have the slight­est chance of be­ing left alone.




    Com­mu­nist Rus­sia had al­ways been like this. It was they, not the West, who had signed

    the nonag­gres­sion treaty with Nazi Ger­many. It was they, not the West, who had col­lid­ed

    with the Nazis to take Poland. It was they, not the West, who had wait­ed hap­pi­ly for the

    Nazis to de­stroy Eu­rope, giv­ing them what­ev­er raw ma­te­ri­als they might need,

    in­clud­ing ma­te­ri­als to build gas ovens.




    In the end, of course, the Nazis in­vad­ed Rus­sia, and then the pro­pa­gan­da ma­chines

    went to work. It be­came Rus­sia and the West against fas­cism, and then at the end of the war,

    when the West dis­band­ed its armies, Rus­sia kept its forces at full lev­el and put up the

    Iron Cur­tain.




    And if the West had not rearmed, there would have been a red flag fly­ing over

    Wash­ing­ton.




    To know any­thing about his­to­ry was to know this about Rus­sia. Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz,

    whether he liked it or not, would have to go in­to the army busi­ness.




    He had got­ten over his re­vul­sion at his crimes in New York. The ini­tial shame had turned

    to pride. If he could kill gang lead­ers, he could eas­ily kill Rus­sians. And prob­ably

    out­smart them to boot, al­though one fact the West al­ways seemed to ig­nore was that the

    Rus­sians were very shrewd.




    It would be quite a test. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, as he fin­ished his pas­try on the street

    cor­ner, he un­der­stood he didn’t even have one mis­sile yet. And his prob­lem, he re­al­ized,

    was that he was start­ing at the bot­tom.




    The lights went out, and the shoot­ing start­ed. They could see on­ly gun flash­es, and they

    shot at the flash­es. But as they shot, their own guns gave off flash­es, and they were hit.

    The room filled with the groans of dy­ing, curs­ing men, and when the lights went on, the blood

    had made the floor slip­pery, so slip­pery that An­na Chutesov sent in a man to see if

    ev­ery­one of them was dead.




    He came back with blood all over his shirt. He had slipped three times.




    “Blood is more slip­pery than oil,” he said.




    “Are they dead?” she asked.




    “No. Not all. Some are dy­ing.”




    “That’s fine,” she said to the sol­dier. Men, she thought. I knew they would re­act like

    that.




    But she did not say this to the young lieu­tenant who had gone in­to the room for her. Even

    now sol­diers were run­ning up stair­ways and down hall­ways with guns, look­ing for the source

    of the fir­ing.




    Men, thought An­na Chutesov. They are so stupid. Why are they run­ning? What will they

    fig­ure out faster by run­ning? Most of them don’t even know where the gun­fire was com­ing

    from. But they run. They run be­cause an­oth­er man told them it was a good way to get

    some­place faster. Ac­tu­al­ly, walk­ing had got­ten An­na Chutesov far­ther in So­vi­et

    Rus­sia than any man her age.




    She was twen­ty-​six years old, and de­spite her youth she had more in­flu­ence in more

    places than any­one from the Berlin wall to Vladi­vos­tok.




    And she did not get it be­cause of her great beau­ty. She was blond. Soft hon­ey-​col­ored

    hair ca­ressed her mag­nif­icent high cheek­bones and her smile flashed with such per­fect

    white­ness that some men gasped.




    Of course, men would al­ways gasp at beau­ty with­out ev­er fig­ur­ing out how it got there.

    The re­al beau­ty of An­na Chutesov was in her pres­ence. It was cool, friend­ly, and on­ly

    hint­ed of sex­ual­ity.




    An­na knew that av­er­age men be­came ab­so­lute­ly use­less when in heat. A man in heat was

    like a tele­phone pole on wheels, vir­tu­al­ly un­con­trol­lable and com­plete­ly

    dys­func­tion­al.




    She walked calm­ly through the run­ning men, and by the time she reached com­mand

    head­quar­ters, fif­teen sto­ries down in­to the earth, shel­tered from any pos­si­ble

    Amer­ican at­tack, she had been asked no less than ten times what had hap­pened on the first

    floor among the spe­cial mis­sion com­man­ders.




    Each time she an­swered that she did not know, and each time she thought how stupid the

    ques­tion was. No one gave out in­for­ma­tion freely in this com­mand head­quar­ters de­signed

    for the last strug­gle against cap­ital­ism in case of an Amer­ican in­va­sion.




    It was a won­der­ful head­quar­ters and the re­sult of typ­ical male think­ing. It was here

    they could di­rect the rem­nants of Rus­sian forces if Amer­ica should be suc­cess­ful in

    pen­etrat­ing Rus­sian bor­ders.




    What no one both­ered to ask was why Amer­ica would pen­etrate Rus­sian bor­ders. There was

    on­ly one rea­son: if there was a war in which Amer­ica had to fight for its life.




    One would be per­fect­ly safe if ev­ery­one re­spect­ed the sta­tus quo. But Amer­ica looked

    on ev­ery re­bel­lion in ev­ery stinkwa­ter back­ward third-​world coun­try as a threat, and

    Rus­sia, think­ing it was weak­en­ing Amer­ica, sup­port­ed ev­ery one of those back­ward

    third-​world garbage pits called coun­tries.




    Amer­ica knew those coun­tries weren’t worth the sewage they couldn’t get rid of, and so did

    Rus­sia. But the men kept on build­ing weapons and scar­ing them­selves. And so, like the room

    up­stairs where men try­ing to sur­vive had got­ten them­selves killed or wound­ed, the

    lead­ers of An­na’s coun­try built sil­ly de­fense net­works like this one that went fif­teen

    sto­ries un­der­ground.




    Whether there would still be some­thing around to com­mand af­ter an atom­ic war was

    doubt­ful. But they had to play their games.




    At the bot­tom floor, she en­tered a room with a long white ta­ble that re­flect­ed a harsh

    flu­ores­cent light in the ceil­ing. The walls were con­crete. They could have been fine

    porce­lain. Fif­teen sto­ries down in­to bedrock, they weren’t go­ing to need any greater

    sup­port.,




    “An­na, we heard there was a hor­ri­ble dis­as­ter on the first lev­el. Some­one got in and

    shot up a room full of spe­cial-​mis­sions com­man­ders.”




    “No,” said An­na Chutesov. “The on­ly peo­ple who got in were in al­ready.”




    “What hap­pened? You al­ways knew ev­ery­thing,” said the heavy man with gold-​braid­ed

    epaulets bi.; enough for toy planes to use as air­craft car­ri­ers.




    “No, I on­ly seem to know ev­ery­thing,” said An­na. The im­pli­ca­tion for any­one us­ing a

    brain was that she ap­peared to know ev­ery­thing be­cause no one around her ev­er seemed to

    know any­thing.




    She re­ceived smiles of ap­proval from the men she had just in­sult­ed. There was one oth­er

    wom­an in this high­er com­mand. She was the one with the heavy mus­tache. An­na knew that

    per­son was a wom­an be­cause she wore the col­ors of the fe­male army corps. They played up

    her mas­sive bi­ceps very well.




    “What hap­pened?”




    “What hap­pened was that you are go­ing to have to send me af­ter Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz.

    There is no one else. The oth­ers have all just killed or wound­ed them­selves.”




    “That’s aw­ful. Do you know Gen­er­al Mate­sev him­self was killed try­ing to get

    Ra­bi­nowitz back to the coun­try?”




    “Yes,” said An­na. “I be­lieve we al­so lost the spe­cial force, and any chance of us­ing

    sim­ilar tech­niques to pen­etrate Amer­ica. I know it all, gen­tle­men. I know that Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz was wrapped like a bun­dle with tape and car­ried back to Mate­sev, where some

    oth­er force res­cued him.”




    “We’re doomed. If they have him, we are doomed.”




    “We are doomed to the ex­tent that he be­lieves he is sur­round­ed by a ma­li­cious world. I

    have gone through his dossier. All this man want­ed for the years he was in the

    para­psy­chol­ogy vil­lage was to be left alone. Do you know what our re­sponse was? We sent in

    round-​the-​clock teams to find out why he want­ed to be left alone. So he left. Now he is in

    Amer­ica, and we don’t know what on earth he is do­ing. If he is fright­ened, as he may well

    be, he could be plan­ning to set off a mis­sile right now. This very mo­ment a nu­cle­ar

    war­head could be com­ing at our coun­try. And do you know why? So he would not have to feel

    de­fense­less. And against whom? The peo­ple who would send a Mate­sev to bring him back.

    Shoot, kill, cap­ture, and run. Lu­na­cy.”




    “It was a good de­ci­sion,” said a KGB gen­er­al. This did not tell An­na about how good the

    de­ci­sion was, but that it had come from the KGB.




    “A good de­ci­sion, com­rade, ex­cept the re­sults were bad, yes?”




    “Yes,” said the KGB rep­re­sen­ta­tive.




    “Well, that’s pos­si­ble,” said An­na. “We all can’t be ex­pect­ed to know how ev­ery­thing

    will turn out. Ex­cept I will take that oner­ous bur­den. I will guar­an­tee the re­sults of my

    tak­ing over. I take full and ab­so­lute re­spon­si­bil­ity.”




    “How can you guar­an­tee the re­sults?” asked the KGB rep­re­sen­ta­tive. He did not trust

    her. He did not trust any wom­en in im­por­tant roles. A wom­an could be put in a post,

    pa­rad­ed in a post, but a man had to be be­hind her. “Be­cause I will do it.”




    “If the likes of Gen­er­al Mate­sev could not suc­ceed, how can some­one like you

    guar­an­tee you will suc­ceed?”




    “The same way I could guar­an­tee that I would get this mis­sion af­ter the spe­cial

    com­man­ders killed them­selves.” An­na smiled.




    “But you asked for this meet­ing yes­ter­day. They on­ly killed them­selves just now.”




    “About ten min­utes ago, five min­utes af­ter I told each of them some­one was plan­ning to

    kill them, I turned out the lights and threw in a fire­crack­er. They act­ed the way I knew

    they would.”




    “You killed them! Do you think we will send you out on the mis­sion af­ter you con­nived to

    de­prive us of our best spe­cial-​mis­sions com­man­ders?”




    “Yes. Of course. De­prived of ev­ery oth­er av­enue of ac­tion, in the end, my dear

    com­rades, you will make a ra­tio­nal de­ci­sion,” said An­na Chutesov. “And in the end, that

    de­ci­sion has to be to use me. You have no one else read­ily avail­able.”




    A gen­er­al from the armies in the East rose, pound­ing the ta­ble.




    “That is ruth­less, de­ceit­ful, and de­spi­ca­ble. Do you ex­pect us to send you on one of

    the most cru­cial mis­sions in the his­to­ry of the So­vi­et Union af­ter you have done

    some­thing like that?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly. I use the in­ci­dent of up­stairs as my main cre­den­tial. Un­til this

    mo­ment, gen­tle­men, I have not shown that I could kill. There is a room awash in blood on the

    first lev­el that will at­test that I can do this very well.”




    Most of the men shook their heads. But an old­er com­rade, one who had been through the

    rev­olu­tion of 1917 and through the years of Joseph Stal­in him­self, nod­ded slow­ly.




    “She’s right. Be­yond a shad­ow of a doubt our beau­ti­ful An­na Chutesov has proved she is

    not on­ly the best per­son for this task, but pos­si­bly the on­ly one. Good for you, An­na,”

    he said.




    “But what if she de­cides to use Ra­bi­nowitz for her own ends?” said the oth­er wom­an in

    the room, the one with the biggest bi­ceps.




    “Do you re­al­ly think I would be so stupid as to try to con­trol some­thing that could

    con­vince me I was talk­ing to my moth­er or fa­ther when­ev­er it wished? Are you mad, or just

    act­ing that way be­cause you are a wom­an in a room sur­round­ed by men?” asked An­na.




    “I am ev­ery bit as good as the men,” said the wom­an.




    “Yes,” said An­na with­out sar­casm. “You cer­tain­ly func­tion at that lev­el. Now, is

    there any­one here who re­mote­ly thinks I would wish to keep some­thing like a Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz alive?”




    There as no an­swer.




    “My first job is to stop him be­fore he gets his hands on the nu­cle­ar trig­ger or an army.

    This I may not be able to do. But you should be aware of what he can do, be­cause a mis­sile

    fired at our coun­try may well not be the be­gin­ning of an atom­ic war. It could be some

    sil­ly thing a fright­ened man would do, hop­ing to prove to us he is not as weak as he feels.

    Do you un­der­stand?”




    “You mean to say we are to take an atom­ic ex­plo­sion and do noth­ing?” asked the

    com­man­der of Rus­sia’s west­ern mis­sile sta­tion.




    “No. I want you to end the en­tire world in a nu­cle­ar holo­caust to teach a les­son to an

    al­ready fright­ened man. Good day, gen­tle­men. I don’t have time for any more of this.”




    “What can we do to help you, An­na?” asked the old­est man.




    “If you be­lieve in pray­ing, pray Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz does not get hold of an army. I

    have read his psy­cho­log­ical pro­file. I would say that defe­cat­ing in one’s pants at this

    mo­ment would be an ap­pro­pri­ate re­sponse to the sit­ua­tion.”




    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz liked the tanks. He liked the way they could line up and fire at a

    ridge and the ridge would ex­plode as the shells hit. He liked the way the ground trem­bled as

    the tanks rolled by in re­view. He liked the way in­fantry had to scat­ter when the tanks

    rolled in­to their po­si­tions. He liked tanks.




    He al­so liked the how­itzers.




    “Al­most like a re­al war, sir,” said the colonel.




    Vass­ily tried to brush the dust of Fort Pick­ens, Arkansas, off his suit. It was no use.

    Dust, when rubbed off, tend­ed to grind it­self in, and there was more than enough dust in Fort

    Pick­ens for all the suits ev­er wo­ven in all the mills of mankind.




    “It’s very nice,” yelled Vass­ily above the whak-​boom of the how­itzers. “Very nice.”




    “Bet­ter than Nam, sir; we can see what we’re shoot­ing at. “




    “Yes, a moun­tain ridge makes a good en­emy. Have you ev­er thought about fight­ing the

    Rus­sians?”




    “Sir, I think about it ev­ery day. Isn’t a day goes by I don’t think about it. They’re the

    ones we should be fight­ing.”




    “Let’s say to­mor­row morn­ing?”




    “All we need is a lit­tle warm-​up,” said the colonel.




    “What’s this warm-​up busi­ness?” asked Vass­ily. “You’re get­ting paid to be ready. You

    have a big bud­get, Colonel. What is this warm-​up busi­ness?”




    “You’re nev­er ready for a big war un­less you have a lit­tle one first. Bet­ter than

    ma­neu­vers. Gets the kinks out. “




    “I al­ways thought you had to be ready for war to have peace, not make war in or­der to make

    war,” said Vass­ily.




    “Both,” said the colonel. He wore a field hel­met and had a pis­tol strapped to his side.

    “If you weren’t my com­mand­ing of­fi­cer in Nam I wouldn’t even be talk­ing to you about these

    things.”




    “I just want to show the Rus­sians we have an army will­ing to fight. I don’t want to have a

    ma­jor war with them. I have no de­sire to kill them.”




    “Can’t have a war with­out killing, sir.”




    “A few bat­tles. That’s all I want. Maybe on­ly one bat­tle.”




    “Wouldn’t we all want that, sir. But you can’t have your bat­tle with­out a war com­ing with

    it.”




    “I was afraid of that,” said Vass­ily. “By the way, don’t you think those tanks should be

    fir­ing while mov­ing in­stead of stand­ing still? I mean, if you need­ed guns to be still,

    then you could use how­itzers.”




    “Our mode of train­ing doesn’t call for that, sir,” said the colonel.




    “Do it,” said Vass­ily.




    “But, sir-“




    “Do it,” said Vass­ily. Some­thing in­side him told him that if these men were to get ready

    even for a prepara­to­ry war they had bet­ter be pre­pared right, be­cause the worst thing that

    could hap­pen was to fight and lose a small war. Then he could nev­er im­press the Rus­sians.

    Amer­ica had to win its next war.




    Vass­ily wrote down in his note­book: “One reg­iment, with ar­mor.”




    He need­ed more. He need­ed di­vi­sions. And he need­ed di­vi­sions that could fight. He

    would not have been here him­self check­ing things out, mak­ing sure the guns fired and the

    sol­diers were there to fire them, but for his sec­ond en­counter with the Amer­ican mil­itary

    es­tab­lish­ment.




    Hav­ing failed with the fir­ing of one mis­sile, which he could use as a warn­ing to the

    Rus­sians to leave him alone, he had de­cid­ed to go to the top. And this, as ev­ery­one knew,

    was the Pen­tagon, a five-​sid­ed build­ing of im­mense pro­por­tions. Here the gen­er­al

    staffs of Amer­ica plot­ted pro­duc­tion of war goods, bat­tle strate­gies, and the

    main­te­nance of the most so­phis­ti­cat­ed and com­plex wartime equip­ment in the world.




    It was al­so the place Vass­ily had soon want­ed to flee, know­ing he had bet­ter get his

    own tanks and guns and men to use them or he would nev­er be able to de­fend him­self against

    the Rus­sians. The peo­ple at the Pen­tagon cer­tain­ly weren’t.




    Vass­ily had eas­ily got­ten through ev­ery pass clear­ance sys­tem by sim­ply look­ing in

    the eyes of ev­ery guard and pro­tect­ing him­self as some­one with a pass and a lot of stars

    on his shoul­ders.




    He found him­self an im­por­tant-​look­ing man with re­al stars on his shoul­ders and

    im­me­di­ate­ly be­came that man’s clos­est sci­en­tif­ic ad­vis­er.




    “I’m look­ing for some­one who can get an army to­geth­er. Noth­ing spe­cial. An army that

    if it had to, could win a bat­tle or so. To be brief, I’m look­ing for some­one who knows how

    to fight a war.”




    The man thought about that a mo­ment. “Could you be more spe­cif­ic?”




    “Sol­diers. Guns. Tanks. Planes. Fight­ing a war.”




    “Whew, that’s a tough one,” said the man with stars. “I would say your best bet would be the

    Mil­itary Con­cepts For­mu­la­tion Bu­reau. I think they’re the ones who might be able to help

    you. I’m sort of lost when it comes to guns and sol­diers and things. I’ve been at a desk in

    the Pen­tagon for the last ten years.”




    “You look like a mil­itary man. What can you do?”




    “I’m very mil­itary. I’m a cost an­alyst overview es­tab­lish­er. I cost-​rate

    con­cepts.”




    Vass­ily’s face showed enough con­fu­sion for the gen­er­al to an­swer on his own.




    “I’m the one who es­ti­mates if we can af­ford a sit­ua­tion. Cost in lives, weapons,

    na­tion­al pro­duc­tiv­ity, et cetera. You must re­mem­ber. You helped me. We were up at MIT

    when we came to the con­clu­sion that Amer­ica couldn’t af­ford to sur­vive. We should stop

    pay­ing so much to ex­ist any­more be­cause it was just too damned cost­ly. You helped me get

    my first star. We shat­tered the con­cept of sur­vival. Ab­so­lute­ly math­emat­ical­ly

    re­duced it to ab­sur­di­ty.”




    Mil­itary Con­cepts was a small of­fice with com­put­er ter­mi­nals at five desks. No one

    un­der the rank of full colonel worked in this of­fice. It pro­vid­ed the cru­cial think­ing

    for how and when and un­der what cir­cum­stances Amer­ica would fight its wars.




    Vass­ily thought this had to be the one place where he could get all his in­for­ma­tion.




    He left it an hour lat­er un­der­stand­ing less than fif­teen of the En­glish words,

    de­spite hav­ing gone to the best Rus­sian schools for En­glish, de­spite hav­ing got­ten along

    very well in Amer­ica with his En­glish, even be­com­ing skilled enough in the lan­guage to be

    named a “cun­ning crim­inal mas­ter­mind” by the New York news­pa­pers, per­haps the finest

    con­nois­seurs of the un­der­world.




    In the con­cepts room, Vass­ily heard such words as “fi­nal­ize,” “syl­lo­gize,”

    “con­cep­tu­al­ize re­frac­tions,” “co­or­di­na­tion of syn­er­gis­tics,” “co­or­di­na­tion

    re­sponse modes,” and “in­sur­gent man­ifes­ta­tion de­vices.”




    In all his time there, he nev­er heard the word “kill.” Or “at­tack.” Or “re­treat,” or any

    of the words he rec­og­nized as war words.




    He even had these of­fi­cers be­liev­ing he was the chair­man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff

    at one point. That proved to be ab­so­lute­ly use­less be­cause one of the of­fi­cers said:




    “We don’t have to tell you these things. You know them. And most of all, sir, you

    un­der­stand that the last place you would ev­er come look­ing for any­one to know how to fight

    a war is here in the Pen­tagon.”




    Vass­ily tried two more of­fices and then just asked for di­rec­tions to where the tanks and

    guns were kept. He knew he was go­ing to have to do it him­self.




    But what he didn’t know, and what was ev­ident to most of the high­er of­fi­cers at Camp

    Pick­ens, Arkansas, was that this man they all knew in­ti­mate­ly as dif­fer­ent peo­ple was

    show­ing a sur­pris­ing abil­ity to move tanks and men around the fields in ma­neu­vers.




    “Re­minds me of Gen­er­al Pat­ton,” said one of­fi­cer, who had been a sec­ond lieu­tenant

    in World War II and had signed up in time to join Pat­ton’s Third Army.




    “Yeah, Old Blood ‘n’ Guts,” said an­oth­er.




    “Seems to want to get in­to a war, just like old Pat­ton. Hell, good to have some­one like

    that back in the Army.” - Yet this man was even bet­ter than Gen­er­al Pat­ton in one cru­cial

    way. Old Blood ‘n’ Guts could in­spire most Amer­ican sol­diers to fight. This one could make

    even the cooks want to kill.


  




  

    Chapter 9




    It was a thing of such splen­dor it de­served an im­me­di­ate place in the his­to­ries of

    the House of Sinan­ju. Harold W. Smith, ex­haust­ed and wor­ried per­haps more now than at any

    time in the his­to­ry of the or­ga­ni­za­tion, was stunned to see Chi­un leave the liv­ing room

    of the Vis­tana Views con­do as soon as the price was set­tled, not even wait­ing to hear what

    the as­sign­ment would be.




    “Un­pack the his­to­ries,” cried Chi­un, point­ing to the lime-​green steam­er trunk.




    Re­mo did not look away from the win­dow of the bed­room, which al­so faced the foun­tain.

    He had been look­ing at wa­ter for the last twen­ty min­utes, think­ing that maybe in a while

    he would look at the sky. That was what he was go­ing to do for the day.




    “Un­pack the his­to­ries. This day is mo­men­tous in the his­to­ries of the House of

    Sinan­ju. And you, my son, are a part of it.”




    “Trunk’s on the bed,” said Re­mo.




    “Come, you must af­fix your name too. This is not mine alone. I would not dare en­com­pass

    such glo­ry all by my­self. If it had not been for you and your bril­liant un­der­stand­ing

    that when your job is done, it is done, then I nev­er would have achieved these heights. I am

    sure you will look on me as the Great Chi­un. The fol­low­ers of the Great Wang so did.”




    See­ing Re­mo con­tin­ue to stare at the wa­ter, Chi­un opened the trunk him­self. He

    whisked out a scroll and a bot­tle of dark black ink, made from the shell­fish found in the

    West Ko­rea Bay. The scroll was spe­cial parch­ment used by a dy­nasty of Chi­na so old even

    the Ming and Tang had no record of it.




    It was parch­ment of spe­cial­ly treat­ed yak skin that could en­dure mois­ture, cold, and

    heat over cen­turies. He placed five,del­icate stars in the mid­dle of the doc­ument.




    “Re­mem­ber the last time you saw five stars in a his­to­ry of Sinan­ju, Re­mo?” said

    Chi­un.




    “Yeah. The big Great Wang. Rah, rah,” said Re­mo. Maybe he would get tired of look­ing at

    the sky by night­fall. Then he could al­ways stare at his hands for a few days. His body felt

    like lead, with slug­gish blood that made its way through his body strict­ly on mem­ory. The

    rest of him not on­ly didn’t seem to be work­ing well, but didn’t seem to want to.




    “You have seen two stars many times, and some­times three. And twice you saw a Mas­ter

    will­ing to place four stars. But on­ly the Great Wang him­self placed five stars. And

    why?”




    “For the ba­sis of breath­ing tech­niques,” said Re­mo.




    “It is our law of grav­ity, and the uni­verse. Five stars. Come, you must be here to take

    part in this glo­ry.”




    “The rea­son you want me there, lit­tle fa­ther, is so that I won’t take away your five

    stars when you’re dead. You want to sell me on your de­serv­ing five stars, so fu­ture

    gen­er­ations can call you the Great Chi­un. I know that. So let me tell you now. Your five

    stars are safe, be­cause I don’t think I am ev­er go­ing to read those his­to­ries. Or teach a

    new Mas­ter. So put down a hun­dred stars. It doesn’t mat­ter. It nev­er did. I know that

    now.”




    “Are you look­ing at the sky yet?” asked Chi­un.




    “Wa­ter. Look­ing at wa­ter,” said Re­mo. “Maybe to­mor­row I’ll look at sky. Maybe the next

    day. I still have my fin­ger­nails to tour.”




    “Body feels ter­ri­ble, doesn’t it?” chuck­led Chi­un. “As the Less­er Gi said, a man

    can­not see him­self, es­pe­cial­ly when he is in the pro­cess of great­ness. One nev­er does.

    I my­self suf­fered doubts, thoughts that I might be ego­tis­ti­cal, self-​cen­tered,

    child­ish. How lu­di­crous, yes?”




    Re­mo saw the dark­ness in the wa­ter, and toyed with the edge of the pos­si­ble idea of

    won­der­ing what Chi­un would de­cide to give him­self five stars for. On­ly three oth­er

    Mas­ters had giv­en them­selves such ac­co­lades. Two of them were re­duced to four and three

    stars re­spec­tive­ly, by lat­er Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. The force blow, which at the time was

    thought to be a ba­sic el­ement of Sinan­ju, was dis­cov­ered lat­er on­ly to be an es­sen­tial

    vari­ant of the ba­sic breath­ing tech­nique of the Great Wang. And so a star was re­moved,

    even though this blow es­tab­lished some­thing that ap­peared even to the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju

    to be unique.




    The blow was not the re­sult of force but cre­at­ed the force it­self. You could move your

    hand through walls and the force would not be be­hind it like in some weak, im­ita­tive karate

    punch break­ing bricks. Rather the force would pull the hand and shat­ter the wall. It was

    ba­sic, but not quite as ba­sic as the breath of life that at­tuned the Mas­ters to the re­al

    forces of the uni­verse.




    It was no ac­ci­dent that the first thing a hu­man ba­by did when cut from the um­bil­ical

    cord was to breathe. Nev­er did the in­fant seek food first, or even warmth in times so cold

    that the tem­per­ature would kill it. First was breath, and so too was it last in death.




    The breath was the hel­lo and good-​bye of life as Sinan­ju called it, as Chi­un had taught

    him so long ago in those ba­sic lessons when Re­mo thought there was some­thing worth learn­ing

    in this world.




    “Record­ed this day in the Mas­ter­hood of Chi­un, dis­cov­er­er of Amer­ica, teach­er of

    Re­mo, de­vot­ed pupil, for the greater and con­tin­uous glo­ry of the House of Sinan­ju. It

    was by the hand of Chi­un, agreed this day with the mad em­per­or rep­re­sent­ing the rich

    coun­try of Amer­ica-​see Chi­un’s dis­cov­ery of a hap­py peo­ple-​a ne­go­ti­ation that will

    be con­sid­ered ba­sic in the busi­ness of Sinan­ju.




    “Faced with a client em­per­or in des­per­ate need, for whom a per­fect­ly per­formed

    ser­vice, while ad­equate in it­self, proved in­ad­equate for the em­per­or’s needs, Chi­un

    first es­tab­lished for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his pupil Re­mo, now a Mas­ter but yet to

    achieve fi­nal lev­els, that they were free to leave. This was most im­por­tant be­cause from

    this came the ba­sic and per­fect ne­go­ti­ation, per­formed by Chi­un him­self.




    “Hav­ing thus es­tab­lished that Sinan­ju had per­formed per­fect­ly and was now leav­ing,

    the Em­per­or Smith, who on­ly at times could be con­sid­ered mad, but at this time had to be

    con­sid­ered as shrewd as any em­per­or en­su­ing gen­er­ations might face, made this of­fer.

    He would out­bid any ri­val for the ser­vices of Sinan­ju.




    “While this was ba­si­cal­ly a per­fect po­si­tion, Chi­un, in his keen sense of

    pro­por­tions, un­der­stood it was on­ly the be­gin­ning. For the coun­try was rich, the

    rich­est in its time. And Chi­un un­der­stood there was much more where that came from, for

    Chi­un had al­ready made ar­range­ments with the same em­per­or to re­place the en­tire

    trea­sure of Sinan­ju. That is, in one Mas­ter­hood to earn the to­tal of all oth­er

    Mas­ter­hoods. (For ref­er­ence to the trea­sure, look un­der ‘not Chi­un’s fault.’)




    “At that point, Chi­un es­tab­lished no fixed amount, but rather a per­cent­age above any

    oth­er of­fer, so that Chi­un would be free to get any oth­er na­tion, em­per­or, tyrant, or

    king to make an of­fer, which Em­per­or Smith would be bound to ex­ceed by ten per­cent. Chi­un

    him­self, in this one deed, had es­tab­lished the first lim­it­less fee.”




    Chi­un stopped read­ing and stepped back from the scroll. “What does Smit­ty want?” asked

    Re­mo.




    “I’m not al­to­geth­er sure. He’s still out there. I’ll ask him,” said Chi­un.




    “That hyp­no­tist fel­low. He wants him, I think.”




    “Some silli­ness. We do not call him Mad Harold for noth­ing,” said Chi­un.




    Chi­un looked at the five stars he had dared to give him­self and smiled. They would hold,

    he was sure, if fu­ture Mas­ters re­al­ly un­der­stood the great­ness of his break­through.




    He put the scroll back in the lime-​green steam­er trunk, mak­ing sure it was tied

    per­fect­ly.




    Re­mo did not look back.




    “Say hel­lo to him for me,” said Chi­un.




    “Who?” asked Re­mo.




    “The Great Wang. You’re go­ing to see him soon,” said Chi­un. “And it is I, Chi­un, who have

    brought you to this point. “




    “What should I say to him?”




    “Ask him about what­ev­er both­ers you. That is what he is there for.”




    “Since he’s dead, he’s got to be an ap­pari­tion.”




    “No. Def­inite­ly not. Not alive, but def­inite­ly not an ap­pari­tion. You will see the

    Great Wang’s smile, and the gen­tle curves of his too-​full stom­ach. You will even feel the

    strength of his eyes, and his pres­ence will be a boun­ty un­to you.”




    “Close the door on your way out,” said Re­mo.




    “Good-​bye, my son. When we next meet, you will be at a lev­el you do not even sus­pect

    now,” said Chi­un, feel­ing the joy again of the time he had met the Great Wang.




    But now to busi­ness and ful­fill­ing the wish­es of Mad Harold. It was a typ­ical white

    Amer­ican as­sign­ment, full of con­tra­dic­tions and ab­sur­di­ty, with no clear goal in

    sight.




    For this vir­tu­al­ly lim­it­less price, Mad Harold did not want the throne of Amer­ica

    called the pres­iden­cy. He did not wish a great per­son­al en­emy de­stroyed, nor did he wish

    con­trol of any land. As usu­al, rea­son­able re­quests were out.




    There was this man from Rus­sia.




    “Ah yes, the czars, pow­er­ful men whom we re­spect, but we must warn you, O wise Harold

    Smith, you have seen their dan­ger on­ly in part. We who have served the czars, and there­fore

    do not speak ill of them, nev­er­the­less re­spect your re­solve to pro­tect what is

    yours.”




    “It’s not pro­tect­ing any prop­er­ty rights. This man is dan­ger­ous. He has this

    tremen­dous abil­ity to hyp­no­tize.”




    “Ah yes, the mind play­ers. We know them. They are of lit­tle im­por­tance usu­al­ly, but of

    course this one is of great im­por­tance. Most great im­por­tance,” said Chi­un, who knew that

    an an­cient Mas­ter who had worked in the Ro­man Em­pire was once paid with five of them, Greek

    slaves who could do mind tricks, as they were called. He was giv­en five of them in lieu of one

    good field hand to car­ry his lug­gage. Chi­un re­mem­bers the com­ments about how the Mas­ter

    had been swin­dled by a Lu­cius Cor­nelius Spe­na, a very rich busi­ness­man who wished that a

    sen­ate seat be sud­den­ly va­cat­ed. It was not hon­or­able work, but sup­pos­ed­ly it was to

    pay well. And of course, it didn’t. Sinan­ju nev­er used slaves well and didn’t be­lieve in

    them. Ev­ery man, Sinan­ju preached, should be free to make a fool of him­self, there­fore

    leav­ing more work for as­sas­sins.




    These things Chi­un thought about as Smith went on about the man called Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz, an im­mi­grant in a na­tion of im­mi­grants. Smith would pro­vide the track­ing,

    and Chi­un would per­form the elim­ina­tion.




    “Most dan­ger­ous. Most dan­ger­ous. But may I ask, how, if we kill him, can he en­ter­tain

    for you?”




    “We don’t want him for en­ter­tain­ment. He’s dan­ger­ous. Per­haps the sin­gle most

    dan­ger­ous man who has ev­er en­tered this coun­try.”




    Chi­un over­looked the in­sult be­cause of the tremen­dous fee Sinan­ju would be get­ting.

    What could one ex­pect from a mad­man but to think a hyp­no­tist was more dan­ger­ous than his

    House of Sinan­ju that Smith had paid for? Any sane em­per­or, if he re­al­ly thought that,

    would keep the whole mat­ter qui­et lest his lords serve those who bought the ser­vices of the

    oth­er one, the one who here and now Smith de­clared as most dan­ger­ous.




    “We will strug­gle but win, as al­ways,” said Chi­un, care­ful to play on the fact of an

    awe­some op­po­nent, but just as care­ful to re­mind Mad Harold that when he bought Sinan­ju,

    he had bought the best in as­sas­sins. In fact, Chi­un was think­ing of adopt­ing a fine

    Amer­ican prac­tice. In ev­ery new ap­pli­ance he saw a note in­form­ing the pur­chas­er that

    he had bought the best of its kind in the world, con­grat­ulat­ing him on his wis­dom in do­ing

    so.




    Chi­un thought it might be nice to have a scroll pre­pared for ev­ery fu­ture tyrant,

    despot, and king Sinan­ju served, let­ting each one know how wise he was in em­ploy­ing the

    finest as­sas­sins in all his­to­ry. Be­gin it with:




    “Con­grat­ula­tions, you have em­ployed the finest . . .” et cetera.




    Chi­un nod­ded again to some more non­sense and then squeezed a small box Mad Harold put in

    his hand.




    “Not now, Chi­un. When you have suc­ceed­ed in elim­inat­ing Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz, then

    press that but­ton. I will know he is dead.”




    “But you know he is dead al­ready, now that your Mag­nif­icence, O Wise Harold, had de­creed

    him so.”




    “Nev­er­the­less, I’d like you to use that. We are pay­ing an ex­traor­di­nary trib­ute for

    this. We don’t even know how much yet. And this is the way I want to do it.”




    “Of course. We al­ways ap­pre­ci­ate di­rec­tion and help in this thing we have on­ly been

    do­ing forty-​eight hun­dred years be­fore Amer­ica was born,” said Chi­un, al­low­ing him­self

    a lit­tle sar­casm. But Smith did not re­spond.




    “Death to the evil hyp­no­tist,” said Chi­un. As was his strange cus­tom, a scant time

    lat­er the tele­phone rang and it was the voice of Harold W. Smith. They had tracked down a

    prob­able place for Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz, the poor lit­tle hyp­no­tist whose life would be

    for­feit­ed in the most splen­did fi­nan­cial ar­range­ment in the his­to­ry of the House of

    Sinan­ju.




    “O wise one, how is a per­son in a prob­able place? A place is or it is not.”




    As soon as he said it, Chi­un re­al­ized he nev­er should have men­tioned it in the first

    place be­cause the an­swer was ridicu­lous to the point of the ab­surd.




    Smith’s sys­tem was track­ing in­ci­dents most prob­ably done by the poor hyp­no­tist,

    things that would be re­port­ed to the po­lice and to in­tel­li­gence agen­cies. Smith had a

    ma­chine that could scan and an­alyze these re­ports, and from these re­ports Vas­si­iy

    Ra­bi­nowitz was prob­ably in Fort Pick­ens, Arkansas.




    When Smith was fin­ished prat­tling, Chi­un asked the im­por­tant ques­tion.




    “Do you want the head or not? I know you tra­di­tion­al­ly don’t take the head for your

    palace walls, but we rec­om­mend it, es­pe­cial­ly for an im­por­tant as­sas­si­na­tion. It can

    be done quite taste­ful­ly.”




    “No. Just make sure you do kill him. There was an in­ci­dent in Rus­sia where tough KGB

    troops thought they had him and they end­ed up shoot­ing each oth­er.”




    “And se­cret, too, I take it. The usu­al se­cre­cy.”




    “Oh yes. Ab­so­lute­ly. Se­cret. Of course. We don’t want any­one to know we ex­ist.”




    “Yes. Of course. Make a great as­sas­si­na­tion seem like a head cold. Very sub­tle, O wise

    one.”




    “No. In this case I don’t care whether it looks like an ac­ci­dent. I want him dead. I want

    to be sure he’s dead. Use the box. He’s al­ready prob­ably in­to our armed forces. We on­ly

    missed a nu­cle­ar launch in Om­aha by a hair’s breadth. This man has got to die.”




    “With the speed of the winds of the Kala­hari, O wise one,” said Chi­un, who made sure he

    took enough time to be prop­er­ly dressed. Noth­ing loud, even though Amer­ica tend­ed to be

    loud. A ba­sic pink would be good for the ki­mono to be used in this as­sas­si­na­tion, a

    ba­sic pink, a sim­ple blow, a quick death, and then per­haps wait a week or so be­fore

    hit­ting the but­ton on the box. For af­ter all, if the as­sas­si­na­tion proved so easy, might

    not Mad Harold think of reneg­ing on that awe­some re­ward? Of course, speed would show the

    great­ness of Sinan­ju, and Mad Harold paid for the strangest things.




    Chi­un thought about that and by the time he reached Ford Pick­ens, Arkansas, Chi­un

    de­cid­ed to risk in­form­ing Mad Harold im­me­di­ate­ly. Then he would whisk Re­mo away to a

    san­er em­per­or, a new Re­mo, a Re­mo who had seen the benef­icence of the Great Wang and

    asked the im­por­tant ques­tion on­ly to get the im­por­tant an­swer.




    At the gate, Chi­un was told that peo­ple who dressed in pink had to be wom­en, or they

    could not en­ter the base. How typ­ical of Amer­ican whites that they would in­sist that

    en­trance to a mil­itary base re­quire a sex-​change op­er­ation. No won­der they had lost

    their last war, and prob­ably would lose the next.




    The guard held out his palm to bar Chi­un’s en­trance and then didn’t both­er Chi­un

    any­more. Most peo­ple didn’t who need­ed im­me­di­ate treat­ment for mul­ti­ple frac­tures of

    the hand.




    Chi­un glid­ed in­to Fort Pick­ens. He saw the flags, the uni­forms, the ap­pear­ance of

    ac­tiv­ity while peo­ple were gen­er­al­ly do­ing noth­ing. He could come in at night and do

    un­seen work, but killing a low­ly hyp­no­tist for a vast for­tune was so bizarre to be­gin

    with, he want­ed to do it in day­light to make sure it was re­al­ly hap­pen­ing.




    Chi­un sur­veyed the camp. Noth­ing much had re­al­ly changed since the Ro­mans ex­cept this

    camp was not de­fend­ed prop­er­ly. Ro­mans would al­ways have a moat and a wall. Amer­icans

    made do with fences. Per­haps that was be­cause they had guns nowa­days.




    He saw dust in the dis­tance, al­ways a sign of cav­al­ry. He stopped an of­fi­cer to ask if

    he had heard of a Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz around.




    “You mean Old Blood ‘n’ Guts Ra­bi­nowitz?” asked the of­fi­cer.




    Hor­ror struck Chi­un. Had some­one al­ready filled this enor­mous con­tract on the

    hyp­no­tist?




    “He is on­ly blood and guts now?” asked Chi­un.




    “On­ly? He’s the tough­est, smartest gen­er­al since George S. Pat­ton, Jr. We call him Old

    Blood ‘n’ Guts.”




    “Oh, he sheds oth­er peo­ple’s blood. Ah well, this is good,” said Chi­un. Not on­ly was

    Ra­bi­nowitz alive, but he bless­ed­ly had a bet­ter rep­uta­tion than just a low­ly

    hyp­no­tist, a man who could con­vince some souls that it was warm when it was cold, cool when

    it was hot, and that they were bark­ing dogs.




    Some peo­ple could even be made to not feel pain, al­though why any­one would want to do

    that to his body, Chi­un nev­er knew.




    One could sense, like with any great con­queror, the pres­ence of Ra­bi­nowitz far off.

    Sol­diers and of­fi­cers alike looked strained and an­gry. It meant they had been worked

    prop­er­ly. Great com­man­ders could do that. Good sol­diers did not re­sent it, rather they

    re­spect­ed it even though they might com­plain from time to time.




    “Old Blood ‘n’ Guts is some­thing to­day. I don’t know if he’ll scare our en­emies, but he

    sure as hell scares me,” Chi­un heard one of­fi­cer com­ment.




    “First time we’ve ev­er re­al­ly done re­al ma­neu­vers. I’ll be grate­ful for war just to

    stop this tor­ture.”




    When Chi­un got to a broad plain sur­round­ed by foothills, he could make out clear­ly by

    the def­er­ence of the men who the com­man­der was. Tanks were fir­ing on mov­ing tar­gets with

    sur­pris­ing ac­cu­ra­cy. Rebel yells came from men in the ar­mored ve­hi­cles. This

    def­inite­ly was an army prepar­ing well for war.




    It would be a no­ble as­sas­si­na­tion, to go along with the no­ble price.




    Ra­bi­nowitz was wav­ing his arm and yelling. He stood on a plat­form, point­ing with a

    swag­ger stick. He could yell or­ders to two peo­ple at once.




    He had been de­scribed as a sad-​eyed man, but these eyes flashed with joy. It was a shame

    that Chi­un would have to end his ca­reer at this mo­ment, not lat­er, af­ter he had be­come as

    fa­mous as Napoleon, Alexan­der, or Cae­sar. But a con­tract was a con­tract.




    “Ra­bi­nowitz,” cried out Chi­un. “Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz.” The man now called Old Blood ‘n’

    Guts turned around. Chi­un saw by the move­ment even be­fore the voice that this was a

    recog­ni­tion of self. Peo­ple could not help do­ing it. It was more a proof of iden­ti­ty than

    the face, or even the East­ern mag­ic of the fin­ger­print. This was the sim­ple re­flex of the

    per­son iden­ti­fy­ing him­self.




    And Ra­bi­nowitz had done it with his eyes. Chi­un knew that all the sol­diers were look­ing

    now at him be­cause of the beau­ty of his pink robe in this drab set­ting. Mad Harold had

    or­dered se­cre­cy, not in­vis­ibil­ity.




    The plat­form was just over his head. Chi­un moved to it with grace, less ef­fort than a

    leap, more mo­tion than a step, and now he was face-​to-​face with the most glo­ri­ous­ly

    re­ward­ed as­sas­si­na­tion in all his­to­ry.




    The cen­ter of the skull begged for a sin­gle pen­etra­tion, quick to the point of

    in­vis­ibil­ity. The sim­ple, ba­sic blew with the force of it work­ing in­side the cra­ni­um,

    not out­side, not even need­ing to pen­etrate.




    Ra­bi­nowitz wore a plain bat­tle hel­met and fa­tigues. A small pis­tol was strapped to his

    waist. The light dust in the noon sun made the air al­most like clay in the mouth. The boards

    on the plat­form creaked ev­er so slight­ly, and a few sol­diers start­ed to move up to the

    plat­form to get be­tween Chi­un and Ra­bi­nowitz. And then Chi­un stopped his blow, stopped

    his blow short of the high yel­low fore­head and laugh­ing black eyes and the equal­ly pink

    ki­mono. A jol­ly fat man, no taller than Chi­un, but with thick­er hands and fore­arms, and

    legs one could tell were chunky un­der­neath his trunk, looked at him, laugh­ing.




    “What are you do­ing here? What’s your name? How come no one could stop you at the gate?

    What is that sil­ly pink dress?”




    The ques­tions came so quick­ly that Chi­un could bare­ly an­swer them, but an­swer he

    must.




    “Great Wang, what are you do­ing here?”




    “Look, I asked you first. If I want­ed to an­swer I would have an­swered first al­ready. So

    what’s with you and that pink dress?”




    Of course the Great Wang was jok­ing, but Chi­un would nev­er pre­sume to refuse an

    an­swer.




    “O great one, it is I, Chi­un, I am here on the most won­der­ful­ly paid as­sas­si­na­tion

    in all his­to­ry. A mere hyp­no­tist named Ra­bi­nowitz, and the price I got-“




    “Who wants to kill Ra­bi­nowitz?”




    “The Mad Em­per­or Harold. He is noth­ing, but I did not ex­pect to see you again, great

    one, in my life­time. It is Re­mo’s turn. “




    “Why would any­one want to kill a nice per­son like Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz?” asked the Great

    Wang. Sol­diers who had been ad­vanc­ing on Chi­un made it up to the plat­form. In or­der to be

    ab­so­lute­ly per­fect be­fore the Great Wang him­self, Chi­un used the sim­plest of breath­ing

    com­bined with the ba­sic force stroke, tak­ing off heads as a form of hon­or. Noth­ing

    spe­cial, sin­gle move­ments through the spinal col­umn, leav­ing the heads for the dust. He

    could have popped them up, caught them, and done a pre­sen­ta­tion, but that was flam­boy­ance

    for cus­tomers.




    The sol­diers, see­ing jack­ham­mers smash off heads, went for their weapons or for cov­er.

    No one watched the hor­ror with­out do­ing some­thing, ex­cept for Old Blood ‘n’ Guts and the

    strange killer in the pink dress.




    The old Ori­en­tal was talk­ing weird. One of the sol­diers thought of get­ting up on the

    plat­form with them, but the prospect of a sev­ered head made him think twice. Far off, tanks

    stopped their fir­ing.




    Men crowd­ed around the wood plat­form to see what the man in pink would do to Old Blood ‘n’

    Guts. Some­one chased a head, try­ing to match it to a body. Not know­ing what to do with it,

    he put it down on the ground and cov­ered it with his own hel­met. Graves Reg­is­tra­tion

    should take care of that, thought the sol­dier.




    “Mad Harold has the strangest as­sign­ments, Great Wang. But why do I see you twice in this

    life­time? Is it that I, per­haps, am the great­est Mas­ter af­ter you?”




    “Shut up al­ready with the great­ness, haz­arei. Is this Mad Harold a com­mu­nist

    sym­pa­thiz­er?”




    “I be­took my­self too much great­ness, didn’t I? For that I am sor­ry. Mad Harold is a

    client.”




    “What do you sell’?” asked the Great Wang.




    “What you did, mag­nif­icent one. The ser­vices of the great­est house of as­sas­sins of all

    time.”




    “And you want to kill this nice fel­low Ra­bi­nowitz?”




    “You know him, Great Wang?”




    “Know him? Man’s a peach. Life should be de­fend­ed at all costs. He’s our main client.”




    “That’s what you came to tell me?” asked Chi­un.




    “And that you shouldn’t let any­one both­er me, ei­ther. Ei­ther one will do. Hang

    around.”




    “What joy, to be in your pres­ence again, great one.”




    “A lit­tle bit to the left. You’re block­ing my view of my army. We’re plan­ning big things.

    Big. Ev­er have a war? I think they’re fun. Used to hate them. Won­dered why they had such bad

    pub­lic­ity. Damned well couldn’t be from the gen­er­als who ran them.”




    Was this the Great Wang? Chi­un looked again. No as­sas­sin ap­proved of war where

    thou­sands of am­ateurs worked or where the pro­fes­sion­als got paid. But there was the high

    fore­head. There was the jol­ly smile. There was the some­what full body, and of course, there

    was the un­mis­tak­able ki­mono of Sinan­ju.




    Chi­un bowed at the Great Wang and stepped aside. With con­tempt he broke the box with the

    but­ton Mad Harold has asked him to press when the as­sas­si­na­tion was done.




    To un­der­stand Sinan­ju was to un­der­stand that if the Great Wang seemed odd, it was the

    stu­dent who was odd. For the Great Wang had gone to the cen­ter of the uni­verse, and

    any­thing that was not of that cen­ter was off bal­ance. So had spo­ken the many Mas­ters since

    the pass­ing of the “joy­ful one,” as the Great Wang was known.




    It was not Chi­un, but it was Sinan­ju. Re­mo knew that. He had been look­ing at the sky,

    feel­ing him­self be­come all the dark­ness the sun was not, feel­ing the wa­ter in the lit­tle

    foun­tain of Vis­tana Views, feel­ing all that was alive in him suc­cumb to the lethar­gy of

    what might be the last sleep, when he heard the move­ment.




    It was a step, but not a step. Most peo­ple walked on the balls or the heels of their feet.

    Sinan­ju walked on the whole foot. It was a rustling of a glide, so qui­et one had to hear it

    with one’s mind.




    But it was there.




    “I have been wait­ing a long time to meet some­one from out­side the vil­lage,” came the

    voice. It was Ko­re­an, the north­west di­alect, like Chi­un’s, but it lacked the shrill­ness.

    It had a laugh to it.




    Re­mo did not an­swer.




    “You’re white. I al­ways knew a white could do it. Good for you, Re­mo. Good for you, Re­mo

    Williams. Good for you.”




    It felt strange to hear that di­alect say some­thing so pos­itive. Re­mo did not turn

    around. It was not that he was afraid it might be a mi­rage. He was afraid it might not be. He

    was at the low­est point he could re­mem­ber. He felt worn and use­less, and in­ca­pable of

    any­thing. More im­por­tant, he didn’t want to do any­thing.




    “Are you feel­ing sor­ry for your­self? Have you be­come like Chi­un?”




    Re­mo did not like any­one talk­ing about Chi­un like that. He had of­ten thought that of

    Chi­un, and worse. But he did not like to hear any­one else say it.




    “If you have some­thing against Chi­un, why don’t you tell him?” said Re­mo.




    “I have. I told him he was child­ish and self-​cen­tered. I told him some­times he was

    lu­di­crous with his pre­ten­sions about who we are.”




    “You may be in my mind. I’ve achieved re­al­ities through my mind. I’m not even go­ing to

    look at you,” said Re­mo. There was laugh­ter be­hind him. He ig­nored it.




    “Of course I am on­ly in your mind. So is the world. So is the uni­verse, a mind in­side a

    mind in­side a mind, Re­mo. Ah, you are most cer­tain­ly Chi­un’s pupil. He loves you, you

    know. He had a son who died, who did not sur­vive train­ing. “




    Re­mo turned around. A short, some­what fat man with a high fore­head and a per­fect smile

    sat on the bed, with his hands rest­ing on his knees. He looked as though all the world was a

    joke.




    “The Great Wang,” said Re­mo.




    This the fig­ure dis­missed. “Your Broth­er Wang, Mas­ter Re­mo. You are be­come a

    Mas­ter.”




    “So?” said Rec­no.




    “Bet­ter than kiss­ing a litchi nut. Why are you mod­erns so se­ri­ous? You and Chi­un. Both

    of you. You think you’re sav­ing the world. Chi­un thinks he is sav­ing the House of Sinan­ju,

    and be­tween you both, nei­ther of you has stopped one sec­ond to smell a flow­er or watch a

    sun­set. What are you on earth for? To speed the pop­ula­tion to its graves?”




    “You weren’t an as­sas­sin?”




    “Of course, but not like you two. Are you get­ting paid by the head? What is the mat­ter

    with both of you? Chi­un kills at the slight­est dis­ap­point­ment, you kill as though you

    per­son­al­ly can bring jus­tice to the world, and both of you need a good night out. When was

    the last time you loved a wom­an?”




    “A while ago. It didn’t work out. It nev­er does. I didn’t know Chi­un lost a son.”




    “Yes, he failed to be aware of his son’s short­com­ings, and in at­tempt­ing a high climb

    the boy died. He doesn’t want to lose you. He doesn’t ad­mit it, but he loves you, more than

    his son.”




    “He al­ways rags me about be­ing white.”




    “Chi­un is a snob. The best thing he ev­er did was bring a white in­to the fam­ily. Re­mo,

    you’re home. Amer­ica is not your home any­more. It is your roots. But your home is Sinan­ju.

    And you are sad now be­cause for the first time you are re­al­ly leav­ing your home.”




    “Am I com­ing to a new lev­el?” asked Re­mo.




    “You have been there a while,” said the Great Wang. “That is what hurts. From this mo­ment

    on you be­gin to die.”




    “Why is that?” asked Re­mo.




    “Be­cause that is what hap­pens to one who has reached his peak,” said the Great Wang. And

    Re­mo knew it was true.


  




  

    Chapter 10




    At five hun­dred yards Gu­sev Bal­bek could put a bul­let through a per­son’s eye dur­ing a

    wind­storm. At a thou­sand yards he could bi­sect a chest. At fif­teen hun­dred yards he could

    guar­an­tee hit­ting a run­ning man and stop­ping him.




    That was with a sniper ri­fle. With a pis­tol he could shoot the beaks off low-​fly­ing

    birds. He would do these things for two hours ev­ery morn­ing, part­ly to keep in prac­tice,

    part­ly to keep the smil­ing com­mis­sars hap­py.




    They would come, some­times in the com­pa­ny of gen­er­als, and they would say most

    po­lite­ly:




    “Don’t let us dis­turb you. We just wish to watch.” And then Gu­sev would put on the

    spe­cial per­for­mance. The hon­ored guests would sit on a wood­en stand made to look like a

    repli­ca of an Amer­ican in­au­gu­ra­tion plat­form. A dum­my in a for­mal suit was made to

    move its arms by means of a small mo­tor.




    Gu­sev Bal­bek would walk fif­teen hun­dred yards away, slow­ly, to im­press up­on them all

    how great a dis­tance it was. Fif­teen hun­dred yards was out­side the cor­don of pro­tec­tion

    of a head of state. All high of­fi­cials knew that. Any­thing be­yond a thou­sand yards just

    mer­it­ed a cur­so­ry in­spec­tion to make sure no large band of men or a how­itzer was

    lurk­ing out there. A sin­gle per­son was not some­thing se­cu­ri­ty men would wor­ry about at

    that dis­tance. Ev­ery­one knew that.




    And then just for dra­ma, in the stands that rep­re­sent­ed an Amer­ican in­au­gu­ra­tion,

    the Amer­ican pres­iden­tial song, “Hail to the Chief,” would play. And speak­ers would blare

    the noise of crowds ap­plaud­ing.




    Then from the mo­tor­ized dum­my would come the record­ed words of the in­au­gu­ral speech.

    When this first was used, Gu­sev would fire on the lines “Ask not what your coun­try can do for

    you, but what you can do for your coun­try.” The lat­er speech­es lacked that sort of

    dra­mat­ic high point. In fact, none of them were very good at all.




    At the prop­er mo­ment, Gu­sev, bare­ly a speck in the dis­tance, would fire. He al­ways hit

    the dum­my. Mil­itary men were al­ways the most im­pressed.




    Then Gu­sev would come in to a thou­sand yards, and while the spec­ta­tors’ eyes could

    bare­ly make him out, Gu­sev would put a bul­let right in­to the heart of the dum­my, or a

    sec­ond, re­place­ment dum­my if the first was bad­ly dam­aged.




    And then at five hun­dred yards, where se­cu­ri­ty men were un­afraid of sim­ple hand­guns,

    Gu­sev pro­vid­ed the piece de re­sis­tance.




    A pho­to­graph of the cur­rent Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States was taped to the head of the

    stat­ue, and faster than they could fol­low, Gu­sev would whip out a hand­gun and shoot out the

    pho­to­graph’s eyes, two quick shots. Then the ex­act scale pho­to­graph of the head would be

    passed around to the im­por­tant vis­itors: They would look at the eyes and nod. Some smiled.

    Oth­ers said:




    “If we have to. If we have to.”




    There were oth­er demon­stra­tions. Shots got­ten off in a crowd­ed room, a press

    con­fer­ence, and the ul­ti­mate dis­play. Fir­ing three bul­lets in suc­ces­sion at the same

    spot on a sheet of bul­let-​proof glass, so that the first weak­ened the glass, the sec­ond

    pen­etrat­ed, and the third went singing through the hole-​all in­to a car mov­ing 12.8 miles

    an hour, the speed of a pres­iden­tial limou­sine tour­ing an Amer­ican city.




    Gu­sev knew he was good, but he nev­er en­ter­tained airs of be­ing any­thing spe­cial. He

    came from a re­mote Tatar vil­lage in Kaza­khstan, where ev­ery­one was an ex­traor­di­nary

    shot. Through­out Rus­sia there were en­claves of very spe­cial peo­ple who nev­er dealt with

    the out­side world and con­se­quent­ly in­bred their weak­ness­es and strengths. Al­most all

    Tatars were crack shots, as good with guns now as they had been with bows and ar­rows in the

    days of Tamer­lane.




    Gu­sev was just a lit­tle bit bet­ter than the rest of the towns­men. To the Rus­sians in

    Moscow, he was mag­nif­icent. And he no­ticed that dur­ing a time of cri­sis with Amer­ica he

    would be called on more of­ten to show what he could do. He would hear the im­por­tant peo­ple

    say things like, “If worse comes to worst, we can al­ways use Gu­sev.”




    But the shoot­ing was on­ly one small part of his train­ing, just two hours a day. The

    oth­er ten hours of train­ing went in­to speak­ing and liv­ing as an Amer­ican, quite a feat

    for a young Tatar who had since birth spo­ken on­ly a di­alect pe­cu­liar to the Mon­go­lian

    archers of the Rus­sian steppe from n.o. 1200 to 1400.




    At first he learned words for food, but af­ter twen­ty-​five years of speak­ing En­glish

    ev­ery day and be­ing cor­rect­ed ev­ery day, work­ing at it ten hours a day, Gu­sev Bal­bek

    could pass on the tele­phone for an Amer­ican, and from al­most any part of the coun­try to

    boot.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, four-​foot-​eight-​inch-​tall men with slant­ed eyes and skin that looked

    as though it had been stretched taut over tent poles for a dozen Mon­go­lian win­ters tend­ed

    to have dif­fi­cul­ty pass­ing them­selves off as Al­aba­ma share­crop­pers or Boston

    po­lice­men.




    Learn­ing from the Amer­icans the fine art of ex­cus­ing de­fi­cien­cies, the Rus­sians

    mere­ly used the fa­mous Amer­ican trick of la­bel­ing.




    “Yes, we ac­knowl­edge cer­tain vi­su­al com­pli­ca­tions,” said the com­man­der of the

    pro­gram.




    “Ev­ery­one in Amer­ica is go­ing to no­tice this man.”




    “Amer­ica is mul­tira­cial. There should be no prob­lem.”




    “But once he shoots the Pres­ident, how will he es­cape? Ev­ery­one will re­mem­ber a

    four-​foot-​eight-​inch man with skin like yak hide. They’ll catch him. He’ll kill many, but

    then they’ll catch him and they’ll know he’s Rus­sian. We want to be able to as­sas­si­nate the

    Amer­ican Pres­ident; we don’t want to pay for it. Oth­er­wise we’d start a war right away.

    “




    “We’ll save him for sit­ua­tions so cru­cial that we are will­ing to be caught. We’ll save

    him for cri­sis man­age­ment. A cri­sis-​man­age­ment tool.”




    And thus Gu­sev Bal­bek was kept prac­tic­ing for twen­ty-​five years, a tool that prob­ably

    would nev­er be used. Un­til the morn­ing he was shown a pic­ture of a very round-​eyed,

    sad-​look­ing man.




    “This is Vass­ily Ra­binewitz. Kill him.”




    “But he’s not the Pres­ident,” said Gu­sev.




    “No. He’s more dan­ger­ous.”




    “But I thought I was go­ing to kill a pres­ident. I have been wait­ing twen­ty-​five years

    to kill an Amer­ican pres­ident, prac­tic­ing two hours a day on marks­man­ship and ten on

    Amer­ican lan­guage and cus­toms, and now when I fi­nal­ly am told to do what I have pre­pared

    more than a score of years to do, my tar­get is named Ra­bi­nowitz. Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz. Is

    he some dis­si­dent?”




    “He’s your tar­get. Don’t think be­cause you have been learn­ing to live like an Amer­ican

    you are an Amer­ican. You’re a Rus­sian.”




    “When one starts to think for one­self it is hard to stop, com­rade,” said Gu­sev, who in

    ev­ery Amer­ican elec­tion per­formed a prac­tice vote, mak­ing de­ci­sions just like

    Amer­icans.




    “When one is Gu­sev Bal­bek from a Tatar town in Kaza­khstan, one shoots Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz from fif­teen hun­dred yards. At that dis­tance you won’t have to look in­to his

    eyes.”




    An­na Chutesov was fu­ri­ous. She al­most swept the con­tents of the am­bas­sador’s desk

    in­to the am­bas­sador’s face. Who had made this de­ci­sion? What mo­ron had made this

    de­ci­sion?




    “We had worked out that you would take ev­ery­thing we know to the prop­er Amer­icans and

    to­geth­er we would work to­ward elim­inat­ing the dan­ger of this man. How could you de­cide

    on your own to kill him? I was in charge.”




    “It was de­cid­ed we couldn’t let Amer­ica get hold of him. We have to kill him.”




    “What would they do with him? Why on earth would the Amer­icans want him? What did he ev­er

    do for us ex­cept cure the headaches and sex­ual prob­lems of the Polit­buro?”




    An­na’s face flamed. She knew how this dolt had got­ten the am­bas­sador­ship. He was the

    on­ly rank­ing mem­ber of the For­eign Bu­reau who could re­mem­ber names, or want­ed to. He

    was the one who could wake up in the morn­ing not hav­ing drunk him­self to sleep the night

    be­fore.




    When the For­eign Bu­reau found some­one who didn’t drink him­self to sleep ev­ery night,

    that man had a job for life. Am­bas­sador Nomowitz had been in the job a quar­ter of a

    cen­tu­ry and was now dean of all am­bas­sadors in Wash­ing­ton.




    “Com­rade Chutesov, I un­der­stand you have the high­est au­thor­ity here in Amer­ica. But

    the high­est lev­els or­dered Ra­bi­nowitz as­sas­si­nat­ed be­fore Amer­ica got him.”




    “But don’t they un­der­stand no one has him? That’s the prob­lem. He has them. No

    gov­ern­ment can con­trol him. He con­trols them. How can you con­trol a man who makes you

    be­lieve he is the most im­por­tant per­son in your life? How? How is this done?”




    “We have an ex­traor­di­nary marks­man. I was priv­ileged to see him once. He is now near

    Fort Pick­ens, Arkansas, where we have lo­cat­ed Ra­bi­nowitz. And we have made bril­liant

    ar­range­ments for smug­gling him in­to po­si­tion. I must say it is our proud­est

    mo­ment.”




    “En­joy it un­til it blows up in your face. At best it won’t work. That is at best.”




    “I won’t even ask why,” said Nomowitz to the beau­ti­ful, an­gry wom­an. He had heard she

    hat­ed men, but that was from a no­to­ri­ous wom­an­iz­er. Any wom­an who would not sleep with

    that man the very hour they first met was con­sid­ered a man hater. But he could see why any

    man would wish to sleep with this beau­ti­ful wom­an. “But I will ask if you re­al­ly do hate

    men, as they say.”




    “What would you think of a gen­der that doesn’t care if the world blows up to­mor­row but

    does won­der who I spread my legs for?”




    “You do hate men.”




    “I just de­spise id­iots.”




    “Oh, then you don’t hate men,” said Nomowitz, and didn’t know why An­na Chutesov left his

    of­fice laugh­ing soft­ly. She left word with the sec­re­tary for the am­bas­sador to phone her

    when his so­lu­tion failed.




    Any fool would have fig­ured out what was dan­ger­ous about op­er­at­ing alone in this

    sit­ua­tion. For if the sniper should kill Ra­bi­nowitz, who did the am­bas­sador think the

    Amer­icans would be­lieve was dead? A Rus­sian Jew­ish im­mi­grant? No, Rus­sia would be held

    re­spon­si­ble for killing the most im­por­tant per­son in the lives of hun­dreds of

    Amer­icans, who­ev­er that most im­por­tant per­son was.




    What a won­der­ful way to start a pur­pose­less war. The on­ly way both coun­tries had a

    re­al chance to stop this was to put their cards on the ta­ble, re­al­ize this man’s pow­ers

    were a dan­ger to them both, and then, elim­inat­ing the chance of a war, elim­inate

    Ra­bi­nowitz. If they re­al­ly un­der­stood what was go­ing on, they might be able to en­list

    Ra­bi­nowitz in a cause for good. How­ev­er, that was too risky for the in­tel­li­gence lev­els

    of two gov­ern­ments over­whelm­ing­ly staffed by men.




    All An­na Chutesov could pos­si­bly hope for was that her side of the id­iot equa­tion was

    not us­ing an as­sas­sin who could be traced back to Rus­sia.




    Gu­sev Bal­bek ar­rived at Fort Pick­ens on a stretch­er. Hor­izon­tal, no one could tell

    this sol­dier was four-​foot-​eight and there­fore be­low the min­imum height for ser­vice.

    “Legs were shot off in Nam,” he said. He said it with a West­ern twang. Hav­ing been wound­ed

    and not want­ing to talk about it sound­ed so much bet­ter in West­ern Amer­ican. If he were a

    New York Amer­ican, he would have to talk about it as the cen­tral fact of the uni­verse, his

    and ev­ery­one else’s.




    If he were a Cal­ifor­nia Amer­ican he would have to show how he boo­gied on his stumps

    be­cause he was too drugged out to know they were gone, and if he were from Boston he would

    have to go around con­tend­ing the world was filled with gi­ant freaks.




    A West­ern­er could just keep his mouth shut af­ter a few terse words.




    He was amazed at how thor­ough­ly his Rus­sia had pen­etrat­ed Amer­ica. Cus­toms agents

    whisked his pho­ny pass­port through. He got spe­cial ser­vice on planes. He was used to

    Amer­ican lux­ury. He had prac­ticed liv­ing with it ten hours a day for the last twen­ty-​five

    years. So when the sort of meal any Rus­sian would give his eye­teeth for came to him in his

    first-​class cab­in, he sent it back be­cause it was not hot enough.




    In such a way did a four-​foot-​eight-​inch sharp­shoot­er with skin like a yak-​skin tent

    make his way in­to Fort Pick­ens, Arkansas, where, on a high hill over­look­ing a ma­neu­ver

    area be­neath him, his own pri­vate weapons were wait­ing for him.




    They had as­sured him they would be here. They had come to Amer­ica sep­arate­ly. Even with

    the great pen­etra­tion of Amer­ica by Rus­sian forces they had want­ed to make sure he would

    not be stopped with weapons. Be­cause in Amer­ica, more and more states were en­act­ing gun

    laws, and who knew what one zeal­ous po­lice­man might try?




    It had made Gu­sev Bal­bek ner­vous not to have his blessed guns with him, but in the heat

    of the Arkansas day when he saw the fa­mil­iar gleam­ing blue bar­rels and the worn shoul­der

    stocks of the bal­anced and del­icate­ly pre­cise friends that had en­abled him to prac­tice on

    tar­gets far­ther away than most men could even see, he felt a sense of re­lief. Af­ter all

    these years, he was here, and he was go­ing to do the job of his life.




    “Ra­bi­nowitz comes to that plat­form ev­ery day to lec­ture the troops,” said the sergeant

    who had been wait­ing with the guns. “He has an Ori­en­tal in a pink robe fol­low him around.

    If the Ori­en­tal gets in your line of fire, take him out first, and then Ra­bi­nowitz. Good

    luck.”




    “I don’t need to take out any­one but my tar­get,” said Gu­sev.




    “This Ori­en­tal guy is weird. Wears a sis­sy robe but can out­do any­one in the di­vi­sion

    at any­thing.”




    “Not now he can’t,” said Gu­sev, get­ting off the stretch­er and prepar­ing his old friends

    for the day’s work.




    When the sun was at its high­est, Bal­bek could see a Jeep speed through the units of tanks

    to­ward the raised plat­form fif­teen hun­dred yards away, down be­low the lit­tle hill where

    Bal­bek had load­ed his guns.




    He saw a robe flut­ter in the wind, but it was not pink but, rather gold­en. Be­side the

    robed one was the sad face of the first man he would kill.




    At this dis­tance those eyes could not see Bal­bek, but Bal­bek, be­cause of the

    ex­traor­di­nary sight of all Tatar vil­lagers, could see Ra­bi­nowitz. No one ev­er saw as far

    or as well as a Tatar from Kaza­khstan. In fact, the eye charts from the Min­istry of Health

    were con­sid­ered a joke.




    As the vil­lagers told each oth­er, “That ex­tra foot or two of height all went in­to our

    won­der­ful eyes.”




    Bal­bek saw Ra­bi­nowitz wave to his troops. He heard the troops yell back. He did not know

    what was be­ing said be­low him, but he did rec­og­nize a ha­rangue and he saw the anger build

    up in the face of the troops. He could tell a gen­er­al whip­ping up his men for a fight.




    The gun bar­rel felt cool in Bal­bek’s hand. The sights had been filed off long ago. They

    on­ly helped peo­ple who couldn’t aim. And they were al­ways off. He had yet to meet a Tatar

    who couldn’t pick up a gun and tell just by the feel how far the sights were off.




    What one aimed was the path of the bul­let. Not the sights. One used all the per­cep­tions,

    not just eye­sight, to aim. One sensed the wind on one’s flesh, the damp­ness or dry­ness of

    the air, the way dust moved near the tar­get. Tak­ing all of these things in­to

    con­sid­er­ation, one al­lowed the course of the bul­let to es­tab­lish it­self as one

    fired.




    On the plat­form, Chi­un saw the most cu­ri­ous thing. The Great Wang to­tal­ly ig­nored a

    very ob­vi­ous sniper in the sur­round­ing hills. Why was he do­ing this?




    He ig­nored the man as he aimed and fired, and he even ig­nored the bul­let as it sped on

    its way to­ward his head. This Chi­un could not un­der­stand. He would have men­tioned it, but

    voic­es took too long to trav­el at these times. And then he re­al­ized the Great Wang must be

    test­ing him. But with such a sim­ple test?




    Of course, it was clear. The Great Wang want­ed to see vari­ations on strokes, per­haps a

    lo­tus de­flec­tion of one bul­let, and a wind­storm of the next, and the wide-​hand­ed fat

    raisin of the next.




    Up on the hill, Gu­sev Baibek fired eight shots right at the head and heart of Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz, and eight shots went off tar­get ev­ery time they got near. Sol­diers were ly­ing

    wound­ed around the plat­form, some ten feet away, some a hun­dred feet away, but no one on the

    plat­form was scathed as the sun-​bright ki­mono danced in the af­ter­noon heat, re­flect­ing

    the sun like its most glo­ri­ous star.




    Bal­bek re­leased the trig­ger and stead­ied his ri­fle. He fired again, and again the

    gold­en ki­mono blazed in the sun, and again some­one away from the plat­form fell down.




    “Great Wang,” said Chi­un on the plat­form, “how many de­flec­tions do you want?”




    “Who’s shoot­ing at the sol­diers?” asked Ra­bi­nowitz, who to Chi­un looked and sound­ed

    like his revered Great Wang.




    “The sniper, of course,” said Chi­un.




    “Well, fin­ish him al­ready,” said Ra­bi­nowitz, and by that Chi­un knew the Great Wang had

    ap­proved of Chi­un’s vari­ations of strokes de­flect­ing ob­jects.




    As the di­vi­sion was still dig­ging in, Chi­un made his way up the far hill, where he saw

    an ob­vi­ous Tatar vil­lager be­hind the ri­fle and asked him:




    “What are you do­ing here?”




    It was the first time in twen­ty-​five years that Gu­sev had heard his na­tive Raco

    Sti­do­vian.




    “I am here to kill Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz,” said the stunned Bal­bek, al­so in the lan­guage

    he had not spo­ken since youth.




    “You’ve de­vel­oped a ter­ri­ble ac­cent,” said the man in the gold­en ki­mono.




    “How do you know Raco Sti­do­vian?” asked Bal­bek.




    “I am a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. We work ev­ery­where. How did a nice Tatar archer like you get

    in­volved with guns in Amer­ica?”




    “The Rus­sians took me at an ear­ly age and forced me to do hor­ri­ble things for them. They

    threat­ened my poor sick moth­er: They threat­ened to rape my sis­ter and mur­der our en­tire

    vil­lage if I did not do their evil deeds for them,” said Bal­bek.




    “Good rea­sons to take up the gun,” said Chi­un. “A fine rea­son for you. Un­for­tu­nate­ly,

    my fine Tatar, it is not re­al­ly any sort of rea­son for me not to kill you,” said Chi­un.

    “Doesn’t even war­rant a sec­ond stan­za.”




    The gun fired again from an arm’s length away, and this shot was blocked even more eas­ily

    than those fired from fif­teen hun­dred yards. Gu­sev Bal­bek went in­to his last sleep be­fore

    he could blink. He could not see that the killing blow was a swan’s over­lay vari­ant of the

    ba­sic thrust. When Chi­un looked back to­ward the plat­form, he saw his Great Wang did not see

    it ei­ther. He was nowhere around. On the plat­form was Wang’s friend Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz,

    good guy.




    He was yelling:




    “We have to get them be­fore they get us. We can’t put off the war any longer.”




    In the end, as a last re­sort, and on­ly as a last re­sort, Am­bas­sador Nomowitz gave in to

    rea­son. As in­struct­ed by An­na Chutesov, he ar­ranged for a time and a place where Rus­sia

    would bare its soul to the Amer­ican de­fense es­tab­lish­ment. He saw An­na open a large

    brief­case with page up­on page of top-​se­cret doc­uments. He saw her give them to an

    Amer­ican sec­ond lieu­tenant to pass out to Amer­ican colonels and gen­er­als and

    ad­mi­rals.




    He heard se­crets told open­ly. He heard her de­tail the pur­pose of the para­psy­chol­ogy

    vil­lage, even its de­fens­es. And then he heard what he was sure had to be trea­son.




    She told them about Mate­sev and Bal­bek. “Those are state se­crets,” whis­pered

    Nomowitz.




    “You think they don’t know about it’?” said An­na cool­ly.




    And then to the Amer­ican of­fi­cers in the lit­tle con­fer­ence room built like an

    op­er­at­ing the­ater with rows and rows of seats set one above the oth­er, she said:




    “Un­der the fool­ish as­sump­tion that we should have him and you should not, we at­tempt­ed

    to get him back for our­selves. I am sure you all see how ridicu­lous that is, when you

    con­sid­er that the man can make any­one be­lieve any­thing.”




    “Damned right, Russky, he’s ours now. Thanks for telling us he’s at Fort Pick­ens pos­ing as

    a brigadier gen­er­al. Hell, we’ll make him a four-​star gen­er­al.”




    The Amer­ican of­fi­cers ap­plaud­ed loud­ly. When the ap­plause died down, An­na asked:

    “And do what with him?”




    “Keep him in case we need him against you.”




    “For what?”




    “To blind your minds as you would have blind­ed ours.”




    “Have you ev­er been to a gen­er­al staff con­fer­ence of Rus­sian of­fi­cers?” asked

    An­na.




    “We know what you do,” said the gen­er­al.




    “Then you would re­al­ize there is not much there to blind. Es­sen­tial­ly we are deal­ing

    with some­one who can­not be con­trolled, and or­di­nar­ily that would be no prob­lem. The man

    would go through his life get­ting pret­ty much what he want­ed. Un­for­tu­nate­ly, we made a

    mis­take and tried to har­ness him. Which we couldn’t do.”




    “Just be­cause you couldn’t, doesn’t mean we can’t,” said the Amer­ican gen­er­al.




    An­na smiled. “I guess I am the fool. I didn’t see that you should be no dif­fer­ent from

    us. Well, let me tell you I can get a hun­dred and fifty more just as good as Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz, and I won’t. He’s not a weapon. He’s a di­rec­tion, and it won’t be your

    di­rec­tion, at least I hope it won’t. This man, be­cause of crimes we com­mit­ted against him,

    has been ter­ri­fied in­to mak­ing an army. And frankly, he’s go­ing to make a damned good

    one.”




    “No prob­lem for us,” said the Amer­ican. “Prob­lem for you. “




    “Re­al­ly, do you want a war with us be­cause one man has night­mares about what we did to

    him?”




    “No com­ment,” said the Amer­ican gen­er­al, and the oth­ers ap­plaud­ed.




    An­na Chutesov shrugged.




    “Well, I hoped you would be smarter. Nev­er­the­less, I wish you luck in get­ting con­trol

    of him. And if you ev­er fig­ure out what you’re go­ing to use him for, please let me

    know.”




    Back at the Rus­sian em­bassy, Nomowitz was fu­ri­ous. “You gave away Rus­sian se­crets to

    their of­fi­cers.”




    “That is not the mis­take I made,” she said. “The mis­take I made was telling them where

    they can find him. Now they will go down there to Fort Pick­ens and ev­ery­one who goes down

    will join his army. He’s on­ly get­ting stronger. “




    “A sworn en­emy gets stronger and you don’t wor­ry.”




    “Of course not. I know what to do. I know his pro­file. He will win his war, we will be

    du­ly im­pressed, and then we will give him what he wants.”




    “What’s that?”




    “We’ll leave him alone and let him play with the Amer­ican army as he would have played with

    ours. I told them the truth.”




    Of course, she hadn’t. She just didn’t want any more in­ter­fer­ence from back home, as she

    now worked on how she might be able to de­stroy Ra­bi­nowitz. For she was sure once this man

    had a taste of war, he would nev­er want to give it up. She had read his pro­file back in

    Rus­sia. Which made her even an­gri­er that any­one would have been so stupid as to take him

    from his sleepy vil­lage of Dul­sk to the parasy­chol­ogy clin­ic in the first place. She

    wished she could meet one man who used his mind. Ap­par­ent­ly, in the last few days

    Ra­bi­nowitz had be­come as­sas­sin-​proof. And that was just what she was afraid might hap­pen

    if they sent their best peo­ple against him. But in this case, know­ing who they had, and

    know­ing what they didn’t have, she was sure it was some­one else who had tried to kill the

    hyp­no­tist. If she knew who, she just might be able to give him some­thing to help. But who in

    Amer­ica was there? And who al­so un­der­stood what had to be done?




    Harold W. Smith knew the mo­ment Chi­un’s box had been de­stroyed. The worst had hap­pened.

    And when he tried one slim hope of a chance of beg­ging Re­mo in­to the mis­sion, he got the

    strangest re­sponse from Re­mo.




    Re­mo couldn’t care less. He was talk­ing to some­one dead for forty-​two hun­dred

    years.




    Smith went home and from an up­stairs clos­et re­moved his old army .45. He had not

    per­son­al­ly killed any­one since the Sec­ond World War. He knew he could not kill Chi­un, but

    he al­so un­der­stood that Chi­un thought him a sort of fool, and Chi­un had nev­er known Smith

    to lie.




    He just might be able to lie this one time, first to Chi­un, then to Ra­bi­nowitz, and then

    with one bul­let do what the great­est as­sas­sins in the world had failed to do. He set the

    com­put­ers to self-​de­struct if he did not re­turn.




    The in­cred­ibly sen­si­tive in­for­ma­tion in CURE com­put­ers could not be al­lowed to

    sur­vive him. The or­ga­ni­za­tion had done its work over the decades, and now, rather than

    harm the coun­try he loved, he would make sure his work would dis­ap­pear with him.




    Be­fore he left he made one last phone call to the Pres­ident. “Sir, as you know, the

    Rus­sians were af­ter this man. Pre­cise­ly be­cause of that, we en­list­ed, as you know, our

    spe­cial peo­ple to stop the Rus­sians. Sec­ond, now we have a dan­ger in this one ex­treme­ly

    tal­ent­ed man. He is in­cred­ibly dan­ger­ous. He has tak­en over at least a di­vi­sion as far

    as I know, and maybe more. I think he is go­ing to start a war. I don’t know why, but we have

    lost one man al­ready, and the oth­er is in­op­er­ative at this time. I am go­ing my­self. If I

    fail, you will not have the or­ga­ni­za­tion to serve this coun­try any­more, but then again,

    no one will get hold of our vast store of in­for­ma­tion ei­ther. It will be se­cure.”




    “Good luck, Smith. I know you’ll do what’s right,” said the Pres­ident.




    At Vis­tana Views, Wang, sit­ting on a stool out in the kitchen while Re­mo pre­pared rice,

    asked him if the phone call had been from the Amer­ican em­ploy­er.




    “Yeah. He’s go­ing to play cow­boy with this hyp­no­tist.”




    “And you’re go­ing to let him go alone?”




    “Sure,” said Re­mo. “It’s his life. It’s his coun­try.”




    “Think you’re pret­ty tough, don’t you, Re­mo? You and Chi­un. You’re so much alike. You

    both have an in­fi­nite abil­ity to lie to your­selves.”




    “I’m not ly­ing, and I’m not like Chi­un.”




    “Oh, but you are. That’s your great se­cret. That’s why you fight and that’s why you love

    each oth­er. What is the mat­ter with you two?”




    “I thought when I got to see the Great Wang I would get an­swers to my ques­tions. That’s

    what Chi­un promised. Did he lie?”




    “No. You’re just get­ting the an­swers you don’t like. You’re just like him, you know, but

    slick enough to cov­er it, so that most peo­ple think you’re sane. You’re a lu­natic, Re­mo.

    Name me one thing you like that you give your­self.”




    “I like to be left alone,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s the biggest lie you’ve told me so far,” said Wang, bounc­ing from the seat to the

    rug.




    Wang as­sumed a sim­ple stance, feet flat, arms at his sides, ap­pear­ing de­fense­less.




    “All right, Re­mo is not like Chi­un. Let’s see what you can do. Let’s have it.”




    “I’m not go­ing to fight you,” said Re­mo.




    “You won’t hurt me. I’ve been dead thou­sands of years.”




    “For some­one who’s been dead so long, you cer­tain­ly made the floor bounce with your

    body.”




    “You and Chi­un have an ob­ses­sion with weight. You don’t have to be skin­ny, you know.

    C’mon, pale­face, let’s see what you can do.”




    Re­mo threw a desul­to­ry blow at the stom­ach, but care­ful­ly enough that he was not off

    bal­ance. The air swished as he brought back his hand.




    “Just like Chi­un. If it isn’t your way, you don’t want to play.”




    Re­mo want­ed to see just how sol­id the Great Wang was, and he knew that he could at least

    get a hand on the man. He might not be able to de­feat him, but he cer­tain­ly could touch that

    flab­by bel­ly.




    And he did, with­out Wang mak­ing one move to stop him. Re­mo’s arm went right through in­to

    the cold­est cen­ter of the uni­verse and he screamed with pain, as Wang laugh­ing­ly told him

    Chi­un had tried that too when they had met, when Chi­un achieved his high­est lev­el.




    “Got to say this for you two. You and Chi­un have got the clean­est blows of all the

    Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. Like fa­ther, like son.”


  




  

    Chapter 11




    On the morn­ing of May 11 three Amer­ican columns un­der the com­mand of a gen­er­al some

    be­lieved to be a rein­car­na­tion of Gen­er­al George Pat­ton and oth­ers be­lieved was their

    fa­vorite com­man­der, or fa­ther, or moth­er, or any­one close, in­vad­ed the new­ly

    lib­er­at­ed coun­try of Sor­ni­ca in Cen­tral Amer­ica.




    Sor­ni­ca was new­ly lib­er­at­ed be­cause af­ter forty years of liv­ing un­der one-​fam­ily

    rule, which was mod­est­ly op­pres­sive with an army no larg­er than a po­lice de­part­ment, it

    was now ruled by a Peo­ple’s Coun­cil which had built a ma­jor army with ma­jor weapons, and

    was to­tal­ly op­pres­sive.




    In the old regime, if one did not like the dic­ta­tor, one could say it, but do lit­tle

    more. One could make a liv­ing, change jobs, mar­ry whom one want­ed, and if one didn’t like

    it, one could leave.




    The ba­sic dif­fer­ence with the new Sor­ni­ca was that no one was al­lowed to not like it.

    The news­pa­pers which had pub­lished neg­ative sto­ries against the old op­pres­sive regime,

    were now al­lowed the same free­doms. They could pub­lish neg­ative sto­ries about the old

    regimes. When they pub­lished neg­ative sto­ries about the new Peo­ple’s Demo­crat­ic

    So­cial­ist Re­pub­lic of Sor­ni­ca, the en­raged peo­ple shut it down.




    The peo­ple were Gen­er­al Um­ber­to Omer­ta, who was of the peo­ple, for the peo­ple, with

    the peo­ple. Any­one against Omer­ta was an en­emy of the peo­ple. There­fore when he sent his

    new­ly ex­pand­ed po­lice force to close down the news­pa­per and beat up the ed­itors,

    some­thing that nev­er hap­pened un­der the old op­pres­sive regime, it was the peo­ple

    re­spond­ing to the out­rage.




    The peo­ple made sure any­one speak­ing against the regime changed their minds. They stopped

    peo­ple speak­ing open­ly against the regime with­in the bor­ders. They al­so stopped peo­ple

    leav­ing, as was a tra­di­tion in lib­er­at­ed coun­tries.




    No one dared ask if it were the peo­ple do­ing the ar­rest­ing, ex­ecut­ing, and spy­ing on

    re­ac­tionary el­ements, traitors, and run­ning dogs of Amer­ica. No one asked if they, too,

    were not peo­ple. That would have been trea­son and brought up the ug­ly an­swer that if it was

    the peo­ple these re­ac­tionar­ies were against, they had to be some­thing else. And that

    some­thing else was un­ter­men­schen, a sys­tem used by Nazi Ger­many to cat­ego­rize some

    peo­ple as less than hu­man, a sys­tem which used gas ovens to take care of those who were

    deemed sub­hu­man.




    But the rea­son Sor­ni­ca was in­vad­ed this May morn­ing was not be­cause it mur­dered its

    own non­peo­ple or kept them im­pris­oned and had its chil­dren spy on their par­ents. It was

    not be­cause Sor­ni­ca ran sev­er­al train­ing camps to help oth­er like-​mind­ed folk

    lib­er­ate their neigh­bors from mild­ly op­pres­sive regimes.




    Sor­ni­ca had eigh­teen com­pa­nies of Rus­sian sol­diers and tech­ni­cians sta­tioned on

    their soil. And it was these com­pa­nies that the rein­car­na­tion of George Pat­ton,

    ev­ery­one’s fa­vorite com­man­der or par­ent, the man who some­times walked around clev­er­ly

    dis­guised as a Rus­sian im­mi­grant, want­ed to de­stroy.




    Ra­bi­nowitz un­der­stood that if he could de­mol­ish the best troops Rus­sia sent abroad,

    they would re­spect him. It made no dif­fer­ence if he killed them or treat­ed them as

    pris­on­ers. What the Rus­sians un­der­stood was pow­er. If he could show he was pow­er­ful

    they would leave him alone. It was not by ac­ci­dent that the on­ly treaty the Rus­sian

    com­mu­nists ev­er kept with scrupu­lous pre­ci­sion was that with Nazi Ger­many. It on­ly

    end­ed when the Nazis in­vad­ed them first in­stead of Great Britain, which the Rus­sians were

    hop­ing for.




    Hear­ing the guns fire, feel­ing the pow­er of his tanks churn through the mud that was

    called a road in Sor­ni­ca, Ra­bi­nowitz felt a strange sen­sa­tion. While he des­per­ate­ly

    mind­ed be­ing killed by peo­ple per­son­al­ly putting their hands on him, and de­spised be­ing

    chased, gun­fire set off a spe­cial thrill with­in him. He dashed to the front of his columns.

    He cheered on his best com­man­ders. He stood in open fields with shells falling around him to

    curse those who did not keep up with the rest of the col­umn.




    By mid­day the best Rus­sian ar­mor lay smol­der­ing in the plains and jun­gles of

    Sor­ni­ca. The ev­er-​dead­ly Rus­sian he­li­copter gun­ship, the Hinds, had been lured in­to

    at­tack­ing what ap­peared like light ar­mor ve­hi­cles and in­fantry, on­ly to be de­mol­ished

    by the hand-​held rock­et launch­ers he had re­fused to let his troops use on the first

    gun­ships in the area. When the Hinds saw no rock­ets be­neath them, Gen­er­alis­si­mo Omer­ta

    threw in his en­tire fleet to en­joy the car­nage. And at that time, and on­ly at that time,

    were Ra­bi­nowitz’ troops al­lowed to use their rock­ets, a per­fect de­fense against the

    gun­ships. The Hinds were caught straf­ing en masse and went up like fire­crack­ers above the

    bat­tle­fields of Sor­ni­ca.




    “I fear on­ly one thing, Chi­un, and that’s to be killed by hand. I nev­er want some­one’s

    hands on me again,” said Ra­bi­nowitz, turn­ing to his body­guard, who was dressed in the black

    bat­tle ki­mono used by the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju when stand­ing near an em­per­or who had

    tak­en the field.




    “But how, Great Wang, could you be killed by any­one’s hand?” asked Chi­un.




    “You nev­er know,” Chi­un heard the Great Wang say. “But it’s your job to see that it

    doesn’t hap­pen.”




    “But have I not passed ev­ery ear­li­er test to reach my high­est lev­el’?”




    “This is an­oth­er one.”




    “What kind?” asked Chi­un.




    “The most im­por­tant one,” said Vaasi­ly.




    “Why?” asked Chi­un.




    “Be­cause I say so.”




    “But is it not the func­tion of the Great Wang on his vis­it to a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to

    an­swer the most im­por­tant ques­tions the oth­er Mas­ter has? Is not your very name the

    an­swer to all?”




    “Will you get off my back al­ready with this an­swer mishi­gas?” Chi­un heard the Great Wang

    say. And Wang would not even an­swer in Ko­re­an, but in­sist­ed on us­ing En­glish, a sign of

    dis­dain for Chi­un, who could not fig­ure out what he had done wrong, but was vow­ing to

    change it, what­ev­er it was.




    Fol­low­ing an army was not hard. No army ev­er moved with­out ev­ery­one around it know­ing

    it moved, and Smith ar­rived in Sor­ni­ca with cre­den­tials he had pre­pared for him­self as a

    mem­ber of the De­fense De­part­ment. He found the air op­pres­sive and hu­mid. His breath­ing

    was la­bored, and he could not stand for long pe­ri­ods of time. A sergeant got him a glass of

    wa­ter and helped him find what could pass for shade in Sor­ni­ca: hu­mid mass un­der a tree

    that at­tract­ed mosquitoes and large fly­ing bugs as yet uniden­ti­fied by sci­ence. Both of

    them bit, and Smith knew he was back in a war zone again. Ex­cept in the last war, he had been

    a young man who did not have to rest in the mid­dle of the day.




    His .45 felt heav­ier than he ev­er re­mem­bered it, and some of the sol­diers who passed by

    him thought that be­cause he wore it in a shoul­der hol­ster, he was some sort of se­cret

    agent. Smith didn’t want to look this way when he ap­proached Ra­bi­nowitz and Chi­un. Chi­un

    would not be all that sur­prised, but the great hyp­no­tist, see­ing a pos­si­ble agent, might

    re­act im­me­di­ate­ly, and Smith’s on­ly chance was to sur­prise Ra­bi­nowitz about his

    in­ten­tions. And of course de­ceive Chi­un.




    No nor­mal per­son could even see the Mas­ter’s hands move, much less stop them.




    “Sergeant,” Smith asked, “do you think it would be pos­si­ble to get me some fa­tigues? I

    feel awk­ward car­ry­ing this gun like some agent. I’m De­fense De­part­ment and I don’t think

    I should look like CIA, do you?”




    “Yessir. Can do, sir,” said the sergeant. He was an old top kick and Smith knew that if

    any­one in any army could get what he asked for, it was this sort of man. But the sergeant came

    back be­fore night­fall, shrug­ging his shoul­ders, his palms open in help­less­ness.




    “No ex­tra any­thing, sir. Bot­tle­neck back there.”




    “You mean to tell me there are no ex­tra uni­forms in the sup­ply columns?”




    “Not a one, sir. This is a tight­ly planned op­er­ation. Old Blood ‘n’ Guts has count­ed

    ev­ery bul­let.”




    “What?” asked Smith. He couldn’t be­lieve the good news. Ra­bi­nowitz was near­by.




    “Old Blood ‘n’ Guts count­ed ev­ery bul­let. He knows just what and when and where. We’d

    bet­ter get mov­ing now, sir, if we want to get up to the front to see him. We’ve al­ready

    wast­ed a lot of time look­ing for a uni­form for you.”




    “I don’t think there’s any wor­ry about catch­ing up to Ra­bi­nowitz. I’ll just wait for him

    here.”




    “But he says he won’t stop un­til he takes the cap­ital of Sor­ni­ca.”




    “I doubt that’s a pos­si­bil­ity at this point.”




    “But, sir, he’s out­fought ev­ery­thing the com­mies threw at him, even their gun­ships.

    Good Old Blood ‘n’ Guts has de­feat­ed the Hinds gun­ship.”




    “Could you pos­si­bly pitch some sort of tent for me here to spend the night?” asked Smith.

    “That is, if you can find one.”




    “I don’t know, sir. Sup­plies are pret­ty tight­ly ac­count­ed for. “




    “Good,” said Smith. “I guess I’ll just have to freeze in one of the cold nights of

    Sor­ni­ca. Wake me if Ra­bi­nowitz should be back by morn­ing, or Old Blood ‘n’

    Guts-​what­ev­er you call him.”




    Wang was laugh­ing.




    “I’m not se­ri­ous,” said Re­mo. “I joke around a hell of a lot. I think the world is

    pe­cu­liar and I’m not afraid to say so.”




    “You nev­er stop say­ing so. You take your­self so se­ri­ous­ly, Re­mo.”




    “Hah,” said Re­mo. He knew his anger was ris­ing be­cause his breath­ing told him so. Anger

    was the worst emo­tion to have, next to fear. It took away the oth­er sens­es. “You know, here

    it is. I wait two decades to meet the Great Wang, think­ing I will nev­er achieve it, and now I

    fi­nal­ly meet you and you bust my chops more than Chi­un. Chi­un is the one who’s se­ri­ous.

    He thinks if we don’t do this or that, the whole his­to­ry of Sinan­ju is go­ing to go up. He’s

    been try­ing to get me mar­ried off to a Ko­re­an girl just to make sure the line will

    con­tin­ue. Yeah. He’s be­come a frig­gin’ dat­ing ser­vice.”




    “Why are you an­gry?”




    “Be­cause I’m dis­ap­point­ed in you,” said Re­mo. “Frankly, I ex­pect­ed more. And I got

    less than Chi­un.”




    “The whole world is less than Chi­un to you, Re­mo. You didn’t learn his stroke style so

    per­fect­ly with­out lov­ing him. No­body com­mu­ni­cates that per­fect­ly with­out love.”




    “I re­spect Chi­un, and yeah, I love him. All right. Does that make you hap­py, you

    gig­gling bean pot?” said Re­mo to the round, smil­ing face of Wang. “But I don’t think he’s

    per­fec­tion. We have a term in this civ­iliza­tion called neu­rot­ic. I think it would

    em­inent­ly ap­ply to our Mas­ter Chi­un.”




    “Would it al­so ap­ply to some­one sav­ing the world, Re­mo?”




    “Not the world. I tried to save my coun­try, if you don’t mind. “




    “How many is that? Two hun­dred and twen­ty mil­lion peo­ple?”




    “About,” said Re­mo. He was get­ting tired of this con­do­mini­um, with its mod­ern kitchen

    and liv­ing room and Jacuzzi and tele­vi­sions in ev­ery room, and most of all the fat, hap­py

    Wang with a bel­ly as cold as the cen­ter of the uni­verse.




    All Wang had want­ed out of that was to see Re­mo’s stroke. Any Mas­ter could tell from one

    stroke what sort of pow­ers a man had. Re­mo walked out­side, and Wang fol­lowed.




    “You know, in our day the whole world had two hun­dred mil­lion peo­ple. Amer­ica is your

    world.”




    “Not any­more,” said Re­mo. He no­ticed groundskeep­ers look at Wang. So they could see him

    too, Re­mo re­al­ized.




    “Then tell me. Who is the more neu­rot­ic, a man who tries to save a line of as­sas­sins or

    a man who tries to save a coun­try? Who?”




    “Look, you’ve had your vis­it. Thank you and good-​bye.”




    “You haven’t asked your ques­tion yet,” said Wang.




    “All right, when are you get­ting out of here?”




    “When you ask the right ques­tion.”




    “That could take for­ev­er,” said Re­mo.




    “You don’t have for­ev­er. But it could take un­til your dy­ing day.”




    “You don’t mean that, do you?”




    “Do you think I want to hang around you for fifty or a hun­dred years?” laughed Wang.

    “Chi­un was bad enough, but you are worse. Ev­ery time you open your mouth I hear Chi­un.”




    “No. No. Chi­un’s a racist who de­spis­es ev­ery­one else who isn’t Ko­re­an. I am not a

    racist. The one thing I’m not is a racist.”




    And Wang tum­bled along the side­walk in gales of laugh­ter, rolling him­self like a hoop,

    en­ter­tain­ing some chil­dren play­ing on the lawns of the Vis­tana Views con­dominums.

    “What’s so fun­ny?” asked Re­mo.




    “That’s just what Chi­un would say. He would say all whites are racist and they’re not even

    the best race.”




    “I don’t say that about Ko­re­ans. I know Chi­un’s skills even though you knock him

    un­fair­ly in spite of the fact that even you ad­mit he’s got the best strokes in the his­to­ry

    of Sinan­ju.”




    “I said clean­est strokes. And he would think that, too. Clean­est is not best, Re­mo. I

    nev­er said you were the best.”




    “I have noth­ing I want to ask you,” said Re­mo. “Case closed.”




    “Ev­ery time you wish some­thing were so, you say ‘case closed,’ and I think it’s be­cause

    if they opened it up again you would find out you’re wrong. Case closed?”




    Re­mo sud­den­ly spun and walked di­rect­ly back to the con­do.




    “Chi­un did the same thing. I said he was like his fa­ther. Do you know what he said to me?

    Told me he couldn’t be like his fa­ther be­cause his fa­ther act­ed child­ish and was

    self-​cen­tered and had dif­fi­cul­ty ad­mit­ting he loved some­one. Came very hard. Do you

    think I’m ly­ing to you, Re­mo?”




    “Don’t care,” said Re­mo, slam­ming the door in Wang’s face, which did not work, for while

    it ripped the door off its hinges with the force of the move­ment, it met Wang’s fin­ger­tips

    and set­tled in­to the jamb with all the soft­ness of a feath­er.




    “Peo­ple who don’t care al­ways slam doors like that,” said Wang.




    “I have a ques­tion for you. I nev­er knew who my re­al moth­er and fa­ther were. I was

    found in an or­phan­age and raised there by nuns. The or­ga­ni­za­tion re­cruit­ed me be­cause

    they knew I had no fam­ily I would have to run back and see. Who are my re­al moth­er and

    fa­ther?”




    “What a sil­ly ques­tion.”




    “You know the an­swer?”




    “Of course, but it doesn’t even war­rant breath. They’re not your par­ents. Your par­ents

    are one per­son now and he is in dan­ger and needs your help.”




    “Are you ly­ing to me?”




    “On­ly about the dan­ger. He’s on­ly some­what in dan­ger. Ev­ery­one is in dan­ger when he

    doesn’t know who he’s talk­ing to.”




    An­na Chutesov heard about the ini­tial suc­cess­es of the three Amer­ican columns

    sec­ond­hand from the buzz of gos­sip in the Wash­ing­ton em­bassy. The head­quar­ters for

    Rus­sian in­tel­li­gence in the hemi­sphere was in Cu­ba, but Wash­ing­ton was still

    con­sid­ered the main diplo­mat­ic foothold, even if mil­itar­ily the im­por­tant out­posts

    were Cu­ba and Sor­ni­ca.




    An­na was try­ing to ex­plain that even if they lost Sor­ni­ca, they still had Cu­ba. And

    what good would Sor­ni­ca do them that Cu­ba couldn’t?




    “From Sor­ni­ca we can help lib­er­ate Hon­duras, Cos­ta Ri­ca, Pana­ma, Mex­ico.”




    “What will you do in Mex­ico? Close off the bor­der to stop peo­ple from es­cap­ing?

    Amer­ica has been try­ing to do that for ten years now with­out suc­cess. You’ll do it for

    them. But I’ll tell you some­thing. They’re not smart enough to know that ei­ther. You’ll have

    your big war then.”




    “We don’t want the big war. We are not plan­ning on the big war.”




    “Right, you want to stum­ble blind­ly in­to it like ev­ery oth­er man. But don’t wor­ry,

    Ra­bi­nowitz is go­ing to save you from all that. And then you will go down and sur­ren­der to

    him, and once you do that, hope­ful­ly we will get him re­laxed enough to kill him, so that no

    id­iot is go­ing to try to use him again.”




    When the news that Rus­sia’s vaunt­ed Hinds gun­ship had been made use­less in the skies

    over Sor­ni­ca, the Rus­sian em­bassy fell in­to a mor­bid si­lence. Ex­cept for one hap­py

    voice of a wom­an singing Rus­sian bal­lads her moth­er had taught her.




    In a writ­ers’ con­fer­ence in Wash­ing­ton, the Sor­ni­ca min­is­ter of cul­ture, Colonel

    Padril Os­ton­so, was called away from a pan­el dis­cus­sion be­cause of an emer­gen­cy. He was

    ex­cused to the thun­der­ing ap­plause of many of the oth­er writ­ers.




    “We sit here ashamed of Amer­ica,” said one nov­el­ist who had writ­ten a book whose heroes

    had stolen atom­ic se­crets from Amer­ica. “We are ashamed of our guns, ashamed of our tanks,

    and most of all, ashamed of the peo­ple who use them. What we can do to over­come this shame to

    all mankind that is hap­pen­ing to­day, I do not know. All we can do is to of­fer our broth­er

    Colonel Padril Os­ton­so our prayers, our sup­port, and our ap­plause.”




    Colonel Os­ton­so thanked them on be­half of the strug­gling writ­ers of Sor­ni­ca. Then he

    an­swered the phone. As min­is­ter of cul­ture he was in charge of the writ­ers. This meant two

    max­imum-​se­cu­ri­ty jails for those who dis­agreed with the Peo­ple’s Coun­cil.




    Those writ­ers who sup­port­ed the peo­ple were sup­port­ed by them, and there­fore they had

    homes. Those who were against the peo­ple had to sup­port them­selves, and if they man­aged to

    do so, the min­is­ter of cul­ture want­ed to know who was help­ing them. And since they

    couldn’t sup­port them­selves with­out the gov­ern­ment’s per­mis­sion, they were par­asites

    and had to be put in jails.




    At this very mo­ment one of the Amer­ican columns was near­ing one of the jails,

    threat­en­ing to re­lease the dan­ger­ous po­ets, nov­el­ists, and a pho­tog­ra­pher who dared

    take a pic­ture of some­one try­ing to hide from the peo­ple’s draft, when ev­ery­one knew a

    pho­tog­ra­pher was sup­posed to pho­to­graph peo­ple vol­un­teer­ing, not evad­ing.




    “We can­not move them, Colonel,” came the voice.




    “They’re your re­spon­si­bil­ity. What do you want?”




    “Do you have dy­na­mite? Blow them up.”




    “We don’t have dy­na­mite. That’s con­sid­ered a build­ing ma­te­ri­al and we haven’t seen

    any of that since re­con­struc­tion of our home­land.”




    “Shoot them.”




    “All the bul­lets are be­ing used for the front.”




    “What do you have?”




    “They’re old wood­en build­ings and I know my moth­er has an ex­tra match left over from the

    bad old days of the dic­ta­tor.”




    “Burn them,” said Colonel Padril Os­ton­so.




    “That’s a bit cru­el, sir.”




    “They’re my writ­ers. I’m the min­is­ter of cul­ture. I can do any­thing I want with them.

    If I say burn them, burn them.”




    Colonel Os­ton­so hung up and re­turned to the con­fer­ence, where he was greet­ed by more

    ap­plause.




    One nov­el­ist sug­gest­ed that Colonel Os­ton­so should not even be on the pan­el be­cause

    he was a po­lice­man and not a writ­er, but that writ­er was de­clared a fas­cist, and the

    floor giv­en over to Colonel Os­ton­so, who moved that any­one from the Unit­ed States

    gov­ern­ment be de­nied the right to speak. It was greet­ed by ap­plause, ex­cept for the

    wom­en writ­ers, who thought that there were not enough wom­en on the pan­el vot­ing for the

    mo­tion.




    Of course there were protests, writ­ers be­ing writ­ers, some point­ing out that per­haps a

    con­fer­ence on the free­dom of writ­ers should deal with the free­dom of writ­ers in­stead of

    how many writ­ers on the pan­el were wom­en.




    One even was so bold as to sug­gest that com­mu­nist coun­tries were more op­pres­sive to

    writ­ers and that they, too, should be con­demned. The fi­nal res­olu­tion, there­fore,

    con­demned the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica for op­pres­sion of mass­es of writ­ers, and de­cried

    op­pres­sion any­where of writ­ers. Since any­where might al­so in­clude com­mu­nist

    coun­tries, it was con­sid­ered a bal­anced doc­ument.




    The tanks had not ad­vanced more than a hun­dred yards in the last hour. Ra­bi­nowitz raced

    to the lead col­umn. “Get out­ta there, you lazy yel­low dog,” Ra­bi­nowitz yelled to the tank

    com­man­der. He was on­ly three miles from the cap­ital of Sor­ni­ca. He wasn’t go­ing to be

    de­prived of vic­to­ry now. The heat of the bat­tle had driv­en him mad and now he didn’t care

    if he died. Of course this was im­prob­able with the Ori­en­tal in the black ki­mono around

    him. Chi­un seemed to be able to catch flak with grace, even thank­ing Ra­bi­nowitz for the

    op­por­tu­ni­ty.




    “I ap­pre­ci­ate that you trust me with your life, know­ing that you your­self refuse to

    dodge death, giv­ing me the hon­or of pro­tect­ing you, Great Wang.”




    “Just don’t get in the way of the gun sights,” said Ra­bi­nowitz to Chi­un as he closed the

    hatch on the lead tank.




    Chi­un won­dered why the Great Wang would use some­thing as un­re­li­able as a can­non.

    Per­haps he want­ed to see how it worked like a toy.




    One did not ques­tion the Great Wang.




    Ra­bi­nowitz jammed his foot on the ac­cel­er­ator and noth­ing hap­pened. The treads did

    not roll. The en­gine did not bark. All he could hear was the squeak of a ped­al that need­ed

    grease.




    “What’s wrong with this damned tank?”




    “Out of gas, sir. All the lead tanks are out of gas,” came a voice from out­side the tank.

    “We had an ex­tra lev­el of fight­ing and we used it up. A small bat­tle we didn’t count on.

    That’s war, sir. A whole bunch of things you don’t count on.”




    “I didn’t count on that,” screamed Ra­bi­nowitz. “We can’t go for­ward with­out gas. In

    fact, we can’t re­treat with­out it ei­ther.”




    Re­mem­ber­ing the tales of em­per­ors past, Chi­un asked the Great Wang whom he wished

    killed for the fail­ure. Ra­bi­nowitz, now shrewd enough to know his as­sault was in trou­ble,

    tried to call for re­sup­ply, but al­most in­stant­ly re­al­ized this would be

    im­pos­si­ble.




    Be­fore morn­ing, the bulk of the strug­gling army was with­in fif­teen miles of its

    fur­thest ad­vance.




    Ra­bi­nowitz even heard Rus­sian voic­es a few times from the once again ad­vanc­ing en­emy.

    He thought mo­men­tar­ily of us­ing his spe­cial pow­ers, but then he would have to aban­don

    his army. And he liked his army. He liked his army bet­ter than he liked the vil­lage bi­cy­cle

    back in Dul­sk. He had to share the bi­cy­cle.




    An old man in a suit rest­ing un­der a tree was shak­en awake.




    “That’s him, sir.”




    Harold W. Smith blinked open his eyes. His bones were cold, and it was dif­fi­cult get­ting

    up. He could bare­ly make out Chi­un in the dark­ness.




    “Chi­un, Chi­un, I come in peace. Peace. I am your for­mer em­per­or.”




    “Ah, most wise Em­per­or Harold Smith. There has been an en­hance­ment to the con­tract I

    was to per­form.”




    “What is it? I would have thought that if the Great Chi­un were to elim­inate some­one he

    would be dead by now. “




    “Yes, and he would have been. But fol­low­ing the strictest of or­ders, I ab­so­lute­ly

    would not press that but­ton if I had not killed him.”




    “I be­lieve the or­ders were some­what dif­fer­ent. Chi­un. But that doesn’t mat­ter,

    be­cause I’ve come to make peace with Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz. I think he is just fine, and it was a

    mis­take on my part.”




    Smith opened his jack­et, show­ing the gun. He made it a ges­ture of open­ness and hon­esty.

    He re­al­ly wasn’t giv­ing any­thing away. He was aware that Chi­un and Re­mo knew if any man

    car­ried a weapon around them. They could tell it from his walk.




    “I’d like to give Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz our sup­port. I was wrong, Chi­un. To­tal­ly wrong.”




    Vass­ily heard the Ori­en­tal speak a lan­guage he didn’t know, and there­fore did not

    un­der­stand that he had just been in­tro­duced to the man who had or­dered Chi­un to kill

    him.




    “My name is Smith. I think you’re do­ing a won­der­ful job, Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz, but I think

    you have sup­ply prob­lems, and I can help.”




    “We need ev­ery­thing,” yelled Ra­bi­nowitz, turn­ing to an­oth­er colonel to tell him they

    had to hold now or it would turn in­to a rout.




    “Sure, but we’ve got to get to the place to or­der the sup­plies. You are do­ing it wrong.

    You’re do­ing it through the army.”




    “Where else do you get how­itzer shells from?” boomed Ra­bi­nowitz, while be­ing shown the

    dis­po­si­tion of an­oth­er col­umn that had run out of gas.




    “Just over the hill. Come with me. Chi­un had bet­ter go on ahead to make sure no one has

    cut the phone link there. “




    When Chi­un was too far away for even a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to be in­stant­ly be­tween Smith

    and Ra­bi­nowitz, Smith point­ed to a tank down the road, as an ex­am­ple of where the gas

    re­al­ly was. Vass­ily turned his head to look, and with the oth­er hand Smith eased the .45

    out of his hol­ster. Clos­ing his eyes so he would not lock on his gaze, Smith fired at the

    head right in front of him. For­tu­nate­ly the shot was de­flect­ed, be­cause he would have

    killed his own first-​grade teach­er, Miss Ash­ford, the wom­an who was prac­ti­cal­ly his

    moth­er when his own moth­er died.




    “I’m sor­ry, Miss Ash­ford. I didn’t know. We have a prob­lem here with a dan­ger­ous man.

    Get out of the way so I can re­move him.”




    “Harold. He’s not dan­ger­ous,” said Miss Ash­ford in the warm New Eng­land sounds Harold

    Smith re­mem­bered so well. “You’ve been mis­in­formed,” she said.




    “No. I haven’t. He’s dan­ger­ous. He’s a hyp­no­tist.”




    “All he wants, Harold, is to be left alone and to get at least two more weeks of heavy

    am­mu­ni­tion. He’s all right with small-​arms am­mu­ni­tion but he needs gas like he needs his

    own balls.”




    “Miss Ash­ford, I nev­er heard you use words like that.”




    “These are hard times, Harold. We all have to work to­geth­er. And I wish you would help the

    nice Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz.”




    Smith tried to ex­plain all the things he had done since the Put­ney Day School, how he

    worked for CURE now, how he was sav­ing the na­tion. But he knew in his very soul that he had

    been wrong, re­al­ly wrong.




    He learned one thing from Miss Ash­ford, whom he trust­ed above all peo­ple: to serve

    Amer­ica best, he would have to help this in­va­sion. Join with Chi­un, who knew what was best.

    Re­spect his el­ders. Be God-​fear­ing and hon­est. Tell no lies, ex­cept, of course, if it

    helped this in­va­sion.




    Harold Smith went to work with a joy and an en­thu­si­asm he hadn’t felt since high school.

    He knew he was do­ing right. He had nev­er been so cer­tain of it in all his life. It was a

    cer­tain­ty that was wel­come af­ter all the years of toil in the gray years of Amer­ica’s

    sur­vival.




    The first thing he did was make sure the CURE net­work was not de­stroyed. He got to a

    long-​dis­tance phone clos­er to the shore, and put in the prop­er cod­ed in­struc­tions that

    would save all the in­crim­inat­ing ev­idence of two decades. And once saved, he now turned it

    all over to the one per­son he could trust more than him­self. Miss Ash­ford. But it was not

    just any Miss Ash­ford. It was a Miss Ash­ford in all the best things she rep­re­sent­ed.




    She had the sort of pro­bity Harold Smith had sought to em­ulate. She had an in­tegri­ty and

    hon­esty he had clasped to his bo­som and that still lived with­in him. So the con­scious mind

    that might have told him Miss Ash­ford had to be a hun­dred years old by now did not let him

    know any­thing was wrong when he saw her as she was back in Put­ney, forty years old.




    Noth­ing was wrong. She from whom he had learned and by whose ide­als he lived his life was

    just as alive on the tank-​clogged roads of Sor­ni­ca as she had been six­ty years be­fore in

    Put­ney, Ver­mont.




    It was who he was that had been un­leashed. And so he talked to her, and ev­ery time he

    de­scribed ac­cess to this part of gov­ern­ment or that part of gov­ern­ment through the

    net­work he had set up, Miss Ash­ford said:




    “Good. Good. That’s won­der­ful.”




    And thus, step by step, the en­tire CURE net­work was hand­ed over to a man in the midst of

    a bat­tle against his Rus­sian en­emies.




    “You mean to say you are able to draw on any Amer­ican gov­ern­ment or­ga­ni­za­tion’s

    com­put­er files with­out them know­ing it?” asked Miss Ash­ford.




    “Have been for years,” said Harold proud­ly.




    “All right, maybe we can do some­thing with that af­ter this war. Right now, get me gas.

    Gas, My king­dom for gas,” said Miss Ash­ford.


  




  

    Chapter 12




    Wang hand­ed Re­mo the tele­phone. “It’s for you,” he said.




    Re­mo waved the phone away. “I’m leav­ing,” he said.




    “You can’t leave. You don’t know where you’re leav­ing from or go­ing to. You’re in your

    time of tran­si­tion, the last tran­si­tion you will ev­er make. Speak to the man. It is your

    cur­rent con­tact, Harold Smith.”




    “Tell him I no longer work for him. I’ve done the last mean­ing­less hit of my life.”




    “Ah, you think ev­ery as­sas­si­na­tion has a pur­pose, Re­mo? There you go again. Sav­ior

    of the world. Chi­un saves the House of Sinan­ju and you save the world. What a pair of

    dullards you two are.”




    Re­mo took the phone that seemed to leap from Wang’s pudgy hand in­to the sweep of Re­mo’s

    arm, so that while Re­mo was try­ing to snatch some­thing, he couldn’t help but look as though

    he was re­al­ly in a sort of co­op­er­ative dance with Wang, who was still smil­ing.




    “I told you I’m through, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo.




    “And you quit for good rea­son, Re­mo,” said Smith. Re­mo could hear ar­tillery fire in the

    back­ground. Smith sound­ed hap­py. That was strange. He nev­er sound­ed hap­py.




    “Look, Re­mo. For all these years we have been fight­ing what seems to be a case of

    creep­ing na­tion­al rot. We’ve got­ten big­ger and bet­ter, and the coun­try gets weak­er and

    worse. But I have found some­thing down here, some­thing very spe­cial. The sort of spir­it

    that made Amer­ica great.”




    “Then en­joy it,” said Re­mo, and hung up.




    “That’s the way you treat a client’?” asked Wang, shak­ing his head in amuse­ment.




    “I’m not go­ing to lie to him like Chi­un. Chi­un tells him all sorts of non­sense, and then

    does what he wants. That’s how we dif­fer. I tell him flat out. Good-​bye. When I say good-​bye

    it doesn’t sound like three hun­dred vers­es of praise for the pope.”




    Re­mo nod­ded on that one. He was right.




    “So se­ri­ous,” said Wang. “How you both treat clients amazes me. So se­ri­ous. Chi­un

    odor­izes the at­mo­sphere, and you, Re­mo, grim­ly an­nounce the ab­so­lute truth. The two of

    you are so alike.”




    “If truth and ly­ing are alike, then you can call any­thing the same. I got you there, Wang.

    Un­less you’re like Chi­un and can’t ad­mit when you’ve been de­feat­ed. Maybe that’s part of

    the Sinan­ju her­itage. I don’t know. Your ball game. Case closed. “




    “Then if it’s closed, I can’t tell you that some­one who thinks a client is so im­por­tant

    as to tell the ab­so­lute truth to him all the time is the same as some­one who thinks a client

    is so im­por­tant as to be lied to all the time. I guess they both don’t think the client is

    im­por­tant, eh?”




    “Twist the truth any way you want, fat man,” said Re­mo. “I’m gone.”




    “No you’re not. You’re right here,” said Wang. “What you want to run from is the truth. And

    you’ll run for­ev­er and nev­er get away.”




    “Do we live for­ev­er?” asked Re­mo. “How long does a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju live? I mean, I’m

    twen­ty years old­er than when I be­gan, and I look a year or two younger. I don’t know how old

    Chi­un is, but he moves per­fect­ly.”




    “Ah, Re­mo, do you re­al­ly want to say that last part? Do you re­al­ly think Chi­un moves

    per­fect­ly? Have you not been lis­ten­ing to what I said about the Mas­ters?”




    “You said Chi­un and I had the clean­est strokes in the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju. And what the

    hell do you mean, we treat clients with too much im­por­tance?”




    “I can men­tion on­ly one coun­try that ex­ists to­day that ex­ist­ed in my day, and that’s

    Egypt. And be­lieve me, it’s not the same coun­try. I can men­tion no dy­nasty that ex­ist­ed

    in my day that ex­ists now. No bor­der that men died and killed for is to­day what it was then.

    They all go, Re­mo. Your Amer­ica will go. Ev­ery­thing goes.”




    “Ex­cept Sinan­ju. That’s what Chi­un said.”




    “No, I think he said the tech­niques. And why has that re­mained the same? Be­cause peo­ple

    are the same. The Sinan­ju tech­niques have not on­ly stayed the same, they have got­ten

    bet­ter.”




    The phone rang again.




    “Re­mo, just hear me out,” said Smith. “Please, I’m ask­ing for what­ev­er the last two

    decades has meant to you. “




    “Shoot,” said Re­mo.




    Wang laughed. “How grim,” he said. “Chi­un would be ef­fus­ing his head off. But you tell

    the truth. So im­por­tant. So dif­fer­ent, you two.”




    Re­ma cov­ered the re­ceiv­er with his hand.




    “Let me get this over with be­fore you start the nee­dles again,” said Re­mo.




    “So per­son­al. You and Chi­un. Ev­ery­thing is per­son­al.”




    “Yeah, Smit­ty,” said Re­mo in­to the re­ceiv­er.




    “You prob­ably have heard of the war go­ing on in Sor­ni­ca here in Cen­tral Amer­ica,” said

    Smith.




    “No,” said Re­mo. He sig­naled for Wang to throw him one of the won­der­ful fresh Flori­da

    or­anges. Wang’s fat hand dropped on a pile set in a pink bowl. He nicked the top one with his

    thumb and then sent it spin­ning to Re­mo. The force of the spin tore the white un­der­bel­ly

    of the or­ange skin away from the meat in a sin­gle strand as though a care­ful cook had

    re­moved it. The peel land­ed on the rugged floor, and the or­ange dropped in­to Re­mo’s

    hand.




    “How did you do that?” asked Re­mo.




    “Chi­un didn’t teach you?”




    “No. He doesn’t know.”




    “We must have lost it in the Mid­dle Ages. Works bet­ter with the old hard or­anges. Less

    skin. Tighter meat. With the old or­anges of Paku you could land both the peel and the or­ange

    just where you want­ed. No pick­ing up off the rug,” said Wang.




    “Nev­er heard of Paku.”




    “See’?” said Wang. “Biggest trad­ing cen­ter of its age. On­ly good thing it ev­er did was

    pro­duce the tight small or­ange that could be spun out of its skin bet­ter. Go back to your

    client with that in mind.”




    Re­mo un­cov­ered the re­ceiv­er again. “Yeah, Smit­ty.”




    “Is some­one there?”




    “Yeah.”




    “We still have to main­tain se­cre­cy, if noth­ing else. Re­mo, to­day there is a bat­tle

    go­ing on that will de­cide the fu­ture of mankind. We are strug­gling here in Sor­ni­ca

    against an evil that must be erad­icat­ed. And for the first time in years, I see a light at

    the end of the tun­nel. I see a re­al chance to save Amer­ica once and for all.”




    “Paku,” said Re­mo.




    “What’s Paku?” asked Smith.




    “An­oth­er cen­ter of the uni­verse,” said Re­mo.




    “I don’t un­der­stand. But look. Chi­un is here, and he’ll tell you for him­self how

    im­por­tant this is.”




    Re­mo wait­ed, whistling.




    “You’re hurt and an­gry, aren’t you?” asked Wang.




    “Get off my back,” said Re­mo.




    Chi­un’s squeaky voice rat­tled the tele­phone.




    “Re­mo. Won­der­ful news. Won­der­ful news. We have found the right em­per­or to serve, and

    guess who serves him al­so?”




    “I can’t imag­ine you hap­py, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “What’s go­ing on?”




    “See?” said Wang. “Both of you walk around all the time in a state of un­hap­pi­ness.

    Iden­ti­cal.”




    “I’m hap­py, ass­hole,” said Re­mo. Wang laughed at the curse.




    “Re­mo, even the Great Wang is here serv­ing Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz, a won­der­ful guy. And

    do you know what? Mad Harold was wise af­ter all. We’re all here, Re­mo.”




    In­stead of cov­er­ing the speak­er, Re­mo cre­at­ed a vi­bra­tion in the plas­tic. The hand

    nev­er could cloud a voice to some­one who had been trained to hear.




    “Can there be two Great Wangs, one in one place and one in the oth­er?”




    Wang saw what Re­mo was do­ing and un­der­stood the prob­lem.




    “No.”




    “How do I know I have the right one?”




    “Are you hap­py?”




    “Not re­al­ly,” said Re­mo.




    “Then that’s who you are. Is Chi­un hap­py?”




    “Yes.”




    “How many times do you re­mem­ber him hap­py?”




    “Well, you know, he can get hap­py at times. Not too long. He likes bitch­ing bet­ter, but

    I’ve seen him hap­py.”




    “You know you have the right one.”




    “So, does he?”




    “Ask him, ask him about any prob­lems. Chi­un is al­ways col­lect­ing in­jus­tices. He talks

    about them and you pre­tend they don’t ex­ist. You’re a won­der­ful pair.”




    Re­mo stopped mas­querad­ing the sound vi­bra­tions on the re­ceiv­er.




    “Things are pret­ty good down there, huh?” he asked.




    “Per­fect. We have fi­nal­ly found the right em­per­or. And Smith un­der­stands too. I tell

    you, Re­mo, ev­ery­thing about ev­ery­one down here is per­fect.”




    “Thanks, Chi­un. I’ll be right down,” said Re­mo, get­ting the co­or­di­nates in Sor­ni­ca

    where Chi­un, Smith, and Ra­bi­nowitz ex­pect­ed to be at the end of the next day’s

    ad­vance.




    “Wher­ev­er you are, I’ll find you,” said Re­mo. And he hung up.




    “Chi­un’s in trou­ble,” said Re­mo. “I don’t know if I can save him. That hyp­no­tist has

    got Smith. I re­mem­ber Smit­ty couldn’t be hyp­no­tized. Did you know that? He was telling me

    once. He tried to get hyp­no­tized to re­lax, and it wouldn’t work. He had no imag­ina­tion.

    He’d look at a Rorschach ink blot and see an ink blot. True.”




    “What’s a Rorschach ink blot?” asked Wang.




    “It’s some­thing new. Peo­ple who are sup­posed to heal the mind make up ran­dom cards with

    ink blots, and the per­son is sup­posed to say what it looks like to him. It re­al­ly says

    what’s go­ing on in the per­son’s mind. If he sees vi­olence he has vi­olence on the mind.

    Hap­pi­ness, he has hap­pi­ness on the mind.”




    “Oh, the Tow Dung. It’s done with mud on a white plate. Same thing. How can you res­cue

    Chi­un now if the man who has him can turn your mind against your­self?”




    “I don’t know,” said Re­mo. “I’d like that to be my ques­tion you’ve got to an­swer. How can

    I save Chi­un? How can I save Smith? I’m help­less.”




    “Peo­ple are help­less in or­der to get oth­ers to help them. You’re not help­less. But I

    must ad­mit this sounds like the great­est chal­lenge ev­er to the House of Sinan­ju. What are

    you go­ing to do, Re­mo?”




    “I don’t know.”




    “Are you fright­ened?”




    “A lit­tle. I hate to think of Chi­un with his mind scram­bled.”




    “And what if he thinks you are some en­emy who is to be killed? What will you do when you

    have to fight him to the death? Have you thought of that?”




    “Hey, I’m sup­posed to ask the ques­tions. You’re sup­posed to give me the an­swers.”




    “Fine. Here is an an­swer. Since you can­not fig­ure out a way to res­cue Chi­un and this

    client for whom you have de­vel­oped an at­tach­ment even though you claim to hate him, find

    some­one else who can rea­son. Some­one who can think bril­liant­ly.”




    “I don’t need help.”




    “You just said you were help­less,” said Wang, laugh­ing at how much Re­mo and Chi­un were

    alike.




    “Just give me the an­swer to the big ques­tion and get out of here,” said Re­mo.




    “Ask me the ques­tion,” chuck­led Wang.




    “Nev­er mind the ques­tion. Give me the damned an­swer, and stop play­ing games. Give me the

    an­swer,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes,” said Wang, and Re­mo found him­self star­ing at the blue­ness of the sky over

    Vis­tana Views, and he knew the Great Wang was gone. He had come in the last tran­si­tion of

    Re­mo Williams, and he was sup­posed to an­swer the one great ques­tion Re­mo had.




    And tru­ly Wang had. The an­swer was yes.




    But Re­mo still didn’t know what the ques­tion was. Re­mo did not pack to leave Amer­ica for

    good, but walked out of the con­do in­to the Flori­da sun­shine, head­ed for Sor­ni­ca and the

    war that was sup­posed to be go­ing on there.




    An­na Chutesov felt ela­tion at the de­feat of the Rus­sian forces sta­tioned in Sor­ni­ca,

    then de­spair as Ra­bi­nowitz’ columns re­treat­ed, then ela­tion again as they seemed to be

    get­ting all the gas and am­mu­ni­tion they need­ed.




    “Good, now let’s get some­one down there to sur­ren­der to Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz be­fore he

    fouls up this cam­paign.”




    “But we don’t want to lose Sor­ni­ca to the Amer­icans. They’re re­in­forc­ing.”




    “Have you no­ticed how they’re re­in­forc­ing? Have you ev­er seen sup­plies move that well

    and quick­ly with the Amer­icans?” asked An­na. “Have you been ac­tu­al­ly read­ing the

    re­ports in­stead of look­ing at col­ored lines on maps that tell you noth­ing ex­cept where

    some peo­ple sur­mise oth­er peo­ple were at the time the ink was wet?”




    “The Amer­icans are get­ting be­hind this war on a grand scale. We must sup­port our

    Sor­ni­can broth­ers,” said Am­bas­sador Nomowitz.




    Weari­ly An­na Chutesov brought the am­bas­sador to a large map of the world. What so

    de­pressed her was that she was sure the Rus­sian high com­mand was think­ing just like

    Nomowitz. And why shouldn’t they? They all had the same testos­terone lev­els. Wasn’t a wom­an

    in there? She knew now that she her­self had to go down to Sor­ni­ca. There was no

    al­ter­na­tive. But on the flim­sy hope that this might be one of the oc­ca­sions that the male

    mind could see light, she drew a line from Amer­ica to Sor­ni­ca and had Nomowitz count the

    inch­es. Men were good at count­ing inch­es, pos­si­bly be­cause that’s how they judged

    them­selves in so many ways.




    Then she drew a line from Rus­sia’s mu­ni­tions fac­to­ries in the dead cen­ter of all the

    So­vi­et re­publics, far­thest away from any in­va­sion.




    The line went from the mid­dle of Rus­sia to Mur­man­sk and then be­gan a wa­ter route. With

    ev­ery inch she drew she de­scribed which hos­tile na­tions they had to pass-​Nor­way,

    Hol­land, France, Eng­land-​and fi­nal­ly out in­to the At­lantic, where the great­est navy the

    world had ev­er seen now pa­trolled, the navy of the Unit­ed States.




    The line kept go­ing. It fi­nal­ly ar­rived at Sor­ni­ca. And Nomowitz had to move the ruler

    many times to count the inch­es.




    “Ev­ery bul­let, ev­ery shell, ev­ery mis­sile we want to have there, has to trav­el that

    far. If we re­in­force we will have to sup­ply those men with bul­lets, and gas and tanks and

    guns, and toi­let pa­per and food, and cigarettes and hats, and clothes and boots and

    shoelaces, along all those inch­es. Ev­ery man we put there will be a bur­den on our econ­omy.

    The big­ger it gets, who do you think is more like­ly to win? Look at the short hop the

    Amer­icans have to take.”




    “When the go­ing gets tough, the tough get go­ing,” said Nomowitz.




    “You’re a re­al man,” said An­na Chutesov.




    “Thank you,” said Am­bas­sador Nomowitz.




    She said no more but head­ed right out of the Rus­sian em­bassy to­ward a plane for

    Sor­ni­ca. She would have to fig­ure out a plan there. Her Rus­sia was go­ing to be of no help.

    And she had heard that stupid phrase used by Amer­ican foot­ball coach­es who had a

    patho­log­ical in­ter­est in the out­come of a foot­ball game which, for­tu­nate­ly, no one’s

    life de­pend­ed on.




    But in re­al life, if the go­ing gets tough, a per­son should stop and fig­ure out why. Then

    he should cal­cu­late whether he should pay the price. In oth­er words, think what one is

    do­ing, rather than blind­ly use the last ounce of one’s strength.




    It was not re­as­sur­ing that these were the minds that con­trolled nu­cle­ar weapons on

    both sides.




    Should Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz fail at this, An­na was sure he would stop at noth­ing to get

    con­trol of Amer­ica’s nu­cle­ar ar­se­nal. The Rus­sian in­tel­li­gence re­ports had

    in­di­cat­ed a very Ra­bi­nowitz-​type sit­ua­tion had oc­curred near a base in Om­aha. There

    he had failed, ap­par­ent­ly be­cause he had not reached the high com­mand. But what would

    pre­vent him in a pan­ic from reach­ing Amer­ica’s Pres­ident?




    Then there might be more than just hos­tile words out of Amer­ica. Then there might be some

    force be­hind their threats. And Rus­sians, be­ing re­al men, would re­spond in kind.




    An­na lit up a cigarette in the smok­ing sec­tion of the air­plane bound for Sor­ni­ca. As

    the sul­fur flamed in­tense­ly at the end of the match, she thought, the world will go like

    that. No one is go­ing to be a cow­ard.




    The flight was filled with Amer­ican jour­nal­ists on their way to the war. On­ly one

    re­porter hadn’t de­cid­ed who was in the right and who was in the wrong. The oth­ers didn’t

    have much re­spect for him. They said he had the men­tal­ity of a po­lice re­porter.




    This was a new breed of jour­nal­ist who added his in­ter­pre­ta­tions to sto­ries. To show

    he wasn’t prej­udiced, he was al­most uni­form­ly prej­udiced against his coun­try. This group

    was al­ready de­ter­mined not to be­lieve any­thing an Amer­ican of­fi­cer told them.




    Ac­tu­al­ly that was a good ca­reer move. If the sto­ries were po­lit­ical­ly cor­rect they

    won great press awards giv­en out by oth­er jour­nal­ists who al­so thought with po­lit­ical

    cor­rect­ness. And with enough po­lit­ical­ly cor­rect sto­ries they would get pres­ti­gious

    columns with by­lines and no longer have to hide their prej­udices.




    It was no ac­ci­dent that an en­tire­ly fab­ri­cat­ed news sto­ry had re­cent­ly won the top

    award. An­na’s on­ly sur­prise was that the news­pa­per ac­tu­al­ly ad­mit­ted false­hood and

    re­turned the prize. That was dif­fer­ent. The sto­ry was, of course, po­lit­ical­ly cor­rect,

    reestab­lish­ing what a hard lot blacks had in Amer­ica and how lit­tle whites cared.




    The re­al prob­lem that none of them seemed to know was that in­tel­li­gence agen­cies were

    just as bad as the sup­posed free news or­ga­ni­za­tions. The male mind could view noth­ing

    with­out prej­udice. In Amer­ica wom­en were fight­ing to be just like men, and sad­ly, they

    were suc­ceed­ing.




    The plane stopped in Tam­pa, and a thin man with dark eyes and high cheek­bones got on,

    tak­ing the on­ly seat avail­able, next to An­na. Sev­er­al oth­er men had at­tempt­ed to sit

    down, and An­na, wish­ing to be left alone, cut their egos in half.




    She could still hear mum­bling up front about how much she need­ed a re­al­ly good act of

    for­ni­ca­tion. What that re­al­ly meant was that they want­ed her to go to bed with them and

    tell them they had pro­vid­ed such, reestab­lish­ing their egos at the lev­el they had en­joyed

    be­fore they dared to try to sit down next to her.




    The man eased his way past her legs to the win­dow seat. He did not buck­le up on

    take­off.




    In a crash that meant he would go fly­ing around. He could fly around in­to her.




    “The sign says buck­le up,” said An­na. She knew men could read. That was how they passed

    along their worst mis­in­for­ma­tion.




    “I don’t need to be strapped in.”




    “I sup­pose you are go­ing to be held in place by your big won­der­ful male or­gan?” said

    An­na.




    “No. I have bet­ter bal­ance than the plane. But you go ahead,” said the man.




    “I have. Now you.”




    “La­dy, I’ve had a lot of trou­ble to­day. Let me give you the best ad­vice you have ev­er

    had. Leave me alone.”




    The man turned away from her. An­na gave him one of those smiles she knew could melt

    men.




    “Be a good fel­low and buck­le up. Won’t you? For me.” The smile promised a bed with her in

    it. Men would do any­thing for that.




    “What’s the mat­ter with you, la­dy? You crazy? Didn’t you hear me?”




    “I am try­ing to help us both,” she said. She gave him the want­ing eyes.




    “La­dy, I’m not go­ing to put on a belt just be­cause you’re fak­ing sex­ual in­ter­est. Go

    play with the re­porters in the front of the plane. I have prob­lems and you can’t help me.

    “




    “What makes you think I’m fak­ing?”




    “I dun­no. I know. Like I know bal­ance. Good-​bye. Case closed,” said the man.




    He did not look at her again, but over the Gulf of Mex­ico some tur­bu­lence threw the plane

    around and even knocked a flight at­ten­dant off her feet. Even those buck­led in­to their

    seats screamed as they were tossed around. An­na gripped her seat with whitened knuck­les, and

    she caught a glimpse of the man to her right.




    He was not mov­ing. There was no strain. No be­ing thrown back and forth, held on­ly by a

    strand of cloth called a seat belt. He was sim­ply seat­ed as he had been since the plane took

    off.




    When the tur­bu­lence sub­sid­ed, she looked clos­er. His chest was not mov­ing. The man was

    not breath­ing. Was he dead? She poked his shoul­der.




    “Yeah?” he said.




    “Oh,” she said. “You’re alive.”




    “Been that way since birth,” said Re­mo. “I’m sor­ry. You weren’t breath­ing.”




    ” ‘Course not. I don’t need your nico­tine slosh­ing around in my lungs.”




    “But we’ve been in the air a half-​hour.”




    “Hard part is keep­ing the skin from breath­ing.”




    “So my smoke both­ers you?”




    “Any smoke, la­dy. Not just your smoke.”




    “Yes, yes. That’s what I meant,” she said. “Of course I meant that.”




    “Don’t smoke and I’ll breathe,” said Re­mo.




    “How do you do that?”




    “You got twen­ty years, I’ll teach you. In the mean­while leave me alone. I’ve got

    prob­lems.”




    “I’m good at prob­lems. I’m very good at prob­lems,” said An­na. Who was this man? And if he

    had spe­cial pow­ers, might they not be used against Ra­bi­nowitz? She won­dered these things

    even as she re­al­ized her sex­ual wiles would not work.




    “Yeah, well, fig­ure this one out. Take the most per­fect ma­chine and mess it up be­cause

    it doesn’t know who is who any­more, and then try to save it when it might kill you.”




    “You go­ing to the war?”




    “Sort of.”




    “Is this messed-​up mind hyp­no­tized, by any chance?”




    “I didn’t say it was a per­son,” said Re­mo.




    “Ma­chines don’t for­get who is who. Peo­ple who are hyp­no­tized do. That can be very

    dan­ger­ous.”




    “I don’t know who you are,” said Re­mo.




    “I am An­na Chutesov, and I am prob­ably the high­es­trank­ing Rus­sian of­fi­cial you are

    ev­er go­ing to meet. I am on the oth­er side that doesn’t have to be the oth­er side. I know

    your coun­try has not even or­dered this war. I know you are fac­ing the most dan­ger­ous man

    who ev­er lived. I think you need me.”




    ” ‘An­na’ would have been enough,” said Re­mo, and went back to the win­dow. But he could

    not shut this cold, beau­ti­ful wom­an out of his mind.




    What he couldn’t shut out was her re­morse­less log­ic.




    “Let me guess. We re­al­ized Vass­ily could be dan­ger­ous and there­fore we pan­icked and

    tried to cap­ture him with a spe­cial force. Gen­er­al Boris Mate­sev.”




    “Nev­er heard of him,” said Re­mo, who had killed Mate­sev when sav­ing Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz, an act he now re­gret­ted enor­mous­ly. How could he have known how dan­ger­ous

    Vass­ily was?




    “Per­haps,” said An­na. “But you see, Rus­sia, know­ing how dan­ger­ous Vass­ily was, tried

    to get him back. If you know some­one is dan­ger­ous, log­ic dic­tates ‘leave him alone.’ If

    ev­ery­one had left poor Vass­ily alone, he would have both­ered no one. But we pan­icked. We

    at­tacked him. That’s what men do when they are afraid of some­thing. If they’re not run­ning

    from it, they’re killing it. Or try­ing to. They will do any­thing but think.”




    Re­mo turned from the win­dow.




    “Yeah, how would they han­dle Vass­ily now? He’s not the same man he was when I res­cued

    him.”




    “Ex­act­ly. Now you’re think­ing.”




    “I’m think­ing I don’t know what the hell to do. That is what I’m think­ing,” said

    Re­mo.




    “Ex­cel­lent. You know you don’t know. That’s the first step in know­ing. The rea­son you

    feel bad and de­pressed is that you are un­der some ab­surd im­pres­sion that, with­out the

    facts, you should know right now.”




    “You’re on the oth­er side,” said Re­mo.




    “Of what?” asked An­na.




    “Who­ev­er is fight­ing each oth­er nowa­days. Won’t mat­ter a thou­sand years from

    now.”




    “You think bril­liant­ly. What’s your name?”




    “My name’s Re­mo. And no one ev­er said to me I was smart be­fore. And I nev­er claimed to

    be. I just try to do what’s right. That’s all. Case closed.”




    “You’re right. That is stupid, if you think you can close a case just by say­ing it. I have

    got the same in­ter­ests as you. Let me take a guess. Are you part of that group that stopped

    Mate­sev and that ridicu­lous at­tempt at the sniper as­sas­si­na­tion?”




    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes, that’s why I’m ask­ing. Why do you think I’m ask­ing? You re­al­ly are a man. A man’s

    man,” said An­na, shak­ing her head. “I thought you had some in­tel­li­gence.”




    “I did Mate­sev. Chi­un prob­ably did the sniper. He’s work­ing for Ra­bi­nowitz now. So is

    Smith.”




    “And so is your whole or­ga­ni­za­tion. Nev­er be­fore have we seen sup­plies move so

    smooth­ly in your mil­itary.”




    “They have ev­ery­thing, then.”




    “Not quite. They don’t have you, and they don’t have me. But we have got to make sure they

    don’t.”




    “I can’t kill with­out clos­ing in.”




    “We can think first. We can go down there and see just what’s go­ing on, and

    un­der­stand­ing that we don’t know now means that we do know we have to fig­ure out some­thing

    else.”




    “But I don’t know what it is.”




    “Nei­ther do I. But the dif­fer­ence is, Re­mo, all my life I didn’t know what things were

    un­til I fig­ured them out. We’ll be all right,” said An­na.




    “You’re kin­da cute,” said Re­mo.




    “No. I’m gor­geous. You’re cute,” said An­na. And Re­mo re­mem­bered what the Great Wang had

    told him about find­ing a mind that could think things through. Was this an ac­ci­dent? Or was

    this Wang in some dis­guise? It didn’t look like a dis­guise. Re­mo touched the back of her

    hand, seek­ing out the nerves that could arouse a wom­an. Slow­ly he be­gan, and slow­ly he saw

    her eyes light with sex­ual fire. It wasn’t Wang.




    “Is that it?” asked An­na.




    “I was just find­ing out who you are.”




    “Are you go­ing to leave me like this?”




    “Do you want to make love?” asked Re­mo.




    “Not nec­es­sar­ily,” said An­na. “I just want an or­gasm. Fin­ish what you start, or don’t

    start.”




    When Re­mo was done, An­na gave him a big smile. “That was won­der­ful,” she said.




    “I’m pret­ty good,” said Re­mo. “You should see what I can do work­ing the rest of the body

    be­sides the wrist.”




    “I was talk­ing about hav­ing an or­gasm with­out hav­ing to take off my clothes or get

    in­ti­mate with a man,” she said.




    “Oh,” said Re­mo. He sort of liked tak­ing off his clothes. It did help the mood. He al­so

    liked tak­ing off a wom­an’s clothes at the ap­pro­pri­ate time.




    “I sup­pose,” he said, “we’re go­ing to have a sex­ual­ly ac­tive, non­in­volved

    re­la­tion­ship.”




    “On­ly if you keep your hands on my wrist,” she said. “Where did you ev­er fig­ure out that

    the wrist had an eroge­nous zone?”




    “The whole body is an eroge­nous zone if you know how to use it,” said Re­mo.




    “Could you teach me that trick on the wrist?”




    “You have to know bal­ance and things.”




    “Do you ev­er need wom­en?”




    “I don’t need wom­en. I like wom­en. Say, what are we go­ing to look for down in Sor­ni­ca?

    Once you lock eyes with this guy you’re done. And I’m sure Smith knew that, too.”




    “Good point. Then we know now Vass­ily can seize your mind even if you are not look­ing at

    him. We’ll have to plan on work­ing on his hyp­no­tism. The point is that we may fig­ure out

    how to suc­cumb while still be­ing able to op­er­ate. That may be a so­lu­tion,” said

    An­na.




    By the time the plane land­ed they were the on­ly ones on the press plane who were not sure

    what they were go­ing to find.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    The de­fens­es around one small area were in­cred­ible. The Sor­ni­cans had dug them­selves

    a net­work of con­crete trench­ing and un­der­ground tun­nels. Vast, flat, open fields-​dead­ly

    tar­get ranges for the de­fend­ers-​sur­round­ed these hills.




    The most mod­ern weapons in the East­ern-​bloc ar­se­nal sprout­ed from more hid­den bunkers

    per foot than any site out­side Rus­sia.




    Ev­ery pa­trol ran in­to this, and Ra­bi­nowitz had shrewd­ly by­passed it in the open­ing

    days, in or­der to get at the main Sor­ni­can force. Be­sides, all in­ter­cep­tions of

    com­mu­ni­ca­tions from those hills re­vealed Rus­sians talk­ing.




    He want­ed to save them for last. But now was last. The Sor­ni­can army, sup­plied by

    Rus­sia, trained by Rus­sia, filled with re­cruits from the land draft­ed un­der protest, now

    had re­turned to its vil­lages in peace. On­ly its high­rank­ing of­fi­cers with their

    Amer­ican goods want­ed to con­tin­ue the fight. They had nev­er lived so well be­fore this

    sup­posed peo­ple’s rev­olu­tion, and in their Guc­ci loafers and eye­glass­es they were

    telling their fa­vorite colum­nists about Amer­ican op­pres­sion, ag­gres­sion, racism, and

    poi­sonous minds.




    No one could de­ny Amer­ica had sent three columns of troops in­to the heart­land of

    Sor­ni­ca.




    “Why does Amer­ica hate us? We feed the poor. We lift the shack­les of op­pres­sion. So they

    must de­stroy us. Amer­ica is the en­emy of all mankind,” said the chair­man of the

    Rev­olu­tion­ary Coun­cil, Um­ber­to Omer­ta.




    An aide ran in­to his moun­tain vil­la with the grim news about the rev­olu­tion­ary

    strug­gle.




    The Peo­ple’s Demo­crat­ic Rev­olu­tion­ary Coun­cil of Sor­ni­ca was down to its last case

    of Dom Perignon. The bel­uga caviar was still in good sup­ply, but all of Com­rade Omer­ta’s

    de­sign­er eye­glass­es, fif­teen thou­sand dol­lars’ worth kept se­cure­ly in his five

    es­tates, were gone. His sui­ci­dal rev­olu­tion­ary com­man­dos had not been able to save them

    be­cause they were de­fend­ing their com­pact-​disc play­ers and Zenith stere­os. They had lost

    no men, but they were ex­ecut­ing those Sor­ni­can peas­ants who were re­fus­ing to die for the

    rev­olu­tion-​or to guide West­ern re­porters to sites of Amer­ican atroc­ities.




    Any body would do. The more man­gled the bet­ter. The nice thing about these mod­ern

    re­porters was that most of them were in­ter­pre­tive jour­nal­ists.




    Some few would ask how this body or that body got to the side of the road, and where the

    proof was of who killed it. Then the rev­olu­tion­ary sui­cide com­man­dos would ac­cuse the

    re­porter of be­ing an Amer­ican agent, a fas­cist, or a Jew. The lat­ter was es­pe­cial­ly

    use­ful in front of Arab groups, but gen­er­al­ly an­ti-​Semitism, af­ter a half-​cen­tu­ry of

    dis­use by the left, was now con­sid­ered not on­ly ac­cept­able, but a sign of be­ing

    pro­gres­sive. Once this was the province of on­ly the rad­ical right, but it now suit­ed the

    rev­olu­tion per­fect­ly, es­pe­cial­ly since the mon­ster-​ma­ni­ac-​fas­cist-​Zion­ist

    head­ing the Amer­ican in­va­sion was named Ra­bi­nowitz.




    Pres­ident Omer­ta used the name ex­ten­sive­ly. He knew it would be in­stant­ly

    iden­ti­fi­able. He knew the colum­nists he was talk­ing to would al­so use it

    ex­ten­sive­ly.




    “On­ly a Ra­bi­nowitz would seek to suck the blood of poor peas­ants try­ing to be free,”

    said Pres­ident Omer­ta. “They’re all no good. Blood­suck­ers. Why would any­one want to

    at­tack a peace­ful, free­dom-​lov­ing peo­ple, oth­er than to suck the blood through their

    evil fangs sharp­ened on Passover wine.”




    In pre­vi­ous years, state­ments like these would have been con­sid­ered racist, but now the

    colum­nists couldn’t wait to get down the words “coura­geous opin­ions, strong

    con­vic­tions.”




    Omer­ta sig­naled that the last bot­tles of Dom Perignon were to be opened. This was an

    emer­gen­cy. This was a fight to the death.




    And then some­one yelled.




    “The Amer­icans have got the hill fortress sur­round­ed.”




    “Ex­cuse me,” said Omer­ta. “I must at­tend to the strug­gle im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    He ran to the man who had just screamed out the bad news. He cor­nered him in a clos­et. He

    wrung his neck so hard, his own de­sign­er glass­es al­most fell off, and this dur­ing wartime,

    when Pres­ident Omer­ta had no idea when he would be able to get back to Amer­ica or Eu­rope to

    do more shop­ping.




    “Lis­ten, stupid. The next time you men­tion the hill fortress in front of Amer­icans I will

    have you shot. Have they tak­en it yet?”




    “No. But they have it sur­round­ed.”




    “What are the Rus­sians do­ing?”




    “Fight­ing to the death, sir.”




    “Good. Now Rus­sia must re­in­force. They can nev­er let the hill fortress be tak­en. We’re

    saved. We may have a world war.”




    “What if we lose it?”




    “If it goes on long enough, we can’t lose. We have friends in Amer­ica. Go in there and feed

    them the par­ty line. And don’t get it wrong. Re­mem­ber, this stuff is go­ing to be taught in

    the class­rooms in Amer­ica.”




    Pres­ident Omer­ta dashed out of his moun­tain vil­la, scream­ing for a com­mand car.




    “You want to get to the Rus­sian am­bas­sador?” asked the driv­er. He knew about the hill

    fortress be­ing sur­round­ed.




    “No. I want to get away from the Rus­sian am­bas­sador. We were sup­posed to de­fend that

    with our lives.”




    “And we didn’t?”




    “If you had a choice of Louis Vuit­ton lug­gage or five hun­dred smelly Rus­sians with

    equip­ment, which would you take?” said Gen­er­al Omer­ta.




    Ra­bi­nowitz looked at the map. Chi­un stood be­hind him. Ev­ery­one was cov­ered by the hot

    dust of Sor­ni­ca, caked on­to their faces by the sweat of bat­tle.




    Ev­ery­one ex­cept Chi­un. Some­how he man­aged to bathe twice a day, keep his steam­er

    trunks with him, and main­tain a hap­py ap­pear­ance.




    Sev­er­al times Ra­bi­nowitz had heard him say:




    “This is too much like a war. We must stop wars, with all these am­ateurs do­ing the

    killing.”




    “They’re not am­ateurs. It’s a great army. When the Amer­icans get down to fight­ing, no one

    can beat them. No one.”




    “Still an army. Af­ter all, how good could hun­dreds of thou­sands of peo­ple be, Great

    Wang? Let us face it. These are sol­diers.”




    “Right. I’m do­ing some­thing with them. Leave me alone.”




    Now the sit­ua­tion on the map looked grim. The mas­sive amounts of weapons, the way they

    were used show­ing vir­tu­al­ly lim­it­less am­mu­ni­tion, made the cost of tak­ing the hill

    too great.




    “We could keep it sur­round­ed, and starve them out,” said one colonel who felt he was

    talk­ing to an old in­struc­tor from West Point. He had al­ways thought this man he had learned

    to love with more re­spect than any oth­er, had been de­nied bat­tle­field com­mand. But he was

    glad to see he was a gen­er­al now.




    “The prob­lem is,” said his old in­struc­tor, “that may be just what they pre­pared

    for.”




    “I don’t fol­low, sir,” said the colonel.




    “Look. If they are fir­ing their am­mu­ni­tion with aban­don, and they’re not raw troops as

    we know they’re not, then they have an al­most lim­it­less sup­ply of am­mu­ni­tion.

    There­fore, we’ve got to as­sume they have the same in food and wa­ter, at least for a

    half-​year. But that’s not what wor­ries me.” Ra­bi­nowitz felt the men crowd around him.




    He was in this thing now. Thou­sands of peo­ple de­pend­ed on him for their lives; any move

    he made af­fect­ed them. And there­fore any prob­lems they had were his prob­lems. For a

    mo­ment he re­al­ized that in his quest to be left alone, he now had eighty thou­sand peo­ple

    who could not leave him alone be­cause their lives de­pend­ed on him. And they were the ones on

    his side. Then there was the en­emy. Which un­der­stand­ably want­ed to kill him. And of course

    the Ori­en­tal who kept him alive.




    And Harold W. Smith of Amer­ica’s se­cret or­ga­ni­za­tion, who could get him sup­plies

    while no one in Amer­ica could stop him. Of course, Smith in his bril­liant cal­cu­lat­ing mind

    had fig­ured out that in the ques­tion of sup­ply trans­fers, it was on­ly marginal­ly more

    help­ful to have the Amer­ican bu­reau­cra­cy on your side than against you.




    “Some­thing spe­cial is hid­den in that hill. There has been noth­ing else de­fend­ed like

    it in the en­tire coun­try,” said Ra­bi­nowitz. He could not wor­ry about be­ing left alone. He

    was in a war. But why was he in this war?




    He didn’t have time to an­swer that. He had a mil­itary prob­lem. Some­thing was up there

    that could pos­si­bly be in­cred­ibly dan­ger­ous. How would they at­tack it with­out

    suf­fer­ing enor­mous loss­es, loss­es so stag­ger­ing they could make the whole cam­paign a

    fail­ure?




    He could ad­dress the at­tack­ing troops, work on their minds, mak­ing them be­lieve they

    could not be hit by bul­lets. The few sur­vivors might take the hill. So he could get them to

    do it if he want­ed. That was not the prob­lem.




    He turned to his of­fi­cers. Ev­ery sug­ges­tion that came back had to do with wait­ing for

    long-​range bombers that would take at least a day to em­ploy if Smith could get them

    em­ployed. He had been hav­ing trou­ble with the air force be­cause they had spe­cial com­mand

    fre­quen­cies not avail­able to the rest of the mil­itary. This was to pre­vent an

    ac­ci­den­tal nu­cle­ar war, he said.




    He turned to Smith.




    “I know of on­ly two men who could get through that cross­fire alive. And one of them is

    work­ing for us now,” said Smith.




    “One man. There’s a di­vi­sion in those bunkers. I know it. One man can’t do it all. I don’t

    care how won­der­ful he is,” said Ra­bi­nowitz.




    “For ev­ery weak­ness, O Great Wang, there is a strength. For ev­ery strength there is a

    weak­ness,” said the pe­cu­liar Ori­en­tal with the in­cred­ibly fast hands.




    The fir­ing con­tin­ued from the hill at an ear-​numb­ing rate.




    And then Ra­bi­nowitz un­der­stood what the weak­ness had to be.




    “The am­mu­ni­tion. Of course. It’s the am­mu­ni­tion. If they can fire like that, they must

    have an in­cred­ible stor­age fa­cil­ity for am­mu­ni­tion. We get one in there with a de­layed

    ex­plo­sive timer, and set off the whole thing. At­tack just at the mo­ment of ex­plo­sion. The

    tim­ing has to be great, but it can work.”




    “Who can get through that field of fire alone?” asked a colonel.




    And then Chi­un got a strange or­der from the Great Wang.




    “Look, schlep your­self over to those bunkers in the hills, and lay this de­layed

    ex­plo­sive. Use your tricks and stuff. Don’t wor­ry about me. I’ll be safe.”




    “I would nev­er wor­ry about you, Great Wang. You are Sinan­ju. To wor­ry about you would be

    to in­sult you. But to sneak ex­plo­sives in­to place is not the work of Sinan­ju. Who do we

    wish to kill? What great man is there?”




    “What who? Just do it. C’mon. The whole at­tack is de­layed. Some­thing’s in there and we

    have to get it,” said Ra­bi­nowitz.




    “An ex­plo­sive. An ex­plo­sive will kill just any­one. A sol­dier would use an ex­plo­sive.

    He would use it like a gun. He doesn’t care who he kills. He does not have the aes­thet­ic

    sense of an as­sas­sin. Would you ask me to be a com­mon sol­dier, Great Wang?”




    “Not on­ly am I ask­ing, but I’ll tell you some­thing else. You’ll love it. It is a new

    taste sen­sa­tion to blow up peo­ple in­stead of tak­ing off their heads with your bare hands.

    God for­bid you should of­fend your aes­thet­ics. Okay? Do it.”




    And so Chi­un, who had nev­er de­filed the teach­ings of Sinan­ju, was shown ex­plo­sives to

    kill who­ev­er hap­pened to be near them when they went off. And sad­der still was the fact

    that he be­lieved now that he was en­joy­ing this.




    He did not need dark­ness to move un­seen up­on those in the for­ti­fied hills. He need­ed

    on­ly their fear and the tired­ness of their eyes, and the de­flec­tion of the heat rays. For

    in the mid­day, the hu­man eye con­tract­ed and in so do­ing lost an al­most im­per­cep­ti­ble

    por­tion of its field of vi­sion. And in these por­tions did Chi­un move that day with the

    ex­plo­sives in his hands.




    “I can’t be­lieve they’re not fir­ing at him,” said one colonel.




    “They can’t see him,” said Harold W. Smith, peer­ing at the open field with binoc­ulars. He

    was get­ting com­put­er ter­mi­nals rigged for the front be­cause that was where Ra­bi­nowitz

    usu­al­ly was, Miss Ash­ford’s best friend and the sal­va­tion of Amer­ica.




    “He’s vis­ible to us,” said the colonel.




    “Right, be­cause we’re look­ing at him from this an­gle. But in the hills they have the

    wrong an­gle.”




    “Man would make a tremen­dous ranger,” said the colonel.




    “He’d nev­er do that sort of work,” said Smith.




    “Well, what does he call that?”




    “A new taste sen­sa­tion, I think. Don’t know,” said Smith. “Got to get back to the

    ter­mi­nals. Your peo­ple could use more re­serve am­mu­ni­tion down here.”




    Like even the an­cient forts, there was an en­trance to the fortress, and this en­trance was

    the most heav­ily de­fend­ed.




    And just like Sinan­ju had al­ways got­ten in­to an­cient forts Chi­un avoid­ed the door but

    worked his way in­to the earth. Dis­solv­ing the fresh con­crete and iron-​rod

    re­in­force­ments with one hand, he car­ried the ex­plo­sive de­vice in the oth­er hand.

    En­ter­ing the tun­nel, he saw a sur­prised Rus­sian sol­dier, and even though he was no one

    im­por­tant, Chi­un sent him in­stant­ly to the fastest pos­si­ble death.




    First the sol­dier had seen the wall of the bunker dis­solve. Then an Ori­en­tal in a black

    ki­mono came through it. Then the sol­dier was out of pain for­ev­er.




    In clas­si­cal Rus­sian, Chi­un asked the where­abouts of the am­mu­ni­tion stores, and at

    first those he met did not wish to re­veal this in­for­ma­tion, es­pe­cial­ly to a

    non-​Rus­sian with a time bomb. But af­ter just a mo­ment’s rea­son­ing, when the pain be­came

    tol­er­able, they were able to ex­press them­selves bet­ter.




    Chi­un set the timer, placed the de­vice well in­to a rack of ar­tillery shells, worked his

    way through the first out­side wall he came to, and left the hills safe­ly be­cause at this

    an­gle some of the de­fend­ers could see him.




    Why, he won­dered, did the Great Wang want him to do a sol­dier­ly du­ty, and why, more

    im­por­tant, didn’t he mind more? These were se­ri­ous ques­tions, and even the mas­sive

    ex­plo­sion of the hill be­hind him did not dis­tract him from them. Was some­thing wrong? Why

    had he en­joyed that das­tard­ly deed, of killing peo­ple he did not even know or re­spect? And

    what about Mad Smith? Why did he think he was now wise? The man was white from the day he was

    born.




    Chi­un did not care about the ex­cite­ment of the at­tack. Am­ateurs at­tack­ing am­ateurs.

    Not a de­cent, clean stroke among them. Amer­ican troops poured in­to the Rus­sian de­fens­es,

    and a lead col­umn stopped and called for the gen­er­al him­self. Ra­bi­nowitz.




    They had found what the Rus­sians had de­fend­ed so thor­ough­ly. They had found why the

    Rus­sians had not let the Sor­ni­cans man these po­si­tions.




    In deep, re­in­forced si­los, so well se­cured even the ex­plo­sions did not dam­age them,

    were in­ter­me­di­ate-​range nu­cle­ar mis­siles, so dead­ly ac­cu­rate they could ze­ro in on

    the desk in the Oval Of­fice at the White House.




    Rus­sia had vi­olat­ed the lat­est arms treaty by sneak­ing mis­siles right in­to these

    Sor­ni­can hills. They could have launched a first strike from a di­rec­tion in which Amer­ica

    had not pre­pared to de­fend.




    The news was wired to Wash­ing­ton im­me­di­ate­ly, and just as im­me­di­ate­ly, the great

    de­bate on the wrong­ness of in­vad­ing Sor­ni­ca now dis­ap­peared. It was ap­par­ent these

    three columns had saved the na­tion.




    And the mis­siles were there, right in the ground where even a tele­vi­sion re­porter

    couldn’t miss them. On­ly the colum­nists held out.




    “Doesn’t mat­ter,” said one wom­an who had man­aged to blame Arab ter­ror­ism on the

    Pres­ident. “Do what we did in Kam­puchea where the Khmer Rouge were forc­ing chil­dren to

    mur­der oth­er chil­dren. If you think this is bad, Cam­bo­dia was worse. It was like the Nazi

    holo­caust. Mil­lions round­ed up, worked to death, slaugh­tered. En­tire cities emp­tied of

    peo­ple.”




    “I re­mem­ber, I wel­comed the Khmer Rouge,” said the colum­nist for the New York

    news­pa­per.




    “Blame the Amer­icans,” said the colum­nist for the Wash­ing­ton news­pa­per.




    “How can we do that? These are Rus­sian mis­siles aimed at our pop­ula­tion cen­ters.”




    “When the atroc­ities of the Khmer Rouge came out, I blamed Amer­ica be­cause Amer­ica had

    been bomb­ing Cam­bo­dia. There­fore, Amer­ican bombs made those peo­ple mad.”




    “But lots of peo­ple have been bombed with­out end­ing up slaugh­ter­ing each oth­er. Look

    at the British in World War II. They were bombed much worse than the Cam­bo­di­ans. It didn’t

    make them sav­age an­imals.”




    “Don’t bring in facts. Just say it. We’ll be fine. When I’m re­al­ly cook­ing I say I’m

    fac­ing harsh truths. Goes over beau­ti­ful­ly in Boston with all those col­leges there. The

    harsh­er the truth, the bet­ter.”




    “So the harsh truth is, we’re re­spon­si­ble for these mis­siles, and they are there

    be­cause we are in­vad­ing.”




    “That’s fac­ing the truth,” said the Wash­ing­ton colum­nist who had faced the harsh­est of

    truths in Iran be­fore the Ay­atol­lah Khome­ini, Cam­bo­dia be­fore the Khmer Rouge. and

    Viet­nam be­fore peo­ple were will­ing to risk their lives by the thou­sands in flim­sy boats

    to es­cape their lib­er­ation. In Wash­ing­ton, two things be­came bla­tant­ly ap­par­ent. One,

    Amer­ica had been for­tu­nate to de­tect the mis­siles, and two, no one could quite fig­ure out

    the com­mand struc­ture that had or­dered it, oth­er than that it had some­thing to do with

    that strange sit­ua­tion in Fort Pick­ens, Arkansas.




    Alone, the Pres­ident reached out for Harold Smith, the last, best, des­per­ate hope of

    Amer­ica. He had been look­ing in­to that thing.




    It was good that the mis­siles were dis­cov­ered and re­moved. But who knew what would

    hap­pen next time? Who knew where this force would be tak­en? And if it could in­vade Sor­ni­ca

    with­out au­tho­riza­tion, what would stop it from in­vad­ing Wash­ing­ton? Ev­ery man the

    Pres­ident had sent down to the field to find out what was hap­pen­ing kept com­ing back with

    sto­ries of a great com­man­der. And in­vari­ably that great com­man­der was dif­fer­ent for

    each per­son.




    Eeri­ly, this force seemed to have bet­ter ac­cess to the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment than the

    Pres­ident him­self. It was the sort of ac­cess held by on­ly CURE it­self, and Smith, the lone

    man Amer­ica trust­ed with this.




    If any­thing hap­pened to Smith, these com­put­er net­works were to self-​de­struct. And the

    Pres­ident knew this would be in ef­fect be­cause when he di­aled that one num­ber that so many

    pres­idents had come to re­ly on, it would, for the first time in two decades, give a sim­ple

    lit­tle re­sponse so many num­bers got, that the num­ber was out of ser­vice.




    It would work au­to­mat­ical­ly like so many dis­con­nects did, as CURE had worked so

    suc­cess­ful­ly by re­ly­ing on peo­ple do­ing things au­to­mat­ical­ly with­out think­ing of

    why or how they did them. And it would be over.




    Or there would be Harold Smith on the line, putting this “sal­va­tion net­work,” as the

    Pres­ident had come to think of it, in­to ac­tion track­ing down the new force.




    The Pres­ident di­aled and he got the one re­sponse he nev­er thought he would get. A busy

    sig­nal.




    CURE was on line and work­ing, but he couldn’t get through to it.




    Re­mo and An­na Chutesov saw the ex­plo­sion in the dis­tance. They had ar­rived at the

    Sor­ni­ca air­port while it was still un­der con­trol of the Sor­ni­can forces.




    “The first thing we have to do is find out where Ra­bi­nowitz is so that we can stay away

    from him. Then if you see the most im­por­tant per­son in your life, turn away and run. I will

    do the same. Be­cause then it will mean we have seen Ra­bi­nowitz. “




    “I got an­oth­er prob­lem.”




    “What’s that?”




    “The most im­por­tant per­son in my life re­al­ly is here. He was my teach­er and the on­ly

    re­al fa­ther I ev­er knew.”




    “That’s a prob­lem, be­cause what we want to do, must do, is find out more about

    Ra­bi­nowitz, and the peo­ple who can tell us are your friends from that se­cret

    or­ga­ni­za­tion you be­long to.”




    “I can’t be­lieve I told a Rus­sian about that,” said Re­mo.




    “You didn’t have any choice. You can’t res­cue them with­out me and I can’t help you

    with­out know­ing who they are. So you made a cor­rect de­ci­sion.”




    “I dun­no,” said Re­mo.




    “We know now that Ra­bi­nowitz is more dan­ger­ous than ev­er on one hand be­cause of his

    ac­cess to those spe­cial sources of in­for­ma­tion and on the oth­er be­cause a Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju serves him. You did the on­ly thing that could pos­si­bly help save them. And

    why?”




    “The last an­swer I got on a ma­jor ques­tion was yes. All right, yes. My an­swer to why is

    yes.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand you, Re­mo, and since my spe­cial­ty is not patho­log­ical men­tal

    dis­or­ders, I will not at­tempt to try. The rea­son you have helped us is that we must have as

    much in­for­ma­tion, es­pe­cial­ly pre­cise in­for­ma­tion on Ra­bi­nowitz, as pos­si­ble.

    Why?”




    “No,” said Re­mo.




    An­na Chutesov had sighed. In breath­ing she filled out her blouse de­light­ful­ly, noth­ing

    over­bear­ing in her fig­ure, just pure sex­iness in a blouse now made more sexy by her

    per­spi­ra­tion in the Sor­ni­ca sun.




    “We must know ev­ery­thing about Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz be­cause the first time we come

    with­in eye­sight of him we are go­ing to have to know pre­cise­ly how to kill him.”




    “That’s what I said, yes,” said Re­mo.




    An­na had been im­pressed by the way Re­mo smooth­ly guid­ed them through the lines. He knew

    where peo­ple were be­fore she saw them. He knew their moves with­out think­ing. A few times he

    ex­plained that peo­ple with weapons had to move cer­tain ways, it was in their na­ture. They

    were small things, but a house of as­sas­sins work­ing through mil­len­nia picked them up along

    with oth­er tech­niques and com­piled them, each new Mas­ter build­ing on what the oth­er knew.

    Sinan­ju was the name of the town from which the as­sas­sins came, al­though Re­mo was

    Cau­casian. Chi­un, his train­er, knew the same sex­ual tech­niques as Re­mo.




    “He must have taught you ev­ery­thing but how to breathe.”




    “Breath­ing’s the most im­por­tant thing he taught me,” Re­mo said. By the time they heard

    the ma­jor ex­plo­sion far off, An­na Chutesov knew Re­mo loved this Chi­un, and he kept

    re­peat­ing that they were very dif­fer­ent. Al­though some peo­ple who liked to bust chops

    thought oth­er­wise, ac­cord­ing to Re­mo.




    “What oth­er peo­ple?”




    “You wouldn’t un­der­stand. But he was the one who gave me the an­swer ‘yes.’ “




    “What was it ‘yes’ to?”




    “The most im­por­tant ques­tion I could ask.”




    “Which was?”




    “I don’t know. I didn’t ask it. I couldn’t fig­ure out the ques­tion. So I got an an­swer

    with­out a ques­tion.”




    “Is Sinan­ju like Zen Bud­dhism?” asked An­na.




    “No,” said Re­mo. “It’s Sinan­ju.”




    He guid­ed her to lie down in a soft, leafy bank. In a short while a pa­trol came by,

    In­di­an faces in So­vi­et uni­forms.




    A young girl with a Kalish­nikov stared di­rect­ly at An­na but kept walk­ing. She was no

    more than fif­teen feet away. “Why didn’t she see us?”




    “Peo­ple don’t see things they’re not look­ing for. Pa­trols look for move­ment. They don’t

    see. They’re look­ing for mines un­der their feet. Snipers some­where. Peo­ple don’t see what

    they’re not pre­pared to see.”




    “And what do you see?”




    “What’s there.”




    “Is it hard?”




    “I don’t know of any­one out­side of Sinan­ju who sees what’s there. Some think we’re some

    kind of su­per thing, but that’s not so,” said Re­mo. “It’s just that no­body else us­es their

    bod­ies prop­er­ly. Or minds, to be more pre­cise. Most of the body, like the brain, is

    un­used.”




    It was startling, but true. An­na Chutesov knew that less than eight per­cent of the hu­man

    brain was ev­er used. These peo­ple from Sinan­ju ap­par­ent­ly used much, much more.




    This Sinan­ju, not Ra­bi­nowitz, was a weapon she could use. Safer than a nu­cle­ar

    war­head, and ab­so­lute­ly pre­cise. If they got out of this alive, she was go­ing to get this

    man for Rus­sia. And if he hap­pened to stay around for her, well, she could live with that

    too, she thought, as a most con­tent­ed smile crossed her face.




    Then came the ex­plo­sion and the rush of Amer­ican troops. Re­mo com­man­deered a jeep and

    driv­er. It was amaz­ing how he could touch one nerve and make a per­son do what he want­ed.

    In­clud­ing An­na, An­na thought with an­oth­er broad grin.




    “Re­mo, I want to re­al­ly get you with your clothes off.” she said.




    “I got work,” said Re­mo.




    “What you need, Re­mo, is a good mind-​bend­ing screw.” she said.




    And from the side of the road came a wail like a siren. But no siren ev­er made that noise.

    An an­gry-​faced Ori­en­tal in a black robe was star­ing at Re­mo and An­na, point­ing at their

    jeep. Re­mo made the driv­er stop.




    “Slut. Don’t you dare talk like that to Re­mo. Re­mo. what are you do­ing with that white

    girl? Come, we must pay our re­spects to the Great Wang.”




    “I think that’s Chi­un,” said Re­mo. “Do you see an Ori­en­tal?”




    “With a wisp of a beard?”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo.




    “Yes, I see him,” said An­na.




    “That’s Chi­un. Don’t talk dirty in front of him. He doesn’t like it.”




    “Killing is no­ble, sex is wrong?”




    “You got it,” said Re­mo.




    “Who is she? How can I bring you to the Great Wang when you have a dis­grace of a white girl

    with you?” Chi­un asked.




    “I’m white,” said Re­mo.




    “Great Wang doesn’t have to know that. He could think a grand­par­ent was Ko­re­an.”




    “He knows. He knows I’m white. He liked the idea.”




    “Liar,” said Chi­un.




    “Who’s the Great Wang?” asked An­na.




    “Who is this slut with the mouth of a sailor?” asked Chi­un.




    “Great Wang is the one who an­swered the ques­tion with­out wait­ing for the ques­tion,”

    said Re­mo.




    “Is he from Sinan­ju?” asked An­na.




    “The most,” said Re­mo.




    “An­swer her be­fore me. Has that wan­ton so crazed your mind with lust that you do not

    an­swer me be­fore her?”




    “Her name is An­na Chutesov. She is here to help.”




    “Have you had re­la­tions?” asked Chi­un.




    “I don’t think so,” said An­na. “Tell me about this Great Wang you so ad­mire. Is he the one

    who gives you or­ders now?”




    “The Great Wang does not have to give or­ders. A Mas­ter of Sinan­ju fol­lows his wish­es

    be­fore the or­ders are giv­en. “




    An­na saw the strange float­ing move­ment of Chi­un and it re­mind­ed her of some­thing.

    That was how Re­mo moved through the jun­gles.




    “Does the Great Wang move like you and Re­mo?” asked An­na, and sud­den­ly Chi­un was no

    longer speak­ing En­glish but con­vers­ing in Ko­re­an.




    Re­mo an­swered in the same lan­guage. “What is he say­ing?” asked An­na.




    “He’s say­ing why did you ask that ques­tion in par­tic­ular?”




    “So he knows some­thing is wrong. He is aware of that.”




    “Lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo. “How much is wrong?”




    “Noth­ing is wrong,” said Chi­un. “Ev­ery­thing is bet­ter than it has ev­er been. Even

    Em­per­or Smith thinks so.” That name, too, sound­ed fa­mil­iar to An­na Chutesov. But she was

    about to see some­thing com­ing down the road that would tell her the prob­lem was no longer in

    Sor­ni­ca, but in Rus­sia it­self. And she had to get Re­mo out of here, oth­er­wise there

    might not be much of a world to save, even for a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.


  




  

    Chapter 14




    An­na saw it com­ing down the road.




    “Oh, no,” said An­na. “Those id­iots.”




    Large trucks trun­dled slow­ly along the dirt and pit­ted Sor­ni­ca’s Route 1. On their beds

    were fat tubes like gi­ant sew­er pipes. In the front were cones. In back were af­ter­burn­ers.

    On the side were big red stars with Rus­sian let­ter­ing, and even Amer­ican tele­vi­sion

    couldn’t miss it.




    They were medi­um-​range Rus­sian nu­cle­ar mis­siles, far more ac­cu­rate this close to

    Amer­ica. Far more dead­ly. And there was ab­so­lute­ly no mil­itary rea­son for it.




    The ad­van­tage was neg­li­gi­ble be­cause with the num­ber of nu­cle­ar war­heads in stock,

    no one need­ed ac­cu­ra­cy. Did they think some­one would fire three nu­cle­ar mis­siles, wipe

    out three cities, and then sit down to talk?




    But worse, far worse, the Amer­icans would make a great dis­play of this. The Rus­sian

    gen­er­als would be hu­mil­iat­ed by such a great loss; af­ter all, this was not just a client

    state that had fall­en, but Rus­sian sol­diers. Then, just like af­ter the Cuban mis­sile

    cri­sis, they would launch a new round of face-​sav­ing ex­per­iments. The last one had

    bankrupt­ed the weak Rus­sian econ­omy, and the next might well mean war. There was no more

    mon­ey for a new gen­er­ation of weapons. That was why Rus­sia was push­ing so hard late­ly for

    a freeze. Which was al­so why Amer­ica was push­ing for new weapons.




    Of course there was no ad­van­tage. But men thought so.




    In this case there was less ad­van­tage than in uri­nat­ing up a wall to see who could go

    high­er. That was a use­less boys’ con­test. This one was sui­cide.




    “She’s a Rus­sian agent of sorts,” said Re­mo. “Looks like we got your mis­siles.”




    “You have. They have. We have,” said An­na, throw­ing up her hands. “Men. What are you

    go­ing to do with them? They have no more pur­pose in your hands than they did in ours. Where

    is Ra­bi­nowitz?”




    “Your heart wish­es him no good. You may not come near,” said Chi­un.




    And to Re­mo, in Ko­re­an he said:




    “Ra­bi­nowitz is a friend of the Great Wang. If this slut gets close to Ra­bi­nowitz, kill

    her.”




    “Sure, sure, lit­tle fa­ther. Will do.”




    “You didn’t say it like you meant it.”




    “Tell me more about Wang. Could you point him out to me?”




    “Haven’t you seen him your­self?”




    “I did. He gave me the an­swer.”




    “So you know now,” said Chi­un, his eyes sparkling, his face crin­kling in­to a smile.




    “Yeah. I know the an­swer is yes.”




    “That was my an­swer, too,” said Chi­un. “The first time I saw him be­fore Fort Pick­ens,

    and when I saw him again.”




    “What was your ques­tion?”




    “It is very per­son­al. I don’t wish to say,” said Chi­un. “What was yours?”




    “Noth­ing much,” said Re­mo.




    An­na, hear­ing the two bab­ble in Ko­re­an, asked what they were talk­ing about.




    “Noth­ing,” they both said in uni­son.




    “We should find this won­der­ful Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz,” said An­na. “But look, Mr. Chi­un. You

    ob­vi­ous­ly feel I am a sort of dan­ger to him.”




    “How can you be a dan­ger? Both I and the Great Wang pro­tect him.”




    “Then let’s find him. And I will make you this promise. We won’t come with­in five hun­dred

    yards of him. We just want to ask a few ques­tions. And per­haps you can take those ques­tions

    to him, and bring back the an­swers.”




    “I’m not a mes­sen­ger,” said Chi­un. “Re­mo can ask the ques­tions of him.”




    “No,” said An­na. “Def­inite­ly not. Tell Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz we have a mes­sage for him from

    his moth­er in Dul­sk. Tell him I bring peace from the So­vi­et Union. Tell him he has won, and

    that we re­spect his strength and his pow­er, and now we wish to sign a treaty with him

    per­son­al­ly. To as­sure him of his safe­ty. Rus­sia will as­sure him of his safe­ty.”




    “I as­sure him of his safe­ty. Who are you to as­sure him of his safe­ty? You can’t keep

    your hands off in­no­cent young men.”




    Re­mo looked around. He hadn’t seen An­na touch any­one else. She had her hand on his arm.

    Chi­un stared at it with hos­til­ity. Re­mo knew that, for Chi­un, this was too much

    af­fec­tion for a wom­an to show in pub­lic.




    A sim­ple bow from ten feet away was con­sid­ered prop­er by Chi­un. Touch­ing was ob­scene.

    Amer­ica had once been de­scribed in his his­to­ries as a land so de­gen­er­ate that peo­ple

    kissed strangers to say hel­lo. Italy was be­yond the pale. Sau­di Ara­bia was all right,

    ex­cept they were a lit­tle lax in en­force­ment.




    They on­ly cut off hands. Why cut off hands, rea­soned Chi­un, when it was the mind, not the

    hand, that com­mit­ted the crime? Chi­un had hands and nev­er once had they com­mit­ted a crime

    on their own. Nor, did he think, did any­one else’s.




    And so Chi­un not on­ly saw this blond wom­an with the beau­ti­ful, high cheek­bones and

    dev­as­tat­ing smile touch­ing Re­mo, but Re­mo al­low­ing it. Stand­ing there, al­low­ing, as

    though noth­ing was wrong. De­gen­er­ate white­ness com­ing through again, and just be­fore he

    was to meet the Great Wang again.




    “You are not go­ing to walk like that to­ward the Great Wang,” said Chi­un.




    “Tell me,” said Re­mo, keep­ing An­na’s hand just where it had been placed, “did you ev­er

    learn, lit­tle fa­ther, how to be in two places at once?”




    Chi­un did not an­swer, but stared at the hands. Fi­nal­ly he said:




    “You’re keep­ing that ob­scene slut’s touch on you just to both­er me.”




    An­na re­moved her hand.




    “Let’s hope he doesn’t get preg­nant by this,” she said, with a sharp smile.




    “I nev­er learned to be in two places at once. One place at a time is enough,” said Chi­un.

    “More than enough. In fact, es­sen­tial­ly won­der­ful.”




    “I won­der why the Great Wang wouldn’t have taught us that trick, be­cause while he was with

    you, he was with me al­so. “




    “You didn’t see the Great Wang, then,” said Chi­un. “How dis­ap­point­ing.”




    “He has a bel­ly like the cold cen­ter of the uni­verse, like all that is not of this earth.

    Per­haps you might want to test this Great Wang.”




    “He’s not ‘this’ Great Wang. He’s the Great Wang,” said Chi­un.




    “Right,” said Re­mo. But he knew Chi­un was both­ered. Chi­un agreed to take them near

    Wang’s friend Ra­bi­nowitz if the white slut could con­trol her­self.




    “You’re such a man, Chi­un,” said An­na. “You’re the quintessen­tial man, Chi­un.”




    “Thank you,” said Chi­un.




    “I thought you’d re­spond like that,” said An­na.




    Near the head­quar­ters, sev­er­al Rus­sian pris­on­ers were be­ing herd­ed in­to trucks.

    They looked fright­ened, and An­na as­sured them they would not be shot. She was an­gry that

    any fool would send them in here so close to Amer­ica for no pur­pose what­so­ev­er.




    Well, she could make them have a pur­pose. She could qui­et down this man. She might just be

    able to stop him from go­ing fur­ther.




    It was a tremen­dous de­feat to Rus­sia that he had won. “Re­mo, I’ve changed my mind,” said

    An­na.




    “Just like a wom­an,” said Chi­un. “Chang­ing your mind. Watch out for this one, Re­mo.

    She’s no good.”




    “And would it be just like a man not to change even if new facts came in?” asked An­na. She

    gave him one of her smiles again. He was the sort of man who would be tol­er­ant of amuse­ment,

    she felt.




    “A prop­er man would know all the facts be­fore­hand,” said Chi­un. “Where did you fall

    in­to this thing, Re­mo?”




    “We met on a plane. She’s all right.”




    “I am go­ing to speak to Ra­bi­nowitz. I am go­ing to as­sure him he is safe, and he can

    be­lieve it now. If I come back in any strange way, try to get me out of it. If you can’t,

    please kill me quick­ly,” she said.




    “Just like that?” asked Chi­un. “You want an as­sas­si­na­tion, for noth­ing? Free? Re­mo,

    don’t you see what she’s do­ing now? She’s get­ting away with be­ing mur­dered.”




    “If he gets you, what am I go­ing to do?” asked Re­mo.




    “Try to fig­ure out what hasn’t been tried yet and try it. But one thing you can’t do is go

    di­rect­ly in. Stay back and think. I don’t know what the hell they’re go­ing to do back in

    Moscow. This is too much of a de­feat. I on­ly want­ed a lit­tle one to make Ra­bi­nowitz

    com­fort­able.”




    “Good luck,” said Re­mo, and gave her a light kiss on the lips.




    “You’re do­ing that be­cause it both­ers me,” said Chi­un.




    “I’m do­ing that be­cause she’s beau­ti­ful and coura­geous.”




    “I’m sup­posed to be­lieve that?” said Chi­un.




    “I don’t know what you be­lieve. I nev­er know what you be­lieve. “




    “For two decades I have giv­en the best of my life to you, and you re­mem­ber noth­ing. I

    have giv­en you my think­ing, and this think­ing you now throw away to in­dulge in pub­lic

    ob­scen­ities.”




    An­na laughed.




    “You two sound so much alike,” she said.




    Off on a hill, Ra­bi­nowitz was meet­ing with his com­man­ders. An­na head­ed to­ward the

    hill as Re­mo and Chi­un stayed back watch­ing her. Chi­un want­ed to know what the

    ex­pe­ri­ence was like with the Great Wang, Re­mo’s first ex­pe­ri­ence.




    “The sec­ond is not near­ly as good, I can tell you, Re­mo.”




    “He said you and I have the clean­est strokes in the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju.”




    “He said that?”




    “Yeah. I think I told you be­fore. He said we have the best strokes. Iden­ti­cal, he said.

    Said he could be look­ing at you when he saw me de­liv­er a blow.”




    “I teach well,” said Chi­un.




    “Not ev­ery­one can learn,” said Re­mo. He did not men­tion Wang had told him that Chi­un

    had a son who had died.




    “The teach­er is first.”




    “To pour wa­ter in­to a glass, one needs the glass, even though the wa­ter is first.

    Oth­er­wise it splash­es in use­less­ness,” said Re­mo.




    “Where did you learn to talk like that?”




    “Who do you think I’ve been palling around with for the last twen­ty years?”




    “I don’t like it.”




    “Nei­ther did I.”




    “You sound like a for­tune cook­ie,” said Chi­un. He fold­ed his hands with­in his black

    ki­mono, and Re­mo stuffed his hands in his pock­ets.




    “Wang said some­thing so sil­ly I don’t know if I should re­peat it,” said Re­mo.




    “Wang nev­er says any­thing sil­ly,” said Chi­un.




    “He said we were re­al­ly just alike un­der it all. That our dif­fer­ences were

    il­lu­sions.”




    “The Great Wang nev­er said any­thing sil­ly. Un­til now.”




    “Ab­surd,” said Re­mo.




    “I am ashamed that you were the first one he showed his great flaw to.”




    “What great flaw?”




    “He can­not judge peo­ple as well as we thought,” said Chi­un.




    “He cer­tain­ly does know when some­one is ready to be a great Mas­ter,” said Re­mo. “I

    mean, he ap­pears.”




    “He can judge qual­ity, true. I may be the on­ly Mas­ter to be at the great lev­el whose

    stu­dent was al­so at that lev­el. Two for me. That is a record.”




    “But not enough to be called the Great Chi­un. That must be done by suc­ceed­ing

    gen­er­ations in the his­to­ries.”




    “You still have to learn about ne­go­ti­ations. I hope in your pas­sage you have learned to

    ap­pre­ci­ate that.”




    “He called us dullards. Said we’re too se­ri­ous. Me about Amer­ica. You about the House of

    Sinan­ju.”




    “Wang was fat,” said Chi­un.




    “I thought so too,” said Re­mo.




    “Lacked con­trol of his eat­ing,” said Chi­un.




    “I thought we had no fat on our bod­ies,” said Re­mo.




    “We don’t,” said Chi­un.




    “He does,” said Re­mo.




    “We’re not alike at all,” said Chi­un.




    “Not at all,” said Re­mo, and both of them could not re­mem­ber a time when they had agreed

    on some­thing so thor­ough­ly, which was an­oth­er proof they were not alike. And for a sec­ond

    time they agreed thor­ough­ly.




    An­na Chutesov saw him on the high hill. She wished Re­mo were with her, be­cause he had a

    way of mov­ing through de­fens­es that was as­tound­ing. She thought she might be stopped, but

    iron­ical­ly at a head­quar­ters po­si­tion it­self there was more con­fu­sion than at some

    out­post where peo­ple might fire.




    Ra­bi­nowitz had staff aides, of course, and when she said what she want­ed, she made a

    cru­cial mis­take, one that any­one who ev­er tried to deal with an in­sti­tu­tion or

    cor­po­ra­tion would have known was an er­ror.




    One she should have known. But she had no choice. She had to speak to the aide.




    And as in all or­ga­ni­za­tions, the aide was more dif­fi­cult to deal with than the

    lead­er.




    “I have come to sur­ren­der to Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz and of­fer him any­thing he wants,” said

    An­na.




    “Who are you?”




    “I rep­re­sent Rus­sia in this sit­ua­tion.”




    “Then how come you’re not with the pris­on­ers?” said the aide.




    “Be­cause I nev­er sur­ren­dered. I am here to speak with Mr. Ra­bi­nowitz,” she said,

    hop­ing he saw Ra­bi­nowitz as Ra­bi­nowitz and not some love-​au­thor­ity fig­ure from his

    past.




    “You haven’t sur­ren­dered to any­one yet, right?” said the aide, a young cap­tain.




    “That’s right.”




    “Then you’re my pris­on­er,” he said.




    As An­na passed Re­mo in a truck crowd­ed with Rus­sian mis­sile tech­ni­cians, she waved.

    Re­mo was on board with hard­ly a leap, sep­arat­ing her from the men and help­ing her off the

    truck.




    “I’ll have to take you up there my­self,” he said.




    “No. I don’t want you near him. You’re the world’s last chance, Re­mo. I’ll go with

    Chi­un.”




    “He doesn’t like you.”




    “Spo­ken like a man. What on earth makes you think that with a pos­si­ble world dis­as­ter,

    I would care whether he likes me or not? All I want him to do is go with me. You can get him to

    do that, can’t you? And just maybe I’ll be able to see some­thing nei­ther of us have. Right

    now we have to get Vass­ily de­fused from his anx­iety.”




    Chi­un agreed to take An­na Chutesov to see the Great Wang’s friend Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz,

    pro­vid­ed she kept her hands to her­self, made no las­civ­ious moves, and gave up any de­signs

    on Re­mo.




    “Done. Ab­so­lute­ly. The eas­iest promise I ev­er made,” said An­na.




    “Don’t trust her. She’s Rus­sian,” said Chi­un.




    “I’ll be all right. You two go ahead,” said Re­mo. He re­mem­bered his days long ago from

    Viet­nam when he was a ma­rine and he thought fight­ing was done with a ri­fle against peo­ple

    you didn’t know. How dif­fer­ent it was, he thought, watch­ing the columns of Amer­ican

    sol­diers slog­ging along the roads.




    Now he un­der­stood that to kill an­oth­er prop­er­ly you re­al­ly had to know him, know his

    moves, his essence, what he was. It was the know­ing that made Sinan­ju dif­fer­ent.




    Would that mean that Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz might be the one man he and Chi­un could nev­er

    kill be­cause he was the one man they could not know?




    It was a good ques­tion. He would have to ask An­na that when she re­turned.




    An­na thought walk­ing up the hill to­ward the head­quar­ters with the old Ori­en­tal was

    like walk­ing with Re­mo, ex­cept the old­er man ex­pressed his hos­til­ity, which in a way

    wasn’t all that hos­tile. It was more like in­tense peeve. Both he and Re­mo had

    ex­traor­di­nary pow­ers and de­mand­ed that the world con­form to their re­al­ities. For the

    most part they could ef­fect bits of that, but the world was too big even for those like

    Chi­un.




    She had cru­cial ques­tions about Ra­bi­nowitz. And the an­swers were in­ter­est­ing.




    Chi­un had been plan­ning to kill Vass­ily un­til a leg­end of Sinan­ju stepped in to tell

    him Vass­ily was a good man. “What were you think­ing at the time just be­fore your leg­end

    stepped in­to your path?”




    “I wasn’t think­ing any­thing. I was work­ing.”




    “Killing?” asked An­na.




    “If you must be so crude. But then why should I ex­pect any­thing but cru­di­ty from

    an­oth­er Re­mo pick­up? He’s had hun­dreds of wom­en, you know. You won’t be any dif­fer­ent.

    So don’t even try.”




    “You have my promise,” said An­na.




    “Do you know what the his­tor­ical worth of a Rus­sian promise is?” asked Chi­un. “Your

    rev­olu­tion didn’t change any­thing. Czar Ivan, of course, was the won­der­ful ex­cep­tion.

    But oth­er­wise, I would nev­er work in Rus­sia with­out pay­ment in ad­vance. None of us did.

    And you have on­ly your­selves to blame. We could have saved you from the Mon­gols, but you

    want­ed cred­it. Nev­er again.”




    “I take it past czars did not pay their bills.”




    “Ivan the Good did. There was al­ways work and he paid prompt­ly.”




    “Some peo­ple call him Ivan the Ter­ri­ble.”




    “Rus­sians are al­ways good at pro­pa­gan­da.”




    “This Great Wang could not ap­pear to both you and Re­mo at the same time, could he?”




    “I don’t dis­cuss work with wom­en.”




    “Think of me as a Rus­sian.”




    “Worse yet.”




    “Think of me as the wom­an who will not touch your pre­cious Re­mo again.”




    “Wang does many things, but not ap­pear­ing in two dif­fer­ent places si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly.

    He doesn’t do that.”




    “And you know Re­mo saw Wang be­cause he has made this tran­si­tion you spoke of.”




    “Yes,” said Chi­un.




    “Then do you ev­er won­der that this might not be the Great Wang you talk to?”




    “My won­der­ings are my own.”




    “If you threw a blow at Wang, of course you would kill him.”




    “No. He has been dead for cen­turies.”




    “So then it would not mat­ter.”




    “Cor­rect. One can throw a blow at the Great Wang. Our strokes, mine and the one that I

    taught Re­mo, are the clean­est, if you didn’t know. In all his­to­ry.”




    “That’s won­der­ful,” said An­na. “Could I see you throw one of them at the Great Wang?”




    “No. You wouldn’t see it.”




    “Could I see the re­sults?”




    “Can you see this?” said Chi­un, and An­na on­ly saw a rus­tle of the dark ki­mono.




    “I didn’t see your hand move.”




    “Too fast. You’d nev­er see it.”




    “I have a sis­ter more beau­ti­ful than me. And she lip­kiss­es in pub­lic. I wouldn’t tell

    her about how cute Re­mo is if you’d show me you did that.”




    “I don’t make deals with har­lots, es­pe­cial­ly con­cern­ing the fam­ily her­itage.”




    “But you are wor­ried about the Wang you see, aren’t you?” said An­na. And Chi­un fell

    silent.




    And so by the time she reached Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz she un­der­stood that his pow­ers were

    even more than con­vinc­ing some­one they saw some­one else. Ra­bi­nowitz had been able to

    reach a core of think­ing that would tran­scend a per­son’s nor­mal log­ic. She al­so knew that

    the mo­ment Ra­bi­nowitz even sus­pect­ed dan­ger, her mind would not be her own. Even worse,

    she would not know some­thing was wrong; she would not be able to un­der­stand that any­thing

    but some­thing won­der­ful was hap­pen­ing.




    The hap­py faces of the Amer­ican of­fi­cers com­ing out of the meet­ing with Ra­bi­nowitz

    did not make An­na feel any bet­ter. Ra­bi­nowitz might be broad­cast­ing his pow­ers now

    to­ward any­one who came to him.




    This had not been the case at the para­psy­chol­ogy vil­lage. She had checked this out

    care­ful­ly. Clean­ing peo­ple, and those around Vass­ily who were not in au­thor­ity and not a

    threat, were nev­er af­fect­ed by him.




    Ac­cord­ing to his dossier, oc­ca­sion­al­ly he would per­form tricks for them.




    If they didn’t like the weath­er he would change it, and they would re­turn to their homes

    soaked to the skin, claim­ing the day was sun­ny.




    He made things dis­ap­pear eas­ily, be­cause all a per­son had to be­lieve was that they

    were gone to stop see­ing them. But oth­er than these ran­dom tricks he did not prac­tice his

    pow­ers on those who were not a dan­ger.




    “Old Blood ‘n’ Guts will see you now,” said a sergeant.




    “Some­times they call the Great Wang that. It is an Amer­ican term of en­dear­ment,” said

    Chi­un.




    An­na’s mouth felt dry. She smoothed out her skirt. She told her­self that she was go­ing to

    feel good things for Vass­ily. She was not go­ing to let off any vi­bra­tions of hos­til­ity.

    She would show ser­vil­ity from the be­gin­ning.




    “All right,” she said. “I’m ready.”




    Sev­er­al colonels left, laugh­ing. They gave An­na las­civ­ious looks. She low­ered her

    eyes.




    Be sub­servient she told her­self again. Think sub­servient. “You can come in now. But make

    it fast,” said an­oth­er guard. He nod­ded to Chi­un.




    Chi­un led the way.




    In­side, Ra­bi­nowitz sat on a lounge chair. A gaunt lemon-​faced man worked a com­put­er

    key­board. He did it with such skill and speed, An­na was sur­prised he was not younger. More

    im­por­tant, he seemed to be able to ac­cess things with a smooth pre­ci­sion most com­put­er

    op­er­ators lacked. They al­ways seemed to be try­ing things that had to be tried again. This

    man just did things. An­na glanced at the com­put­er ter­mi­nal and saw the co­or­di­nates for

    the en­tire south­west rail­way sys­tem. Ap­par­ent­ly this man, who­ev­er he was, had jumped

    the com­mu­ni­ca­tions for four in­de­pen­dent rail­roads and was now op­er­at­ing them in the

    ser­vice of mov­ing sup­plies south to­ward de­barka­tion points, ap­pear­ing on the screen now

    as Sor­ni­ca.




    “O great one, here is a wom­an whose virtue I can­not vouch for,” said Chi­un.




    “I’ve come to sur­ren­der,” said An­na.




    “Don’t have time for that,” said Vass­ily. She still saw him as Vass­ily. Good. He didn’t

    need her for any­thing.




    “Rus­sia wish­es to sur­ren­der. You have won. We have an apol­ogy for send­ing Gen­er­al

    Mate­sev and the sniper. Rus­sia guar­an­tees the safe­ty of your fam­ily. Of your loved ones.

    Of your re­turn if you wish. Rus­sia is no en­emy of yours.” This An­na said in Rus­sian so

    Vass­ily would un­der­stand he was speak­ing to an­oth­er Rus­sian.




    “Be­cause I beat you, right?”




    “Doesn’t it make sense?” said An­na, pray­ing he couldn’t read minds too. Be­cause she knew

    while it made sense, those who ran the Rus­sian mil­itary did not make sense.




    “I don’t care. You can’t hurt me now. No one can hurt me now,” said Ra­bi­nowitz. “And you’d

    get my par­ents out of Dul­sk if I asked and if they want­ed, you know why?”




    “No,” said An­na.




    “It doesn’t mat­ter now. That’s why.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand.”




    “I don’t need an army. I’ve got bet­ter than an army, and I beat you.”




    “Yes, Vass­ily. You beat us,” said An­na. Were all men like this? Did they have to crow

    about these things? Ap­par­ent­ly that was what pa­rades were for.




    “You can’t touch me now. Tell that to the Polit­buro.”




    “I’ll be hap­py to, Vass­ily.”




    “You can tell them I don’t care about them ei­ther. I don’t have to beat them any­more.”




    “That’s very good, Vass­ily.”




    “I don’t have to beat them any­more be­cause I am get­ting my­self a whole coun­try for

    my­self. That’s why.”




    “Good, Vass­ily.”




    “And he’s get­ting it for me, Harold. Show me all the males mak­ing over two mil­lion

    dol­lars a year who are un­der twen­ty-​five years old. I want their names and pri­vate

    lives.”




    The com­put­er op­er­ator punched a few keys, and faces, most­ly black ones in bas­ket­ball

    uni­forms, ap­peared.




    “All right, give me State De­part­ment of­fi­cials who have made em­bar­rass­ing mis­takes

    in the past that we know about. “




    An­oth­er list came up, but this time with white faces. “Okay, now give me stock­bro­ker­age

    hous­es which haven’t lived up to SEC reg­ula­tions.”




    The screen turned in­to a blur of names and faces and did not stop.




    “Miss Ash­ford, this will take all day,” said the lemon-​faced man.




    “All right, that’s enough. Now, you go back and you tell your friends I am in the pro­cess

    of get­ting a coun­try and if they want to cut a deal I have noth­ing against them. But al­so

    tell them I’m Rus­sian too. So I know their word isn’t worth any­thing.”




    “I un­der­stand that.”




    “All I want is to be left alone. Now send me Re­mo.”




    “I’ve been with him. I’ll get him.”




    “He is the on­ly friend I found in this coun­try. Hell of a guy.”




    “Yes, Great Wang,” said Chi­un.




    “He has his good points, Miss Ash­ford,” said the man An­na was sure was Smith.




    “He’s a fine fel­low, and I’ll get him now,” said An­na, turn­ing her eyes to­ward the

    door.




    “You have a nice ass,” said Ra­bi­nowitz.




    “Thank you,” said An­na, very care­ful to con­trol any hos­til­ity in her voice. No man who

    ev­er said that un­der­stood what he was say­ing. Nice ass for what? Sit­ting? For­ni­cat­ing?

    It hard­ly played much role in the act. No, what they meant was that the round soft­ness

    ap­pealed to them. As though a wom­an’s body was an art ob­ject.




    Well, her ob­ject was to get out of the head­quar­ters right away with­out look­ing

    back.




    “I will es­cort her, Great Wang.”




    “That’s all right, I’ll do it my­self. Fine. We’ll be back in a shake of a lamb’s tail,” she

    said.




    “Per­haps you’d bet­ter go, Chi­un. Some­one may shoot her be­cause she’s Rus­sian.”




    “I’ve heard them say the same thing about you, Great Wang, which is not true.”




    “Yes, I’ve heard that said of you, too, Miss Ash­ford,” said the man who had to be

    Smith.




    “No prob­lem. I’m gone,” said An­na, hold­ing her breath. She was out of the head­quar­ters

    and in the hot Sor­ni­ca sun, hop­ing with all her body and soul that Chi­un would not come

    along. She had to reach Re­mo first. She had to reach Re­mo now. Re­mo had to know. He was the

    on­ly one who could save civ­iliza­tion, and if Chi­un got to him first, he might be no bet­ter

    than the slaves in that head­quar­ters. She forced her­self not to run. She al­so knew that she

    had to look as though she was in charge of some­thing, oth­er­wise some MP would ar­rest her

    and it would be back in­to the trucks.




    She al­most twist­ed an an­kle on a loose rock go­ing down the hill. Some­where off to the

    left she heard small-​arms fire. The Amer­icans were mop­ping up. Some­one said that the

    Sor­ni­can forces were try­ing to es­cape with their Guc­ci eye­glass­es, Louis Vuit­ton

    lug­gage, and Bal­ly shoes.




    She didn’t want to look around, but she knew both Re­mo and Chi­un moved so quick­ly and

    silent­ly she would nev­er know they were there un­til they were there.




    A sol­dier of­fered to give her a hand. She slapped it away. Where was Re­mo? She didn’t see

    him. Had he at­tempt­ed to sneak up on Ra­bi­nowitz and try an ex­ecu­tion? If he had, he was a

    fool. This was not the place to kill Ra­bi­nowitz. She knew that now from what she saw. And she

    was not the one to do it. It had to be Re­mo. But he couldn’t do it here.




    Sud­den­ly she felt a grip on her arms like a gi­ant vise. It was Re­mo.




    “Where are you go­ing?”




    “To find you. Where were you? You didn’t go up to Ra­bi­nowitz. You didn’t risk him, did

    you?”




    “You mean the great­est guy in the world?” said Re­mo, smil­ing.


  




  

    Chapter 15




    “Just jok­ing,” said Re­mo.




    “You bas­tard,” screamed An­na, swing­ing at Re­mo’s head. It looked like she hit, but she

    hadn’t. She had on­ly touched his face with her blow. “How could you scare me like that? How

    could you do some­thing so in­sen­si­tive and stupid and use­less?”




    Re­mo thought her anger was even fun­nier.




    “You’re such a man. You’re such a re­al man,” screamed An­na. “What a stupid, stupid

    joke.”




    “I thought it was good, too,” said Re­mo.




    “Do you know that if you are lost, ev­ery­one is lost? Do you know what’s go­ing on? Do you

    know what I found out?”




    “How should I know? You haven’t told me yet,” said Re­mo. He looked up to­ward the com­mand

    post. He saw Chi­un leave, and by his very first step, Re­mo un­der­stood there was trou­ble

    now worse than any­thing An­na Chutesov might have un­cov­ered.




    “Ra­bi­nowitz is in the pro­cess of tak­ing over your coun­try. He’s not fright­ened

    any­more. The world has be­come a game to him. He might start some war some­where now just for

    the fun of it, and there’s noth­ing we can do here. We’re help­less.”




    “We might be more than help­less,” said Re­mo. “We might be dead. We’ve got to get out of

    here.”




    An­na glanced up to where Re­mo was look­ing. Chi­un, his friend, had just left the

    head­quar­ters. He was walk­ing slow­ly.




    “He’s com­ing af­ter us.”




    An­na looked clos­er. Chi­un seemed to be strolling. “How can you tell?”




    “Look at his walk,” said Re­mo.




    “I can’t tell any dif­fer­ence.”




    “You’re not sup­posed to,” said Re­mo. “He’s ready to kill. And it may be me.”




    “Why?”




    “Dun­no. Maybe Ra­bi­nowitz fig­ured out why we’re here. Maybe he’s af­ter you, not me.”




    “We can’t do any good here any­how. Let’s run.” Re­mo saw the eyes of Chi­un. Did the

    lit­tle fa­ther know? Was this some oth­er mind that was com­ing to do bat­tle? Did Chi­un

    per­haps think Re­mo was just some oth­er tar­get? There was no anger in the face. Re­mo had

    been taught that anger robbed one of pow­er. Anger was usu­al­ly a re­sult of weak­ness, not

    strength. And it caused such dam­age to the ner­vous sys­tem. To re­lax was the ef­fi­cient way

    to use the pow­ers of the hu­man body.




    “There is a way to fin­ish off Ra­bi­nowitz,” said An­na. “But it’s not here. It’s in

    Rus­sia.”




    “Why didn’t you think of it there?” asked Re­mo.




    “Be­cause I didn’t have time and I didn’t think I’d need it. I had to get here right away. I

    thought I could defuse Ra­bi­nowitz. I thought maybe we could even de­stroy him if we had to. I

    see now, we can’t. I saw it in that com­mand post.”




    “What are we go­ing to find in Rus­sia?”




    “The se­cret to his pow­ers. I am sure they are in Dul­sk. I found some­thing that men

    al­ways miss.”




    “There are no wom­en in Rus­sia? They didn’t miss?” asked Re­mo. He took her arm and guid­ed

    her out in­to the road.




    The staff car with of­fi­cers and a driv­er didn’t stop un­til the driv­er was pulled out of

    the win­dow as the car passed Re­mo’s grip. The car stopped. One of the of­fi­cers de­clared

    Re­mo un­der mil­itary ar­rest, and an­oth­er of­fi­cer helped that of­fi­cer re­gain his feet

    af­ter Re­mo and An­na were off in the car.




    Re­mo did not look for­ward but kept his eye on the rearview mir­ror.




    “We can out­run him, right?” asked An­na.




    Re­mo laughed.




    “Is that an­oth­er joke?” she asked.




    “No. No, we can’t out­run him in this car on these roads.”




    “Then why are we driv­ing?”




    “It’s hell try­ing to bring you through a jun­gle.”




    “I thought you en­joyed it. You were touch­ing me ten­der­ly. “




    “I was hold­ing you up and mov­ing you for­ward and I was touch­ing you that way so you

    wouldn’t break,” said Re­mo.




    The man in the black ki­mono reached the road, and there he placed two feet wide apart and

    then, so all the world could see, slow­ly like two se­date wind­mills, brought his long

    fin­ger­nails out from his sleeves and in a wide arc swung them above his head and then down

    se­date­ly in­to a fold­ed-​arms po­si­tion.




    “Damn,” said Re­mo, and An­na saw his face pale and his lips tight­en.




    “What’s wrong?” she said.




    “I hope he doesn’t think it’s me here.”




    “Why?”




    “Chi­un just gave me the Mas­ter’s Chal­lenge to the Death if I ev­er come back.”




    “But you’ve got to come back. We’re not go­ing to Rus­sia not to come back. We’re go­ing to

    Dul­sk to get hold of the mech­anism that will de­stroy Vass­ily and his pow­ers once and for

    all.”




    “I’m not go­ing to kill Chi­un to do it. If I could.”




    “You have to. It’s for the world.”




    “That is my world back there, telling me he’ll kill me if he ev­er sees me again,” said

    Re­mo.




    “Maybe we can break Vass­ily’s hold on him,” said An­na.




    “You don’t think so,” said Re­mo.




    “How do you know?”




    “You didn’t say it like you meant it. Well, let’s get on with it.”




    Get­ting in­to Rus­sia was not near­ly as dif­fi­cult as get­ting out. No­body ev­er tried

    to break in, least of all from its sur­round­ing coun­tries. An­na in­sist­ed they not go

    through for­mal chan­nels on the en­trance even though she had the high­est clear­ance. They

    reached Dul­sk in a day.




    “It would have tak­en us a week, if the Rus­sian gov­ern­ment au­tho­rized speedy

    en­trance,” she said. “I don’t know why your in­tel­lec­tu­als find com­mu­nism so

    at­trac­tive. Couldn’t they imag­ine ev­ery­thing run by your post of­fice?”




    The road lead­ing to Dul­sk was like a strip of as­phalt through Kansas, a rut­ted strip of

    as­phalt. An­na kept look­ing at the road and then at the map and then say­ing, “Good, I

    thought so.”




    “You mean it’s a big deal to find some­place here?”




    “No, no. I came from a vil­lage not un­like Dul­sk. And yet, I think it was very much

    un­like Dul­sk. I am hop­ing it was un­like Dul­sk.”




    She looked up ahead.




    “How far can you see, Re­mo?”




    “Far­ther than you.”




    “What do you see ahead on the road?”




    “Road,” said Re­mo.




    “What kind of road?”




    “Like the one we’re on. As­phalt.”




    “Won­der­ful. I thought so. I thought so.”




    “What’s won­der­ful?”




    “The an­swer to Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz’ pow­ers. They just may not be so ex­cep­tion­al. I

    want to warn you now, threat­en no one in the vil­lage, and ab­so­lute­ly do not let any­one

    know I am an of­fi­cial of the Rus­sian gov­ern­ment. We will say we are friends of Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz, who has sent us. That is the on­ly rea­son we are en­ter­ing Dul­sk. Do you

    un­der­stand?”




    “Not a word,” said Re­mo. What could a road have to do with an an­swer to ex­traor­di­nary

    hyp­not­ic pow­ers?




    On the side of the road, Re­mo stopped at what looked like a farm stand. He didn’t know they

    had them in Rus­sia. Sev­er­al trac­tors sat in the fields, with men sleep­ing on them. In one

    small dark patch of earth sev­er­al peo­ple la­bored with per­spi­ra­tion drip­ping off

    them.




    “Those are pri­vate lots. The trac­tors are part of the col­lec­tive. We send them new

    trac­tors ev­ery year be­cause the old ones rust.”




    “Don’t they oil them?”




    “Some­times, but ba­si­cal­ly they just drive them out in­to the mid­dle of the field to

    look as though they are busy, and if a gov­ern­ment of­fi­cial comes along they start them up

    again. Many of those trac­tors have nev­er been in first or sec­ond gear since they drove them

    there.”




    “It looked au­to­mat­ed,” said Re­mo.




    “It is. Some ge­nius of a man came up with a re­port that au­toma­tion does not im­prove

    farm­ing. He should have said that it does not im­prove farm­ing in Rus­sia.”




    At the road­side stand, An­na bought some pota­toes and bread and a piece of meat wrapped in

    an old used slab of wax pa­per.




    She smelled the meat.




    “Al­most fresh,” she said. “Good meat.”




    “Why are you buy­ing that?”




    “You want to eat din­ner, don’t you?”




    “They don’t have restau­rants?”




    “Cer­tain­ly they do. Do you want to drive to Moscow?” The road­side stand was ac­tu­al­ly a

    con­vert­ed tiller which some­one had found could hold veg­eta­bles if all the blades were

    flat­tened. It al­so pre­vent­ed it from rolling around and made it quite steady.




    Re­mo looked at the meat. He shook his head. He didn’t want to eat din­ner.




    With ev­ery as­phalt­ed mile of road pass­ing un­der­neath their car, An­na be­came

    hap­pi­er. She even sang Re­mo some of the songs from her child­hood. He could see she loved

    her coun­try, even though it was pop­ulat­ed by fifty per­cent men. The male pop­ula­tion did

    not both­er her. It was the way it ran things that both­ered her.




    “What is so im­por­tant about an as­phalt road?” Re­mo asked.




    “Ah,” said An­na. “You would not see it be­cause you’re an Amer­ican, pre­cise­ly be­cause

    you’re an Amer­ican.”




    “Right. I don’t see it. A road is a road.”




    “In Amer­ica, Re­mo. But in Rus­sia, a dirt strip is a road. A mud­dy length of rough­ly

    flat­tened area with­out trees is a road. A bumpy as­phalt strip here is a ma­jor

    high­way.”




    “So? So there’s a ma­jor high­way to Dul­sk,” said Re­mo.




    “That is where I have you at a spe­cial dis­ad­van­tage. Do you know what Dul­sk

    pro­duces?”




    “Sure, ev­ery Amer­ican stud­ies the econ­omy of Dul­sk in grade school,” said Re­mo. The

    car they were us­ing was a rack­ety oil-​leak­ing im­ita­tion of an Amer­ican 1949 Nash, a car

    that had not sur­vived the com­pe­ti­tion. It was com­mu­nism’s claim that they were more

    ef­fi­cient be­cause they didn’t pro­duce a hun­dred dif­fer­ent kinds of things when one

    prod­uct would do.




    In a way they were right. It did make sense. But the re­al­ity was that there were very few

    cars in Rus­sia and they all stank. As Sinan­ju al­ways main­tained, log­ic was not the

    great­est strength of the hu­man mind.




    “Even if you lived in Rus­sia, Re­mo, you would know of no ma­jor thing that ev­er came out

    of Dul­sk. Dul­sk is one of our many back­ward lit­tle vil­lages, with­out elec­tric­ity,

    with­out paved roads, and which tourists are nev­er al­lowed to vis­it.”




    “But we are on a paved road,” said Re­mo.




    “Ex­act­ly. How did Dul­sk man­age to get one? More im­por­tant, on this ma­jor road, why

    was there no ma­jor bat­tle fought be­tween us and the Ger­mans in World War II?”




    “The front moved back and forth here many times, Re­mo, but I have yet to read a re­port of

    a ma­jor bat­tle.”




    “So?”




    “So use your brain, Re­mo, even if male hor­mones are flow­ing through it,” said An­na.

    “Think. Think. What are we here for? Why do we come to Dul­sk to find a way to stop Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz? Why have I been say­ing the an­swer is here?”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo.




    “What sort of an an­swer is this ‘yes’?”




    “It’s the one I got.”




    “It doesn’t fit the ques­tion.”




    “I didn’t even get a chance at my ques­tion,” said Re­mo.




    There was no ra­dio in the car, but he was sure there was noth­ing worth lis­ten­ing to in

    Rus­sia, any­way. Then again, maybe there was. What else did they have?




    “The an­swer to our prob­lem is that ev­ery­one in Dul­sk has this abil­ity. I am sure of it

    now. Ev­ery­one is born with it. “




    “Great, out of the fry­ing pan in­to the fry­ing-​pan fac­to­ry,” said Re­mo.




    “Not nec­es­sar­ily,” said An­na. “They would be just the ones to tell us how to stop their

    Vass­ily. That’s why we are com­ing as his friends. Do you see?”




    “I see we are go­ing to a vil­lage where we are go­ing to see a hun­dred Chi­uns and a

    hun­dred of who­ev­er is im­por­tant to you. That’s what I see.”




    “Hah,” said An­na, slap­ping Re­mo on the shoul­der. “We will see what we will see.”




    She ran a smooth hand over his leg. “Where is your eroge­nous zone, Re­mo?”




    “In my mind.”




    “Can I get to it?”




    “No. “




    Slow­ly she un­but­toned her skirt. She couldn’t catch his eye. She but­toned it back

    up.




    “Per­haps I should go in first,” she said.




    “I don’t speak Rus­sian,” said Re­mo. “What’ll I do if they put you un­der?”




    “You could come in af­ter me.”




    “Let’s go to­geth­er.”




    “Why?”




    “I want to be there. We win or we lose. I can’t do much around here with­out you,” he said.

    “Then again, I might not want to do much around here with­out you.”




    Dul­sk it­self looked like an aw­ful­ly poor Mid­west town. But An­na ex­plained that for

    Rus­sia it was un­usu­al­ly rich for a town that of­fered so lit­tle to the state. There was no

    iron foundry or elec­tron­ics plant. No ma­jor de­fense es­tab­lish­ment. Just a peace­ful

    lit­tle vil­lage with church­es, a syn­agogue, and a mosque. And there was no KGB of­fice

    any­where.




    “I knew there wouldn’t be. I knew it,” said An­na. Across the street a man in a white

    blouse, high boots, and dark pants glanced at Re­mo.




    “You, stranger, come here,” he said.




    “Yes, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo. It was a good thing Chi­un was here too, be­cause Re­mo

    didn’t re­al­ly speak Rus­sian. Of course he could get by if he had to. Chi­un was al­ways

    work­ing on him to im­prove his lan­guage.




    “Sir, sir,” called out An­na in Rus­sian to the man whom Re­mo was call­ing Chi­un. “We’re

    friends of Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz. Please. Please. We mean you no harm.”




    “That one is very dan­ger­ous,” said the man.




    “Can you re­lease him?”




    “I am afraid.”




    “You can al­ways do that to him again, can’t you?”




    “Oh yes, when­ev­er I am afraid again.”




    “You mean it works au­to­mat­ical­ly when you are afraid.”




    “Yes, pret­ty miss. And I can­not turn it off.”




    “Chi­un,” said Re­mo to the man, “why the Mas­ter’s death chal­lenge?”




    “What is he talk­ing about?” asked the man. “I don’t speak En­glish.”




    “A Mas­ter nev­er chal­lenges his son,” said Re­mo in En­glish.




    “He sounds dan­ger­ous. I know he is dan­ger­ous,” said the vil­lager.




    “Do you know what he’s talk­ing about?” asked An­na. The man shrugged.




    “I won’t fight you. Of course I won’t fight you,” said Re­mo in En­glish.




    And then turn­ing to An­na, he asked: “Where’d Chi­un go?”




    “He was nev­er here, Re­mo. You have been talk­ing to this man, and we’ve learned a lot.

    They trans­mit what­ev­er they need to sur­vive in­to your mind.”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo. “But where’s Chi­un?”




    “He was nev­er here, Re­mo.”




    “I know he was here. He was more here than he’s ev­er been. “




    “No. This man needs you to be­lieve that for his sur­vival. It’s au­to­mat­ic. It’s the

    great­est sur­vival mech­anism I’ve ev­er seen in a hu­man be­ing.”




    “If you have come to help Vass­ily, let me take you to his moth­er. The poor wom­an has been

    grief-​strick­en since he left.”




    Mrs. Ra­bi­nowitz lived in a thatched cot­tage with a small gar­den in front. She was

    vis­it­ing with some oth­er wom­en. They sat around a pot of tea. An­na wiped her feet on a

    brush mat at the en­trance. The door looked as though it had been hand-​carved.




    “I still feel it was Chi­un,” said Re­mo.




    “That’s what makes the whole sit­ua­tion so dan­ger­ous. And yet you might be the first who

    has come out of this. You un­der­stand it wasn’t Chi­un?”




    “I have to tell my­self that,” said Re­mo. The two were in­vit­ed in and now An­na said:




    “Hi, Ma­ma.” But Re­mo didn’t un­der­stand it. It was in Rus­sian.




    “Re­mo, I’d like you to meet my moth­er,” said An­na.




    “You’ve threat­ened one or two of those wom­en,” said Re­mo. “I doubt your moth­er is

    here.”




    “She’s vis­it­ing,” said An­na.




    “Don’t you re­mem­ber what we were here for?”




    “Well, maybe my moth­er can help,” said An­na.




    “Ask your moth­er or moth­ers if any of them speak En­glish.”




    An­na spoke in Rus­sian again and three wom­en nod­ded. “Look,” said Re­mo. “There’s a big

    dan­ger to the world, and one of your boys is caus­ing it.”




    “Vass­ily,” said one wom­an, round-​faced as the rest. “What has he done now?” she said in

    En­glish.




    “He’s gone to Amer­ica, and he’s tak­ing it over,” said Re­mo. “He’s al­ready start­ed one

    war.”




    “What does he want with a war?”




    “I dun­no. He want­ed a war. An­na un­der­stands him bet­ter. She’s all right. She’s

    Rus­sian. She wants to help.”




    “There are Rus­sians and Rus­sians,” said all the wom­en. “What kind of Rus­sian?”




    Re­mo shrugged.




    “Is she from the gov­ern­ment?”




    “She thinks they’re all id­iots,” said Re­mo.




    “Did you see where my moth­er went?” asked An­na in En­glish.




    “She was nev­er here,” said Re­mo.




    “Now I know how pow­er­ful this thing is,” said An­na. “She was more re­al than my own

    moth­er.”




    “So you think the gov­ern­ment is run by id­iots,” said one of the wom­en.




    “They’re men, aren’t they? Look. We have a re­al prob­lem go­ing on here. Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz, who went to the para­psy­chol­ogy vil­lage, has gone on to make lots of trou­ble.

    Amer­ica and Rus­sia are about to go to war. I don’t know what the id­iots are go­ing to do in

    Moscow but I sus­pect now that there is go­ing to be an­oth­er arms buildup or some­thing even

    more use­less. And in Amer­ica, Vass­ily is in the pro­cess now of tak­ing it over.”




    “That’s Vass­ily’s prob­lem. We nev­er get harmed by wars,” said Vass­ily’s moth­er.




    “You will by this one. You can’t con­vince an atom­ic weapon you are close rel­atives or

    teach­ers,” said An­na.




    “You mean those bombs that blow up coun­tries?” asked an­oth­er wom­an.




    “The very kind,” said An­na.




    “Vass­ily was al­ways a trou­ble­mak­er,” said his moth­er. “Not mean­ing to be in­sult­ing,

    Mrs. Ra­bi­nowitz, Vass­ily was ev­ery­one’s prob­lem.”




    “That’s why he left,” said an­oth­er wom­an.




    “He was dif­fer­ent,” said an­oth­er.




    “Maybe you could tell me some­thing about these pow­ers,” said An­na. “I sus­pect­ed

    ev­ery­one had them when there were no his­to­ries of bat­tles around here. Ev­ery pa­trol must

    have thought they had stum­bled on­to their home towns.”




    “Some­thing like that,” said one of the wom­en.




    “And when I saw the as­phalt road com­ing in here I as­sumed the com­mis­sar for the

    dis­trict thought he had rel­atives here as well as the pro­duc­tion lead­ers.”




    “Some­thing like that,” said an­oth­er wom­an.




    “Ev­ery­one in this vil­lage has these pow­ers, don’t they?” said An­na.




    “Some­thing like that,” said an­oth­er wom­an.




    “I guess it’s a nat­ural sur­vival at­tribute of Dul­sk,” said An­na.




    “Noth­ing like that,” said one of the wom­en.




    “It’s a mir­acle,” said an­oth­er.




    “It’s a bless­ing. It’s kept us all safe, and if Vass­ily hadn’t left, we’d still all be

    safe.”




    “What I meant was that this mir­acle is a nat­ural phe­nomenon of the peo­ple of this

    vil­lage. As you know, cer­tain species have sur­vival at­tributes which en­able them to be

    around longer than these species that don’t. Ap­par­ent­ly you-“




    “Shut up with your sci­en­tif­ic non­sense, pret­ty lit­tle girl. What we have here is a

    mir­acle. A down­right gen­uine mir­acle.”




    “A won­der­ful mir­acle. But if you’re a com­mu­nist you wouldn’t un­der­stand it.”




    “I am will­ing to lis­ten,” said An­na. They poured her a cup of tea, and sev­er­al of the

    wom­en in­sist­ed she eat some­thing be­cause she could use some meat on her bones. Didn’t

    Re­mo think so? Re­mo didn’t think so. Re­mo was too skin­ny too, they said.




    An­na ate the de­li­cious gin­ger cook­ies while Re­mo sipped wa­ter. They were the first

    out­siders to hear the sto­ry of the mir­acle of Dul­sk.




    In the twelfth cen­tu­ry there were many wars around Dul­sk, and some­times holy men

    start­ed them and oth­er times holy men were vic­tims of them.




    But it came to pass that one es­pe­cial­ly bat­tered holy man made it to their vil­lage in

    very bad shape. His head was bleed­ing, his eyes were puffed closed, and both his arms were

    severe­ly bro­ken.




    The vil­lagers could not tell if he were a Ruthe­ni­an-​rite Catholic, a Rus­sian Or­tho­dox

    Chris­tian, a Mus­lim, or a Jew. His mouth was so bat­tered that he could bare­ly speak. But

    they knew he was a holy man be­cause he mum­bled prayers con­stant­ly.




    As he re­cov­ered he re­al­ized that the vil­lagers did not know of which faith he was.

    Which group would the holy man fa­vor? All of them had tak­en good care of him.




    Now, in Rus­sia, spe­cial holy men all had spe­cial pow­ers. Some could see in the dark.

    Oth­ers, like Rasputin, could heal the sick. Some could be in two places at once. And yet

    oth­ers could make ob­jects fly from a dis­tance.




    And he most cer­tain­ly was a holy man.




    Which group would he be with? Each want­ed him be­cause these holy men could be­stow

    spe­cial bless­ings. And each knew there would be many bless­ings for those who res­cued a holy

    man.




    When his mouth healed and he could speak, he re­fused to do so, be­cause some peo­ple could

    tell a man’s sect by his voice. He chose in­stead to write on pa­per. And what he wrote would

    change Dul­sk for­ev­er.




    “There is some­thing beau­ti­ful in all of you. Look at how well you treat me, each of you

    think­ing I am one of your own. I see for all of you aris­ing out of my mis­for­tune an even

    greater bless­ing. From this day forth, ev­ery­one who looks up­on you will see the one

    clos­est to his heart. No one will come here but he will be of your group, or kind, be­cause he

    will be like me, of your fam­ily.”




    The wom­en re­peat­ed the note word for word.




    “And so by our good deed, we were all blessed by this holy man and we nev­er had any

    trou­ble un­til my son, think­ing he could show off, went to that para­psy­chol­ogy

    vil­lage.”




    “They didn’t think that there were oth­ers like Vass­ily where he came from, did they?”




    “Oh, some­one came, but his moth­er told him to leave the vil­lage alone,” said one of the

    wom­en, grin­ning.




    “Would one of you come with us, and tell Vass­ily to stop what he is do­ing? Be­cause with

    us it’s like speak­ing to a moth­er. No, worse, I used to be able to dis­agree with my

    moth­er,” said An­na.




    All the wom­en shook their heads.




    “Vass­ily nev­er lis­tened to any­one,” said one of the wom­en. His moth­er sad­ly nod­ded

    agree­ment.




    “He was a prob­lem child,” said the moth­er. “What I did to de­serve that, I don’t know.

    What did I do? I ask my­self. And do you know what I tell my­self? I tell my­self, ‘Noth­ing.’

    I did noth­ing. He’s your prob­lem now.”




    “And if he starts a war?” asked Re­mo.




    “It would be just like Vass­ily to start a war if he felt he was be­ing picked on.”




    “I’m talk­ing about a war that could de­stroy the world,” said Re­mo.




    “He’d do that,” said his moth­er.




    The oth­er wom­en nod­ded. “Just like Vass­ily.”




    “Is there any­thing you can give us to help us?” said An­na. “How can we get through his

    de­fens­es?”




    “There is noth­ing you can do to him. He is not the prob­lem. It’s what hap­pens in your

    head, young la­dy. That’s the prob­lem. Your prob­lem is all in the mind. Your mind.”




    “That doesn’t make it less of a prob­lem,” said Re­mo.




    “We don’t have our minds,” said An­na. “That is the prob­lem.”




    An old man in a green KGB uni­form ran up the path to the Ra­bi­nowitz door. He banged

    heav­ily on the hand­craft­ed wood.




    “Ma. Ma,” he screamed.




    “Do you want me to get it, Mrs. Ra­bi­nowitz?” asked one of the wom­en.




    “Yes, thank you,” said Mrs. Ra­bi­nowitz.




    The youngest wom­an an­swered the door, and the KGB man, who was at least ten years her

    se­nior, said:




    “Ma, Ma. They’ve got the vil­lage sur­round­ed. Some­one spot­ted a high of­fi­cial

    re­turn­ing to Rus­sia with­out go­ing through chan­nels. And she’s got en­emies. Her name is

    An­na Chutesov, and she’s gor­geous. She’s with a man. Who are they?”




    “Your broth­er and sis­ter. Help them,” said the wom­an who an­swered the door.




    “C’mon, sis. We got­ta run,” said the of­fi­cer. And it was just like that.

    In­stan­ta­neous.




    “I’m not wor­ried about the Rus­sians,” said Re­mo. “I’m wor­ried about what we do when we

    get back to Amer­ica. I still feel my lit­tle fa­ther is around here.”




    “I feel the same way about my moth­er,” said An­na.




    “Sis, will you hur­ry up? I can get you through the cor­don but you have to move

    quick­ly.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un thanked the ladies. It was a peace­ful town, this Dul­sk, and per­haps it

    was be­cause of those pow­ers that the peo­ple could be peace­ful to them­selves. An­na still

    thought it was hered­ity.




    “To­tal­ly log­ical that it was an in­her­it­ed char­ac­ter­is­tic of the peo­ple,” said

    An­na. “And they made up a holy-​man tale to ex­plain it to them­selves. That’s how re­li­gions

    get go­ing.”




    “You com­mu­nists will do any­thing to ex­plain away a mir­acle.”




    “And how do you ex­plain it, Re­mo?”




    “I don’t,” said Re­mo.




    At the cor­don, the Rus­sian of­fi­cer had to be re­strained from ex­plain­ing Re­mo and

    An­na were his sis­ter and broth­er, be­cause the oth­ers would not be­lieve what he said.




    “But, sis, you’ve dat­ed a cou­ple of the guys. They’ll let you through.”




    “You go up there and tell them that,” said Re­mo. And when he was gone, Re­mo told An­na

    that there would be a time in a very short mo­ment when she could drive right through the

    road­block.




    “All you have to do is wait for that time. I’m go­ing up ahead.”




    “What are you go­ing to do?”




    “A Sinan­ju mir­acle,” said Re­mo.




    “But there are no mir­acles in Sinan­ju. You’re an ac­cu­mu­la­tion of body tech­niques over

    mil­len­nia.”




    “I wouldn’t bet on that. I punched the bel­ly of a dead man and found the cen­ter of a

    laugh­ing uni­verse,” said Re­mo. “I don’t know we’re not a mir­acle.”




    “You’re say­ing that to both­er me, Re­mo.”




    Re­mo smiled and leaned back in­to the car, kiss­ing An­na long and soft­ly, his body close

    to hers.




    “That both­ers me, too,” she said. Re­mo didn’t say any­thing but he was feel­ing it work

    both ways now.




    At the guard post it be­came ap­par­ent that Re­mo was not the broth­er of the of­fi­cer

    even though the of­fi­cer swore it. Re­mo fit the de­scrip­tion of the man with An­na Chutesov,

    a high par­ty of­fi­cial who had reen­tered the coun­try with­out clear­ance.




    Re­mo was told to put his hands in the air and walk slow­ly back to the car with the guards.

    There, they would take Com­rade Chutesov back to Moscow.




    Re­mo lift­ed his arms. Un­for­tu­nate­ly he had two throats in his hands as he did so. This

    rapid move­ment broke ver­te­brae. A kick in­to a ster­num trans­formed the heart mus­cle in­to

    goulash. The of­fi­cer who thought Re­mo was his broth­er told him they both would nev­er get

    away with it. Re­mo told him not to wor­ry.




    “Even though you’re my broth­er, I’m go­ing to have to take you in af­ter this,” said the

    of­fi­cer, reach­ing for his gun. But he shook his head in­stead. “I can’t do it. I can’t do

    it. I could nev­er do this to you. And what’s so strange, I nev­er liked you. In fact I used to

    ar­rest you all the time.” Re­mo waved for An­na to bring up the car.




    “That was amaz­ing. I nev­er even saw your hands move,” she said.




    “What are you hap­py about? I’ve got to face the man who taught me,” said Re­mo. “No one’s

    bet­ter than him.”


  




  

    Chapter 16




    She could sense his eyes on her, and her body al­most tore it­self away from her will to

    throw it­self at his feet. Thou­sands of men, per­haps mil­lions of men, had loved her from

    afar, had seen her on the screen. She got hun­dreds of flat­ter­ing let­ters a week from men

    and wom­en, beg­ging to be near her cool beau­ty. And nev­er be­fore had she re­spond­ed.




    But just min­utes ago she had met a man at the most im­por­tant par­ty in New York. He was

    short with sad brown eyes, and spoke with a Rus­sian ac­cent that could stop your breath­ing if

    the onions he had just eat­en didn’t do it to you first. Ev­ery­one was say­ing he was the most

    im­por­tant man in Amer­ica. And no one knew why. He knew ev­ery­thing about ev­ery­one.

    Ac­tress Berell Neek had been told not to cross him. Cross any­one in the room but him.




    Berell had that per­pet­ual­ly sen­si­tive face that was al­ways play­ing sen­si­tive roles.

    Di­rec­tors gave her plen­ty of screen time to be silent with her warm sen­si­tive eyes and her

    full sen­si­tive lips, and some­times they would have wind blow through her soft blond

    sen­si­tive hair.




    But Berell Neek had the soul of a cal­cu­la­tor. She had been in front of au­di­ences since

    she was five, and the on­ly spon­ta­neous or­gasms she had in her life came dur­ing dreams

    about be­ing raped by gold Os­cars while re­view­ers taunt­ing­ly screamed how great an

    ac­tress she was. Men held no ap­peal for her. Wom­en held no ap­peal for her. Even fans held

    no re­al ap­peal for her. She pre­ferred to be wor­shiped loud­ly, but from afar.




    The on­ly food for her soul was ap­plause. And so when she met the man smelling of onions

    down­stairs at the par­ty, she en­dured his gross man­ner­isms, his onion smell, his too loud

    laugh, be­cause he was im­por­tant. She had de­cid­ed to give him a whole fif­teen sec­onds of

    her sen­si­tive, nod­ding ap­proval, then move her sen­si­tive, car­ing face and body off

    to­ward oth­er im­por­tant peo­ple. She had nev­er seen so many in one place be­fore as at this

    par­ty. It had tru­ly lived up to its name. It was The Par­ty. Not just the par­ty of the year,

    or the par­ty of the decade, but The Par­ty.




    Ev­ery­one who was any­one was here, and those who were not here would for­ev­er feel some

    shame if they thought them­selves of any sig­nif­icance. All the cab­inet mem­bers had

    at­tend­ed, and the Pres­ident was sup­posed to ar­rive lat­er. The five biggest pro­duc­ers in

    Hol­ly­wood were here as well as a half-​dozen sci­en­tists Neek had rec­og­nized, and if she

    rec­og­nized a sci­en­tist he had to be colos­sal­ly im­por­tant be­cause she knew so few of

    them, even though her sen­si­tive pic­ture had ap­peared in sci­en­tif­ic mag­azines.




    She even rec­og­nized ma­jor in­dus­tri­al­ists. And they had to be ma­jor for her to

    rec­og­nize them, al­though Berell Neek’s sen­si­tive beau­ti­ful face had ap­peared in many

    busi­ness mag­azines.




    Ev­ery­one talked of pow­er, of a man who could do any­thing, knew ev­ery­thing. She had

    heard sto­ries about this man who could tell if you cheat­ed on your tax re­turn fif­teen years

    ago and what the soil was like on your Darien, Con­necti­cut, es­tate. He knew ev­ery­one there

    was to know, and ev­ery­thing about them there was to know. And so the par­ty was more than

    just elec­tric. It was thun­der­ous.




    Like a storm, it fed on it­self. The more im­por­tant peo­ple saw oth­er im­por­tant

    peo­ple, the more they felt their pow­er and the pow­er of oth­ers.




    There were com­ments about the in­vi­ta­tions too.




    “I got mine at my win­ter hide­away which no one but me and my wife knew about and she died

    five years ago,” said the in­ven­tor of a new gen­er­ation of com­put­er tech­nol­ogy.




    “I got mine on my own com­put­er ter­mi­nal that no one could get in­to,” said

    an­oth­er.




    “I got mine from my banker, who said I had bet­ter go,” said a Hol­ly­wood pro­duc­er.




    This par­ty was for the pow­er­ful and by the pow­er­ful, thrown by some­one who might be

    more pow­er­ful than all of them com­bined. The noise was in­cred­ible as peo­ple who could

    make de­ci­sions by them­selves met oth­ers of the same stripe, and al­most by the sheer

    im­pact of their abil­ity to get things done by col­lid­ing in this room, be­gan to change the

    world they lived in on their own.




    It was in this ex­hil­arat­ing at­mo­sphere that Berell Neek tried to get away from an

    onion-​smelling sad-​eyed man with a Rus­sian ac­cent, even though she knew he had thrown the

    par­ty.




    But at that mo­ment, she couldn’t get enough of him. She want­ed him more than William

    Shake­speare telling her she was the great­est ac­tress of all time (one of her most erot­ic

    dreams). She want­ed him more than a Broad­way smash in which ap­plause for her last­ed over

    ten min­utes. She want­ed him more than all the Os­cars lined up end to end, even more than the

    three she kept in her bath­rooms, kept there of course to be used in in­ter­est­ing ways.




    And so she left with him for a pri­vate room up­stairs where, slow­ly and tan­ta­liz­ing­ly,

    she un­but­toned her blouse and re­vealed her bo­som, nev­er shown on the screen be­cause that

    would have ru­ined her sen­si­tive im­age, when in fact she would have posed nude mount­ing a

    gi­raffe with an um­bil­ical cord in her teeth if it would have fur­thered her ca­reer. As she

    ex­posed these won­der­ful breasts, Berell Neek was bare­ly able to keep from leap­ing on the

    mag­nif­icent Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz. Even his onion breath was sexy.




    “Get with it. I don’t have all day, al­ready,” he said. And the pas­sion of his voice sent

    rap­tur­ous vi­bra­tions through Berell’s quiv­er­ing body.




    “You’re go­ing in­sane with lust for me,” said Vass­ily as he felt her per­fect body on his.

    “Hur­ry up,” he said, while watch­ing her smooth pink flanks work against him. “Whoop­sa daisy.

    That’s it,” he said on his quick com­ple­tion. “Okay, get off, and tell the world,

    es­pe­cial­ly that good-​look­ing red­head down­stairs, about the best sex­ual ex­pe­ri­ence of

    your life.”




    “It was mag­nif­icent,” gasped Berell Neek.




    “You’re go­ing to kiss and tell about this all over Hol­ly­wood. Get my phone num­ber from

    my as­sis­tant, Smith, and give him any de­tails about any­thing or any­one he wants to know.

    He’s the mo­rose gaunt one.”




    “Ev­ery­one is mo­rose and gaunt af­ter you, dar­ling.” Berell Neek wept the first re­al

    tears she could re­mem­ber. It had been such a strong ex­pe­ri­ence, she could not stop her

    cry­ing.




    “And zip,” said Vass­ily, pick­ing up a mag­azine as he lay on the soft couch un­der­neath

    the soft lights of brass and gold lamps.




    “What?” she asked.




    “Fly,” said Vass­ily. “You un­zipped while get­ting on. Now you’re off. Zip back up.”




    “Oh, yes, dear. Yes, dear. Yes,” she said, kiss­ing him even as she del­icate­ly, and with

    the sen­si­tiv­ity on­ly Berell Neek could show, pulled the met­al zip­per over his

    mag­nif­icent love or­gan.




    “Don’t make a pro­duc­tion of it, al­ready. It’s a zip­per. Zip it and get out. “




    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz sighed as she left. He was re­al­ly alone. At last he was alone. No

    one would dare come up to him, the man who had drawn the most pow­er­ful peo­ple of Amer­ica to

    his Fifth Av­enue du­plex. The Pres­ident would ar­rive soon and then he would con­trol the

    pres­iden­cy as well, do­ing what­ev­er he want­ed.




    And so he would con­trol Amer­ica. Then what? Maybe he would go for Rus­sia too. Have a big

    sum­mit meet­ing and get them in line al­so. And then what? Chi­na? He didn’t want Chi­na. The

    truth was, the world was be­gin­ning to be bor­ing.




    Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz had dis­cov­ered what the Ro­mans found when they had con­quered the

    world and or­ga­nized it. What ev­ery busi­ness­man felt af­ter he achieved a goal he had set

    for a life­time, Vass­ily now felt.




    Ev­ery­thing he want­ed was his when­ev­er he want­ed it, and the hu­man an­imal, de­signed

    to strug­gle for its ex­is­tence, and now with­out that strug­gle, be­gan to mal­func­tion in

    mas­sive gloom. He un­der­stood now why peo­ple stayed in Dul­sk and warned him nev­er to

    leave.




    “You’ll be un­hap­py, Vass­ily. None of us is ev­er hap­py out­side. Here we work. We have

    to work. And it’s good. We have peace, and we have win­ter, which is hard. But we have spring,

    which is sweet. And as the holy man said, a spring with­out win­ter lacks taste and joy, but is

    just the weary weath­er of our souls.”




    Vass­ily re­mem­bered these say­ings from Dul­sk, and un­der­stood now why it was

    im­por­tant to have a wom­an able to say no, to make the yes worth­while. He un­der­stood it

    was im­por­tant to have some­one ac­tu­al­ly be your friend in­stead of be­ing tricked in­to

    friend­ship. He un­der­stood the im­por­tance of hard work to make play fun. He un­der­stood

    now, he thought, even the mean­ing of death, to make life so pre­cious.




    And so in his own pain, he un­der­stood that to make his days even bear­able now, he would

    have to bring the world to the brink of de­struc­tion be­cause then he might be de­stroyed

    al­so, and step­ping to­ward this edge was the last ex­cite­ment the world al­lowed a man who

    could in­stant­ly hyp­no­tize any­one.




    At first he on­ly want­ed to be left alone; but that was when he left Rus­sia. Now he

    want­ed ex­cite­ment. And a nu­cle­ar war would ac­tu­al­ly do that. It was per­haps the last

    thing that would do that.




    He called in Smith. He liked the man’s mind, what was left of it. Smith came in with his

    hair neat­ly combed, smil­ing as though he were back in Put­ney Day School. Ra­bi­nowitz liked

    the way this ge­nius who could get to the in­sides of ev­ery or­ga­ni­za­tion would of­ten

    raise his hand for per­mis­sion to go to the bath­room.




    “Smith, I’d like a nu­cle­ar war. What do you think?”




    “It would de­stroy ev­ery­thing, Miss Ash­ford. Do you re­al­ly want that, ma’am?”




    “No. Not de­struc­tion of ev­ery­thing. But how could we risk de­struc­tion of ev­ery­thing?

    You know. How many mis­siles would have to be fired in or­der to risk start­ing a nu­cle­ar

    war? Is it one nu­cle­ar war­head? Three? Fif­teen? Ten fired at Moscow, what?”




    “Could it be none of the above?” asked Smith. “Might.”




    “I would say three would be a re­al risk, and two would be a mi­nor risk. Ev­ery­one knows

    that one would not do it, al­though al­most ev­ery­one who isn’t aware of nu­cle­ar strat­egy

    thinks one would do it.”




    “Yes, one is a warn­ing.”




    “No. One is an ac­ci­dent. Two is a warn­ing. “




    “And I al­ways thought one was a warn­ing.”




    “No, Miss Ash­ford. I would es­ti­mate two was a warn­ing. One could be an ac­ci­dent, and

    in a se­cret agree­ment made years ago be­tween the Rus­sian pre­mier and an Amer­ican

    pres­ident, each gave the oth­er to un­der­stand that they were not go­ing to go to nu­cle­ar

    war over a pos­si­ble ac­ci­dent. I be­lieve the Rus­sian said: ‘We’re not go­ing to de­stroy

    the Com­mu­nist par­ty for a few hun­dred thou­sand deaths.’ “




    “And the Amer­ican pres­ident?”




    “He said that while the loss of an Amer­ican city would mean a stag­ger­ing loss to

    Amer­ica, he prob­ably could ex­plain it away to a na­tion numbed by fear, that it was an

    ac­ci­dent. “




    “Fun­ny, I al­ways thought that one would at least be a mes­sage,” said Vass­ily,

    re­mem­ber­ing what he had tried in Om­aha. Now he saw he would have need­ed at least two.




    “But three, aimed di­rect­ly at nu­cle­ar in­stal­la­tions, would be more than a mes­sage.

    It would be war.”




    “But what about three unim­por­tant cities?” asked Vass­ily.




    “That I would es­ti­mate would be the gray area of nu­cle­ar war.”




    “I’d like to use the sub­marines.”




    “We have an ad­mi­ral here tonight, Miss Ash­ford, but as you know, fir­ing Amer­ica’s

    mis­siles is not an easy thing. There are safe­guards up­on safe­guards.”




    “Well, Harold, work it out,” said Vass­ily.




    “Can I go to the bath­room first?” was Harold W. Smith’s last ques­tion be­fore he set the

    enor­mous net­work of CURE to sub­vert­ing the nu­cle­ar safe­guards of his na­tion.




    It was per­haps one of the great hotwires of all time that Smith per­formed that evening. He

    first tick­led out the de­fens­es at the Strate­gic Air Com­mand, and at the Naval Nu­cle­ar

    Strike Force.




    The tick­ling was re­al­ly see­ing the de­fens­es come in­to ac­tion, those pass­words

    around the coun­try that had to be sent in or­der to arm the nu­cle­ar ar­se­nal. As a back­up

    there had to be peo­ple phys­ical­ly plac­ing keys in­to trig­gers, but Harold Smith, al­ways

    an in­ge­nious boy as well as a good boy, fig­ured out that these keys used the same

    elec­tron­ic codes. In oth­er words, the phys­ical back­ups were or­dered by an­oth­er set of

    elec­tron­ics.




    Ev­ery­where Smith’s com­put­er en­coun­tered a code word, it marked a block. The

    or­ga­nized mind, which Smith acute­ly had, un­der­stood that the way to solve a prob­lem was

    not to bat­ter one’s head at an ob­sta­cle. An ob­sta­cle was just that. An ob­sta­cle. So when

    he came to a pass­word de­fense he la­beled it and moved on. With­in twen­ty-​five min­utes he

    had a net­work of ob­sta­cles laid be­fore him on his com­put­er screen, but they al­so told

    him ex­act­ly how Amer­ica’s nu­cle­ar de­fense sys­tem could be used.




    There were al­ways two codes, each re­quir­ing the oth­er to kick on with a yes be­fore it

    went fur­ther. And they fol­lowed two dis­tinct paths, as clear as tele­phone poles. Two

    par­al­lel poles that were re­quired to work in uni­son or the mis­siles would not be fired.

    They were the Pres­ident and the mil­itary. Both had to agree along their lines of com­mand or

    there would be no launch.




    There had to be one high-​rank­ing of­fi­cer on one line to start the com­mand and the

    Pres­ident on the oth­er. All Smith had to do was break the top pass­word along both these

    lines and the rest of the or­ders would fol­low like a switch on a lamp. Bin­go. He was go­ing

    to light up the world.




    The news was so good, he had to run to tell Miss Ash­ford. He al­most skipped in­to her

    of­fice.




    “Harold,” he heard her say. “Don’t be ashamed to boast. Boast­ing is fine. Lets me know what

    I have. I think you’ve done good work. But we don’t have to break any code at all. We have the

    ad­mi­ral we need right here, at the par­ty, and the Pres­ident is ar­riv­ing soon.”




    Vass­ily waved the hap­py old man out of the room with the one re­ward Smith had asked

    for.




    “Sure I’ll give you an A. I’ll give you an A-​plus. But on­ly when the first three bombs

    drop. Hey, can you change one of those tar­gets to be out­side Rus­sia? Maybe we can do Paris.

    Nice cloud over the Eif­fel Tow­er and ev­ery­thing. Make sure you don’t come any­where near

    Dul­sk. Not with­in a hun­dred miles. And send in the ad­mi­ral for a lit­tle talk.”




    The talk last­ed less than fifty-​two sec­onds, where­upon he got the pass­word from an

    ad­mi­ral who would not even tell it to his fa­ther but would tell it to his sub­or­di­nate

    when he be­lieved a nu­cle­ar war had start­ed.




    Vass­ily re­moved that idea from the ad­mi­ral be­fore send­ing him down to the par­ty, and

    then sent the first code word for what Smith had called first par­al­lel path.




    “All we need now is the Pres­ident’s code word to launch,” came back Smith’s voice over the

    line to his com­put­er room in the Fifth Av­enue du­plex that com­bined two en­tire floors of a

    build­ing. It was down the street from where Vass­ily had start­ed his

    weight-​loss/quit-​smok­ing/im­prove-​your-​sex-​life clin­ic.




    “In a few min­utes,” said Vass­ily.




    “I won­der if I might go to the bath­room again,” came the voice of his com­put­er

    op­er­ator.




    “You’ve been,” said Vass­ily, re­mind­ing him­self that just be­cause he was the most

    pow­er­ful man in the world didn’t mean he should be the eas­iest to get along with. He was

    go­ing to re­duce the old man to one BM a day and that was it.




    He walked to the large pic­ture win­dow. He could feel the vi­bra­tions from the danc­ing

    be­low. It was a very loud par­ty, but there wasn’t a neigh­bor im­por­tant enough to

    com­plain. He looked out over Cen­tral Park. All of this might be a nu­cle­ar cin­der be­fore

    morn­ing. Risk. It was a won­der­ful stim­ulant.




    It made life liv­able. Down on Fifth Av­enue he saw the mo­tor­cy­cle po­lice­men lead the

    long dark limou­sine. It was the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. He won­dered if he could

    spit down from the win­dow and hit him. But he knew too many Se­cret Ser­vice­men might pan­ic

    and he could be dead. They were all over the place pro­tect­ing the Pres­ident, but Vass­ily

    knew they were no match for him. He had the best pro­tec­tion in the world.




    A man moved through the Se­cret Ser­vice­men like a bal­let dancer through a sub­way crowd.

    They couldn’t stop him. He got to the Pres­ident. He point­ed up to­ward the par­ty. The

    Pres­ident looked up. The man looked up. It was Vass­ily’s on­ly friend he met in Amer­ica,

    Re­mo, the one who saved him from the Rus­sian com­man­dos.




    The Pres­ident nod­ded. The Pres­ident turned back to his car, al­most push­ing his

    beau­ti­ful wife ahead of him. The mo­tor­cade sped off with sirens blar­ing, and the oth­er

    pass­word was go­ing with him.




    “Chi­un. Chi­un,” called Vass­ily. “Get up here.” Chi­un was there so silent­ly and so

    quick­ly, Vass­ily could have sworn he had been wait­ing all along.




    “Get me the Pres­ident. I want him here now. He’s run­ning away.”




    “Are we fi­nal­ly go­ing to make Smith pres­ident, O Great Wang?”




    “Just get him, and if you see Re­mo again, kill him. He’s got to be killed. You must kill

    him. He’s in my way. He has pushed friend­ship too far.”




    But some­thing strange hap­pened. The old Ori­en­tal with the great pow­ers be­gan to

    trem­ble, the be­gin­ning of the word “No” was com­ing out of his mouth, wres­tled by his own

    mind back in­to his throat, and the very en­er­gy com­ing from the body be­gan to vi­brate the

    plas­ter off the ceil­ing.




    “All right, all right al­ready,” yelled Vass­ily. “He’s not Re­mo, but your worst en­emy

    want­ing to do bat­tle. Is that eas­ier? Do I have to go back to the stuff I used on you back

    at Sor­ni­ca? All right, I’ve done it. I’m Mr. Easy. The guy who looks and acts like Re­mo is

    your arch­en­emy. Now kill him in peace. Or he’ll kill you. But on one con­di­tion, the same I

    gave you at Sor­ni­ca.”




    Chi­un lis­tened and felt a re­lief of such sweet­ness as he had nev­er felt be­fore in his

    life. He did not know why he was re­lieved, but the world was now good again, de­void of the

    aw­ful con­flict that had racked his soul.




    “Bring your great en­emy be­fore me and let me see a fight be­tween you two. The kind of

    fight I would have seen if he didn’t run from you back in Sor­ni­ca. Okay? That kind of a

    fight. Could you give me that?”




    “Great Wang, it shall be a fight to glo­ri­fy you and Sinan­ju. It shall-“




    “All right al­ready,” said the Great Wang, in the per­son of Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz. “Can we

    have it here right af­ter you get the Pres­ident?”




    But the fight was not to be in the liv­ing room of the Great Wang on Fifth Av­enue. In the

    el­eva­tor of the build­ing, com­ing in as Chi­un was go­ing out, was his worst en­emy.




    He looked like Re­mo. He spoke like Re­mo, and that made it all the more oner­ous. Chi­un

    felt a dead­ly hiss emerge from his throat. His en­tire body as­sumed its most acute form of

    pow­er, as he had been trained since child­hood. To­tal en­er­gy. To­tal con­cen­tra­tion as

    the hands made wide cir­cling arcs in the death chal­lenge.




    An­na Chutesov screamed and tried to press her­self in­to the walls of the el­eva­tor. The

    light bulbs above them shat­tered from the force of a hu­man be­ing com­ing in­to its to­tal

    pow­er.




    “Lit­tle fa­ther. Don’t fight me. Don’t fight me. I’m Re­mo,” said Re­mo, even though he was

    not sure whether he was fac­ing Chi­un or Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz. An­na had warned him about

    that and he had prac­ticed in his mind, go­ing up against Chi­un de­spite his own will. This

    was what he had to do. His mind had to con­quer it­self. It was like turn­ing one’s own

    in­testines in­side out.




    And it was not work­ing. Re­mo could not lift his hand against this man.




    And then he knew his body would do it for him. The stroke was com­ing from Chi­un. That

    per­fect stroke of pure clean­li­ness made more pow­er­ful by its pu­ri­ty. He knew it and his

    lit­tle fa­ther knew it, as his lit­tle fa­ther had taught it so long ago, so of­ten, over and

    over from those first days right af­ter the breath train­ing.




    The stroke that Re­mo did not even think about mak­ing be­cause it was more a part of him

    now than his most in­ti­mate ideas.




    And the hor­ri­ble thing about that stroke was nev­er be­fore in all his years had Re­mo in

    the train­ing ses­sions been able to stop it. Chi­un, by his own vo­li­tion, had stopped

    him­self. But this stroke was not go­ing to stop un­til Re­mo was crushed by it, the one stroke

    made per­fect by a life­time of de­vo­tion. His body moved in what was the de­fense, trained

    in­to him over and over, and nev­er be­fore able to stop that blow. And the stroke went by him,

    de­flect­ed by the prop­er ac­cep­tance of it, fast enough and strong enough for the first time

    in Re­mo’s life.




    Re­mo had done it. He had tran­scend­ed Chi­un for the first time, and even as he drove

    in­to his beloved teach­er’s body with a stroke to desta­bi­lize but not harm Chi­un, Re­mo

    un­der­stood why. It was the Great Wang’s vis­it.




    When Wang vis­it­ed Re­mo it was at Re­mo’s tran­si­tion to his ul­ti­mate.




    “You are at your peak,” Wang had said.




    When Wang had vis­it­ed Chi­un, Chi­un was at his peak. And it was the law of the uni­verse

    that that which was at its most pow­er­ful was be­gin­ning its de­cline. All these years Chi­un

    had been de­clin­ing, and now Re­mo had made that trans­for­ma­tion to stand above him.




    There was both sad­ness and re­lief as Re­mo laid the great Chi­un, now stunned, in the

    cor­ner of the el­eva­tor.




    The lights came back on.




    “What hap­pened? The lights blinked off and now they’re on. What hap­pened to Chi­un?” asked

    An­na.




    “The great­est fight of my life,” said Re­mo.




    “But it hap­pened so quick­ly. It was an in­stant,” said An­na.




    “What do you want, fif­teen rounds of peo­ple punch­ing at each oth­er’s bod­ies in padded

    gloves?”




    “I wish I could have seen some of it, at least,” said An­na.




    “You wouldn’t have been able to, even if the lights were on. Too fast for your eyes. But

    even if I slowed it down, you wouldn’t know what was hap­pen­ing.”




    “That is Chi­un,” she said. “Un­for­tu­nate­ly you have met the Chi­un who is not the most

    Chi­un. He’s wait­ing for us some­where in this build­ing un­der the name of Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz. Good luck, Re­mo.”




    “Thanks, and when Chi­un gath­ers him­self to­geth­er again, don’t tell him he lost a fight,

    all right?”




    “He’ll re­mem­ber, won’t he?”




    “I don’t know what he’ll re­mem­ber,” said Re­mo, and he took the el­eva­tor up to the floor

    where the big par­ty was go­ing on, and asked around for Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz.




    Ev­ery­one knew Vass­ily. He was ei­ther a great guy or a per­son one should know. It was a

    room filled with peo­ple im­pressed by their own im­por­tance. The very fact of be­ing with

    each oth­er seemed to make these peo­ple turn on to them­selves.




    There were bankers and pub­lish­ers and own­ers of net­works. There were sur­geons and

    sci­en­tists, and in­dus­tri­al­ists and politi­cians. There was the pres­iden­tial cab­inet.

    All the pow­er bro­kers in Amer­ica were here, and there was the on­ly one per­son Re­mo cared

    much about and he was un­con­scious in an el­eva­tor. And an­oth­er he cared about some­what

    and that one’s brains were fried. And the man who did it could do it to Re­mo.




    Ev­ery­one knew Vass­ily but no one knew where he was. A tele­vi­sion an­chor­wom­an turned

    her charm on Re­mo. Re­mo turned it back to her.




    “You don’t have to be rude,” she said.




    “Yes I do,” said Re­mo.




    “Do you know who I am?”




    “An­oth­er jerk in a room­ful of jerks,” said Re­mo. Sud­den­ly in the vast length of the

    floor, there was si­lence. Some­one had called this au­gust as­sem­bly of per­son­ages

    “jerks.”




    A tit­ter of laugh­ter played through the crowd. Most of the im­por­tant peo­ple dared not

    laugh lest some­one think they were threat­ened.




    “Jerks?” asked the an­chor­wom­an. And she laughed quite loud­ly.




    “Yeah. None of you or any­thing you do will be re­mem­bered a thou­sand years from now. Even

    your chil­dren, if they’re twice as im­por­tant as you are, won’t be re­mem­bered. So who are

    you?”




    “It’s not a thou­sand years from now that mat­ters, but now,” said the wom­an.




    “Now you al­ways have,” said Re­mo, and some­one said that be­cause he wore jeans and a

    T-​shirt, he prob­ably was nev­er in­vit­ed at all, and sev­er­al of the many body­guards were

    in­vit­ed to throw Re­mo out, to loud ap­plause.




    They joined the art on the walls, some of them stick­ing, some of them not.




    “Ra­bi­nowitz,” bel­lowed Re­mo. “I want you. And I want you now.”




    The room was qui­et. A door opened. The crowd part­ed.




    A lit­tle man with sad eyes walked in quite con­fi­dent­ly. Re­mo went for his head, but

    this time he did not harm Chi­un. Chi­un was more frail than he should have been. More wor­thy

    of love than usu­al.




    “Are you all right, lit­tle fa­ther?” said Re­mo.




    “Yes. But I’m your friend Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz and you do what­ev­er I say.”




    “Good, Vass­ily. I’m glad to see you again. For a mo­ment I thought you were Chi­un.”




    “You’re go­ing to kill Chi­un. He’s no good.”




    Re­mo was nod­ding yes, when he thought of Chi­un. All the be­ing that was his said kill

    Chi­un. Ev­ery­thing said kill Chi­un. All breath­ing said kill Chi­un. He would kill Chi­un,

    ex­cept there was a thing com­ing up in his throat, and it was some­thing far off in the

    cos­mos that he was a part of. It re­quired the an­swer “No.” And the an­swer “No” came out of

    his mouth. No was the an­swer to that.




    “I’ve got to have your to­tal loy­al­ty. You can­not re­sist. There is noth­ing left in you

    to re­sist,” came the words, and even Re­mo’s blood cried out: Kill Chi­un.




    Re­mo threw him­self on­to the floor and fought his blood. He fought his blood and his

    be­ing and his knowl­edge and ev­ery­thing he felt and saw and un­der­stood. His hands and his

    heart would not lift against his lit­tle fa­ther, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. If they reached for

    Chi­un, Re­mo would crush them. If his legs car­ried him to Chi­un, Re­mo would break them, and

    far off in a place with­out light, but of all light, Re­mo heard the word he need­ed to hear.

    It was the great an­swer to the great­est of all ques­tions.




    And the an­swer was “Yes.” The He­brews heard it in the words of Mount Sinai which said: “I

    Am Who Is.” And the Chris­tians heard it on the third day, when the an­swer for all eter­ni­ty

    was a yes to life.




    “Yes,” was the an­swer to all that was. All that was good was yes. All be­ing was the great

    yes of the uni­verse. And Re­mo saw the Great Wang laugh­ing at him, and in the clean­est

    strokes of the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju, Re­mo did as his lit­tle fa­ther taught him, bring­ing

    the blow from the very breath­ing it­self, and sev­ered the head of the Great Wang laugh­ing at

    him.




    When Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz’ head rolled on the ball­room floor peo­ple screamed in hor­ror.

    Re­mo’s eyes cleared. His body ached where he had hurled it down, shat­ter­ing par­quet

    floor­ing in­to splin­ters.




    He had per­formed a per­fect blow. There was not a drop of blood on his hand. It had been in

    and out of Ra­bi­nowitz’ ver­te­brae at the pre­cise speed to sev­er with both heat and force.

    In fact, it was on­ly now that the heart mus­cle of the head­less corpse on the floor fin­ished

    its last pump­ing ac­tion, cre­at­ing a dark red pool where the head con­tain­ing the sad brown

    eyes had been.




    “Who are you?” asked a stunned broad­cast­er.




    Re­mo didn’t an­swer ques­tions. He went up­stairs and fol­low­ing wire cir­cuit­ry to its

    source found Smith be­hind a com­put­er ter­mi­nal.




    Smith was tired and con­fused. “Re­mo. Where are we?”




    “Fifth Av­enue. Ra­bi­nowitz’ du­plex.”




    “Strange. Last thing I re­mem­ber is prepar­ing to kill him. What’s this on the com­put­er

    screen?” Smith shook his head. “Oh no. Have they gone off yet?”




    “Have what gone off?” asked Re­mo.




    “You would have known if they did. I hot-​wired our whole nu­cle­ar-​de­fense

    es­tab­lish­ment. Has the Pres­ident been here?”




    “No. I turned him back,” said Re­mo.




    “Good. I see. Yes. Right. Let me close this down be­fore we all go up. Where’s

    Ra­bi­nowitz?”




    “Part of him is in the ball­room and an­oth­er part, I think, has rolled in­to an­oth­er

    room. I’m not sure.”




    “Thank you. We need­ed you and you did your job. You can go now, Re­mo.”




    “Here’s as good as any­where,” said Re­mo. “I’m an Amer­ican. I be­lieve in this

    coun­try.”




    “You mean you’ve veered away from Sinan­ju phi­los­ophy?”




    “No. It is Sinan­ju phi­los­ophy. Here is good. I’m here. Yes. I’ll stay.”




    “Did Ra­bi­nowitz find out about CURE?”




    “You not on­ly told him about it, you put it at his ser­vice. “




    Smith groaned. “Any­one else?” he asked.




    “There’s a Rus­sian la­dy who knows.”




    “She’s got to go.”




    “I think she’s a good per­son.”




    “I’m not judg­ing any­one. I’m try­ing to save the coun­try.”




    “I don’t think there’ll be any harm to her know­ing. Talk to her.”




    “Is she good-​look­ing?”




    “She’s stun­ning, Smit­ty.”




    “I thought so,” said Smith sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “She’s got brains.”




    “Even more rea­son to ter­mi­nate her.”




    “Talk to her.”




    An­na Chutesov was still cradling Chi­un’s head in her hands when Re­mo helped them both out

    of the el­eva­tor, car­ry­ing Chi­un in his arms.




    He hat­ed him­self for the blow he had de­liv­ered to Chi­un, and yet if he had not, he

    would have been in pieces like Ra­bi­nowitz.




    “Re­mo says I should talk to you,” said Smith to An­na. “I’m afraid you un­der­stand why we

    must ter­mi­nate you. You know about us.”




    “Typ­ical stupid male re­sponse. If you don’t know what to do, kill. Go­ril­la.”




    “We can’t be com­pro­mised,” said Smith.




    “Why would I want to com­pro­mise you?”




    “To take over our coun­try. Weak­en Amer­ica.”




    “Why on earth would I want to do that? Do you think we don’t have enough trou­bles in

    Rus­sia? Do you think we need two coun­tries to mis­man­age in­stead of one?”




    “That hasn’t stopped you from tak­ing East­ern Eu­rope and try­ing to do the same thing in

    Afghanistan,” said Smith.




    “Men. We are lucky to have you as an en­emy. Now we have some­one to wage some kinds of war

    against. Do you know why we fight wars? Be­cause that’s what we’ve al­ways done. Do you know

    why we have yet to build suc­cess­ful so­cial­ism?”




    Smith shook his head.




    “Be­cause no one has done it. And I’ll tell you what you have done, jerk. In de­feat­ing us

    so hand­ily in Sor­ni­ca, you now have all our id­iot gen­er­als plan­ning re­venge just like

    af­ter the Cuban mis­sile cri­sis. Lit­tle boys’ egos are now at work, bankrupt­ing my coun­try

    and en­dan­ger­ing yours. If you wish to kill me, go ahead. I can’t stop you. It’s what mo­rons

    do. You can kill some­one, so go ahead and do it.”




    “But how can we be sure we will not be com­pro­mised?”




    “Be­cause I may want to call on you some­day, jerk, and you may want to call on me. There,

    you have it. An al­ly for peace or a corpse. Take your choice. Since you are a man, I as­sume I

    am dead.”




    “No one has ev­er called me a mo­ron,” said Smith.




    “I bet Miss Ash­ford did,” said An­na.




    “How do you know about her?” asked Smith.




    “You were tak­ing her or­ders down in Sor­ni­ca.”




    Smith sighed.




    “All right. We’ll take a chance.”




    “No choice any­way, Smit­ty. I’m not do­ing it,” said Re­mo. “And nei­ther will Chi­un. You

    want to kill An­na, you’ll have to fig­ure out a way your­self, and prob­ably over my dead

    body. Which means you won’t.”




    Re­mo smiled at An­na.




    “I’m think­ing of giv­ing you a crack at more than a wrist,” he said.




    “If you didn’t come to me, I think I’d start an atom­ic war to get you,” said An­na. Her

    voice was soft and low.




    “Re­al­ly?” said Re­mo, and An­na threw back her head and laughed.




    “On­ly a man would be­lieve some­thing so stupid,” she said, blow­ing him a kiss. “What egos

    you all have. It’s a won­der we haven’t been blown up yet.”




    Re­mo took Chi­un out in­to the fresh air of Cen­tral Park be­neath the late Vass­ily

    Ra­bi­nowitz’ apart­ment. The lights of the city glowed around them. Re­mo worked Chi­un’s

    spine to get the ner­vous sys­tem work­ing to­ward heal­ing it­self.




    “Where am I?” asked Chi­un.




    “Just came out of hyp­no­tism. You locked eyes with the late Vass­ily Ra­bi­nowitz.”




    “Did I do any­thing em­bar­rass­ing?” asked Chi­un, rub­bing his chest where Re­mo had

    stopped his blow from go­ing fur­ther.




    “No. Nev­er, lit­tle fa­ther,” said Re­mo.




    “Did some­one land a blow on me?” asked Chi­un, hor­ri­fied.




    “No, lit­tle fa­ther. No one could do that,” said Re­mo.




    “Then how did I get this con­tu­sion?” asked Chi­un.




    “I think Vass­ily hyp­no­tized you in­to fight­ing your­self, lit­tle fa­ther.”




    “Re­al­ly?” asked Chi­un. “And who won?”




    “You, of course, lit­tle fa­ther. No one can beat you,” said Re­mo, and he felt in the night

    all around them the great yes of the uni­verse. It was love.
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