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    Pro­logue




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju reined in his shag­gy-​foot­ed pony on the beach of what would one

    day be called Shang­hai. The sun shin­ing off the sea which the bar­bar­ian Chi­nese called the

    Sea of Sud­den Ty­phoons hurt the eyes. He turned to his night tigers.




    “Dis­mount,” he called.




    Weary and hunger-​wast­ed, the young night tigers of Sinan­ju climbed off their steeds. One,

    Sako, sat dazed­ly on his horse blan­ket. His eyes were squinched shut in pain. His face, dry

    in spite of the bru­tal heat, was the col­or of soiled ivory.




    “Help him,” Mas­ter Mangko said, hold­ing his scab­bard as he dis­mount­ed.




    Two night tigers as­sist­ed Sako from his horse blan­ket. They laid him on the track­less

    white beach. The sound of the tide was a lap-​lap-​lap that would not change with the

    cen­turies to come.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knelt be­side his faith­ful war­rior. He felt the man’s ribs. Sako

    winced in pain at evry gen­tle touch, but he ut­tered no curse or word of protest.




    At last the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju spoke qui­et­ly.




    “I can of­fer you no hope, my faith­ful night tiger. No hope, but one boon. You have on­ly

    to ask.”




    “Do it,” whis­pered Sako, and he shut his eyes on the last sight of his life-​the Mas­ter

    Mangko, tall and lean, his hair like a cap of dark horse­hair over his pen­etrat­ing­ly clear

    eyes.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, kneel­ing, rest­ed one hand on Sako’s fevered brow and the oth­er

    on his throat. He spoke sooth­ing words un­til he felt Sako no longer shrink from the touch of

    death. Sako would not know which hand would strike the blow. Such was Mas­ter Mangko’s mer­cy.

    The blow came swift­ly. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju lift­ed a hand and it ham­mered in Sako’s

    fore­head like an old egg. Sako shud­dered and lay still.




    They buried him in the sand, close to the sea, so that the Chi­nese ban­dits who had

    wound­ed him would not get the body. Then they set about to build boats of bam­boo and

    rat­tan.




    They toiled all through the night, with the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju paus­ing of­ten to cast his

    gaze in­land. The ban­dits would not be far be­hind, al­though they too had suf­fered

    ca­su­al­ties.




    Night came and the sun on the wa­ter no longer burned their eyes. When the young red sun

    rose, three bam­boo boats sat lean­ing on sands that were as white as crushed pearls.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in­spect­ed the rat­tan lash­ings of each un­til he was sat­is­fied

    with their sea­wor­thi­ness.




    On­ly then did he give his night tigers a short bow to sig­ni­fy that they had done a

    cred­itable job, and the or­der to push off. The ponies were stripped of their blan­kets and

    pro­vi­sions and giv­en their free­dom.




    The ban­dits ap­peared atop the near hills. They sat on their hors­es like sullen

    Bud­dhas.




    “Quick­ly,” urged the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. The first boats pushed off.




    “With me,” Mas­ter Mangko or­dered. Two night tigers sprang to his side. They un­der­stood

    that they must give the oth­ers time to make open wa­ter.




    The Chi­nese ban­dits came off the hills like thun­der, the hooves of their hors­es

    pound­ing and split­ting on the rocks. Mas­ter Mank­go shook his head. The Chi­nese nev­er

    learned to treat their hors­es prop­er­ly.




    There were four ban­dits. They charged like a break­ing wave.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stood res­olute in his blue tu­nic and trousers, a black-​clad night

    tiger on ei­ther side of him. “Re­mem­ber,” he in­toned, “if we die, our vil­lage dies. We do

    not fight for our lives on­ly, but for the lives of our fa­thers and moth­ers, our sons and our

    daugh­ters and their off­spring for gen­er­ations to come. The lives of thou­sands yet un­born

    de­pend up­on our skills this day.”




    The night tigers clenched their iron dag­gers in their hands. Mas­ter Mangko drew a long

    sword from a scab­bard. They stepped away from each oth­er to give them­selves room to

    fight.




    The ban­dits howled in fe­roc­ity as they bore down on their vic­tims, cer­tain that their

    great swords were bet­ter than the crude blades of the Ko­re­ans, and that their war cries had

    par­alyzed the in­ter­lop­ers.




    Clos­er came the hors­es. And when they were al­most up­on the three un­mov­ing Ko­re­ans,

    the great swords of the Chi­nese swept back for the kill.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju let out a cry of de­fi­ance and he rolled be­tween two con­verg­ing

    horse­men. His sword snapped bones to the right of him and bones to the left of him. Shrill

    whin­ny­ing pre­ced­ed the sounds of the horse­men crash­ing in­to the surf.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju leapt to his feet. He saw that his night tigers had al­so snapped

    the forelegs of their foe­men’s steeds.




    The Chi­nese were car­ried in­to the waves by their ter­ri­fied, stum­bling mounts. They

    floun­dered in the wa­ter. One was pushed un­der by the maimed hooves of his mount. He did not

    re­turn to the sur­face.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju strode in­to the wa­ter. His blade flashed left and his blade

    flashed right. Chi­nese heads leapt in­to the sky like ug­ly moons.




    As a last ges­ture, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju dis­patched the hors­es so that they would not

    suf­fer. He felt bad about the hors­es. It was not their fault that they be­longed to stupid

    Chi­nese ban­dits.




    “You did well,” Mas­ter Mangko told his night tigers, and to­geth­er they pushed off in the

    third boat and joined the oth­ers.




    Days passed. The wa­ter was calm. They fished with string and sil­ver hooks. They ate cold

    balls of rice boiled the night be­fore.




    It was many days’ jour­ney lat­er when the sky dark­ened. They pulled down the gai­ly

    col­ored sails of cot­ton, fear­ing a storm. But no storm smudged the sky. The boats were

    lashed to­geth­er for safe­ty.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju grew pen­sive of vis­age. All signs point­ed to a storm. Fur­ther on

    they sailed in­to the dark­en­ing sky of clouds. Talk grew less fre­quent. The night tigers

    were qui­et.




    When he felt it safe, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju or­dered the sails raised. But there was

    lit­tle wind to fill them. The uni­verse seemed ter­ri­bly still. Af­ter a time, their hooks

    brought up no more fish and the night tigers be­gan to mut­ter of fear­some things.




    “Where is the storm these clouds promise?” one asked. “And why do our lines fail us? Are

    there no fish in this en­tire sea?”




    And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was silent for a long time. At length he spoke.




    “We have en­tered the storm,” he an­nounced. The night tigers looked puz­zled.




    “You do not see this storm be­cause it is not a storm in the sky,” Mas­ter Mangko went on

    cold­ly, “but one of the deep­est ocean. This storm is not above us. It is be­low us.”




    At that, the night tigers de­mand­ed an­swers, but the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju on­ly gave them

    his enig­mat­ic back. And still they sailed on.




    On the twelfth day, the ocean changed col­or. First it was a milky brown, as if the very sea

    bot­tom had been stirred by a great hand. And as they sailed on­ward, ev­er fear­ful, the sea

    col­or be­came green. Not the green of cer­tain pools, but the green of sick­ness, of

    poi­son.




    They sailed past a float­ing body but did not dis­turb it. There was no sign of land for

    miles in all di­rec­tions. Lat­er, oth­er bod­ies ap­peared. Men. Wom­en. Some chil­dren. As

    they watched the swells, a body here and a body there float­ed to the sur­face, bloat­ed and

    white. No sharks dis­turbed these bod­ies.




    “What does this mean?” asked the night tigers.




    And for that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had no an­swer ei­ther. When they were twen­ty days out

    and still no sign of land, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked up in­to the night sky. He read the

    mul­ti­tudi­nous stars and con­sult­ed a scroll. Af­ter a long si­lence he an­nounced in a sad

    voice, “We must turn back.”




    The night tigers were shocked.




    “Back? What of our des­ti­na­tion? Our hard­ships to get this far? How can you or­der us to

    give up? Our vil­lage de­pends up­on the coin of this em­per­or.”




    “The coin sent as a guar­an­tee will have to do,” in­toned the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, his

    voice full of doom. “The stars over my head tell me that we have passed the em­per­or’s

    realm.”




    “How? It is so big.”




    “We have passed it be­cause it is no more,” an­swered the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Now,

    quick­ly, bring your ves­sels about be­fore Sinan­ju is no more as well.”




    And the Mas­ter Mangko, third in the his­to­ry of the House of Sinan­ju, set­tled at the

    tiller of his boat. Hard times lay ahead for his vil­lage. But a more ter­ri­ble fate had

    be­fall­en those who had sum­moned him.




    The great­est client state in the his­to­ry of Sinan­ju had been swept from the sea’s frigid

    face. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would have wept, but he knew he would need all his tears for his

    own peo­ple….


  




  

    Chapter 1




    The sound of the morn­ing news­pa­per hit­ting the flag­stone walk awoke Shane

    Bil­liken.




    His close-​set black eyes snapped open in­stant­ly. Sun­light streamed in through the glass

    doors of his bed­room. The pound­ing of the surf was close. He reached for the night­stand,

    knock­ing over a copy of The Corn­pleat Shirley MacLaine, and pulled a pair of over­size

    sun­glass­es to his eyes.




    “It’s here,” he said hoarse­ly, sleep clog­ging his throat.




    “Mummuph?” The sleepy girl­ish voice bare­ly pen­etrat­ed the silk cov­ers.




    “I said it’s here,” Shane Bil­liken re­peat­ed. He el­bowed the sleep­ing fig­ure.




    “Owww!” Bed­sheets were clawed off an an­gry blond head. “Did you have to hit me?”




    “The pa­per. I heard it ar­rive.”




    “I’ll bet you did. Ev­ery morn­ing you hear it. Through twelve rooms and ten doors, you hear

    it.”




    “My sens­es are at­tuned to the phys­ical uni­verse,” Shane Bil­liken said. “I hear the

    tread of ants and the whis­per of a spi­der slip­ping down its web. Now, be a good girl,

    Glin­da, and go fetch.”




    Glin­da shook her blond hair in­to place. She eased over to the side of the bed. She had the

    body of a teenag­er, tanned and fit and un­blem­ished.




    “You know it’s prob­ably not go­ing to be in there,” she said.




    “I made a pos­itive af­fir­ma­tion last night. My stars are ex­cep­tion­al. To­day will be

    the start of my new ca­reer.”




    “I want to know what’s wrong with the old. You make enough. “




    “Don’t whine. It’s neg­ative. You know neg­ativ­ity af­fects my biorhythms. And don’t

    for­get I found you push­ing drinks. If you don’t like it, I can find an­oth­er Princess

    Shas­tra. “




    “Not af­ter the Don­ahue show. We’re fa­mous now.”




    “Just get the pa­per, okay?”




    Glin­da pulled on a pur­ple night­gown. She rum­maged through a night­stand draw­er.




    “What are you wait­ing for?” Shane de­mand­ed.




    “I got­ta find my crys­tal pouch. You know what my horo­scope said. You cast it your­self

    ‘Don’t go any­where with­out your crys­tal.’ “




    “I meant trips. Not walk­ing to the damned front door.”




    “You said any­where. Get­ting the pa­per is any­where. Ah, here it is.”




    Glin­da tied a green Nepalese pouch around her neck with a rawhide thong. She fin­gered open

    the draw­string mouth to make sure the crys­tal was safe­ly in­side.




    “Come on, come on. I can feel my pos­itive en­er­gies fad­ing. “




    “The ink isn’t go­ing to van­ish be­cause you can’t hold on to your biorhythms, you

    know.”




    “Just get it.”




    Glin­da passed out of the room, her gown trail­ing like a cape. She hadn’t both­ered to

    close the front.




    She re­turned a mo­ment lat­er, the pouch nes­tled be­tween full breasts that bore the

    un­mis­tak­able rigid­ity of sil­icone im­plants.




    “Here,” she said, toss­ing a fold­ed news­pa­per on­to Shane Bil­liken’s hairy ex­posed

    chest. Glin­da fold­ed her hands over her breasts, feel­ing their hard­ness, and tapped a bare

    foot while Shane Bil­liken rum­maged for the obit­uary sec­tion. His fleshy face was a mask as

    he read.




    “O’Brien … Oliv­er … Ol­ney … Ott. Damn! It’s not here.”




    “Try page one. Af­ter all, he is fa­mous.”




    “Good thought.” Shane Bil­liken tore the scat­tered newsprint apart un­til he found page

    one. It wasn’t on page one. Nor on page two. The en­ter­tain­ment sec­tion was no

    dif­fer­ent.




    “See?” Glin­da said.




    “Qui­et, I am mak­ing a pos­itive af­fir­ma­tion. Okay, the obit wasn’t pub­lished to­day.

    That means he’s go­ing to die to­day. It’ll be in tonight’s pa­per. To­mor­row morn­ing at the

    lat­est. I can feel it in my bones, Glin­da.”




    “Sure, sure, Shane.”




    “Hey, how many times have I told you-“




    ” ‘It’s mag­ic, and you don’t fuck with mag­ic.’ I know, I know. I’ll med­itate on it in the

    show­er, okay?”




    “Take off the pouch first.”




    “No chance. I don’t want to fall and crack my neck.”




    “It’ll shrink in the show­er.”




    “I’ll take the crys­tal out and hold it be­tween my legs. Do me a fa­vor, Shane? Put some

    Ki­taro on the CD play­er.” As the sound of show­er­ing pen­etrat­ed the bed­room, Shane

    Bil­liken rolled out of bed. He walked over to his bed­room mir­ror; ex­am­in­ing his square

    face in the mir­ror. With a jade comb he straight­ened his bangs.




    “Lookin’ good,” he mur­mured. Then he no­ticed a slight hol­low ef­fect when he moved his

    head from side to side. He would have to eat more ice cream or some­thing. He mustn’t lose that

    face. No one would ev­er ac­cept him as his idol if the re­sem­blance slipped.




    As he walked in­to his pri­vate dress­ing room, he start­ed to hum an old rock song.




    “On­ly the lone­ly, dum dum dum dum dee dee dah.” he sang.




    In his dress­ing room, he flipped on the CD, gri­maced as syn­the­siz­er mu­sic droned from

    ceil­ing speak­ers, and lift­ed the Pyrex cov­er of a cheese con­tain­er. He broke off a

    hand­ful of Brie and start­ed nib­bling on it. Pieces fell at his feet.




    The show­er sounds cut off and Glin­da’s voice pen­etrat­ed the walls.




    “You know, some­times I think you don’t love me.”




    “I love you,” he said, putting on white linen pants. He se­lect­ed a gold­en silk shirt, not

    both­er­ing to but­ton the top three turquoise but­tons af­ter he drew it on. He se­lect­ed a

    mood charm in the shape of the as­tro­log­ical sign of Tau­rus and dropped it over his neck.

    When the charm touched his bare chest, the bull turned blue.




    Shane Bil­liken smiled. Blue was a good au­gury.




    “You didn’t say it as if you meant it,” Glin­da com­plained.




    “I’m a ful­ly Evolved Be­ing. I don’t have to sound like I meant it. I ex­ist in a state of

    per­pet­ual sin­cer­ity.”




    “Say it again.”




    “I love you.” Un­der his breath he added, “You nim­noid.”




    “Some­times I think you just love me for my body.”




    “No,” said Shane Bil­liken. And this time he re­al­ly sound­ed sin­cere. “I love you for the

    mon­ey you make for me,” he whis­pered.




    “Or be­cause I’m the psy­chic con­duit through which Princess Shas­tra, High Priest­ess of

    At­lantis, has cho­sen to speak. “




    “You’re very spe­cial,” Shane Bil­liken said, tak­ing a hit of rhubarb wine from a green

    glass jug.




    “You know, I was read­ing that Shirley MacLaine book last night, and it got me

    think­ing.”




    “With what?” Shane Bil­liken asked his im­age in the mir­ror as he primped his hair.




    “I mean, what if I’m chan­nel­ing so good be­cause, like, I re­al­ly am the rein­car­na­tion

    of an At­lantean girl? I don’t mean a priest­ess or princess, but I could have been a

    la­dy-​in-​wait­ing or some­thing. Or maybe an At­lantean atom­ic sci­en­tist. Oh, yuk!”




    “What?”




    “I just found this re­al­ly gnarly pim­ple on my tush.” Shane Bil­liken rolled his eyes

    be­hind his im­pen­etra­ble sun­glass­es. He would have pre­ferred mir­ror shades, but Roy

    nev­er wore mir­ror shades. Maybe he should send the guy an anony­mous note sug­gest­ing that

    wear­ing mir­ror shades would be a boost for his im­age.




    “Yee­owch!”




    “What now?” Shane sighed.




    “I squeezed the pim­ple and got blood. It’s, like, all over my legs. What do I do?”




    “Think co­ag­ula­tion,” said Shane Bil­liken, open­ing the slid­ing glass doors and

    step­ping on­to the red­wood sun­deck. He closed the doors on that sis­sy mood mu­sic. That was

    the one draw­back to this busi­ness, he thought. The mu­sic sucked.




    The sun­light danced on the Pa­cif­ic. Shane Bil­liken eased in­to a deck chair. He flipped

    through his ap­point­ment book. At two o’clock Mrs. Paris was due in for her month­ly Au­ra

    Re­plen­ish­ment. Bet­ter make sure the ul­tra­vi­olet lamps were work­ing. At three the McBain

    twins were due to be Rolfed. Shane smiled. Rolf­ing them wasn’t ex­act­ly what he had in mind.

    Maybe he could send Glin­da off on an er­rand be­fore they ar­rived. Then that yup­pie

    stock­bro­ker, what’s-​his-​name, was com­ing in to talk about open­ing a ma­jor-​city chain of

    biocrys­tal gen­er­at­ing sta­tions.




    Not bad, thought Shane Bil­liken. By five o’clock he would have pock­et­ed over sev­en

    thou­sand dol­lars, and that still left his evening free. He took an­oth­er hit of rhubarb

    wine.




    It was a long way from telling for­tunes out of a house trail­er at car­ni­vals and psy­chic

    fairs all over the coun­try, thought Shane Bil­liken. And re­al­ly, he wasn’t do­ing much

    dif­fer­ent. In­stead of ser­vic­ing all com­ers, he saw on­ly a se­lect clien­tele of wealthy

    pa­trons. They paid fifty times for the same line of pat­ter Shane had been dis­pens­ing in his

    cur­tained-​off trail­er cu­bi­cle. But they weren’t just pay­ing for the pat­ter now, they

    were pay­ing for brag­ging rights as one of the se­lect clients of the ex­clu­sive Shane

    Bil­liken, world-​renowned Doc­tor of Pos­itiv­ity, au­thor of The El­bow of En­light­ment,

    Soul Com­mut­ing, Crys­tals and Your Cat, and his cur­rent best-​sell­er, The Hid­den Heal­ing

    Pow­ers of Cheese.




    It was a sweet deal, late­ly get­ting sweet­er with the chan­nel­ing bit he was do­ing with

    Glin­da.




    The wind com­ing off the Pa­cif­ic sent the Ti­betan prayer wheels po­si­tioned at each

    cor­ner of the red­wood sun­deck to spin­ning, and Shane Bil­liken ad­just­ed his shades. He

    set­tled back to en­joy the rays.




    He was al­most in­to an Al­pha state when the slid­ing glass door grat­ed open.




    “Hey, who’s that?” Glin­da de­mand­ed, tow­el­ing her hair.




    “What?”




    “There. In the ocean. Some­one in a boat.”




    Shane Bil­liken sat up and looked across the wa­ter.




    Out in the surf, bob­bing in buoy, was a tiny boat. A ragged sail flut­tered from a twist­ed

    cross­piece.




    “What kind of a boat is that?” Glin­da won­dered aloud. “Looks home­made. Prob­ably some

    id­iot teenag­er’s.” Shane Bil­liken rolled to his feet and leaned on the rail.




    “Hey, you!” he called. “This is a pri­vate beach. Bet­ter not try to land or I’ll have to

    call the cops.”




    The boat drift­ed to­ward shore.




    “I think that’s a girl in it,” Glin­da said.




    “Didn’t you hear me? Pri­vate beach. It’s post­ed.” Shane Bil­liken point­ed at the

    signs.




    The boat kept com­ing.




    “You’d bet­ter stay here,” he told Glin­da.




    “Be care­ful,” she called af­ter him.




    Shane Bil­liken pound­ed down to the slap­ping waves. The heat cooked the bare soles of his

    feet, but he shrugged it off. He had learned to walk over hot coals back in the late

    sev­en­ties when the psy­chic thing looked to crash and he was con­sid­er­ing a lat­er­al

    ca­reer slide in­to a straight car­ni­val act.




    “I said turn back, who­ev­er you are.”




    The boat was very close now. It was not made of fiber­glass, which it would have been had it

    been some pam­pered South­ern Cal­ifor­nia teenag­er’s boat. Nor was it wood. The hull was dark

    and rat­ty like dry vines. They ap­peared to have been braid­ed. The sail was a fad­ed gold

    rag. There were holes in it. The boat had tak­en a ter­ri­ble pound­ing, as if it had made an

    ocean cross­ing, which Shane Bil­liken re­al­ized was im­pos­si­ble. It was too small.

    Ob­vi­ous­ly un­sea­wor­thy.




    As it drift­ed in clos­er, Shane Bil­liken saw wa­ter slosh­ing at the bot­tom of the boat.

    It was not much from be­ing awash. The sole oc­cu­pant was hud­dled on a shelf in front of the

    tiller.




    It was then that Shane Bil­liken got a clear look at her. It was a girl, per­haps

    twen­ty-​one or twen­ty-​two. She wore a fad­ed kirtle­like gar­ment that had been dis­col­ored

    by salt and sun. Her hair was all over her face. It was long and black and lus­trous, in spite

    of the flecks of dried salt that clung here and there.




    “Speak En­glish?” Shane sud­den­ly asked. It was her face that made him ask the ques­tion.

    At first he thought she was Asian. There was some­thing about her skin-​a gold­en brown like

    poured hon­ey. But her eyes were not slant­ed. They weren’t round like Cau­casian eyes ei­ther.

    They were ex­ot­ic, and as black as hot lit­tle balls of tar.




    “I said, do you speak En­glish? Spea­kee En­glish?”




    The girl didn’t an­swer. She was too busy at the tiller. It was ob­vi­ous that she was

    try­ing to beach the boat be­fore it swamped. Shane Bil­liken plunged out in­to the surf.




    “Whoa,” he said as he grabbed the shat­tered bow. It felt like a bas­ket in his hands.

    Reeds, he thought. This is a reed boat.




    “Lemme help,” he said. The girl shrank from his voice. She looked at him in a cu­ri­ous

    mix­ture of fear and won­der­ment.




    “Help,” he re­peat­ed, “Me help you.” He point­ed to him­self and then at the girl. He

    worked his way along the hull. The girl re­treat­ed to the oth­er side. The wa­ter was up to

    Bil­liken’s waist.




    “What’s wrong with you? I want to help. Com­prende? No, that’s Span­ish. Damn. I don’t know

    any Hawai­ian or Poly­ne­sian or what­ev­er it is you speak.”




    Shane took hold of the braid­ed rail and start­ed push­ing the craft to­ward shore. A wave

    came up and sloshed his neck. The next one tossed brack­ish sea­wa­ter in­to his mouth.




    “Hell’s bells!” he snarled. “I’m not get­ting any­place.” He shook his head and swore again.

    The sun­glass­es fell from his face and dis­ap­peared in­to the wa­ter.




    “Now see what you made me do? Those were my trade­mark. “




    De­spite the vi­olence of his voice, the girl’s ex­pres­sion changed. The fear evap­orat­ed.

    The won­der­ment re­mained, but she seemed no longer afraid.




    For the first time, she spoke.




    “Al­la din­na Dol­la-​Dree,” she said mu­si­cal­ly.




    “Same to you,” said Shane Bil­liken, spit­ting salt from his mouth. He was try­ing to feel

    for his shades with his toes. He found them when a wave knocked the boat against his chest, and

    it was all he could do to hold on to the boat. His feet dug in­to the silty sea bot­tom. He

    felt plas­tic break un­der one foot.




    Swear­ing, he start­ed to push the boat for shore. Grad­ual­ly he got it mov­ing. The girl

    took hold of the tiller, steady­ing it so that the craft didn’t drag.




    The wa­ter was down around Shane Bil­liken’s knees when the keel grat­ed the sand. He shoved

    the boat from be­hind and got the prow on­to dry beach.




    “Okay, come on. Out of there,” Shane or­dered, of­fer­ing his hand.




    The girl stood up and shook her skirt. Salt wa­ter had stiff­ened it. Shane no­ticed that

    the cloth was of a very coarse weave, and when he reached out to help her on­to the beach, his

    fore­arms brushed it. It felt like sand­pa­per. But along the edges of the hem and col­lar and

    short­ened sleeves was dec­ora­tive stitch­ing. He touched them in­stinc­tive­ly. It was like

    touch­ing met­al wire.




    “Sil­ver,” he breathed.




    “Berra yi Moo. Hak­ka Ban­da. Sinanchu. Sinanchu, dan­na?”




    “Babe, I haven’t a clue what you’re say­ing, but my name’s Shane. Me, Shane. Get it?”




    “Sinanchu, dan­na?”




    “Is that your name, Sinanchu?” Shane asked.




    The girl grabbed his arm ea­ger­ly and spewed out a tor­rent of words: “Se, Sinanchu. Ho

    cin­da ca Sinanchu. Ka­pu Moo an Dol­la-​Dree.”




    “Whoa, slow down. I don’t savvy. What’s this?”




    The girl was dig­ging un­der her skirt. Shane Bil­liken no­ticed that she had great legs.

    Bet­ter than Glin­da’s. Come to think of it, her face was pret­ti­er than Glin­da’s. He stared

    up at the sun­deck. Glin­da waved back at him. Yes, def­inite­ly bet­ter than Glin­da. And all

    her parts were prob­ably or­gan­ic, too. No plas­tic aug­men­ta­tion.




    The girl dug some­thing from un­der her skirt. It was a leather pouch. It was hung from a

    string. The pouch rat­tled when she shook it. She opened it and dug out a hand­ful of fat

    sil­very coins. They re­sem­bled old-​fash­ioned sil­ver dol­lars.




    She of­fered some to Shane.




    “Ba­ma hree Sinanchu?” she asked.




    “Yeah, right,” mut­tered Shane Bil­liken. He ex­am­ined the coins. They were crude. He could

    see the marks of ham­mer­ing. Prob­ably hand­made. On one side there was the pro­file of a man

    who wore a crown. On the oth­er was a fish. Maybe a shark. The fish side was ringed with

    in­cised let­ter­ing. Shane didn’t rec­og­nize the script.




    “Sinanchu, dan­na?”




    “No com­pren­da,” said Shane Bil­liken. He shook his head. “No savvy. No. No.”




    The ex­cit­ed ex­pres­sion fled from the girl’s face. She snatched back the coins and

    re­placed them in­side the pouch. The pouch then dis­ap­peared un­der her skirt. Shane

    Bil­liken watched ev­ery move, mar­veling at her slim hon­ey­gold legs.




    “Wait,” he said when she start­ed back for the boat. “Wait here.”




    “Pa­pa dui ku­ru da Sinanchu,” she said.




    “Right, Sinanchu, Wait here, Sinanchu. Okay? Wait.” He pan­tomimed for her to stay, then ran

    up to the red­wood sun­deck and joined Glin­da.




    “Glin­da,” he said. “Ba­by.” He was puff­ing with ex­er­tion.




    “Who is she, Shane?”




    “This is go­ing to be hard on me, ba­by.”




    “What? What is?” Her face screwed up like a ba­by whose lol­lipop had been snatched

    away.




    “We’re adults. Both of us.”




    “Yeah?” Glin­da bit her knuck­les.




    “But bet­ter than that, we’re both Re­al­ized Be­ings. We’ve been through Yo­ga to­geth­er.

    We’ve Rolfed to­geth­er. We’ve chant­ed mantras un­til the sun came up.”




    “We’ve been on Don­ahue to­geth­er,” Glin­da re­tort­ed. “Don’t for­get that. You wouldn’t

    have got­ten on Don­ahue with­out me.”




    “Ba­by, don’t make this any worse than it is. Re­mem­ber be­fore, when we were talk­ing

    about rein­car­na­tion?”




    “Yeah. But what does that have to do with her?”




    “Ev­ery­thing. Just lis­ten to me. Okay? Re­mem­ber when I told you all about Soul

    Mates?”




    “You said we were Soul Mates.”




    “We are, we are, ba­by. That’s what has made our time to­geth­er so spe­cial. That’s why

    we’ll al­ways have these pre­cious mem­ories, no mat­ter what.”




    “I knew it. You’re dump­ing me. Dump­ing me for that … that raga­muf­fin who just hap­pened

    to wash up on your beach. Our beach. The beach you bought with the mon­ey we made.”




    “Ba­by. Glin­da. Please. I’m try­ing to ex­plain Soul Mates.”




    Glin­da fold­ed her arms. “Go ahead.”




    “That girl down there, do you know who she is?”




    “No. And I don’t want to.”




    “She’s Princess Sinanchu. My eter­nal Soul Mate. She’s re­al­ly from the lost con­ti­nent of

    At­lantis, too. But she nev­er died, be­cause she’s im­mor­tal. She’s been at sea for

    thou­sands of years, search­ing, seek­ing. And do you know what she’s been seek­ing all this

    time?”




    “A free lunch?”




    “No, she’s been seek­ing me. Be­cause in a pre­vi­ous ex­is­tence, we were mar­ried.”




    “You told me that we were mar­ried in a for­mer life. How many wives in for­mer lives have

    you had, any­way?”




    “That was a dif­fer­ent past life. That was dur­ing the French Rev­olu­tion. But Princess

    Sinanchu and I ruled At­lantis to­geth­er. Don’t you see how much high­er that is,

    kar­ma-​wise?”




    “No, I don’t, and how do you know this stuff, any­way?”




    “It’s kismet. You got to trust me.”




    “I did trust you, you tem­po­ral two-​timer!”




    “Ba­by, just get a grip on your­self. Go in­side and do some Yo­ga breath­ing ex­er­cis­es

    like I taught you.”




    “Then what?”




    “You can pack.”




    “Pack!”




    “You can take your time. Just be gone by noon. Okay? Don’t make this hard on your­self.”




    “What about our past life to­geth­er? Doesn’t that mean any­thing?”




    “I for­got to tell you that we got di­vorced in that life. I didn’t want to men­tion it

    be­fore be­cause, sen­ti­men­tal me, I thought we could work it out in this one. But now that

    Princess Sinanchu has found me, I know that it was nev­er meant to be. But take com­fort in the

    true knowl­edge that we’ve im­proved each oth­er’s jour­ney through life in these few months

    to­geth­er.”




    “You mean I’ve im­proved yours, you … you bas­tard!” Glin­da turned on her heel and stalked

    through the open door. She slammed it af­ter her, crack­ing the glass.




    “And, Glin­da, ba­by, on your way out, could you can­cel to­day’s ap­point­ments?”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo, and he was col­lect­ing heads.




    It was not as dif­fi­cult as it sound­ed. True, the heads that he was col­lect­ing were

    firm­ly at­tached to the necks of their own­ers, and the necks held to mus­cu­lar tor­sos by

    strong ten­don and nerves. And the nerves were in turn con­nect­ed to ner­vous hands and itchy

    trig­ger fin­gers that rest­ed on the fir­ing levers of a col­lec­tion of vi­cious weapons

    rang­ing from stub­by Uzi ma­chine guns to rock­et-​pro­pelled grenade launch­ers. But for

    Re­mo Williams, slip­ping around the perime­ter of the self-​suf­fi­cient so­lar-​pow­ered log

    cab­in deep in the Wis­con­sin woods, har­vest­ing heads was as easy as pick­ing

    black­ber­ries, but not near­ly as much fun.




    For one thing, you could eat black­ber­ries. Re­mo had no such in­ten­tions to­day.




    Re­mo car­ried two of the heads by their hair. His fin­gers felt greasy from an as­sort­ment

    of hair oils. The oils were clog­ging his pores and their petroleum poi­sons were leach­ing

    in­to his sys­tem. He switched hands and wiped the free one on his black chi­nos. He had to

    hold the heads off to one side so the drip­ping blood didn’t spat­ter on his shoes.




    Black­ber­ries didn’t drip blood ei­ther. That was an­oth­er down­side.




    One of the up­sides was that peo­ple didn’t have thorns. But they did have weapons.




    Re­mo saw an­oth­er guard, a shot­gun sag­ging in the crook of one arm, pause by a thick­et

    to light a cigar. He had vir­ile black hair that gleamed like an oil slick and Re­mo’s cru­el

    face got a dis­gust­ed look on it. At this rate, he’d soon have both hands full. It was an

    un­pleas­ant thought.




    Crouch­ing, Re­mo set his tro­phies on the ground. He no­ticed that one eye of one of them

    had popped open. He shut it.




    Then he wait­ed while the cigar smok­er drift­ed in his di­rec­tion.




    It was a clear cloud­less day. Yet the guard did not see Re­mo, even though Re­mo crouched

    three inch­es in front of him. He did not see Re­mo be­cause Re­mo was trained not to be seen.

    And the guard was on­ly trained to watch the skies for he­li­copters.




    When he was hired to pro­tect the life of the man in the log cab­in, the guard was told that

    he would be as­signed to the mid­dle ring. The out­er ring, he was in­formed, was post­ed to

    take care of ground threats. No ve­hi­cle or ground force could get past the out­er ring, he

    was as­sured. But the out­er ring might not neu­tral­ize a he­li­copter on the first try. That

    was his job. He asked about the in­ner ring, and was told nev­er to step be­yond his de­fense

    perime­ter with­out check­ing with The Man by ra­dio.




    So he smoked and watched the skies, less con­cerned about he­li­copters than get­ting skin

    can­cer from stand­ing out in the open like this six days a week.




    Like many peo­ple, he wor­ried about the wrong things. While his eyes were on the broil­ing

    sun, he did not hear Re­mo Williams rise up from the thick­et like a ghost from its grave. Nor

    did he sense the open hand that swept out for his skull.




    He felt the oth­er hand on his op­po­site side on­ly be­cause Re­mo want­ed him to. Re­mo

    need­ed to steady the man’s tor­so-​oth­er­wise there would be a mess. He want­ed the head

    in­tact, not ex­plod­ed.




    “Wha-?” the man start­ed to say. Ac­tu­al­ly, he bare­ly got the W out. He re­act­ed to the

    un­ex­pect­ed touch on his right, and with his at­ten­tion prop­er­ly di­vert­ed, the oth­er

    hand slapped his head clean off his neck.




    Pop!




    Re­mo backpedaled with the head in his hands, know­ing that ex­posed necks usu­al­ly

    spurt­ed like foun­tains. This one was no ex­cep­tion. The body col­lapsed and fed the flow­ers

    with its most pre­cious flu­id.




    It was that easy. And now Re­mo had three heads. Num­ber four was a short guy. He car­ried

    two Uzis, one in each fist, like he ex­pect­ed to use them at any sec­ond. The short ones were

    like that, Re­mo thought. In all his years in the game of vi­olence, as a Ma­rine, as a cop,

    and now as an as­sas­sin, there was one con­stant. Short guys were al­ways trig­ger-​hap­py.

    There should be a height re­quire­ment for gun own­er­ship. Any­one un­der five-​foot-​sev­en

    could not own a pis­tol or ri­fle. They were psy­cho­log­ical­ly un­fit.




    For that rea­son, Re­mo took an ex­tra pre­cau­tion with the short one. He sneaked up

    be­hind him and yanked his arms back. They broke at the shoul­der. As the Uzis fell on­to the

    grass, Re­mo slapped this way and that and the head bounced in­to his arms.




    Four heads now. Up­stairs said there would be six guards in all. Six would be a good,

    con­vinc­ing num­ber. At least he hoped that Pe­dro Ramirez, AKA The Man, and the own­er of the

    log cab­in, would be con­vinced af­ter he elim­inat­ed all six guards. It would be nice,

    al­though not manda­to­ry, if Re­mo didn’t al­so have to elim­inate Pe­dro Ramirez.




    Pe­dro Ramirez was con­vinced some­thing was wrong. He sat in the den of his cab­in, the sun

    roof show­er­ing him in gold­en sun­shine, think­ing that this was bet­ter than Mi­ami. But

    any­thing was bet­ter than Mi­ami, where ri­vals would whack you while you sunned your­self on

    your own frig­ging porch. What­ev­er the prob­lem, it was fix­able.




    He grabbed the mike of the portable ra­dio set. The guards were un­der or­ders to check in

    at three-​minute in­ter­vals in ro­ta­tion. That way Pe­dro knew with­in three min­utes, tops,

    if he had a se­cu­ri­ty prob­lem. Usu­al­ly soon­er, be­cause the perime­ter was staked with

    con­cealed video cam­eras. They fed the banks of screens that were du­pli­cat­ed on ev­ery

    in­ner wall of the cab­in. That way, no mat­ter which wall Pe­dro Ramirez faced, he had his eye

    on things.




    “San­tander, come in,” he barked in­to the mi­cro­phone. He was as brown as an old shoe. Not

    un­usu­al. Most peo­ple who grew up in Pe­ru were rich­ly col­ored. Most peo­ple who grew up in

    Pe­ru grew up dirt poor and were buried in Pe­ru. Pe­dro Ramirez might have been buried in

    Pe­ru, ex­cept for the mag­ic co­ca leaf. It had made him rich. And its deriva­tive, crack, had

    made him pow­er­ful.




    He was so pow­er­ful that al­though the au­thor­ities of vir­tu­al­ly ev­ery Amer­ican and

    Eu­ro­pean na­tion had is­sued war­rants for his ar­rest, and busi­ness ri­vals had con­tracts

    on his brawn skin, he was still able to set up house­keep­ing in the heart of the na­tion that

    most want­ed him.




    “San­tander! Ban­drillo! Paeo! San­gre de Cristo, some­one an­swer. “




    Pe­dro shot a glance at the video screen. There was no sign of trou­ble, no un­usu­al

    move­ment. Was that good or not? He de­cid­ed not. At least one of his guards should have

    strolled on cam­era by now.




    “Pablo! Zen­jo­ra!” he yelled. “Madre de Dios!” Over the ra­dio he heard a pe­cu­liar

    sound.




    His brown fore­head wrin­kled. He could not place the sound. It was not a gun­shot. It did

    not pos­sess that pop­ping fire­crack­er qual­ity that de­nies its dead­li­ness. This was not

    an ex­plo­sive sound. It was more … meaty.




    Re­mo Williams picked up the sixth and fi­nal head. He had to kneel to do it, and catch a

    loop of hair with his pinky. The oth­er fin­gers of both hands were oc­cu­pied with oth­er

    loops of hair.




    It was awk­ward, car­ry­ing three heads in each hand so that they did not bleed all over

    him, but for what Re­mo want­ed to do, it would be worth it. Es­pe­cial­ly with the cigarette

    lighter he had tak­en off the body of the late cigar-​smok­ing guard.




    Re­mo ghost­ed past a video cam­era con­cealed in a hol­low of a dead oak. Even if Up­stairs

    had not briefed him about the cam­era’s lo­ca­tion, Re­mo would have spot­ted it. It was so

    ob­vi­ous. The en­tire thir­ty-​acre area sur­round­ing the so­lar-​pow­ered log cab­in was

    im­mac­ulate­ly groomed. A dead oak tree in the mid­dle meant that it had a pur­pose oth­er

    than be­ing a for­mer tree.




    Re­mo stopped at the edge of what Up­stairs had, in the brief­ing, called the in­ner ring.

    Re­mo dropped to one knee and pulled a wa­ter-​sol­uble fold­ed map from a back pock­et. It

    showed the lo­ca­tion of ev­ery buried an­tiper­son­nel mine in the in­ner ring.




    The trou­ble was, Up­stairs had for­got­ten to draw com­pass points on the map.




    “Damn Smith!” Re­mo mut­tered, turn­ing the map ev­ery which way. He tried to align the map

    with the dead oak tree. When he thought he had it, he tucked the map in­to his back pock­et and

    gath­ered up the six heads. The hair­ton­ic smell was get­ting to him.




    Re­mo strode for the place where the near­est mine should be, know­ing that he would be

    ex­posed to the video cam­era once he stepped in­to the ex­panse of greensward where the mines

    lay buried.




    What the hell? he thought. If they don’t see me com­ing, they sure are go­ing to hear me

    com­ing.




    Sev­er­al min­utes af­ter the last pop em­anat­ed from the ra­dio set, Pe­dro Ramirez was

    sweat­ing. Some­thing was tru­ly wrong. The one good thing, he thought, was that he han­dled

    his own se­cu­ri­ty prob­lems him­self. An un­der­ling, faced with the ab­sence of hard

    in­tel­li­gence, might hes­itate over dis­turb­ing his su­pe­ri­or. What­ev­er the prob­lem

    was, Pe­dro Ramirez had a head start on it.




    Work­ing the con­trols that gov­erned the pan-​and-​scan func­tion of the video cam­eras,

    Pe­dro set them for wider cov­er­age.




    The cam­era showed noth­ing at first. Not even the guards. It was as if they had van­ished.

    Then Pe­dro re­al­ized a flaw in the sys­tem. The cam­eras point­ed straight out. They were not

    set to scan the sky or the ground. The ground was where his six guards must be. There was

    noth­ing in the sky, be­cause the roof-​mount­ed parabol­ic mikes hadn’t picked up he­li­copter

    blades and the sun roof was wide enough to re­veal parachutists or hot-​air bal­loons.




    Pe­dro Ramirez has ev­ery­thing cov­ered. But still he sweat­ed. He had lots of

    en­emies.




    The oak-​tree cam­era caught a mo­men­tary glimpse of some­thing. He ad­just­ed the

    con­trols, send­ing the cam­era in re­verse. When it framed the man in black T-​shirt and

    pants, he froze the gear.




    Pe­dro leaned clos­er to the col­or mon­itor. The in­trud­er was as lean as a two-​by-​four.

    He had deep-​set dark eyes and high cheek­bones. He was walk­ing through the mine field so

    qui­et­ly that Pe­dro thought the mike sys­tem was bro­ken, ex­cept that it clear­ly picked up

    the sound of a squir­rel-​drop­ping hit­ting a leaf. Pe­dro re­laxed a lit­tle when he

    re­al­ized the man was alone. What kind of fool would send one man to kill him? He shrugged.

    Prob­ably the same kind of fool who would go.




    Grin­ning a lit­tle, Pe­dro Ramirez watched the man. He was walk­ing around the mine field

    in a twist­ing path. The id­iot. Bet­ter to run through in a straight line, if one hoped to

    avoid the mines.




    They were beau­ti­ful mines, too. They had been de­ployed dur­ing the Viet­nam war

    specif­ical­ly to dec­imate small units. The unique de­sign ac­tu­al­ly did no phys­ical

    dam­age to the man step­ping on the mine. It was those who sur­round­ed him who were rid­dled

    with shrap­nel. Usu­al­ly the man on the mine was so psy­cho­log­ical­ly dev­as­tat­ed that he

    had to be re­moved from com­bat. Tac­ti­cal­ly, that meant no sur­vivors.




    Pe­dro watched as the man tramped through the grass. What were those things he car­ried?

    Pe­dro won­dered, notic­ing what looked like bags. Per­haps filled with hand grenades, he

    thought. Well, he would not wor­ry about hand grenades un­til the man got through the mine

    field, which of course he would not. Af­ter all, if an army couldn’t pen­etrate that field,

    what could one man do? Es­pe­cial­ly one who kept stop­ping to test the ground with his feet. A

    stupid am­ateur.




    Re­mo stomped again. He hit the area where, ac­cord­ing to the map, a mine should be.

    Noth­ing hap­pened.




    “It’s al­ways some­thing!” he said, an­noyed. He trird mov­ing to the left. He stomped the

    grass. Noth­ing. He moved to the right, and felt, un­der his gum-​soled shoes, the light

    de­pres­sion that was the re­sult of rain tamp­ing down the loose earth that had been

    re­de­posit­ed over the buried mine. He pressed firm­ly. He was re­ward­ed with the warn­ing

    click that would have frozen his blood back in his Viet­nam days. To­day he grinned.




    The ex­plo­sion sent dirt, rocks, and fire spray­ing out­ward. “There,” Re­mo said, lift­ing

    one bun­dle of hu­man heads and talk­ing to them po­lite­ly. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?” The

    heads didn’t re­ply. But Re­mo no­ticed that the eye of one de­ceased guard had popped open

    again. His hands were full and he couldn’t shut it. Re­mo pressed on, search­ing out more

    mines.




    Pe­dro Ramirez jumped in his cush­ioned chair. He was learn­ing that an­tiper­son­nel mines

    de­signed to de­stroy and de­mor­al­ize small units were not equal to ev­ery task. The id­iot

    was go­ing out of his way to set off ev­ery mine in the field. As soon as he stepped on one, he

    went on to an­oth­er. The ex­plo­sions didn’t seem to faze him at all-​and it was a mir­acle

    that the con­cus­sion didn’t trig­ger one of the grenades in those bags.




    The re­al­iza­tion of those po­ten­tial weapons made Pe­dro Ramirez think that it would not

    be long un­til the man was knock­ing at his front door.




    It was time to go to the de­fense of last re­sort. Not even a man who walked with im­puni­ty

    through a mine field could over­come Big Bon­salmo, who stood gleam­ing by the field­stone

    fire­place.




    Re­mo came up on the side of the log cab­in, which gen­er­at­ed its own elec­tric­ity, was

    sup­plied by a pri­vate well, pos­sessed no tele­phone lines, and tech­ni­cal­ly did not

    ex­ist. Ex­cept that there it stood.




    Re­mo set the heads down on the grass and dug out the cigarette lighter. Lift­ing up one

    head, he ap­plied the lighter’s flame to the thick oily hair. It caught in­stant­ly. Re­mo let

    it burn a lit­tle, and then flung it to­ward a win­dow.




    The smoked glass shat­tered on im­pact.




    Re­mo set two more of the heads on fire and ran around to the back. He tossed one head in an

    up­per win­dow and the oth­er in a low­er win­dow. The oth­er heads, blaz­ing like torch­es,

    shat­tered strate­gic win­dows on the oth­er side. Re­mo saved the sixth head for last. He

    care­ful­ly closed its stub­born bale­ful eyes and, set­ting it alight, gave it an over­hand

    toss to the roof.




    Pe­dro Ramirez did not fear the smoke. His eyes were shield­ed and he breathed pure oxy­gen

    through a breath­ing apara­tus. He did not fear the grenades that he knew had smashed the

    win­dows, al­though it was tak­ing an aw­ful­ly long time for them to det­onate. The fire

    both­ered him not at all, al­though it was rapid­ly spread­ing. He start­ed for the front door.

    When he moved, he clanked.




    But when the sun roof broke in­to glit­ter­ing shards, his heart quailed. The glass bounced

    harm­less­ly off and about him. But the thing that land­ed at his feet was an­oth­er

    mat­ter.




    It was San­tander. His hair was a ball of flame and as it ate in­to the dark­en­ing flesh of

    his face, one eye twitched open.




    Re­mo watched un­til the smoke bil­lowed out of ev­ery win­dow and chink in the cab­in and

    then walked up to the door, hap­py to have free hands once again.




    He knocked po­lite­ly. And wait­ed.




    Metal­lic sounds greet­ed his ears and he won­dered for a mo­ment if Up­stairs had slipped

    up. There had been no men­tion of a midget tank in the brief­ing.




    The door sud­den­ly slapped open and Re­mo looked up. Re­mo was tall-​about six feet

    high-​but the thing that greet­ed him was taller by a sol­id two feet.




    It was sil­very-​gray and plat­ed like an ar­madil­lo. It stood on thick legs that end­ed in

    club­by feet. The arms hung crooked, like those of an over­mus­cled go­ril­la. The head was a

    box with round glass eyes and a black rub­ber ap­pendage like an ele­phant’s trunk. The

    breath­ing sounds it made re­sem­bled those of a hos­pi­tal res­pi­ra­tion ma­chine. “Do your

    worst!” the thing said hol­low­ly.




    “I beg your par­don?” Re­mo said po­lite­ly.




    “I said do your worst. I’m not afraid of you!”




    “Let’s take this from the top, shall we?” Re­mo said. “I’m here to see Pe­dro Ramirez,

    mil­lion­aire play­boy a chief dis­trib­utor of crack in the west­ern hemi­sphere. Could you

    tell him I’m here, To­bor? Or do robots re­lay mes­sages?”




    “Id­iot. I’m Pe­dro Ramirez.”




    “You?”




    “You’re here to kill me, no?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I come bear­ing op­tions,” Re­mo start­ed to say.




    “But I can’t be killed,” said Pe­dro Ramirez, smash­ing a mit­ten­like gaunt­let against his

    thick­ly plat­ed chest. It made a bell sound. “Not as long as I’m wear­ing this. It’s

    ti­ta­ni­um plate. Stronger than steel. Over it is bul­let-​proof Kel­var with a Teflon base.

    Bul­lets bounce off. Grenades are noth­ing to me. I’m im­per­vi­ous to poi­son gas, fire … you

    got it, I spit up­on it.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I was hop­ing you’d just sur­ren­der to the au­thor­ities. The gov­ern­ment

    wants to make an ex­am­ple of you.”




    “You’ll nev­er take Pe­dro Ramirez alive.”




    “I’ll go with op­tion B if I have to,” Re­mo said, shrug­ging.




    “Just try,” boomed Pe­dro Ramirez. “Go ahead, see if any­thing works. Why don’t you try

    shoot­ing?”




    “Shoot­ing?” Re­mo asked vague­ly.




    “Yeah, don’t tell me the lit­tle cock­roach for­got his gun.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly,” Re­mo said, pat­ting his pock­ets, “I’m not sure if I thought to bring a gun.

    I was re­al­ly hop­ing you’d just sur­ren­der, es­pe­cial­ly af­ter I went to all that trou­ble

    with your guards. You did no­tice that.”




    “Yeah. So what?”




    “I thought it would con­vince you of the er­ror of re­sis­tance,” Re­mo said, con­tin­uing

    to pat his pock­ets. “Guess not,” he added weak­ly.




    Out of his back pock­et Re­mo pulled a fold­ed slip of pa­per. He glanced at it and tossed

    it away.




    “What was that?” Ramirez asked.




    “Noth­ing much. Just the lay­out of your mine field.”




    “How did you get hold of that?”




    “Satel­lite surveil­lance,” Re­mo said. “My su­pe­ri­or mon­itored the en­tire

    con­struc­tion of this place.”




    “Oh,” said Pe­dro Ramirez, who knew the U.S. gov­ern­ment want­ed him, but didn’t know they

    want­ed him quite tkat bad­ly.




    “I can’t seem to find it,” Re­mo was say­ing.




    “Too bad,” said Pe­dro Ramirez. “Why don’t you just go away?”




    “Ah,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly. “Here it is.” Out of his right pants pock­et he brought out his

    fist. He held it in front of him as if about to throw a punch. His arm was bent at the

    el­bow.




    “That’s your fist,” Ramirez point­ed out.




    “Keep your scales on,” Re­mo said. “I haven’t cocked it yet.” Re­mo pulled back the thumb of

    his fist. He made a lit­tle click of a sound with his tongue, and his in­dex fin­ger popped out

    like a gun bar­rel.




    “There,” Re­mo said with a sat­is­fied smile. “Now-​last chance. Put your hands up.”




    Pe­dro Ramirez did not put his hands up. He spread his arms. “Go ahead, cock­roach. Shoot!

    Shoot!” he howled. Re­mo shrugged. He dropped his thumb like a falling ham­mer and said,

    “Bang!”




    Pe­dro Ramirez guf­fawed in­side his pro­tec­tive square hel­met. His eyes closed with

    laugh­ter. He didn’t see the in­dex fin­ger, point­ing at him, move for the cen­ter of his

    chest. He wouldn’t have seen it move even if his eyes had been open. For the fin­ger was

    com­ing for him at su­per­son­ic speed.




    The coro­ner’s of­fi­cial ver­dict was that Pe­dro Ramirez died of hy­dro­stat­ic shock.

    Be­cause Pe­dro Ramirez was at the top of the FBI’s Most Want­ed list, he was forced to

    ex­plain hy­dro­stat­ic shock to a flock of re­porters at the FBI news con­fer­ence.




    “Hy­dro­stat­ic shock, gen­tle­men,” the coro­ner said care­ful­ly, “is a phe­nomenon

    where­in the hu­man body is sub­ject­ed to a non­in­va­sive im­pact so great that it re­sults

    in a chain re­ac­tion of in­ter­nal stress which quite lit­er­al­ly dis­rupts the body cells.

    This man’s mi­to­chon­dria were de­stroyed. The re­sult was in­stan­ta­neous death. We see such

    a phe­nomenon when the wear­er of a bul­let-​proof vest is struck by a bul­let of

    suf­fi­cient­ly large cal­iber-​a .357 Mag­num round for ex­am­ple-​where even though there is

    no pen­etra­tion of the pro­tec­tive gar­ment, the im­pact is as lethal as if pen­etra­tion was

    achieved. “




    One re­porter want­ed to know what kind of bul­let-​proof vest Pe­dro Ramirez wore.




    The coro­ner replied that it was not a vest, but an ar­mored body suit.




    An­oth­er re­porter asked the ques­tion that the coro­ner feared.




    “What cal­iber was the mur­der weapon?”




    “That I am un­able to an­swer at this time,” he ad­mit­ted. “No shell frag­ments were found

    at the scene, but the size of the dent in the suit’s chest is con­sis­tent with a .38

    slug.”




    The coro­ner was re­lieved that the log­ical fol­low-​up ques­tion-​how could a mere .38

    slug cause hy­dro­stat­ic shock?-was drowned out by a jour­nal­ist ask­ing him to spec­ulate on

    which of Pe­dro Ramirez’s many en­emies had fi­nal­ly got­ten to the drug king­pin.




    When the news con­fer­ence fi­nal­ly end­ed, the coro­ner went back to his lab and sat down

    to put the fin­ish­ing touch­es on the of­fi­cial death re­port. He de­cid­ed to sim­ply state

    the de­tails as they ex­ist­ed, and not try to ex­plain how a .38 slug had wrought such

    hav­oc-​es­pe­cial­ly when no cor­re­spond­ing slug could be found and the im­pact point bore a

    strange in­den­ta­tion.




    The coro­ner lift­ed the plate to the light. It was bent. And the im­pact point was

    un­mis­tak­able. Al­so un­mis­tak­able were the tiny rills at the im­pact site. He couldn’t get

    over how much like the ridges of a man’s fin­ger­prints they were. There was even a lit­tle

    slice of a line above the ridges that cor­re­spond­ed to the edge of a fin­ger­nail.




    But what kind of fin­ger­nail could score a Kel­var-​Teflon-​ti­ta­ni­um sand­wich?




    No kind, he de­cid­ed. His fi­nal re­port would sim­ply not men­tion those im­pon­der­able

    de­tails. Some lines of in­quiry were bet­ter off not pur­sued.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Re­mo slammed the door be­hind him and an­nounced, “I’m home.”




    A pe­cu­liar odor greet­ed his sen­si­tive nos­trils.




    “You are just in time,” a squeaky voice called from the kitchen. Re­mo fol­lowed the odor.

    It smelled vague­ly fa­mil­iar. It was a food odor, that much was cer­tain, but for the twen­ty

    years that he had been a dis­ci­ple of the art of Sinan­ju, he had learned to shut out what

    used to be tan­ta­liz­ing smells. His ol­fac­to­ry or­gans now on­ly re­spond­ed to the

    Sinan­ju ver­sion of the five ba­sic food groups-​rice, fish, duck, nuts, and berries.




    “Sit,” said Chi­un over his shoul­der as he hunched over the gas stove. The Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, who was bare­ly as tall as the stove, stood on a foot­stool. He wore a thin white

    ki­mono with short­ened sleeves ap­pro­pri­ate for cook­ing with fire.




    The ta­ble was set for two. Re­mo sat.




    “What’s cook­ing?” he asked, sniff­ing the haunt­ing­ly-​fa­mil­iar aro­ma.




    “A cel­ebra­tion din­ner.”




    “Great. But what is it’?”




    “A sur­prise,” squeaked Chi­un.




    “Close your eyes.” Re­mo did as he was told. He even fold­ed his hands. He wait­ed. He

    sensed rather than heard Chi­un’s san­daled feet slith­er in his di­rec­tion. Some­thing hot

    was poured in­to the great celadon bowl that dom­inat­ed the cen­ter of the ta­ble. Re­mo

    sniffed hard­er. He felt his stom­ach juices stir as they had not in many years.




    The op­po­site chair scraped back and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju spoke up.




    “You may open your eyes, my son.”




    Re­mo did. The wise eyes of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked at him with crin­kled

    amuser­nent. Mer­ri­ment lay in their hazel depths. They dom­inat­ed a face that was the col­or

    of aged ivory, mak­ing the myr­iad of wrin­kles look some­how akin to youth and not age. Twin

    puffs of wispy white hair dec­orat­ed the hol­lows over his small ears. A frag­ile beard was

    stirred by the steam com­ing from the great bowl. Such was the coun­te­nance of Chi­un, lat­est

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, heir to the longest and most cel­ebrat­ed line of as­sas­sins in

    his­to­ry, and Rerno’s train­er and adopt­ed fa­ther.




    “This is a great day for us,” he said soft­ly.




    “Amen,” said Re­mo. “But what’s this? Duck soup?”




    “No duck to­day. Nor fish. And rice we will do with­out. For this is a day of cel­ebra­tion.

    I have wait­ed long for this gold­en hour. “




    “Great. But what is it? It smells great.”




    “Pa­tience,” in­toned Chi­un, rais­ing a long-​nailed fin­ger. The nail was point­ed and

    slight­ly curved. “Per­fec­tion is fleet­ing. Do not hur­ry the mo­ment.”




    “Tell my mouth. I’m prac­ti­cal­ly drool­ing. What is this stuff?”




    “Egg-​lemon soup,” whis­pered Chi­un. His voice was rev­er­ent.




    “Egg-​lemon?” Re­mo said, star­ing at the steam­ing bowl.




    “Re­served for full Mas­ters on­ly. Oh, this is a glo­ri­ous day. “




    “Egg-​lemon soup.” Re­mo looked in­to the steam as if the *..s,cies were part­ing to re­veal

    their in­ner­most se­crets for his eyes alone.




    “Sa­vor this mo­ment, Re­mo.”




    “I’m sa­vor­ing. I’m sa­vor­ing,” Rerno said. It had been over twen­ty years since he had

    come to Sinan­ju, the sun source of the mar­tial arts. Twen­ty years since he had learned the

    skills that made its prac­ti­tion­ers the most feared war­riors in his­to­ry. Twen­ty years

    since he had eat­en his last steak. Twen­ty years since sug­ar, cof­fee, pro­cessed foods, and

    al­co­hol were for­bid­den to him. Twen­ty years since his body had been made one with the

    uni­verse, un­til his di­et had shrunk to rice, duck, and fish, with the oc­ca­sion­al

    or­gan­ical­ly grown veg­etable thrown in for vi­ta­min con­tent. And twen­ty years since his

    tongue had touched an un­fa­mil­iar food.




    “Ah,” said Chi­un. “I see it in your eyes.”




    “Steam?”




    “No, a twin­kle. Egg-​lemon soup al­ways brings a twin­kle to the eye.”




    Re­mo did not re­ply. He on­ly stared. A new food. A new taste sen­sa­tion. He had to keep

    swal­low­ing be­cause his mouth juices were erupt­ing like a liq­uid vol­cano. His hands

    reached for a spoon, but some­thing in­side him made him hes­itate. A new food. Maybe af­ter

    this there would be no more new foods. Chi­un was right. This was a mo­ment to sa­vor.




    “Have you-​noth­ing to say?” Chi­un in­quired at length.




    “I’m speech­less,” Re­mo said sin­cere­ly. “Re­al­ly, Chi­un, this is won­der­ful.

    Egg-​lemon soup.”




    “From an an­cient Ko­re­an recipe.”




    “This is great. How very thought­ful, Lit­tle Fa­ther. And on­ly last week you were harp­ing

    on me to let my fin­ger­nails grow long like yours.”




    “Speak not of triv­ial quar­rels on this aus­pi­cious morn­ing,” Chi­un said

    mag­nan­imous­ly.




    “Sor­ry,” Re­mo said sheep­ish­ly. His eyes were not on Chi­un, but on the bowl. It still

    steamed. But he could see the broth now. It was yel­low­ish-​white. And in it tiny dark specks

    float­ed. The sight filled his eyes to brim­ming as the aro­ma filled his nos­trils. Re­mo felt

    al­most as if he were go­ing to cry with the sheer joy of dis­cov­ery.




    “Egg-​lemon soup,” he said un­der his breath. And it was a prayer.




    “I will let you pour,” Chi­un said sud­den­ly, clap­ping his hands.




    “Glad­ly,” Re­mo said, bolt­ing from his seat. He scooped up the large bowl and la­dled out

    the heat­ed broth, fill­ing first Chi­un’s bowl and then his own. He re­placed the bowl and sat

    again. He stared in­to his own bowl. His hands, hold­ing the la­dle and a spoon, al­most

    trem­bled.




    “You may go first.”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. Then, drop­ping the la­dle, he dug in. He brought the first hot spoon­ful

    to his mouth. He hes­itat­ed again. Chi­un’s eyes were ea­ger as they watched him, his wise old

    face beam­ing with pride. This was a sa­cred mo­ment.




    Re­mo blew on the spoon to cool the broth. He took his first spoon­ful. It seared his tongue

    like acid.




    “Hooo!” he said, swal­low­ing.




    “Good?”




    “Strong.”




    “It has been a long time since your tongue has tast­ed such nec­tar. I rec­om­mend small

    sips.”




    “Okay,” said Re­ano. The sec­ond spoon­ful was pun­gent. It slid down his throat with all

    the fire of a shot of good Ken­tucky bour­bon. The third taste was mere­ly sharp. Re­mo found

    him­self able to take larg­er dos­es. He drank up the bowl greed­ily, not even notic­ing that

    Chi­un had not even tast­ed his own.




    “More?” asked Chi­un. Re­mo nod­ded.




    “I am glad you like it,” Chi­un re­marked as he re­filled Re­mo’s bowl. On­ly then did he

    sam­ple his own bowl. He sipped from the spoon light­ly, show­ing none of the strong re­ac­tion

    that had come with Re­mo’s first fla­vor­ful sips.




    Re­mo was on his third bowl when a thought oc­curred to him.




    “This is re­al­ly ex­cel­lent, Lit­tle Fa­ther, but if you were able to eat this stuff all

    these years, why didn’t you?”




    “Egg-​lemon soup is re­served for full Mas­ters, which I have been for all the years that

    you have known me, but which you have achieved on­ly re­cent­ly.”




    “So, why’d you ab­stain?”




    “Could the fa­ther eat so well and let his on­ly child go with­out?”




    “All these years,” Re­mo said, look­ing up from the near­ly emp­ty bowl. “All these years

    you sac­ri­ficed. For me.”




    “A fa­ther’s du­ty,” said Chi­un, who was not re­al­ly Re­mo’s fa­ther, but in many ways was

    more, much more than that.




    “I am hon­ored by your sac­ri­fice,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly. “And on­ly yes­ter­day you were

    telling me that it was time for me to grow a beard like your own. And I told you to go stuff

    it.”




    “A harsh mem­ory, but on this night we tran­scend such pet­ty ar­gu­ments,” Chi­un said

    lofti­ly. “More?”




    “Yes,” said Re­mo, hold­ing out his bowl.




    Af­ter con­sum­ing ev­ery last drop, Re­mo spoke up. “I feel ashamed, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he

    said qui­et­ly.




    “On such a night?” Chi­un squeaked. He brushed Re­mo’s ad­mis­sion aside as if it were

    in­con­se­quen­tial. “It is of no mo­ment.”




    “But I should ex­plain.”




    “It is noth­ing.”




    “But I’d re­al­ly like to,” Re­mo re­peat­ed. “I cut you off, about the beard and the

    fin­ger­nails, be­cause we’ve had these dis­cus­sions many times be­fore. But I don’t want you

    to think I don’t hon­or you. I do. It’s just that this is Amer­ica. Cus­toms are dif­fer­ent. I

    could grow a beard, but it’s just not me. As for my fin­ger­nails, as I’ve ex­plained to you

    be­fore, in Amer­ica on­ly wom­en go about with their fin­ger­nails long.”




    “And Mas­ters of Sinan­ju,” added Chi­un.




    “Yes, and Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. But you’re Ko­re­an. You can get away with it. But the work

    we do for Smith and Amer­ica re­quires that I some­times go un­der­cov­er. I can’t have long

    fin­ger­nails. I’d stick out. It would de­feat the whole pur­pose. You can un­der­stand

    that?”




    And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sur­prised Re­mo by say­ing a sim­ple, “Yes, I un­der­stand

    per­fect­ly.”




    Re­mo’s con­cerned ex­pres­sion re­laxed. He nod­ded when Chi­un held up a steam­ing la­dle.

    Re­mo’s bowl came up again. This was the fifth bowl, but the soup was so light that Re­mo felt

    as if he could drink it all night.




    As he dug in again un­der Chi­un’s ap­prov­ing gaze, Re­mo thought of an­oth­er

    ques­tion.




    “One oth­er thing puz­zles me, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    “Yes?”




    “I thought we couldn’t eat eggs.”




    “We can­not. But egg-​lemon soup is dif­fer­ent.”




    “Oh. I seem to re­mem­ber you telling me that even the white of the egg was poi­son to us.

    The yolk would turn our dead bones to pow­der.”




    “And so it would. But this is egg-​lemon soup.”




    “Its lemo­ny, all right. But I don’t seem to taste much egg.”




    “It is there. The lemon sim­ply masks its taste.”




    “And these crunchy things,” said Re­mo, look­ing at the dark specks float­ing in his spoon.

    “What are they? Al­mond slices?”




    “No,” said Chi­un quick­ly.




    “Seeds, then? They’re very hard.”




    “No.”




    “Then what?”




    “They are the pre­cious egg bits.” Re­mo blinked. He looked at his spoon.




    “I don’t get it. Eggs aren’t hard and crunchy.” He looked clos­er. He no­ticed that the

    specks were shaped like tiny shards of glass. Some were white. Oth­ers a dark brown. He

    jig­gled his spoon and no­ticed that some of the brown ones were white on the op­po­site side.

    What did that re­mind him of? Re­mo won­dered.




    “How do you get an egg to be this hard?” he asked.




    “It is sim­ple,” Chi­un replied. “You take the raw egg, and you break it over a bowl. Then

    you place the shell in an­oth­er bowl.”




    “Yeah,” said Re­mo. He was hang­ing on ev­ery word.




    “And there you are,” said Chi­un, beam­ing.




    “Did I miss a step here?” Re­mo asked.




    “You wish to know the recipe?”




    “If that will ex­plain the egg part, yeah.”




    Chi­un shrugged. “It is sim­ple. In a pot you have the lemon broth sim­mer­ing.”




    “Right. Lemon broth.”




    “Then you take the bowl with the eggshells and the bowl with the ined­ible eggs’

    hearts.”




    “That means the whites and yolks. Yeah. Go on.”




    “Then,” said Chi­un rapid­ly, “you pour the first bowl down the sink and the sec­ond bowl

    in­to the broth, first tak­ing care to crush the eggs in­to small ed­ible pieces.”




    “The shells!” Re­mo roared. “I’m eat­ing eggshell soup!”




    “Egg-​lemon soup,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed, his face stung. “And a mo­ment ago you were rav­ing

    about it.”




    “Rav­ing. I’m hys­ter­ical!” Re­mo snapped. “Why didn’t you tell me these were shells? I

    wouldn’t have eat­en them!”




    “But they are good for you. Did you not en­joy your first five bowls?”




    Re­mo’s face calmed down. “Well, yeah, ac­tu­al­ly I did. But now that these are eggshells,

    it’s a dif­fer­ent sto­ry.”




    “That is the recipe. Had I used the hearts of the eggs, you would have been dead af­ter your

    first bowl.”




    “Yeah, but-“




    “I do not un­der­stand, Re­mo. If it was de­li­cious when you did not know its

    in­gre­di­ents, why is it not still de­li­cious af­ter you know these things?”




    “It is de­li­cious,” Re­mo said de­fen­sive­ly, and Chi­un’s face soft­ened.




    “Then eat,” Chi­un im­plored. “There is plen­ty.”




    “You’re still on your first bowl,” Re­mo ob­served.




    “At my age, it is bet­ter to eat in mod­er­ation. But you are young yet. Come, fill your

    stom­ach. This is a hap­py day. “




    “Okay with you if I skip the shells?”




    “But they are the best part. And you would not spoil this aus­pi­cious day by not eat­ing

    what I have slaved over all day?”




    “I won’t chew them, then.”




    “If that is your wish,” Chi­un said sad­ly.




    “Okay, I’ll chew,” said Re­mo. “See?” His teeth went crunch-​crunch against the bits of

    eggshell.




    Chi­un beamed. He looked like a wrin­kled lit­tle an­gel. When the meal was over and Re­mo

    had cleared the ta­ble, he asked:




    “So what do we do now?”




    “It is time for Co­pra In­is­free. We will watch her show.”




    “Okay,” said Re­mo, but on­ly to be po­lite. He had no in­ter­est in the talk-​show host­ess

    whom Chi­un found so fas­ci­nat­ing.




    But when the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju set­tled on his reed mat be­fore the liv­ing-​room

    tele­vi­sion, the pic­ture that greet­ed his eyes sent his hap­py face in­to shocked

    dis­may.




    “What is this?” he de­mand­ed queru­lous­ly. “Where is Co­pra the Clown?”




    Re­mo looked. “Guess she’s been re­placed. This guy is the new hot thing.”




    On the screen was the name “Hor­ton Droney III” in­side a graph­ic de­signed to re­sem­ble a

    shout­ing mouth. The im­age dis­solved in­to a shot of a cheer­ing stu­dio au­di­ence. Then a

    ca­su­al­ly dressed man jogged down the stu­dio aisle, giv­ing high fives to en­thu­si­as­tic

    greeters. In the back­ground, Re­mo no­ticed that se­cu­ri­ty guards were drag­ging oth­er

    au­di­ence mem­bers away. One took a switch­blade away from a black man. Oth­ers shout­ed

    ep­ithets to the man who, once on the stage, ap­peared not to no­tice that not all the

    com­mo­tion was in his fa­vor. He shot the au­di­ence a huge smile. His teeth were so big and

    white the smile made his face seem sud­den­ly dirty.




    “Tonight’s guests-​and I use the term loose­ly-​are a quack and a fraud,” said Hor­ton

    Droney III in a too-​loud voice. “The quack’s here to plug his book, The Hid­den Heal­ing

    Pow­ers of Cheese.” A hard­cov­er book flew in­to Hor­ton Droney’s hands. He pre­tend­ed to

    flip through the pages. “And a piece of Swiss it is too.” He threw the book over his shoul­der.

    It knocked over a stand­ing spot­light. The crowd cheered wild­ly.




    Chi­un turned to Re­mo. “Ex­plain this crea­ture to me.”




    “Where do I start?”




    “With the an­swer to a sim­ple ques­tion. Why does he have a Ro­man nu­mer­al for a last

    name?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, he doesn’t. The num­ber III means ‘the third.’ He’s Hor­ton Droney the

    Third.”




    Chi­un’s wrin­kles smoothed in sur­prise. “You mean there are two more like him?”




    “Not ex­act­ly. It means his fa­ther is Hor­ton Droney II. Prob­ably his grand­fa­ther was

    the First.”




    “How long will this go on?”




    “As long as there are wom­en will­ing to bear lit­tle Hor­ton Droneys, I guess.”




    “Shh­hh,” Chi­un said sud­den­ly. “He speaks.”




    “Shouts,” Re­mo cor­rect­ed. Chi­un’s hand shot up.




    “Now I know you’re go­ing to give these New Age huck­sters ex­act­ly the wel­come they so

    rich­ly de­serve,” Hor­ton Droney III pro­claimed. A blood howl rose from the au­di­ence. “Here

    they come, Shane Bil­liken and-​get this-​Princess Sinanchu.”




    “Hey, did you catch that name? It sound­ed al­most like-“




    Re­mo’s words were lit­er­al­ly pinched off by Chi­un’s fin­gers. He tried re­mov­ing

    Chi­un’s fin­gers from his lips. They were locked like pli­ers. Re­mo de­cid­ed to sit

    qui­et­ly. Chi­un would not let go un­til he was ready.




    A square-​faced man in black leather clothes and wraparound sun­glass­es stepped out. He led

    a small gold­en-​skinned wom­an by the hand. She wore a short white cos­tume and seemed

    fright­ened by the roar of the au­di­ence. Even af­ter they were seat­ed, the man, whom an

    on-​screen tag iden­ti­fied as “Shane Bil­liken, New Age Gu­ru,” con­tin­ued hold­ing the

    girl’s hand, as if afraid she would bolt at any sec­ond.




    “This, I take it, is Princess Sinanchu?” Hor­ton Droney III sneered.




    “That’s right,” said Shane Bil­liken. “And you can scoff all you want. But this wom­an is

    what I call a per­pet­ual chan­nel­er. Un­like oth­er chan­nel­ers, she does not need to go

    in­to a trance in or­der to ac­cess her spir­it guide. She is per­ma­nent­ly locked in­to the

    con­scious­ness of Princess Sinanchu, a war­rior queen from pre­his­toric times, when

    tech­nol­ogy was more ad­vanced than ours.”




    Hor­ton Droney III gave the stu­dio au­di­ence, and the cam­era, an arched eye­brow look.

    The au­di­ence howled with laugh­ter. A toma­to splashed at the feet of Princess Sinanchu, who

    re­coiled.




    “No, not yet,” Hor­ton Droney told his au­di­ence re­prov­ing­ly. “I’ll tell you when to

    start throw­ing things.”




    “I can prove my claim,” Shane Bil­liken in­sist­ed.




    “I know, I know,” Hor­ton Droney said. “You’ve had lan­guage ex­perts from all over the

    world lis­ten to her, and they all agree that she’s speak­ing in an un­known tongue.”




    “Ex­act­ly right.”




    “And we all know how in­fal­li­ble those ivory-​tow­er ge­nius­es are. I mean, if I want­ed

    to run a scam like this, all I’d have to do is say, ‘Yabb­ba-​dab­bo doo’ a few times and I’d

    have them scratch­ing their pointy lit­tle heads too.”




    “Why don’t we let the au­di­ence judge for them­selves?”




    “Shoot.”




    Shane Bil­liken turned to the wom­an he called Princess Sinanchu and squeezed her hand hard.

    She be­gan speak­ing in rapid bursts.




    “Mo­la re Sinanchu. A gosa du Sinanchu. Pon­ver dreu du Sinanchu.”




    “She says that she is Princess Sinanchu,” Shane Bil­liken said care­ful­ly, “and she wants

    to warn us that we’re let­ting our tech­nol­ogy de­stroy us. We should eat more or­gan­ic foods

    like cheese, clean up our wa­ter and our air, or the calami­ty that be­fell her civ­iliza­tion

    will fall up­on ours.”




    “She said all that, eh?”




    “That’s cor­rect.”




    “Then how come she said her name three times and you re­peat­ed it on­ly once?” Hor­ton

    Droney said sav­age­ly.




    “I gave you the loose trans­la­tion.”




    “And if this lan­guage is un­known to mod­ern world, how come you speak it? Huh? An­swer me

    that.”




    “Be­cause in a pre­vi­ous life I was her hus­band.”




    “Oh, this is such crap.” Hor­ton Droney turned to the au­di­ence. “I say it’s crap. What do

    you say?”




    “It’s crap!” yelled the stu­dio au­di­ence. Se­cu­ri­ty guards moved in when some in the

    front row start­ed to rush the stage.




    “They say it’s crap,” ac­cused Hor­ton Droney, turn­ing to Princess Sinanchu. “And I’m

    go­ing to prove it.” He was shout­ing now, shout­ing abuse and in­vec­tive in the fright­ened

    face of Princess Sinanchu.




    “Come on, ad­mit it. You’re a fraud. This is an act. Who are you re­al­ly? Some cheap

    strip­per he picked up in a sa­loon? I’ll bet right now there’s some­one in our tele­vi­sion

    au­di­ence look­ing at you and say­ing, ‘I know her. I went to high school with the lit­tle

    trol­lop.’ Come on, ‘fess up, be­fore some­one else blows the whis­tle.”




    “Dak­ka, qi Drue Sinanchu,” said Princess Sinanchu.




    “We know your freak­ing stage name, you smarmy fake. What we want is the truth. Who are you?

    How much is he pay­ing you to work this lit­tle scam? Huh? Come on, ad­mit it.”




    Hor­ton Droney was spit­ting words in her face with re­lent­less vi­olence. His face was

    turn­ing red. The stu­dio au­di­ence was a mob.




    “Shake it out of her, Hort,” they yelled. “Make the bitch talk.”




    Hor­ton Droney grabbed Princess Sinanchu by the hair and yanked her out of her seat.




    “I know how to prove she’s a fraud,” he shout­ed, wrestling her to the front of the stage.

    “An old-​fash­ioned spank­ing!”




    Princess Sinanchu made a sound like a spit­ting cat and reached un­der her skirt. Her hand

    flashed up and Hor­ton Droney sud­den­ly backed away from her. He twist­ed on his feet un­til

    his knees start­ed buck­ling. His mouth opened in a gri­mace. An or­nate bone han­dle jut­ted

    from his chest.




    He gripped it in both hands, and then, his face dark­en­ing even as his gri­mace widened, he

    fell on his face.




    A “Tech­ni­cal Dif­fi­cul­ties” sign was beamed in­to mil­lions of homes across the

    na­tion.




    “Enough,” Chi­un said abrupt­ly, re­leas­ing Re­mo’s numb lips. He arose and shut off the

    TV. “We are go­ing to Moo.”




    “I re­al­ize tele­vi­sion may have sunk to new depths here, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo

    protest­ed. “But I think we can find some bet­ter way to en­ter­tain our­selves than by

    re­sort­ing to an­imal im­pres­sions.”




    “There is no time to ex­plain,” Chi­un said, flounc­ing from the room like a fussy hen.

    “Pack.”




    “Pack? Why?”




    “Be­cause we are go­ing to Moo.”




    Re­mo, see­ing from the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s body lan­guage that he meant busi­ness,

    shrugged and said, “I’d bet­ter in­form Smith, then.” He picked up the tele­phone and di­aled

    the none­mer­gen­cy num­ber that con­nect­ed him with CURE, the su­per­secret gov­ern­ment

    or­ga­ni­za­tion for which he worked. A record­ed mes­sage told him he had reached the Mi­ami

    Beach Bet­ter­ment League and that, at the sound of the beep, the caller had ex­act­ly thir­ty

    sec­onds to leave a mes­sage.




    Re­mo wait­ed for the beep and then, let­ting out his breath, let out with it a rapid-​fire

    stream of words. “Smit­ty. Re­mo. Chi­un and I are go­ing to moo. I don’t know what ex­act­ly

    that means, but it in­volves trav­el, and from Chi­un’s look, it’s se­ri­ous. I’d ex­plain, but

    I don’t know any more than that, and be­sides, I have a hunch the ex­pla­na­tion would take

    longer than thir­ty sec­onds. Next time spring for a longer tape. ‘Bye.”




    Re­mo hung up with three sec­onds to spare and called in­to the oth­er room:




    “Sr­nit­ty’s tak­en care of.”




    “Good,” called Chi­un. “Are you packed?”




    “One thing at a time,” Re­mo grum­bled, start­ing for his room. He stopped abrupt­ly and

    ducked back in­to Chi­un’s room.




    “Give me one good rea­son why I should,” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “I will tell you on the way.”




    “No, I think I de­serve a straight an­swer right now.” Re­mo fold­ed his arms. “And if I

    don’t get one, I’m not go­ing to quack, bark, grunt, or whin­ny. Nev­er mind moo.”




    Chi­un stopped his pack­ing. He straight­ened up from lay­ing a trav­el­ing ki­mono in a

    bright red lac­quer trunk with brass han­dles. His clear hazel eyes nar­rowed crafti­ly.




    “Be­cause,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said care­ful­ly, “the wom­en go bare-​breast­ed.”




    Re­mo blinked as the sig­nif­icance of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s words sank in. He did not

    un­der­stand this moo busi­ness. He did not un­der­stand how it con­nect­ed with this sud­den

    urge to pack. Breasts, he un­der­stood. When Harold Smith had first sub­ject­gd him to a

    bat­tery of psy­cho­log­ical tests be­fore turn­ing him over to Chi­un, Re­mo had passed most

    of the tests hand­ily. Ex­cept one. The Rorschach test. Smith laid down one inkblot and Re­mo

    looked at it briefly and pro­nounced it a pair of fe­male breasts. That was the an­swer he gave

    for nine out of nine inkblots. Some­times he saw on­ly one breast. Once he saw three. When the

    wor­ried look on Smith’s par­si­mo­nious face made Re­mo fear he was about to be dumped in­to

    the grave bear­ing his name but which ac­tu­al­ly con­tained a name­less derelict, Re­mo

    an­nounced that the tenth and fi­nal inkblot was an ac­cu­rate de­pic­tion of the In­di­an

    sub­con­ti­nent-​even though it looked like the most colos­sal set of boobs he had ev­er

    seen.




    Re­mo shook his head sud­den­ly and straight­ened out of his lean­ing slouch against the

    door­jamb.




    “Well, don’t just stand there,” he said. “Keep pack­ing. I’ll call a cab.”


  




  

    Chapter 4




    The doc­tor at New York Hos­pi­tal want­ed to say that Hor­ton Droney III would not, could

    not, un­der any imag­in­able cir­cum­stances, see vis­itors.




    In­stead, a blood-​cur­dling scream erupt­ed in the room. It wasn’t com­ing from the tiny

    Ori­en­tal gen­tle­man in the col­or­ful na­tive cos­tume. His com­pan­ion, the one with the

    dead­est eyes Dr. Alan Doo­ley had seen since med­ical school, stood tight-​lipped. He was not

    the au­thor of the blood-​cur­dling scream ei­ther.




    It might have been Nurse Bot­tom­sly. Her mouth was open. But her throat wasn’t pul­sat­ing

    the way peo­ple do when they scream. She looked more shocked than hor­ri­fied. And she was

    look­ing di­rect­ly at him.




    It was then that Dr. Doo­ley no­ticed that it was he him­self who had au­thored the

    mys­te­ri­ous scream. Imag­ine that. He was scream­ing and he hadn’t even no­ticed. Be­fore his

    fear-​frozen brain synaps­es could be­gin the pro­cess of won­der­ing why he was scream­ing,

    the an­swer shot up his arm, spread to the oth­er arm, down both legs, up his scream­ing skull,

    and, most painful­ly, to his tes­ti­cles.




    He fell on the floor and clutched him­self. He screamed loud­er. He coughed through the

    scream and the re­sult­ing sound was quite dis­gust­ing. As he curled up on the floor like a

    mag­got that has been doused with lighter flu­id and set afire, he no­ticed that his right arm

    hadn’t joined his left in the nec­es­sary ac­tion of clutch­ing him­self at the point of

    max­imum pain. It was hung up on some­thing.




    With tear­ing eyes, Dr. Doo­ley looked up. His wrist was pinched be­tween the thumb and

    fore­fin­ger of the lit­tle Asian gen­tle­man. The man’s face was a thun­der­cloud of

    wrath.




    “I will ask again,” the Asian said even­ly. “Di­rect us to the room of Hor­ton the

    Turd.”




    “Do us both a fa­vor,” the white man in­ter­posed ca­su­al­ly. “He’s in a rush and I’m in a

    hur­ry. Don’t piss ei­ther of us off.”




    The thought, clear as a sur­gi­cal nee­dle go­ing through Dr. Doo­ley’s brain, pen­etrat­ed

    with amaz­ing clar­ity. If the Asian was in­flict­ing this much agony be­fore he was pissed,

    how much pain would he in­flict when he crossed that ter­ri­ble thresh­old?




    Dr. Doo­ley de­cid­ed not to find out. Bet­ter to risk a mal­prac­tice suit from the

    pa­tient. Be­sides, he was not Hor­ton Droney’s per­son­al physi­cian. He was just the doc­tor

    on du­ty when the tele­vi­sion host was rushed in­to the Emer­gen­cy Room. Sud­den­ly Dr.

    Doo­ley felt ab­so­lute­ly no obli­ga­tion to his pa­tient.




    “Room thir­ty-​sev­en,” he groaned. His hand sud­den­ly fell to the floor, land­ing be­side

    his nose, as flac­cid and life­less as a dead taran­tu­la.




    “Thank you,” a voice told him as he picked his hand off the floor. It was as if it was

    sep­arate from his body. He couldn’t even feel the arm that still linked it to his shoul­der.

    “Don’t just stand there, nurse. Get a doc­tor!”




    “Which … which one?”




    “A good one, dammit.”




    “I hope he’s con­scious,” Re­mo told Chi­un as they ap­proached the hos­pi­tal room. “At the

    stu­dio, they said he was stuck pret­ty deep.”




    “If he is not con­scious, I will awak­en him,” Chi­un promised.




    “And if he’s dead?”




    “Then we will search out the poor un­for­tu­nate girl with­out his aid.”




    “I wouldn’t call her un­for­tu­nate. She han­dled her­self pret­ty well, es­pe­cial­ly in

    front of that bul­ly.”




    “She was ter­ri­fied. And that lum­mox re­fused to lis­ten to her.”




    “What could he do? She didn’t speak En­glish.”




    “Yes, all the good lan­guages are for­got­ten.”




    “Don’t tell me, Chi­un. You un­der­stood her gib­ber­ish?”




    “I will not.”




    “Good.”




    “But I did.”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said as he looked around.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju paused be­fore the door marked thir­ty-​sev­en and pushed it open.

    Re­mo fol­lowed him in. It was a pri­vate room. Hor­ton Droney III lay on an im­mac­ulate bed.

    In­tra­venous tubes led from his arm. A blood bag hung over his head. His eyes were

    half-​closed dream­ily.




    “Ex­cuse me,” said the at­tend­ing nurse, ris­ing from a chair.




    “You are ex­cused,” snapped Chi­un.




    “But-




    “He said you’ve been ex­cused,” Re­mo said gen­tly, lead­ing the nurse out the door. When

    she protest­ed, he added, “Here, take my wal­let as se­cu­ri­ty. It con­tains my life sav­ings

    and my ID. If we do any­thing bad, you’ll know who to re­port to the po­lice.”




    Then he closed the door af­ter her. He held the door­knob in place while she vain­ly tried

    to turn it from the oth­er side. Her pound­ings woke Hor­ton Droney III.




    “Who are you jerks?” he roared when he saw Chi­un.




    “I am Chi­un and I would keep a civ­il tongue in my mouth.”




    “Hey, I don’t take crap from Japanese. I haven’t for­got­ten Pearl Har­bor. So get lost, you

    Toy­ota-​lov­ing rice­ball.”




    “Now you did it,” Re­mo said.




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un said even­ly, “would you ex­cuse us?”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, why don’t you let me han­dle this?” Re­mo be­gan, still hold­ing the

    door­knob against the nurse’s fran­tic strug­gling.




    “Did he call you a Japanese?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “No, but I don’t think he knows any bet­ter.”




    “I know that if we don’t stand up for our rights,” Hor­ton Droney screamed, spit­tle fly­ing

    from his yawn­ing mouth, “the Japanese are go­ing to buy Amer­ica out from un­der us.”




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un re­peat­ed.




    “Okay, Lit­tle Fa­ther, I hear Se­cu­ri­ty com­ing up the hall. Just, please, don’t kill

    him. He’s a tele­vi­sion per­son­al­ity, for Christ’s sake.”




    “Kill?” said Hor­ton Droney III, look­ing at Chi­un’s wrin­kled face. And then he threw his

    head back in laugh­ter. He howled the word “Kill” in be­tween spasms of hi­lar­ity.




    The laugh­ter stopped al­most as soon as Re­mo closed the door be­hind him. The nurse

    land­ed on her white rump when the door she was strain­ing against sud­den­ly came to­ward

    her.




    Two se­cu­ri­ty guards came run­ning up the hall. “What is it? What’s the trou­ble?” they

    de­mand­ed.




    “She is,” Re­mo said, point­ing at the hap­less nurse.




    “I am not!” the nurse said in­dig­nant­ly.




    “Who are you, bud­dy?”




    “Hor­ton Droney IV.” Re­mo bared his teeth to the gum line, hop­ing to cre­ate the ef­fect

    of a fam­ily re­sem­blance. The guards hes­itat­ed.




    “The big guy’s son?” one of them asked un­cer­tain­ly.




    “That’s right. And it’s a good thing I came along when I did. I found this nurse go­ing

    through my fa­ther’s stuff. And when I asked her what she was do­ing, she gave me a lot of

    dou­ble-​talk and lift­ed my wal­let.”




    “I did not!” the nurse cried.




    “That’s my wal­let in her hand right there. Check it out.”




    “He gave it to me,” the nurse protest­ed.




    “Hah!” re­tort­ed Re­mo. “A like­ly sto­ry.” He hoped he sound­ed as self-​im­por­tant as

    Hor­ton Droney IV would sound-​as­sum­ing that there was a Hor­ton Droney IV.




    One of the se­cu­ri­ty guards re­trieved the wal­let and was about to go through it when the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju glid­ed out of Hor­ton Droney’s room.




    “All set, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked.




    “I have what I want,” Chi­un replied.




    “Good,” said Re­mo, snatch­ing his wal­let from the guard’s hand.




    “Hey,” the guard said. And sud­den­ly he found him­self on the oth­er side of a closed door.

    He ex­pe­ri­enced a mo­ment of pro­found dis­ori­en­ta­tion. He re­mem­bered the hand

    snatch­ing the wal­let from him and then the guy’s oth­er hand hook­ing his belt buck­le. Then

    he was in here. He didn’t re­mem­ber any in­ter­ven­ing ac­tion. When he no­ticed the man with

    the caved-​in mouth on the bed, he re­al­ized he was in Hor­ton Droney III’s room. Then he

    wasn’t alone any­more. His fel­low guard sprawled on the floor be­side him. The nurse came

    run­ning in on her own. She closed the door and leaned up again it, her skin­ny chest heav­ing

    spas­mod­ical­ly.




    “What are you afraid of?” the guard asked her.




    “Ev­ery­thing,” she sobbed.




    Out on the street, Re­mo trailed af­ter the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Chi­un was storm­ing along

    First Av­enue, obliv­ious of the crowds surg­ing around him.




    “Did you get what you want­ed?” Re­mo asked.




    “That, and more.”




    “Tell me about the ‘that.’ “




    “The one known as Shane Bil­liken lives in a place called Mal­ibu. We are go­ing there.”




    “I’d bet­ter hail a cab,” said Re­mo. He put two fin­gers in­to his mouth and whis­tled. A

    cab pulled up and Re­mo opened the door for Chi­un.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju set­tled in­to the rear seat and the cab was in mo­tion be­fore

    Re­mo had the door closed af­ter him.




    “Kennedy in­ter­na­tion­al,” he told the driv­er. And turn­ing to Chi­un, he asked, “What

    was the more?”




    “This,” said Chi­un, pulling a huge set of false teeth from one vo­lu­mi­nous sleeve. Chi­un

    held it in a hos­pi­tal tow­el to keep his hands clean.




    “I guess his se­cret is out. What are you go­ing to do with them?”




    “I do not know,” Chi­un said ca­su­al­ly, and balling the den­tures in­side the tow­el, he

    flipped them out the win­dow. They hit the street, where a bus ran over them. The crack brought

    a sat­is­fied smile to Chi­un’s face.




    “That’s a re­lief,” Re­mo said. “I thought you were go­ing to kill him.”




    “An­oth­er time, per­haps.” said Chi­un.




    As they ap­proached the air­port, Re­mo sud­den­ly re­mem­bered some­thing.




    “When do we get to the bare-​breast­ed wom­en?”




    “Have pa­tience. We are at least head­ed in the right di­rec­tion.”




    “Any­thing I can do to get there faster? Like moo?”




    “I do not un­der­stand this moo you speak of.”




    “Well, I don’t un­der­stand the moo you keep talk­ing about ei­ther. “




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly we are think­ing of two en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent Moos.”




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly,” said Re­mo.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Dr. Harold W. Smith wore a lemo­ny frown as he shut down the com­put­er sys­tem in his

    of­fice at Fol­croft San­itar­ium. The sun was set­ting, and dark­ness was en­velop­ing Long

    Is­land Sound, which showed through the big one-​way glass pic­ture win­dow di­rect­ly be­hind

    his desk.




    It was the end of a dif­fi­cult day. He had made an in­spec­tion of the psy­chi­atric wing

    of Fol­croft. One of the in­mates had been found miss­ing. Not a rou­tine mat­ter in any

    asy­lum, for Smith it was fraught with po­ten­tial se­ri­ous ram­ifi­ca­tions. For Fol­croft

    was a cov­er for CURE, a su­per­secret gov­ern­ment or­ga­ni­za­tion, and un­der the guise of

    be­ing Fol­croft’s di­rec­tor, Smith ac­tu­al­ly ran CURE.




    Set up in the ear­ly 1960’s when the tide of crime threat­ened to swamp the ship of state

    called the Unit­ed States of Amer­ica, CURE was the brain­child of a young Pres­ident who had

    no idea then that an as­sas­sin was about to end his term in of­fice pre­ma­ture­ly. In those

    dark days, the hand­writ­ing had been on the wall. The na­tion was break­ing down. Two roads

    lay ahead: an­ar­chy, or a tem­po­rary sus­pen­sion of the Con­sti­tu­tion in or­der to set

    things right.




    The Pres­ident had come up with a third al­ter­na­tive. CURE. The Con­sti­tu­tion would

    stand, but to root out the crim­inal el­ements that were us­ing it to bury Amer­ica un­der a

    moun­tain of le­gal­is­tic red tape, CURE was set up to work out­side of con­sti­tu­tion­al

    re­stric­tions. If known, that would be a tac­it ad­mis­sion that Amer­ican democ­ra­cy had

    ceased to work. And so CURE was sanc­tioned to op­er­ate in se­cret.




    In those days, Smith re­called wist­ful­ly. CURE had been a so­ci­olog­ical-​re­search

    foun­da­tion, and its mul­ti­ple banks of com­put­ers had func­tioned as CURE’s

    in­for­ma­tion-​gath­er­ing brain. But a cri­sis in which CURE had been near­ly ex­posed forced

    a ma­jor change. Fol­croft be­came a san­itar­ium in fact as well as name. And its many

    com­put­ers, thanks in part to the march of tech­nol­ogy, went in­to a con­cealed base­ment

    where a small bank of them could do the work of a room­ful.




    With the change came new headaches. Med­ical staff. Pa­tients. AMA over­sight. Billing

    prob­lems. And now this. A miss­ing pa­tient.




    Smith’s pre­oc­cu­pa­tion with the miss­ing pa­tient forced from his mind two mes­sages that

    had come in over the of­fice tape ma­chine. Two sep­arate phone lines ac­cessed the ma­chine.

    One was a dum­my line to be used by Re­mo and Chi­un for non­crit­ical con­tact mes­sages, and

    the oth­er was known on­ly to his wife. Smith had bal­anced the ad­di­tion­al six

    dol­lar-​and-​twen­ty-​two-​cent cost of an ex­tra line against any pos­si­ble se­cu­ri­ty risk

    and erred in fa­vor of fru­gal­ity.




    When he had re­turned to his of­fice af­ter a fruit­less and frus­trat­ing search for the

    miss­ing pa­tient, whose name was Gilbert Grum­ley, Smith had re­played both mes­sages. The

    first was from Re­mo. He had rat­tled off some breath­less non­sense about moo­ing. Smith, not

    know­ing the cur­rent where­abouts of Re­mo or Chi­un, told him­self that there was no prob­lem

    as long as there were no as­sign­ments on the CURE agen­da. And all was qui­et there.




    The sec­ond mes­sage was from his wife, Maude. It was brief. It ran:




    “Harold, dear, could you please re­mem­ber to bring home a pack­age of those nice

    mashed-​pota­to flakes you like so much? And by the way, I saw the odd­est thing to­day. You

    know the-“




    The tape had not caught the en­tire mes­sage and Smith made a men­tal note to get a longer

    tape cas­sette if he ev­er saw one on sale.




    As he closed his brief­case and locked the of­fice be­hind him, Harold Smith won­dered what

    the odd thing Maude want­ed to tell him was. Oh, well, he thought, he would know soon

    enough.




    In the lob­by, the guard in­formed him that the miss­ing pa­tient, Gilbert Grum­ley, was

    still nowhere to be found. “It’s just a mat­ter of time,” Smith said. He said good night to the

    guard, went to his per­son­al park­ing space, and tooled his bat­tered sedan out the gate.




    He stopped off at a con­ve­nience store and bought an econ­omy-​size box of Flako Mag­ic

    Pota­to Mix, first ex­am­in­ing ev­ery box to find the one with the lat­est fresh­ness date.

    The pack­age cost ex­act­ly $1.37 and Smith paid for it with a dol­lar bill and ex­act change,

    which he took, one care­ful coin at a time, from a lit­tle red rub­ber change hold­er. It took

    longer to give ex­act change, but Smith had once been short-​changed twelve cents by a

    care­less clerk in 1955, and was forced to drive sev­en miles back to the store and ar­gue for

    twen­ty min­utes be­fore the pro­pri­etor agreed to rec­ti­fy the er­ror. Smith had on­ly

    caught it when he got home and went through his wal­let to bud­get his spend­ing mon­ey for the

    next work­ing day. At any time, he knew ex­act­ly how much mon­ey he had on his per­son. A

    pen­ny’s dif­fer­ence was usu­al­ly enough to de­press him.




    Maude Smith, frumpy and white-​haired, greet­ed him with a per­func­to­ry kiss at the

    door.




    “Did you bring it?” she asked.




    “Yes, of course,” Smith replied, set­ting his worn brief­case on the ta­ble by the door. He

    set­tled on­to the big stuffed so­fa.




    “Don’t get com­fort­able, Harold. The roast is ready. And these pota­toes will take on­ly a

    mo­ment.”




    Five min­utes lat­er, Smith had set­tled in­to his straight­backed wood­en chair at the head

    of the din­ing-​room ta­ble. He tast­ed the roast first. It was very dry.




    “Good?” asked Mrs. Smith.




    “Yes, very,” Smith said, tak­ing a sip of ice wa­ter.




    “And the peas?”




    Smith took a knife and herd­ed some peas on­to his fork. The peas tast­ed like peas.




    “Good,” said Smith, who was in­dif­fer­ent to peas. Mrs. Smith beamed. She nev­er got tired

    of cook­ing for her ap­pre­cia­tive hus­band.




    “And the pota­toes, Harold. How are they?”




    Smith tast­ed them. They tast­ed ar­ti­fi­cial. But of course, he wouldn’t say that. As a

    mat­ter of fact, af­ter over thir­ty years of mar­riage to a wom­an who served mashed pota­toes

    three or four times a week with­out fail, he had grown to­tal­ly dis­in­ter­est­ed in mashed

    pota­toes. But, of course, it would be the height of im­po­lite­ness to crit­icize his wife’s

    cook­ing. When Maude Smith dis­cov­ered ar­ti­fi­cial mashed pota­toes, it was like go­ing from

    bland to worse. But Smith con­soled him­self with the fact that at least these mashed pota­toes

    were not lumpy.




    “The pota­toes are very . . . smooth,” he told her. And with the tast­ing rit­ual done, Mrs.

    Smith dug in­to her own food. She thought the pota­toes tast­ed medic­inal, the peas tin­ny,

    and the roast beef too dry. But if this was the way her Harold pre­ferred his food, she was

    go­ing to be a good sport about it. But the man did have odd tastes.




    Harold Smith got the pota­toes out of the way as fast as pos­si­ble. He mixed the peas in­to

    the white mush in a vain at­tempt to make them more fla­vor­ful. Then he washed them down with

    ice wa­ter.




    Smith was work­ing on the dry roast beef when Mrs. Smith perked up sud­den­ly.




    “Oh, what did you think of that strange thing I men­tioned on the phone?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, the tape ran out be­fore you fin­ished speak­ing. All I got was some­thing odd

    that you had seen or heard about.”




    “We have new neigh­bors,” Mrs. Smith said.




    “Oh, did the Billing­tons move?”




    “The Billing­tons moved out when Richard Nixon was in of­fice. We’ve had two fam­ilies in

    that house since.”




    “That’s nice, dear,” said Dr. Harold W. Smith, won­der­ing what was so odd about hav­ing new

    neigh­bors. He knew his wife would get around to telling him. Even­tu­al­ly. “There were the

    Reynold­ses, who had too many chil­dren, and the Lip­pin­cotts, who had none. Well, Mr.

    Lip­pin­cott re­ceived a job of­fer in Tuc­son, so they had to move. Mrs. Lip­pin­cott was

    heart­bro­ken.”




    “I don’t think I ev­er had the plea­sure of meet­ing them.”




    “With the hours you keep, it’s no won­der. Re­al­ly, Harold, does that of­fice need you so

    much?”




    “We had a pa­tient turn up miss­ing to­day.”




    “Did you find him?”




    “Not yet. But we will. Our se­cu­ri­ty is quite good. I’m cer­tain he nev­er left the

    grounds.”




    “That’s nice,” Mrs. Smith said vague­ly. “But you know, I’ve been think­ing of it all day

    and I still can’t place him.”




    “Who?” asked Smith.




    “Our new neigh­bor, sil­ly. What do you think we’ve been talk­ing about?”




    “Oh,” said Smith, who thought they were dis­cussing Fol­croft. “What about our new

    neigh­bor?”




    “Well, I on­ly caught a glimpse of him leav­ing. I waved to him, but I don’t think he saw

    me. But he was some­one I’ve met be­fore. I’m sure of it.”




    Smith stopped with a des­ic­cat­ed slice of roast beef poised be­fore his open mouth.




    “Met where?” he asked. He forced his voice to be calm.




    “Well, that’s what I can’t for the life of me fig­ure.”




    “Could you de­scribe this man?” Smith said in a voice he fought to keep steady. He did not

    know why he was sud­den­ly con­cerned. Per­haps it was the un­set­tling mat­ter of the miss­ing

    pa­tient. Loose ends al­ways af­fect­ed his nerves.




    “Oh, he was tallish. His hair was dark. I didn’t see his eyes very clear­ly. I would say he

    was hand­some.”




    “Young or old?”




    “Young. But not too, too young. In his late twen­ties, I would say. Maybe ear­ly thir­ties.

    It’s so hard to tell these days. “




    And you say he looked fa­mil­iar?”




    “Yes, def­inite­ly. I know I’ve met him be­fore.”




    “Hm­mm,” said Smith. “When did they move in?”




    “Well, that’s one of the odd things. No one knows.”




    “What do you mean, no one knows?”




    “I got on the phone to Mrs. Gre­go­ri­an when I couldn’t stand it any­more-​you know, the

    nag­ging feel­ing that I knew the man-​and she didn’t even know any­one had moved in. There was

    no mov­ing van. She told me that she could see their liv­ing room from her up­stairs bed­room

    and there was prac­ti­cal­ly no fur­ni­ture.”




    “Maude!” Smith said re­prov­ing­ly. “Snoop­ing.”




    “I didn’t snoop. It was Mrs. Gre­go­ri­an. I just lis­tened.”




    “To gos­sip,” Smith said, but his lips thinned. Any­thing out of the or­di­nary was

    some­thing that he, in his sen­si­tive po­si­tion, had to look in­to.




    Prob­ably the new neigh­bor was an or­di­nary per­son. But Smith knew that if there was a

    place he, as di­rec­tor of CURE, was vul­ner­able, it was not in his well-​pro­tect­ed

    Fol­croft of­fice, it was in his mod­est Rye, New York, home.




    And if there was a threat about to ma­te­ri­al­ize against him, he must be pre­pared to move

    ruth­less­ly to elim­inate ev­ery­one in­volved in it.




    “Ex­cuse me, please. There are some phone calls I must make,” he said, dab­bing his chin

    with a linen nap­kin.




    “But you haven’t fin­ished your roast beef.”




    Smith looked at his plate. Two slices re­mained. He quick­ly wolfed them down, and drained

    the last of his ice wa­ter.




    “Good,” said Mrs. Smith, hap­py that her Harold had cleaned his plate. He al­ways cleaned

    his plate. It was nice that tonight was no ex­cep­tion. She had wor­ried that the roast beef

    was un­der­cooked. She knew her Harold hat­ed it rare. He so de­test­ed blood.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    If the truth were to be known, Shane Bil­liken would have been per­fect­ly con­tent to chuck

    it all. The filthy-​rich dowa­ger clients. The best-​sell­er book con­tracts. And the ra­dio

    and TV talk-​show ap­pear­ances.




    He was, as he saw it, an artist. But the world had kept slap­ping him down, and ex­ploit­ing

    its wealth­ier in­hab­itants’ world was his way of mak­ing up for past dis­ap­point­ments.




    He med­itat­ed on it again af­ter he hus­tled the girl he had dubbed Princess Sinanchu in­to

    his wait­ing limou­sine. He or­dered the driv­er to take them to Newark In­ter­na­tion­al

    Air­port, where his char­tered Lear­fan jet await­ed. With any luck, they’d be in the air

    be­fore the po­lice got or­ga­nized.




    Af­ter that, Shane Bil­liken had no idea what he was go­ing to do. True, he told him­self,

    he was not cul­pa­ble for what had hap­pened on The Hor­ton Droney III Show. The whole na­tion

    could at­test to that. But the po­lice were like­ly to ar­rest Princess Sinanchu-​or what­ev­er

    her ac­tu­al name was-​and Shane Bil­liken wasn’t about to let his meal tick­et lan­guish in

    jail.




    Bet­ter to make a break for the Coast, where celebri­ty mis­ad­ven­tures were swept un­der

    the rug ev­ery week. Let the lawyers han­dle it. New York was just too damn un­evolved.




    The Lear­fan was in the air less than thir­ty min­utes af­ter they had bolt­ed from the

    Man­hat­tan stu­dio. Shane Bil­liken breathed a sigh of re­lief. Princess Sinanchu sat in the

    rear of the plane, her tawny face an­gry, her eyes blaz­ing like dark jew­els as they stared

    out in­to the night sky.




    No, this was not what Shane Bil­liken had want­ed to do with his life. There was an­oth­er

    way, a bet­ter way. And if on­ly his life had gone in that di­rec­tion, he’d be hap­pi­er, and

    prob­ably still have the same Mal­ibu beach­front home, fat bank ac­count, and a hell of a lot

    younger groupies than he had now.




    If on­ly Roy the Boy would just lie down and die.




    As Shane Bil­liken saw it, on­ly a rock-​and-​roll di­nosaur stood be­tween him and a full

    cal­en­dar of year­ly con­cert book­ings.




    Long be­fore Shane Bil­liken knew a tarot deck from mac­ro­bi­ot­ic onion, he had been lead

    singer in a band called the Rock­abil­ly Rock­ets. They had a me­te­oric ca­reer at the

    be­gin­ning of 1963. They crashed to earth like a bol­lid.




    The Rock­abil­ly Rock­ets had ev­ery­thing go­ing for them. A sound, de­scribed by Va­ri­ety

    as doo-​wop folk, trade­mark three-​cor­nered hats, a hit sin­gle, and a record con­tract with

    a ma­jor la­bel.




    Then the Bea­tles hit New York and the Rock­abil­ly Rock­ets’ de­but al­bum, The

    Rock­abil­ly Rock­ets Live at the Hoo­te­nan­ny, made record­ing his­to­ry. It shipped tin. It

    went di­rect­ly from the press­ing room to the cut-​out bins.




    “What hap­pened?” Shane Bil­liken had de­mand­ed of his per­son­al man­ag­er. He knead­ed

    his Paul Re­vere hat in ner­vous fin­gers.




    “Look at it this way, Shane, ba­by, you made mu­sic his­to­ry. No­body’s ev­er shipped tin

    be­fore.”




    “You swore we’d go plat­inum overnight. I’d set­tle for gold. But tin!”




    “Don’t blame me, blame those shag­gy-​head­ed Brit pan­sies.”




    And Shane Bil­liken did. He held a bit­ter news con­fer­ence, fired his band, and spent the

    ear­ly six­ties bounc­ing around in restau­rant dish­wash­er jobs. He was a po­et with a

    bro­ken heart.




    It was in 1968 that Shane no­ticed the world was chang­ing. The Bea­tles had gone

    psychedel­ic. Ev­ery­one was in­to as­trol­ogy. And Zen. And high­er con­scious­ness.

    Es­pe­cial­ly the groupies. It was the Age of Aquar­ius.




    Shane Bil­liken bought a stack of used books on mys­ti­cism at a head shop and de­cid­ed

    that maybe he’d get in on the ac­tion. He worked car­ni­vals and pri­vate par­ties in the

    be­gin­ning. It was a good life, and grad­ual­ly he for­got his bit­ter­ness. Even the slump in

    the late sev­en­ties, when ev­ery­one sud­den­ly de­cid­ed the six­ties were passe, was not so

    tough. Shane had put a lot of his mon­ey in­to stocks. He did well.




    Then came the eight­ies. Sud­den­ly the fifties and six­ties were hot again. Old rock­ers

    were crawl­ing out of the wood­work, work­ing the nos­tal­gia cir­cuit. And Shane Bil­liken,

    en­er­gized from at­tend­ing a Righ­teous Broth­ers re­union con­cert, re­turned to his

    South­ern Cal­ifor­nia home and dug out his old Ova­tion gui­tar.




    Stand­ing in front of the mir­ror, his ax hang­ing off one shoul­der, and strum­ming an old

    I-​VI-​IV-​V-​I chord pro­gres­sion, he no­ticed that his push­ing-​fifty face had got­ten

    puffy. He put on a pair of wraparound sun­glass­es to see if it would take the curse off him,

    and lo and be­hold, he made a won­der­ful dis­cov­ery.




    He looked al­most ex­act­ly like the great Roy Or­bi­son. Es­pe­cial­ly when he combed his

    hair in­to a kind of Julius Cae­sar page­boy-​bang ef­fect.




    Shane ex­per­iment­ed with a few bars of “On­ly the Lone­ly,” and in­spi­ra­tion hit him.

    The woods were full of Elvis Pres­ley im­per­son­ators liv­ing off the bones of the King. Hell,

    al­most ev­ery over­weight singer who could curl his lip was cash­ing in. Why not Shane

    Bil­liken?




    He con­vinced the own­er of an Agoura dis­cotheque to book him for a week­end as Roy Or­bit

    Sun. Both nights sold out in ad­vance, and Shane Bil­liken knew he had found his way at

    last.




    The night of his first set, he wait­ed for the warm-​up act to fin­ish. He was sweat­ing so

    had, even his Ray-​Ban Way­far­er sun­glass­es were bead­ing up.




    “Re­lax,” said the club man­ag­er. “You’re gonna be dy­na­mite. You sound just like the

    guy.”




    “I haven’t done this in a few years. Are my shades on straight?”




    “You’ll do fine. In fact, there are a cou­ple of suits in the front row. Look like tal­ent

    scouts to me. What are you gonna open with?”




    ” ‘Run­ning Scared,’ ” said Shane Bil­liken, his teeth chat­ter­ing.




    “Good choice,” said the man­ag­er. “Fit­ting.”




    “Then I’m gonna seque in­to ‘Blue An­gel,’ shift up to ‘Oo­by Doo­by,’ and then do ‘Oh,

    Pret­ty Wom­an.’ “




    “If you hit, I’m gonna want you to play ev­ery week­end for the next three months.”




    “If I hit, you’ll have to talk to my agent about that.”




    “You told me you didn’t have an agent.”




    “If I hit, I’m get­ting one.”




    “Don’t get too big for your britch­es, pal. Try not to for­get I’m the guy who’s giv­ing you

    your big break.” Shane Bil­liken was about to say some­thing when the MC an­nounced the world

    pre­miere of the hottest per­former since the fifties, Roy Or­bit Sun, and Shane Bil­liken

    clumped out on the stage.




    He fired up a rock­ing ren­di­tion of “Run­ning Scared,” for­got the words mid­way through

    the soul­ful “Blue An­gel,” and switched over to “Cry­ing Over You,” which he was sav­ing for

    the first en­core. The crowd was with him from the third bar of “Cry­ing Over You.”




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, so were the two suits who hap­pened to be sit­ting in the front row. They

    jumped on­stage and tried to hand Shane Bil­liken an of­fi­cial-​look­ing en­ve­lope.




    “It’s over,” one of them said.




    “I’m sav­ing that one for the sec­ond set,” Shane Bil­liken hissed as he launched in­to an

    im­pro­vised gui­tar so­lo. “And I don’t do re­quests. So get off the stage. “




    “We rep­re­sent Roy Or­bi­son. The orig­inal. And this is a cease-​and-​de­sist or­der. You

    can change acts right now, or you can see us in court.”




    “But, but-“




    “Bet­ter de­cide fast, friend,” the oth­er man said.




    “Screw you,” snarled Shane Bil­liken. And then he was singing “Cr­ryyi­ii­ing Oooover

    Yooou­uu­uuu.”




    One of the suits snapped his fin­gers and a pair of plain­clothes cops hus­tled Shane

    Bil­liken off the stage to a cho­rus of boos and cat­calls.




    Shane Bil­liken bare­ly made bail that night. At the tri­al, faced with a bat­tery of

    high-​pow­ered lawyers, his own at­tor­ney sug­gest­ed that he plead no con­test. Shane

    Bil­liken re­luc­tant­ly agreed, and they made him sign a pa­per in which he promised that he

    would nev­er steal Roy Or­bi­son’s act again.




    Once more Shane Bil­liken’s ca­reer in mu­sic had hit a brick wall.




    If any­thing, he grew more em­bit­tered. A zil­lion Elvis Pres­ley im­per­son­ators were

    mak­ing in­di­vid­ual for­tunes and ev­ery­one knew that any war­bler with a bay win­dow and a

    spit curl could im­per­son­ate the King. But mim­ick­ing Roy Or­bi­son, with his high,

    haunt­ing bel can­to tenor-​that took skill.




    For a time, Shane Bil­liken flirt­ed with the idea of hav­ing Roy the Boy whacked. He went

    so far as to ini­ti­ate con­tact with a hit man. But at the last minute he chick­ened out. It

    was too risky. Be­sides, how long could Or­bi­son go on? Al­most all of his con­tem­po­raries

    were drop­ping like flies from drugs or booze or some damn thing.




    Shane Bil­liken de­cid­ed to wait the guy out. How long could it take? And so he re­turned

    to his for­mer trade. But by this time mys­ti­cism was no longer the province of dip­py girls

    in tent dress­es and guys with ear­rings. Now it be­longed to the yup­pies and the house­wives.

    The Age of Aquar­ius was over. It was the New Age.




    Once he got in­to the swing of it, Shane Bil­liken found that by work­ing the

    ex­clu­sive-​clien­tele an­gle, he could make ten times the mon­ey for one-​twen­ti­eth the

    ef­fort. Mean­time, he prac­ticed his singing in the show­er.




    A limo was wait­ing for him at LAX air­port. Shane hus­tled the princess in­to the back. She

    spat at him. Some days she was touchy. Like the last time he tried to get in­to her pants. He

    hadn’t been as much in­ter­est­ed in that as he had been in get­ting an­oth­er look at those

    sil­very coins of hers. She guard­ed them jeal­ous­ly. She even slept with them, which was more

    than she did for the man who fed and clothed her and got her on talk shows all over the

    na­tion, thought Shane Bil­liken bit­ter­ly.




    Even months af­ter he had first tak­en her un­der his wing, af­ter a bat­tery of lin­guists

    had as­sured him to his own sur­prise that her lan­guage was not mere­ly uniden­ti­fied, but

    bore no lin­guis­tic re­sem­blance to any tongue known to the mod­ern world, Shane Bil­liken

    still had no idea where Princess Sinanchu came from. She re­sist­ed all his ef­forts to teach

    her En­glish.




    All he knew was that if no one could un­der­stand what she was say­ing, no one could

    pos­si­bly dis­prove his claim that she was the avatar of Princess Sinanchu of At­lantis.




    For all he knew, it was true.




    Re­turn­ing to his house, Shane Bil­liken in­struct­ed Fer­nan­do, his Fil­ipino valet, that

    he was not home.




    “And I don’t mean not home to vis­itors or callers, I mean not home. As far as you know, I’m

    in New York. Got that?”




    “Yes, Mr. Bil­liken.”




    “And lock the princess in her room. She’s been act­ing up again.”




    “Yes, Mr. Bil­liken,” said the valet, gen­tly but firm­ly tak­ing Princess Sinanchu by the

    arm and es­cort­ing her to her room. He locked it, think­ing that it was a shame that such an

    at­trac­tive wom­an should be a vir­tu­al pris­on­er in this house. But he dared say noth­ing

    to the au­thor­ities. He was an il­le­gal alien him­self and Shane Bil­liken con­stant­ly held

    the threat of de­por­ta­tion over his head.




    When the door­bell rang hours lat­er, Fer­nan­do was afraid to an­swer it. Mr. Bil­liken had

    or­dered him to get his lawyer on the phone and then had or­dered him out of the room while he

    took the call. Fer­nan­do was afraid that he had called the im­mi­gra­tion au­thor­ities. He

    feared them.




    But not as much as he feared his mas­ter. So when Mr. Bil­liken had yelled at him to an­swer

    the “freak­ing door,” Fer­nan­do wiped the palm sweat on the side of his black pants and

    straight­ened his white house­coat prop­er­ly.




    They were not im­mi­gra­tion au­thor­ities at the door, he was re­lieved to see. Not un­less

    they had an in­ter­na­tion­al force. The white man wore a T-​shirt and slacks. There was an

    Asian man, very old, who wore a ki­mono. No, not Im­mi­gra­tion, Fer­nan­do thought with

    re­lief.




    “We’re here to see Shane Bil­liken,” the white one said sim­ply.




    “Mr. Bil­liken not home.”




    “I didn’t say he was. We’re will­ing to wait.” And the white man breezed in. The Ori­en­tal

    start­ed to fol­low, but Fer­nan­do tried to shut the door in his face.




    The door, in­stead, kept on go­ing. The knob flew out of Fer­nan­do’s stung hand. It sailed

    over the tiny Ori­en­tal’s head and hit the drive­way like a fall­en tree.




    Fer­nan­do stepped aside quick­ly to let the Ori­en­tal pass. “What’s that noise?”

    de­mand­ed Shane Bil­liken from the den.




    Fer­nan­do looked sheep­ish when the white man turned and shot an ac­cus­ing glare at

    him.




    “Not in, huh?” Fer­nan­do shrugged.




    Shane Bil­liken took one look at the fruity-​look­ing man and the old Ori­en­tal’s saf­fron

    cos­tume and said, “If you’re here for the Har­mon­ic Con­ver­gence Open House, you’re too

    late. That was last month.”




    “We’re not,” the white man said.




    “Then who are you’?” Shane de­mand­ed. “Not cops?”




    “No, not cops,” the white said.




    “Lawyers, then. Pro­cess servers?”




    “In­ter­est­ed par­ties.”




    “Yeah. What are you in­ter­est­ed in?”




    The old Ori­en­tal spoke up then. His voice was low and re­served. He was an East­ern type

    in a robe. Prob­ably some fakir or some­thing.




    “We wish to speak with her high­ness.”




    “About what?”




    “It is a mat­ter that con­cerns her house and my house.”




    “Yeah, well, this is my house, and I have a right to know what your busi­ness is.”




    “Don’t look at me,” the skin­ny one said. “I’ve been try­ing to pry it out of him for

    hours.”




    “Fer­nan­do, get rid of them,” Shane Bil­liken or­dered. Be­hind the two, Shane Bil­liken

    no­ticed Fer­nan­do point­ing at the open door. He kept point­ing. Shane blinked. He no­ticed

    the door was not there. Then he saw a cor­ner of it ly­ing out in the cir­cu­lar drive­way. The

    cor­ner was splin­tered.




    “Hey, what’d you do to my door?” he de­mand­ed.




    “Let us see the princess and we won’t do a re­peat demon­stra­tion on ev­ery door in the

    place,” the white man said.




    Shane Bil­liken hes­itat­ed. Then he said, “Okay, c’mon in­to the Crys­tal Room.”




    The pair fol­lowed him in­to a room ad­join­ing the den. It was dec­orat­ed in ear­ly

    psychedel­ic. The ceil­ing was a flat black. The walls were cov­ered with as­tro­log­ical

    signs. Shane Bil­liken hit a light switch and black light tubes mount­ed flush to the ceil­ing

    made the as­trol­ogy sym­bols jump in­to Day-​Glo or­ange.




    The old Ori­en­tal looked about the room ap­prov­ing­ly. “You con­sult the stars?” he

    in­quired.




    “I’m one of the fore­most as­tro­log­ical tech­ni­cians of the New Age.”




    “Per­haps when we have con­clud­ed our dis­cus­sion, you will cast my chart.”




    “Sure. I do it all the time. What’s your sign?”




    “Leo. I am a Leo by West­ern reck­on­ing. But ac­cord­ing to the ways of my vil­lage, I was

    born in the Year of the Screech­ing Mon­key.”




    “Oh, yeah? That’s a long time ago. I think.”




    “There are old­er things. I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “Sinan­ju. Not Sinanchu?” said Shane Bil­liken sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “In some lands, it is pro­nounced Sinanchu.”




    “Yeah, what lands?”




    “Moo.”




    “Say again?”




    “Moo.”




    “I guess this is where the an­imal im­pres­sions start,” the white said. “My name’s Re­mo,

    by the way, and I don’t know what’s go­ing on any more than you do.”




    “Your ig­no­rance, I am used to,” Chi­un told Re­mo. “But I do not un­der­stand how this

    en­light­ened one does not un­der­stand of what I speak.”




    “Him? En­light­ened? This place looks like a six­ties hang­out.”




    “This is my Crys­tal Room,” said Shane Bil­liken. “I do all my deep med­ita­tions here. If

    you look around you, you’ll see that em­bed­ded in­to the walls are tiny crys­tal gen­er­ators.

    They act to fo­cus the odyl­lic en­er­gy that flows through the uni­verse in­to this nexus

    room.”




    Re­mo looked. Em­bed­ded in the stuc­co wall were tiny shards. Re­mo touched one.




    “These feel like glass.”




    “Crys­tals. Ad­ven­turine.”




    “Looks like glass to me. And now that I see you in per­son, you re­mind me of some­one.”




    Shane Bil­liken puffed up his chest proud­ly. “Is that so?” he re­marked.




    “Yeah, but I can’t place the face. I used to be good with faces. “




    “This give you a hint?” asked Shane, strum­ming on an imag­inary gui­tar. He threw his head

    back as if singing. Re­mo rubbed his chin in thought. Fi­nal­ly he snapped his fin­gers and

    called out, “Elvis. Elvis Pres­ley.”




    “No! Roy Or­bi­son.”




    Re­mo frowned. “Did he die too?”




    “I wish,” Shane Bil­liken growled.




    “Enough,” Chi­un said. “Let us get on with this. Ex­plain to me, Shane Bil­liken, how you

    are ig­no­rant of Moo when I saw you in the com­pa­ny of the Low Moo on tele­vi­sion.”




    “Low Moo?” Re­mo and Shane Bil­liken asked in the same breath.




    “Yes, the girl. Her high­ness. You spoke of her as the princess of a lost civ­iliza­tion.

    She ob­vi­ous­ly told you that.”




    “Yeah, she did. Sor­ta.”




    “Then you know her plight.”




    “Well, kin­da.”




    “And even though she en­treat­ed you to take her to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, you for­bore to

    do so.”




    “I for-​what to do so?”




    “He means you re­fused,” Re­mo said, new in­ter­est in his face.




    “What do you know about this?”




    “Less than noth­ing,” Re­mo said sourly.




    “I de­mand to speak with the Low Moo,” said Chi­un. “Take us to her.”




    “You’re not cops?”




    “We rep­re­sent the longest con­tin­uing line of true as­sas­sins in his­to­ry,” the old

    Ori­en­tal said proud­ly.




    “Hey, it’s cool,” Shane said ner­vous­ly. “I’m very non­judg­men­tal. It’s like I al­ways

    say: Be the best you can pos­si­bly be. But let’s all get clear on one con­cept. Princess

    Sinanchu doesn’t speak En­glish. If I let you see her, I’m gonna have to trans­late ev­ery word

    she says.”




    “Not nec­es­sary,” said Chi­un lofti­ly. “I speak her lan­guage as well as you.”




    “You do?”




    “Yes.”




    The old Ori­en­tal sound­ed se­ri­ous, and Shane Bil­liken hes­itat­ed mo­men­tar­ily. But

    if what he said was true, he’d prob­ably be able to tell him who or what Princess Sinanchu

    re­al­ly was. Not that Shane Bil­liken be­lieved the old Ori­en­tal. He was act­ing pret­ty

    crazy, mak­ing barn­yard sounds and spout­ing dou­ble-​talk.




    “Okay,” he said at last. “Come with me.”




    Shane Bil­liken led Re­mo and Chi­un to an­oth­er room. It was a bed­room. He switched on

    the light and the girl blinked out of her sleep. She wore the same cos­tume she had worn on TV.

    Her eyes were puffy-​ei­ther from lack of sleep or tears, Re­mo de­cid­ed.




    “Princess Sinanchu,” said Shane Bil­liken in a self-​im­por­tant voice, “I bring vis­itors

    who say they know you.” Princess Sinanchu sat up on the edge of the bed. Her eyes went to the

    old Ori­en­tal. He spoke. Her mouth opened like a sur­prised flow­er. She be­gan speak­ing.




    “Juil­li do Ban­da Sinanchu?”




    The old Ori­en­tal stepped up to the bed­side and in­clined his bald­ing head in

    re­spect.




    “Let me trans­late that,” said Shane Bil­liken. “She said that she is Princess Sinanchu, of

    the lost con­ti­nent of At­lantis. “




    The Ori­en­tal whirled on him sud­den­ly.




    “What lies are these? Are you deaf? She just asked me if I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Now,

    still your false tongue. This is a his­toric mo­ment.”




    And Chi­un faced the girl again. He spoke. To Shane Bil­liken’s sur­prise, his words

    sound­ed very much like the girl’s. The same in­flec­tions and ac­cents.




    “Do ju­ty da Ban­da Sinanchu,” he said firm­ly.




    The girl rose from the bed and, sob­bing, poured out a tor­rent of words. She pulled the

    leather pouch from un­der her cos­tume and spilled the coins at the old Ori­en­tal’s san­daled

    feet.




    Shane Bil­liken drift­ed up to get a clos­er look at the coins. The guy named Re­mo got in

    his way.




    “Like he said, this is a his­toric mo­ment, Elvis.”




    “I thought you didn’t know what was go­ing on here.”




    “I don’t. I’m just along for the ride.”




    Shane backed off.




    As he watched, the girl and Chi­un ex­changed an ex­cit­ed vol­ley of words in the same

    strange lan­guage. Dur­ing the course of their talk, Princess Sinanchu fell to her knees and

    be­gan to cry in­to her hands. The old Ori­en­tal laid a ten­der hand on her lus­trous hair. He

    made sym­pa­thet­ic cluck­ing sounds, like a fa­ther to a fright­ened child. When at last the

    princess found her com­po­sure, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju turned to Shane Bil­liken.




    “The Low Moo has told me how you res­cued her from the sea.”




    “We’re Soul Mates. Did she tell you that?”




    “And how you housed her and fed her.”




    “Yeah, I’ve been good to her. You see, she was my wife when I was King of At­lantis about

    sev­en or eight mil­lion years ago.”




    “And for those mer­cies,” con­tin­ued Chi­un, “I will not slay you for the lies you speak to

    me now.”




    “What do you mean, lies? We were hus­band and wife in At­lantis. Dis­prove it if you

    can.”




    “At­lantis is a fraud, per­pe­trat­ed by that Greek Pla­to to trick sailors in­to go­ing to

    sea in search of it.”




    “Bull!”




    “It is well known among my peo­ple that Pla­to had a rel­ative who built boats. The sto­ry

    of At­lantis was but a scheme to drum up trade.”




    “That’s ridicu­lous. She’s a princess.”




    “That much is true.”




    “It is? I mean, I know it is! What I want to know is how come you speak her lan­guage when

    the best lan­guage ex­perts in the world say her tongue is un­known’?”




    “Be­cause tru­ly it is a lost tongue. Or one be­lieved to be lost. I know it on­ly be­cause

    my an­ces­tors passed it down from gen­er­ation to gen­er­ation so that we, at least, would not

    for­get.”




    “For­get what?”




    “Moo.”




    “There he goes again,” Re­mo sighed.




    “Moo?” re­peat­ed Shane Bil­liken.




    “Moo.”




    Shane Bil­liken looked at the lit­tle East­ern guy and at the white man named Re­mo. Then he

    looked at Chi­un again.




    “I’m not fol­low­ing very much here.”




    “Cor­rect. You are not fol­low­ing us. We are leav­ing now. “




    “Well, nice of you to drop in,” Shane Bil­liken said, re­lief suf­fus­ing his puffy

    fea­tures. “Fer­nan­do will see you to the hole where the door was.”




    “Re­mo, gath­er up the coins. They be­long to us now.”




    “No, they don’t. They be­long to Princess Sinanchu, and Princess Sinanchu be­longs to

    me.”




    “Tru­ly?” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju as Re­mo scooped up the coins and stuffed them in­to

    his pock­ets. “Have you told her that?”




    “Yeah, ac­tu­al­ly.”




    “Then per­haps you should tell her again.”




    “Er, you can do it if you want.”




    “Thank you, I will,” said Chi­un. He turned to the girl and spoke a few words. She lis­tened

    care­ful­ly.




    Then Princess Sinanchu walked up to Shane Bil­liken. Her face was not pleas­ant. She slapped

    his once, hard. He fell back in­to a Japanese ta­boret and knocked over an ion foun­tain.




    “Hey!” he said, com­ing to his feet an­gri­ly. “I could sue her for that!”




    “Be grate­ful that she told me of your kind­ness, oth­er­wise your trans­gres­sions would

    not be over­looked on this day. “




    And tak­ing Princess Sinanchu by the el­bow, the old man who called him­self the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju led her from the room.




    On his way out, the one named Re­mo waved good-​bye. “See you lat­er, al­li­ga­tor,” he

    said.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Out­side Shane Bil­liken’s sprawl­ing home, Re­mo put a ques­tion to Chi­un.




    “Now what?”




    “We are go­ing to Moo.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Might as well get it over with.” And rais­ing his voice, Re­mo called,

    “Moo. Moo. Moo. Or should I give one long moo, like this: mooooo!”




    “Are you crazed?”




    “You said we were go­ing to moo. I just did. Didn’t I do it right?”




    “You can do noth­ing right,” Chi­un snapped. “And you are em­bar­rass­ing me in front of the

    Low Moo.”




    Re­mo glanced at the girl. She watched them with an open­ly quizzi­cal ex­pres­sion on her

    oval face.




    “Sor­ry,” he said, “but I don’t think she un­der­stands En­glish. “




    “She does not. But she does un­der­stand Moo.”




    “She’s one up on me, then. Not that I care.”




    “You should.”




    “Why? She’s ob­vi­ous­ly not one of the bare-​breast­ed wom­en you keep promis­ing me.”




    “They are mere­ly a five-​day sail from here.”




    “Sail?”




    “Yes. The Low Moo’s boat is near­by. Come.”




    His face gath­er­ing in con­fu­sion, Re­mo fol­lowed as the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, the girl at

    his side, led him around to the back of the house. The girl cast sev­er­al cu­ri­ous glances

    over her shoul­der at Re­mo. Re­mo smiled at her. She smiled back. Maybe the night wouldn’t be

    a to­tal waste, Re­mo de­cid­ed.




    There was a boat set up on a wood­en cra­dle on the dry beach sand. Chi­un looked it over

    care­ful­ly, tug­ging at the rat­tan lash­ings and ex­am­in­ing the droop­ing and tat­tered

    sail.




    “It is too small,” he said in a dis­ap­point­ed tone.




    “Doesn’t look very sea­wor­thy,” Re­mo agreed.




    “Then we will build our ves­sel,” Chi­un an­nounced, lift­ing a tri­umphant fin­ger. “Come,

    Re­mo, let us fall to work. “




    “Build? Why not buy?”




    “I will not be seen in an Amer­ican boat. A thing of plas­tic and ug­ly met­al. No, we will

    build our own.”




    “I don’t know squat about build­ing ships.”




    “Then it is time you learned. Ship-​build­ing is an hon­ored skill.”




    “Es­pe­cial­ly if your rel­ative writes sto­ries about At­lantis.” Chi­un’s face

    con­tract­ed.




    “You are not tak­ing this in the prop­er spir­it,” he fumed.




    “Chi­un, I have no idea what spir­it I should be tak­ing this in. I still don’t know what is

    freak­ing go­ing on.”




    “We are go­ing to Moo, as I have told you.”




    “Oh, moo this and moo that. And moo to you too. I’m sick of dou­ble-​talk and

    runarounds.”




    “Enough!” Chi­un said, clap­ping his hands. “We will be­gin by felling some trees.”




    Re­mo looked around. There was a palm tree about a mile in­land. Ev­ery­thing else was sand

    and ocean.




    “When you get enough of them to­geth­er, let me know,” Re­mo said, low­er­ing him­self on­to

    the sand. “I’ll be cat­nap­ping.” He fold­ed his hands over his chest and shut his eyes.




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un hissed, “do you want the Low Moo to think I have a lazy slug for a son?” He

    tugged on Re­mo’s arm. “Up, up! She is a princess. A true princess.”




    “And I’m a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, not a boat builder. You want to play Pop­eye the Sailor Man,

    fine. But you build your own boat.”




    Chi­un stamped his foot an­gri­ly.




    “Very well, lazy one,” he said fi­nal­ly. “I will give in to your self­ish­ness, but on­ly

    this once. We will buy a boat.”




    Re­mo leapt to his feet. “Now you’re talk­ing,” he said, grin­ning. It was a rare day when

    he won an ar­gu­ment with Chi­un. The princess matched his smile with an in­fec­tious one of

    her own, and Re­mo thought it was a rare day in­deed.




    The sales­man at the Mal­ibu Ma­ri­na want­ed to know if Re­mo was in­ter­est­ed in a

    rac­ing sloop, a yacht, or a plea­sure boat.




    “Some­thing fast,” Re­mo said. “With du­al mo­tors.”




    “No mo­tors,” Chi­un in­sert­ed quick­ly.




    “No mo­tors?” the sales­man asked.




    “A sail craft,” Chi­un added.




    “You want some­thing for plea­sure trips, then.”




    “No,” re­tort­ed Chi­un. “We are go­ing on a long voy­age.”




    “We are?” said Re­mo. He was ig­nored.




    “Then let me sug­gest some­thing with aux­il­iary diesels.”




    “Sounds good to me,” Re­mo said. “I want lots of chrome trim.”




    “I will have none of it,” Chi­un spat.




    “Look, Lit­tle Fa­ther, I’ve strung along with you this far. I’ve trav­eled clear across the

    coun­try, and now I’m agree­ing to tag along while you and Yma Sumac there go off in search of

    Jacques Cousteau. I think you can bend just a lit­tle here.”




    “I am bend­ing enough. I am not build­ing a boat.”




    “Look,” said the boat­yard own­er ex­as­per­at­ed­ly, “if you two could just get on the same

    fre­quen­cy, I could help you, but-“




    “There!” said Chi­un sud­den­ly, point­ing past the sales­man. The sales­man turned. Re­mo

    looked. Even the princess fol­lowed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s quiv­er­ing fin­ger­nail. Re­mo

    groaned even be­fore Chi­un spoke the next words. “There. That one. It is per­fect,” he

    cried.




    “Not that!” groaned Re­mo. “Any­thing but that.”




    “The junk?” said the sales­man.




    “Good word for it,” Re­mo piped up.




    “It is au­then­tic, of course?” asked Chi­un.




    “Yeah. Im­port­ed from Hong Kong. The pre­vi­ous own­er lost his port­fo­lio in the mar­ket

    crash. Couldn’t af­ford the up­keep any­more. I took it on con­sign­ment, but I nev­er

    ex­pect­ed to find a buy­er.”




    “And you won’t to­day,” Re­mo growled.




    “I must see it clos­er,” Chi­un breathed. The sales­man waved Chi­un ahead.




    “No way,” said Re­mo, run­ning af­ter them.




    “It’s re­al­ly a five-​man craft,” the sales­man was say­ing. “You couldn’t man­age it with

    less than a crew of five. And it’s dif­fi­cult to han­dle. All those lug­sails. It’s not like

    man­ning a sloop or a ketch. By the way, how much sail­ing ex­pe­ri­ence have you peo­ple

    had?”




    “None,” said Re­mo.




    “Enough,” said Chi­un.




    “It takes a skilled hand to pi­lot a Chi­nese junk.”




    “Did you hear that, Chi­un? He said it’s Chi­nese. And we all know how you feel about

    Chi­nese stuff. You de­spise them. “




    “Not as much as I de­spise Amer­ican plas­tic,” Chi­un re­tort­ed. “Look at her, Re­mo,

    isn’t she breath­tak­ing?”




    “Now that you men­tion it, there is an odor.”




    The junk wal­lowed in its slip like a three-​sto­ry hov­el with a keel. It had five masts,

    and the odd-​shaped sails flapped like quilts in the wind. The junk creaked at ev­ery joint,

    like a haunt­ed house. The name paint­ed on its stern said Jon­ah Ark in green let­ter­ing.




    “How much?” asked Chi­un.




    “The own­er wants what he paid for it sev­en­ty thou­sand.”




    “Fifty,” coun­tered Chi­un.




    “Six­ty,” of­fered the sales­man.




    “Wait a minute,” Re­mo be­gan.




    “Sold,” said Chi­un tri­umphant­ly. “Come, Re­mo. Let us board our proud ves­sel.”




    “You take cred­it cards?” Re­mo asked un­hap­pi­ly.




    “We can work some­thing out. But you know, you’re go­ing to need a lot of train­ing be­fore

    you can risk pi­lot­ing that thing out of dock.”




    “Twen­ty bucks says Chi­un has us on the high seas with­in an hour.”




    “He’s crazy.”




    “He’s al­so de­ter­mined,” Re­mo said, dig­ging for his wal­let.




    “I’ll take that ac­tion,” said the sales­man.




    Twen­ty min­utes lat­er, Chi­un had sin­gle-​hand­ed­ly low­ered the bat­ten-​re­in­forced

    sails, and they caught a shore wind.




    “What are you wait­ing for?” Chi­un called from the broad high stern. The Low Moo stood

    be­side him. She waved Re­mo aboard.




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said, tak­ing the sales­man’s mon­ey. “And wish me luck.”




    “You can’t sail that thing with a three-​man crew. It’s sui­cide.”




    “That’s what I said. Wish me luck,” Re­mo called back as he pelt­ed down the deck and leapt

    on­to the groan­ing deck.




    “Pre­pare to cast off,” Chi­un cried. “We sail with the dawn tides.”




    “Let’s hope we don’t sink with the sun,” mum­bled Re­mo, throw­ing off the stern lines while

    Chi­un han­dled the port side. The wind, fill­ing the quilt­like sails, seemed to grow stronger

    and the junk lum­bered out of its slip like a fat dowa­ger squeez­ing through a too-​nar­row

    door.




    A piece of hull mod­el­ing caught on the dock and tore loose with a rip-​squeal of a

    sound.




    Chi­un hur­ried to the tiller. He threw it to star­board. The junk piv­ot­ed slow­ly.




    “Re­mo, why were you not at the rud­der?” Chi­un de­mand­ed queru­lous­ly.




    “I was cast­ing off. And what do I know about rud­ders? I’m a land­lub­ber.”




    “How much dam­age?”




    Re­mo peered over the rail. “We lost some gin­ger­bread,” he re­port­ed.




    “When we are at sea, it will be your re­spon­si­bil­ity to re­pair it.”




    “Oh, won­der­ful,” Re­mo said sar­cas­ti­cal­ly. “Just what I’ve al­ways want­ed-​to learn a

    new trade.”


  




  

    Chapter 8




    Three days out of Mal­ibu, Re­mo awoke in his bunk. The creak­ing of the Jon­ah Ark filled

    the hold like the sound of sick mice. Faint shards of morn­ing sun­light came in through the

    chinks in the stained hull. The chat­ter­ing of wind in the sails was no­tice­ably ab­sent.




    Re­mo pulled on his salt-​stiff pants and T-​shirt, wish­ing that he had packed for the

    voy­age. But he was too anx­ious to fol­low Chi­un to the bare-​breast­ed wom­en to both­er. He

    nev­er stayed in one place long enough to ac­quire much of a wardrobe. With the many cred­it

    cards is­sued to him un­der a dozen cov­er iden­ti­ties by Harold Smith, it was more

    con­ve­nient to sim­ply buy re­place­ment clothes on the fly. He hadn’t an­tic­ipat­ed an ocean

    voy­age.




    Dur­ing the ear­ly days of his work for CURE, when he was still bit­ter about the loss of

    his old life and iden­ti­ty, Re­mo bought a new pair of shoes ev­ery day, giv­ing the old ones

    to peo­ple he met on the street. When Dr. Smith had com­plained about Re­mo’s fla­grant waste

    of tax­pay­er mon­ey, Re­mo had replied:




    “Hey, you made me an as­sas­sin. Can I help it if I keep get­ting blood on my shoes? So make

    up your mind-​more shoes or few­er tar­gets.”




    And that had been the end of that.




    As he walked up the creak­ing steps to the deck, Re­mo wished he had one of those ex­tra

    pairs of shoes right now. But not as much as he wished for a change in un­der­wear and a

    ra­zor. He felt his beard growth, and he no­ticed his nails were get­ting longish, even though

    he had cut them on­ly the oth­er day.




    On deck, Re­mo saw that the sails hung slack as shrouds. The junk was be­calmed.




    The princess was at the rud­der. Re­mo shot her a smile and said, “Ola!”




    “Ola, Re­mo!” she called back. “Kukul can?”




    “Non­da,” Re­mo said. When the girl frowned, Re­mo re­al­ized that he had replied “itchy”

    in­stead of “fine” to her in­quiry.




    “Nah, nu­da,” he said.




    The Low Moo laughed. In three days, Re­mo had picked up just enough of their tongue to hold

    his own in sim­ple con­ver­sa­tions, but not enough to be re­al­ly com­fort­able with the

    lan­guage. He sus­pect­ed Chi­un had fed him some im­per­fect trans­la­tions just to be

    mis­chievous.




    “Dal­ka Chuin?” Re­mo asked, join­ing her at the tiller.




    “Hiu,” the Low moo said, point­ing to the stern, which tow­ered be­hind her.




    “Yeah, I see him,” Re­mo said in En­glish. “Thanks.”




    “You’re wel­come,” the Low Moo, whose name, she had told Re­mo, was Dol­la-​Dree, said in

    En­glish.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was seat­ed on the high poop deck at the junk’s stern. His pipestem

    legs dan­gled over the rail. He held a long bam­boo pole in his hands. A string tied to the far

    end trailed in the wa­ter.




    “How’s the fish­ing?” Re­mo asked po­lite­ly.




    “Slow,” said Chi­un, twist­ing the pole so that the line coiled around the end. It lift­ed

    free of the wa­ter. There was no fish. As a mat­ter of fact, there was no hook or bait ei­ther.

    He frowned. “I do not think there are any fish in this part of the ocean.”




    “Sure there are,” Re­mo said bright­ly. “I can hear them laugh­ing. “




    Chi­un turned his head and glared. He spun the pole in the op­po­site di­rec­tion, drop­ping

    the line back in­to the sea.




    “Per­haps you will have bet­ter luck,” he sug­gest­ed stern­ly.




    “Not me. I’m a city boy. Be­sides, I’m not hun­gry.”




    “But she is.”




    “I see. Got­ta feed her high­ness.”




    “Do I de­tect a note of dis­taste in your voice, Re­mo?”




    “No. I’m start­ing to like Dol­la-​Dree just fine. I’m just tired of you falling all over

    her like she’s God’s gift to Ko­re­an sea­men. You gave all the food-​what lit­tle of it there

    was in the larder-​to her and none to me.”




    “You can go with­out food. So can I. Re­turn­ing the Low Moo to her fa­ther, the High Moo,

    in­tact and in good health, is more im­por­tant than our stom­achs.”




    “The High moo?”




    “Yes.”




    “Tell you what,” Re­mo said, set­tling on the deck be­side the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “You

    take the High Moo and I’ll take the Low Moo, and who­ev­er gets there first, wins.”




    “What are you prat­tling about?” Chi­un de­mand­ed, star­ing at the wa­ter.




    “It’s a joke.”




    “To your fee­ble mind, per­haps. Not to mine. Please ex­plain. “




    ” ‘Moo’ is the sound a cow makes.”




    “No, Moo is the great­est client state in Sinan­ju his­to­ry.”




    “You don’t say,” said Re­mo. “Well, since we’re go­ing to be here awhile, what with the lack

    of wind and the fact that you’re fish­ing with­out hook or bait, why don’t you tell me the

    whole in­volved sto­ry?”




    “I do not need a hook.”




    “Tell that to the fish.”




    “And cows do not make a sound that re­sem­bles the name of Moo. Their sound is more like a

    ‘looou­uuwww.’ ” Chi­un gave a cred­itable im­pres­sion of a lone­ly cow.




    “Not bad. But in Amer­ica it’s more like ‘moooooo.’ “




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly Amer­ican crows are in­fe­ri­or to Ko­re­an cows, just as Amer­icans are

    in­fe­ri­or to Ko­re­ans. No self-​re­spect­ing Ko­re­an cow would take the name of Moo in

    vain.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “I bow to you as the supreme au­thor­ity on cows, both for­eign and

    do­mes­tic. But can we get on with the leg­end?”




    “How do you know I am about to treat you to a leg­end?”




    “Your nose is wrin­kled. It al­ways wrin­kles up when you are about to re­cite a

    leg­end.”




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo as if to dis­cern whether or not he was jok­ing. Re­mo smiled

    imp­ish­ly. Chi­un turned his at­ten­tion to his line, twirling it so the line cleared the

    wa­ter. He did it slow­ly, to height­en Re­mo’s im­pa­tience. He re­turned the line to the

    wa­ter just as slow­ly. If Re­mo was go­ing to make fun of the sa­cred tra­di­tions of

    Sinan­ju, he de­served a dose of de­lay.




    When the line was back in the wa­ter, Chi­un start­ed to speak. At in­ter­vals, he tapped

    the bam­boo pole to make the line wig­gle.




    “The days of which I am about to speak are be­fore those of Wang, great­est Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. Be­fore the dis­cov­ery of the sun source it­self. In the days of which I am about to

    speak, Sinan­ju was not like it is now. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju were not as they are now. The art

    of the as­sas­sin was known to Sinan­ju then, but it had not achieved the pu­ri­ty which you

    have been blessed to know, Re­mo. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju used weapons-​blades of iron,

    poi­sons-​and not the nat­ural tools of the body. And in these an­cient days, Mas­ters of

    Sinan­ju did not work alone. They were as­sist­ed by the young men of the vil­lage, who were

    known as night tigers. Of these night tigers, but one would be cho­sen to be­come the next

    Mas­ter. Thus, each night tiger fought hard and fought well, for on­ly through his ef­forts

    could he hope to achieve full Mas­ter­hood. It is not like to­day, when even a white can

    achieve Mas­ter­hood.”




    Re­mo gri­maced, but held his tongue. It had been a long time since Chi­un had told him a

    sto­ry of the ear­ly days of Sinan­ju. Some­times Re­mo thought Chi­un pre­ferred to sweep

    those days un­der the rug, be­cause Sinan­ju was in such a prim­itive state.




    “Now, the days of which I am about to speak were the era of Mas­ter Mangko. Have I ev­er

    told you of Mangko?”




    “Nope. “




    “Mangko was the son of Kim, who was not a Mas­ter. For in the days of which I am about to

    speak, the line of Sinan­ju was not a blood­line. In­stead, Mas­ter­hood was passed from

    gen­er­ation to gen­er­ation through mer­it and achieve­ment. A wor­thy method, but now

    out­dat­ed, of course. “




    “Of course,” Re­mo agreed. His eyes were on the hori­zon. He felt a strange peace out here

    on the still ocean, even not know­ing where he was or where he was go­ing.




    Chi­un smiled at Re­mo’s agree­ment and con­tin­ued in a low, dra­mat­ic voice. “Now, Mangko

    was the third Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Young he was, and dark of hair and keen of eye. Tall he was,

    be­ing by West­ern stan­dards near­ly five feet tall.”




    “A gi­ant.”




    Chi­un glared. “In those days, that was tall. Some would say too tall. It is on­ly the

    ridicu­lous mod­ern Eu­ro­peans who think five feet is not tall.”




    “Sor­ry,” Re­mo said sheep­ish­ly.




    “Now, these were pros­per­ous days for Sinan­ju, al­though my low­ly vil­lage was not then

    the jew­el it is now, of course. “




    Re­mo start­ed to snort in de­ri­sion, but man­aged to turn it in­to a cough. The vil­lage

    of Sinan­ju was a clus­ter of mud-​ringed huts cling­ing to the rocky coast of North Ko­rea. It

    was cold and wet, and, even by the stan­dards of a clam, in­hos­pitable. But Re­mo didn’t say

    that. He want­ed to hear about Moo, and even­tu­al­ly the bare-​breast­ed wom­en he had been

    promised.




    “Egypt knew of us in those days, al­though they were stingy with steady work. The Chi­nese

    knew of us, al­though they paid slow­ly and some­times it was nec­es­sary to make an ex­am­ple

    of cer­tain trib­al princes in or­der to ex­pe­dite pay­ments.”




    “Busi­ness is busi­ness.”




    “But for­tu­nate­ly there was one client who was al­ways on time with pay­ments and who

    of­fered steady work, al­though it un­for­tu­nate­ly in­volved ex­tra trav­el time.”




    “Com­mut­ing is the bane of the worka­day as­sas­sin, then and now,” Re­mo re­marked.




    Chi­un re­gard­ed him as if un­cer­tain of Re­mo’s mean­ing. His hazel eyes nar­rowed and he

    went on in a qui­eter voice, know­ing that this would force Re­mo to strain to catch his ev­ery

    gold­en syl­la­ble.




    “This land was known as the King­dom of Moo.”




    “How do you spell that, by the way?”




    “In the Eu­ro­pean al­pha­bet, it is M, fol­lowed by two O’s.”




    “That’s what I thought,” Re­mo said dry­ly.




    Chi­un re­ar­ranged his ki­mono skirts. “Are you mak­ing fun of Moo, Re­mo?”




    “No, just hold­ing up my end of the con­ver­sa­tion. Go on. “




    “Now, Moo was a great land. Greater in area than Ko­rea. It was an is­land, but larg­er in

    size and rich­es than all of the is­lands now claimed by Japan. It lay fur­ther east than

    Japan, in the ocean now called the Pa­cif­ic. This ocean, Re­mo,” Chi­un said

    mean­ing­ful­ly.




    Re­mo looked out over the wa­ter. Sun­light danced on the chop­py waves.




    “So great was Sinan­ju’s fame that in the days of the first Mas­ter, whose name does not

    sur­vive in any known record, the High Moo, ruler of the great land of Moo, sent a mes­sen­ger

    to my vil­lage, re­quest­ing as­sis­tance. The first Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sailed to Moo and

    per­formed a great ser­vice for the High Moo, whose throne was be­set by pre­tenders, and in

    do­ing this ser­vice, was rich­ly re­ward­ed for his ef­forts. And so Moo be­came a fa­vorite

    client of Sinan­ju. And Moo al­so be­came a place beloved by my an­ces­tors, for the rare coins

    of Moo were a cur­ren­cy more pow­er­ful than that of Egypt or Chi­na. And these coins en­abled

    us to feed our young so that they did not have to be sent home to the sea. Have I told you how,

    when the food ran out in those days, moth­ers drowned their youngest in­fants, the fe­males

    be­fore the males, to spare them the slow death of star­va­tion?”




    “A mil­lion-​zil­lion times.”




    “It is an im­por­tant les­son, one you must nev­er for­get. For one day you will be in

    charge of my vil­lage.”




    “I won’t for­get the sto­ry of send­ing the ba­bies home to the sea un­til the day I die.

    Maybe not even then.”




    “Good. But the oc­ca­sion­al re­minder does no harm.”




    “It does help pass the time, es­pe­cial­ly when the fish aren’t ex­act­ly fight­ing to get

    out of the wa­ter.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju made his bam­boo pole wrig­gle faster. He frowned. Sure­ly there was

    at least one fish in this en­tire ocean.




    “As I was say­ing,” he went on, “Moo was good to Sinan­ju and Sinan­ju was good for Moo. It

    was a hap­py, fruit­ful as­so­ci­ation, blessed by the young gods of those ear­ly days. Then

    one cold morn­ing, in the reign of Mas­ter Mangko, who was the third Mas­ter, there came a

    mes­sage from the High Moo. This was a dif­fer­ent High Moo than the High Moo I spoke of

    ear­li­er. For the High Moo is what a king would be to the En­glish, or a pharaoh to the

    Egyp­tians.”




    “I fig­ured out that part all by my­self.”




    “And why not? I have taught you all you know.”




    “And I ap­pre­ci­ate the con­tin­ual sub­tle re­minders,” said Re­mo, try­ing to imag­ine

    where the bare-​breast­ed wom­en could pos­si­bly fit in­to this. He would have asked, but he

    knew that Chi­un would prob­ably save that part for the ab­so­lute end, just to an­noy him.




    “This mes­sage called up­on the Mas­ter Mangko to jour­ney to the land of Moo with ur­gent

    speed. It spoke of a ter­ri­ble calami­ty, which on­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could rem­edy.

    The mes­sen­ger was of Moo, and like all men of Moo who ven­tured out in­to the world, his

    tongue had been cut off so that he would not re­veal the true lo­ca­tion of his em­per­or’s

    do­main if he were set up­on by ban­dits, who were very com­mon in those days.”




    “Un­like to­day.”




    “Ex­act­ly,” said Chi­un. He con­tin­ued. “The mes­sage, which was writ­ten on tree-​bark

    parch­ment, was very un­spe­cif­ic, and Mas­ter Mangko un­der­stood that it had been writ­ten

    in haste. So he slew the mes­sen­ger and as­sem­bled his night tigers.”




    “Hold the phone,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly. “He slew the mes­sen­ger! What for?”




    “Be­cause the mes­sen­ger had de­liv­ered his mes­sage and was no longer need­ed.”




    “What was wrong with tak­ing him back to Moo?”




    “Re­mo! Have you no com­mon sense? He was an­oth­er mouth to feed and would re­quire an

    ex­tra horse. Men of Sinan­ju were great horse­men in those days. Did you know that?”




    “Two sec­onds ago, no. Now, yes.”




    “You are nev­er too old to be en­light­ened. And so the Mas­ter Mangko trav­eled from Ko­rea

    through what would lat­er be known as the king­dom of Chi­na. It was a hard jour­ney, for they

    were be­set by Chi­nese ban­dits and se­vere win­ter storms. But at last they reached the

    coast. But not with­out price. For one of the night tigers, whose name was Sako, had been

    wound­ed by the same Chi­nese ban­dits. It was a sad day for Mas­ter Mangko, for in his heart

    he had al­ready cho­sen Sako to be trained as the next in line. Al­though, of course, Sako knew

    none of this.”




    Chi­un paused in his recita­tion. His voice was hol­low when he con­tin­ued.




    “It is a sad thing when a Mas­ter dies young, Re­mo. Sad­der still when he does be­fore

    achiev­ing Mas­ter­hood. For who knows what great things Sako might have ac­com­plished had he

    lived. Poor Sako. Alas. Cut down by Chi­nese ban­dits in the flow­er of his man­hood.”




    “He died of his wounds, huh?”




    “No, Mas­ter Mangko dis­patched him.”




    “Why?” Re­mo de­mand­ed hot­ly.




    “Be­cause he was wound­ed and the ban­dits were rid­ing hard af­ter them. The Mas­ter and

    his en­tourage had a long sea voy­age ahead of them and could not be bur­dened by a wound­ed

    man.”




    “That’s aw­ful!”




    “The sto­ry gets worse,” Chi­un said.




    “How is that pos­si­ble? So far, the good guys are killing all their friends.”




    “Worse,” re­peat­ed Chi­un, his voice drop­ping to a hush. “They had to aban­don the

    hors­es.”




    “So?”




    “You do not un­der­stand. The Chi­nese got them.”




    “Is that bad?”




    “Bad! It is a tragedy,” Chi­un screeched. “Beau­ti­ful Ko­re­an ponies left to big, brutish

    Chi­nese bar­bar­ians. Prob­ably they were worked un­til their proud, straight backs were bowed

    and their strong legs crip­pled. It is sad.” A sin­gle tear leaked out of Chi­un’s far eye. He

    turned his head so that Re­mo could not see, and brushed it away sur­rep­ti­tious­ly.




    “Then what?” Re­mo prompt­ed.




    “With the Chi­nese ban­dits bear­ing down on them, the night tigers pushed off in boats.

    Those who re­mained slew the Chi­nese with their swords, tak­ing care not to harm their

    hors­es, who were af­ter all in­no­cent brutes. For Sinan­ju nev­er harms an­imals.”




    “Just mes­sen­gers and po­ten­tial Mas­ters.”




    “If you in­sist up­on dis­tort­ing ev­ery word I ut­ter, why do you not tell this

    sto­ry?”




    “Be­cause I don’t know it.”




    “Ex­act­ly. Now, keep silent. The Mas­ter Mangko and his night tigers left many dead

    Chi­nese on their shores on that long-​ago day. Spar­ing the hors­es, of course. Then they

    pushed off in the tiny boats that they had built, and sailed for Moo. Many days they sailed,

    through storm clouds-​but no storm came to pelt their faces with hard rain or push their boats

    against one an­oth­er. Lo, the en­tire earth had be­come a still place of death­ly silent

    wa­ter. For sev­en ter­ri­ble days, the fu­ture of my vil­lage was at the mer­cy of the great

    ocean we now sail on. A ty­phoon might have erad­icat­ed all of Sinan­ju’s promise, just as

    Sako him­self per­ished. Alas.” Chi­un brushed at his eyes again. His voice trem­bled with

    emo­tion when he re­sumed his sto­ry.




    “Brave­ly, the Mas­ter Mangko sailed on. He watched the stars, seek­ing the con­fig­ura­tion

    that would lead him to Moo. He fol­lowed it faith­ful­ly day and night. And still the storm

    clouds gath­ered, but no storm came.”




    Chi­un was silent, think­ing. His eyes grew in­ward and re­flec­tive, as if in his mind’s

    eye he saw the very events he was re­lat­ing.




    “On the twelfth day,” Chi­un said, qua­ver­ing, “the Mas­ter knew why the storm nev­er swept

    over him. He un­der­stood why he did not spy the shores of Moo. He had sailed over the place

    where Moo should be. And the storm which was re­flect­ed in the sky, be­longed not to the sky,

    but to the very ocean it­self. This ocean, Re­mo.”




    “Moo sank?”




    “Moo had per­ished, yes. The seas were the col­or of mud where Moo should have been. And

    where the very heart of Moo had lift­ed proud­ly over the waves, the flot­sam of civ­iliza­tion

    float­ed and the seas bub­bled green as with a sick­ness. And there were bod­ies too.”




    Chi­un was silent a long time as he stared out at the white-​capped waves. Re­mo was afraid

    to speak up. Fi­nal­ly he set­tled for clear­ing his throat.




    “With a heavy heart,” Chi­un con­tin­ued, “Mas­ter Mangko ac­cept­ed the truth. He or­dered

    the boats turned around, and they steeled them­selves for the dif­fi­cult re­turn jour­ney

    across wa­ter and ban­dit-​in­fest­ed Chi­na. He knew ter­ri­ble days lay ahead for his

    vil­lage, and in­deed, this was what came to be. The mes­sen­ger had brought with him a bag of

    coins, each stamped with the head of the High Moo. These would be the last such coins, he knew.

    And when the Mas­ter Mangko re­turned to Sinan­ju, he him­self chose the first fe­male child to

    be sent home to the sea, be­cause he knew that it would not be long be­fore the coins ran out.

    For in those days of which I have spo­ken, the clients of Sinan­ju were on­ly the slow-​pay­ing

    Egyp­tians and the stingy Chi­nese-​and the great land of Moo, which was no more. That fe­male

    child, Re­mo, was his very own daugh­ter.”




    In spite of him­self, Re­mo shiv­ered. He was born and raised an Amer­ican, and the ways of

    Sinan­ju were still alien to him. But some­times he felt the tragedy of Chi­un’s sto­ries

    al­most as keen­ly as the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “Since those days, there has been no word of Moo. Un­til now,” Chi­un said, re­mov­ing a

    large flat coin from a pock­et of his ki­mono.




    Re­mo took the coin. It had ob­vi­ous­ly been ham­mered in­to shape by hand.




    “Is this the High Moo?”




    “The Low Moo’s fa­ther, yes, for the coins of Moo are melt­ed down and re­cast when­ev­er a

    new High Moo as­cends the Shark Throne.”




    “Shark Throne, huh? Sounds bru­tal.”




    “And to­day, af­ter near­ly five thou­sand years, Sinan­ju re­turns to Moo to ful­fill the

    down pay­ment ac­cept­ed by Mas­ter Mangko-​and earn the bal­ance too, of course.”




    “I knew mon­ey had to en­ter in­to this some­how.”




    “A crass re­mark which I will ig­nore. You see, Re­mo, when I be­held the Low Moo on

    tele­vi­sion, she was not say­ing what the char­la­tan white claimed at all. She was is­su­ing

    a plea. A plea to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to jour­ney to Moo to help the High Moo, whose throne

    was in mor­tal dan­ger. “




    “So when you said we were go­ing to Moo, that’s what you meant?”




    “All is clear to you now, Re­mo?”




    “Not quite. If Moo sank near­ly five thou­sand years ago, where does the Low Moo come from

    and where is she tak­ing us?”




    “Why don’t you ask her? I have told you my sto­ry. Let her tell you her own. Be­sides, you

    will need the lan­guage prac­tice if you are to get along on Moo.”




    “Why not? I’ll be here all day wait­ing for you to catch a fish with that rig.”




    Sud­den­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju jerked his bam­boo rod. The line arched up and a sil­ver

    fish with flat eyes land­ed in Re­mo’s lap.




    “Hey!” Re­mo said, knock­ing the fish on­to the deck. The fish flopped and wrig­gled and

    Chi­un speared him with a long-​nailed fin­ger. The fish gasped once and its tail ceased to

    move. Chi­un lift­ed it up by the gills and ex­am­ined it care­ful­ly.




    “Ah, an ex­cel­lent fish. Two more of these and we will dine very well to­day.”




    “Tell me, Lit­tle Fa­ther. How did you catch that fish with­out a hook?”




    “It is sim­ple. I dan­gle the line un­til I have the fish’s in­ter­est. He thinks the line

    is a worm, and when I feel him bite, I whip the line up. I do it so fast the fish has no time

    to let go. A hook is not nec­es­sary. Be­sides, it is cru­el. Sinan­ju does not harm an­imals,

    and it deals with those an­imals it eats as mer­ci­ful­ly as pos­si­ble.”




    “Some­times I fail to ful­ly grasp your phi­los­ophy,” Re­mo said, climb­ing to his

    feet.




    “It is easy to un­der­stand, Re­mo. For it is writ­ten in the Book of Sinan­ju that ‘Death

    Feeds Life.’ “




    “Yeah, right un­der ‘No Cred­it Is­sued.’ If you want me, I’ll be talk­ing to the Low

    Moo.”




    “Do not daw­dle. We will break­fast soon.”




    “I may pass. I checked last night and there are no match­es left on this scow.”




    “Then we will eat them raw.”




    “Sushi isn’t my thing. Be­sides,” Re­mo said, scratch­ing his bestub­bled face, “I have this

    ir­re­sistible crav­ing for egg-​lemon soup.”


  




  

    Chapter 9




    Dr. Harold W. Smith had not played golf in years.




    This was iron­ic, for in the days when CURE was be­ing set up, Smith had bought his present

    home be­cause it was vir­tu­al­ly next door to one of the finest golf cours­es on the east

    coast. Smith, who had un­til then been with the Cen­tral In­tel­li­gence Agen­cy, en­vi­sioned

    him­self play­ing week­end golf. He had no idea of what he was get­ting in­to. The grav­ity of

    his new post was clear, but the sheer num­ber of man-​hours that would be de­mand­ed of him,

    first as the co­or­di­na­tor of CURE’s vast net­work of in­for­ma­tion-​gath­er­ing re­sources,

    and then lat­er, when he was forced to ad­mit that CURE would need an en­force­ment arm for

    sit­ua­tions be­yond his op­er­ational reach, was not clear.




    Smith had not touched his golf clubs in near­ly a decade. He wouldn’t be do­ing so now but

    for the fact that a few prac­tice putts were the per­fect cov­er for what he had to do.




    Smith teed up and sent the ball skip­ping along the fair­way. He pulled his wheeled bag

    be­hind him be­cause to­day he did not want to be both­ered with a cad­dy. He hit it again.




    Smith had de­lib­er­ate­ly hit the ball out of bounds. When he found it, in the rough, he

    pulled out a small pair of high-​pow­ered binoc­ulars and pre­tend­ed to scan the fair­way. His

    gaze drift­ed over to his house and then set­tled on the one next to it. Smith peered in­to the

    win­dows.




    He saw bare hard­wood floor­ing. He would need a dif­fer­ent van­tage point. He se­lect­ed a

    driv­er and sent the ball in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion of the third hole.




    The ball came to rest in a sand trap, and Smith, first check­ing to make sure that there was

    no one watch­ing him, got down in­to the trap. He lay on his stom­ach, and peer­ing up over the

    trap, di­rect­ed his binoc­ulars at the near side of the house.




    The rooms were bare. In one he saw a big tele­vi­sion but no oth­er fur­ni­ture. The open

    drive­way was emp­ty. It had been emp­ty since his wife had first alert­ed him to the

    ex­is­tence of the strange new neigh­bors.




    It was the ab­sence of a car that had caused Smith’s ini­tial dis­qui­et to blos­som in­to

    full-​blown sus­pi­cion. He lived in an ex­clu­sive sec­tion of Rye, far from the bus routes.

    It was the kind of tree-​lined peace­ful sub­ur­ban neigh­bor­hood he had once dreamed of

    re­tir­ing to, but now un­der­stood he could nev­er en­joy be­cause the on­ly re­tire­ment from

    CURE would in­volve his death.




    And if there was one ab­so­lute to liv­ing in sub­ur­bia, it was own­er­ship of an

    au­to­mo­bile. The own­ers of the house next door did not own a car. Smith’s wife had no­ticed

    this, and ac­cord­ing to her, the neigh­bors had con­firmed it.




    No car, no fur­ni­ture, no sign of habi­ta­tion.




    As Smith lay in the sand trap, at­tired in a short-​sleeved pullover jer­sey and kha­ki

    pants, he tried to rea­son out who would buy a house and not fur­nish it.




    More and more, it seemed to him as if the house were pur­chased; not as a home, but as some

    kind of blind. Or a stag­ing area.




    Grim­ly Smith climbed to his feet. Some­thing was very wrong. It was time to stop

    pussy­foot­ing around. He could no longer ig­nore the ob­vi­ous. Re­plac­ing his driv­er and

    pock­et­ing his ball, Smith pushed his golf bag back to the club­house.




    “That was quick,” said the cad­dy whom Smith had re­fused ear­li­er.




    “I’m more rusty than I thought,” Smith mut­tered.




    “Then you should stay out there. Work out the rust.”




    “An­oth­er time,” said Smith, anx­ious to leave. He had at­tract­ed at­ten­tion to him­self

    by re­turn­ing so ear­ly. That was a mis­take. It was part of his job nev­er to call un­due

    at­ten­tion to him­self. But this had the ear­marks of an emer­gen­cy. Smith would bring all

    the awe­some com­put­er pow­er of CURE to bear on the puz­zle of learn­ing who the new own­er

    of the house next door was, and ev­ery­thing about his back­ground.




    As Smith drove off, ev­ery cad­dy and mem­ber in the club surged to the win­dows. Ev­ery­one

    want­ed to see the mys­te­ri­ous Dr. Harold W. Smith, who paid the an­nu­al mem­ber­ship fee on

    time ev­ery year, but who hadn’t been seen on the golf course in a decade. A few of the old­er

    mem­bers, hear­ing of Smith’s brief vis­ita­tion, ex­pressed sur­prise. They had as­sumed Smith

    had passed away years ago.


  




  

    Chapter 10




    Tu-​Min-​Ka, High Moo of Moo, Lord of the Wa­ter Ocean, Wear­er of the Gold­en Feath­er

    Crown, and He Whose Face Adorns the Coin of the Realm, as­cend­ed the worn stone steps.




    Two guards, scar­let feath­ers dan­gling from their long shark-​tooth spears, walked be­fore

    him. Two oth­ers walked be­hind. Al­so fol­low­ing be­hind, ahead of the trail­ing guards, but

    a re­spect­ful two paces be­hind the High Moo, was the roy­al priest, Tei­ho­tu. He was cloaked

    in black, his nar­row black eyes in­tent. Even the moon­light com­ing through the square

    open­ings cut in­to the pas­sage­way walls failed to light his pinched fea­tures.




    The lead guards halt­ed at the hard­wood door, piv­ot­ed in place, and stiff­ened on ei­ther

    side, their spears snap­ping across their bare chests in the tra­di­tion­al salute.




    The High Moo stopped. He turned to his roy­al priest. “Tei­ho­tu, I would be alone.”




    “As you please,” the roy­al priest replied. He gath­ered his cloak about him like

    pro­tec­tive wings.




    “I have asked you to ac­com­pa­ny me on­ly be­cause if I lose you too, I will have none to

    trust.”




    “I un­der­stand,” said the roy­al priest. His eyes were small, like those of a bird.




    “My guards will see to your safe­ty. But I will pass the evening watch­ing the east­ern sky,

    for al­though my daugh­ter has been gone far longer than I an­tic­ipat­ed, I feel in my heart

    that she lives yet.”




    “So the stars tell me.”




    “You trust the stars. I trust my heart.”




    “As you wish.”




    And with­out an­oth­er word, the High Moo passed through the door on­to the roof of his

    palace, over­look­ing the low rice fields to the north and the mine-​dot­ted slope to the east.

    He avert­ed his eyes from the south, where the banyan trees grew thick and the

    Tall-​Things-​That-​Were-​Not-​Men walked by moon­light. It was the place called the Grove of

    Ghosts, and for as long as he lived, on­ly forty-​one years, he had nev­er dared to en­ter it.

    Al­though he knew some of his sub­jects were, even now, skulk­ing there to per­form who knew

    what ob­scene obla­tions.




    It was to the east that the High Moo di­rect­ed his king­ly vis­age. His eyes were bold and

    proud. He was a squat, square man, thick of limb and well-​mus­cled. He ruled this king­dom by

    dint of his mighty right arm, and he would die be­fore he sur­ren­dered the Shark Throne.




    But even he could not bat­tle the things that walked by night and wore the faces of his

    vil­lagers.




    “Give me a skull to break, and I will pre­vail,” he mut­tered to the un­heed­ing wind. “But

    against the very spir­its of evil, I am no match.”




    The waves to the east were dap­pled with moonglade. It was a beau­ti­ful sight, but it sent

    chills through the High Moo. For he knew that the great­est por­tion of his king­dom lay un­der

    those fan­tas­tic wa­ters. The fish­es had long ago ceased to feast on his

    great-​great-​great-​grand­fa­ther’s great-​great-​great-​grand­fa­ther, but it still chilled

    him to look at the wa­ters by night. Who could know when the Mighty Giv­er of Life might rise

    up to en­gulf them all? Even the roy­al priest said that the por­tents were back. The stars

    were mov­ing in­to the po­si­tion they had oc­cu­pied when Old Moo, Great Moo, had fall­en

    in­to obliv­ion.




    But the High Moo did not tru­ly be­lieve the roy­al priest’s por­tents. He be­lieved in what

    he could touch and con­quer and van­quish.




    The wind caused the gold­en plume that stood up stiffly from the met­al fil­let that served

    as his crown to shiv­er. He fold­ed his bronzed arms on his thick hair­less chest.




    Where was she? Where was Dol­la-​Dree, his daugh­ter, Low Moo of Moo, and the on­ly per­son

    he could trust to ven­ture in­to the lost lands? On­ly she could be trust­ed to find the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju-​if in­deed there was a liv­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. For had not the

    priests for cen­turies said that when Moo sank, so had Chi­na and In­dia and Ko­rea and all the

    oth­er lands with which Moo had trad­ed in those days?




    But the High Moo did not tru­ly be­lieve that all was wa­ter be­yond the hori­zon. There had

    been ships sight­ed. Some of these ves­sels were greater than a build­ing. But all passed by

    with­out heed­ing this is­land far from any oth­er land. There were tales of men with skin the

    col­or of a pale moon, who came from lands to the east. Such men had land­ed on Moo on­ly three

    or four gen­er­ations past. No lands to the east were known to Old Moo, just the west­ern lands

    of Ko­rea and Chi­na.




    No, the land world en­dured, just as this speck of Moo had en­dured. And if life en­dured,

    so would the House of Sinan­ju. The roy­al priest had scoffed at the High Moo’s as­ser­tion

    that this must be true, but he had held firm. Priests on­ly want­ed you to be­lieve what they

    said was true. Else, how could they con­trol you?




    No, Moo en­dured. Sinan­ju en­dured. But to be cer­tain, he had sent his daugh­ter to the

    lands to the east, not to the west. She would learn there where to find the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, if he still lived. Now he must wait for his daugh­ter. He would wait un­til he was

    old and white-​haired and the sun had wrin­kled him like a tur­tle, and his king­ly bur­dens

    had bent his spine. He would wait.




    It was in the deep­est part of the night, when the sea breezes seemed to hold their breath,

    and the High Moo’s heart held the great­est lone­li­ness, that the still­ness of his sleep­ing

    king­dom was shat­tered.




    The High Moo was lean­ing on the para­pet, his arms fold­ed, his eyes set on the east­ern

    sky, when some­thing sailed up from the court­yard be­low.




    The High Moo’s war­rior-​trained re­flex­es re­act­ed in­stant­ly. He ducked the mis­sile.

    He threw him­self on the roof and rolled.




    “Guards, to my side!” he called.




    The ob­ject broke not five feet from him. Two of the guards burst through the door. “There!”

    he told them.




    And their eyes fell on the clay jar. It lay in pieces, not flat, but com­plete­ly

    shat­tered. Dark liq­uid drained from it in all di­rec­tions. And from un­der the clay shards,

    some­thing writhed and threw out ropy ap­pendages.




    “Slay it!” or­dered the High Moo, com­ing to his feet. But a sin­gle hood­ed eye peered out

    in a crack be­tween falling clay bits, and the guards let out a com­bined screech and fled the

    roof.




    One of them had dropped a war club, and the High Moo dived to re­cov­er it.




    He no­ticed that the stair­well was dark. There were no signs of the oth­er guards, or the

    roy­al priest, Tei­ho­tu. He re­turned to the roof. The thing was free of its prison now.




    It was, as he knew it would be, an oc­to­pus. It was black, and the moon was re­flect­ed on

    his shiny hide. It flopped its ten­ta­cles weak­ly in the un­fa­mil­iar en­vi­ron­ment. The

    greater por­tion of the sea­wa­ter had flowed in­to a drainage chan­nel cut in­to the roof, and

    the oc­to­pus be­gan to slide along it, des­per­ate to cling to its true el­ement.




    The High Moo pounced as he slipped to­ward the roofs edge. He mashed one ten­ta­cle in­to

    jel­ly. Then, bring­ing the club up again, he struck the mor­tal blow.




    It fell on wa­ter.




    The oc­to­pus had slipped over the para­pet with bone­less flu­id­ity. It struck the ground

    be­low with a wet smack that caused the hairs on the back of the High Moo’s head to stand

    up.




    Down in the court­yard, the roy­al priest came run­ning from the palace, ac­com­pa­nied by

    the oth­er guards-​the two who had not run away.




    “There!” cried the High Moo. “Be­low me. Kill it!”




    “Do as your king bids,” or­dered the roy­al priest. And the two guards fell up­on the

    oc­to­pus. They beat it in­to sub­mis­sion. A pulpy pop told that its bone­less head had burst.

    They crushed the ten­ta­cles me­thod­ical­ly. When they stood back af­ter many more blows than

    were need­ed, the oc­to­pus was a black vis­cous pud­dle that did not move.




    “The En­emy of Life is no more,” said the roy­al priest solemn­ly.




    “No,” called down the High Moo weari­ly. “On­ly one of his chil­dren sent as a warn­ing to

    me that nowhere am I safe, and no one may I trust, not even those clos­est to me.”




    “But, your high­ness-“




    “Hold your tongue,” said the High Moo. “You guards re­turn to your sta­tions. You, priest,

    find the guards who ran and pun­ish them. I care not how you do it, just so that it is done.

    The sun comes up soon, and I will be here to see it rise.” Then un­der his breath he added,

    “And the Sun God will­ing, it will bring my daugh­ter, who alone is my on­ly hope.”


  




  

    Chapter 11




    Dr. Harold W. Smith set­tled be­hind his shab­by oak desk. It was Sat­ur­day and his

    sec­re­tary was not at her desk in the re­cep­tion area. That meant Smith would not be

    in­ter­rupt­ed. He had told the lob­by guard that un­less the miss­ing pa­tient, Gilbert

    Grum­ley, who still had not been found, came to light, of­fi­cial­ly he was not on the

    premis­es. Smith pressed the con­cealed stud that brought the ter­mi­nal linked to hid­den

    base­ment com­put­ers ris­ing from a re­cess in his desk. It clicked in­to place like an

    obe­di­ent robot. Its glass face stared at him blankly.




    He keyed in the pass­word for the day. When the sys­tem was up and run­ning, Smith be­gan to

    key in a se­ries of ques­tions.




    The prob­lem was a sim­ple one: to dis­cov­er the iden­ti­ty of the new own­er of the house

    next to his own. That in­for­ma­tion could not be found in Smith’s da­ta base, of course. Even

    af­ter over twen­ty years of me­thod­ical­ly col­lect­ing da­ta-​some gath­ered from anony­mous

    field work­ers who be­lieved they were re­al­ly feed­ing their month­ly re­ports to the CIA or

    the FBI or even the IRS, and some of it si­phoned off Amer­ica’s bur­geon­ing com­put­er

    net­work­sthere was just too much raw da­ta out there, much of it triv­ia.




    Or­di­nar­ily a change in home own­er­ship would al­so be too triv­ial to note. Not this

    time. This time the strangeness was too close to home. Smith knew he was not be­ing para­noid

    in sus­pect­ing the mys­tery of the emp­ty house next to his own was a pos­si­ble CURE

    prob­lem. CURE se­cu­ri­ty had been breached be­fore. Even the Fol­croft cov­er, as in­nocu­ous

    as it was, had near­ly been com­pro­mised, most re­cent­ly by a fluke of the last

    pres­iden­tial cam­paign. That prob­lem proved man­age­able, but it was not be­yond the realm

    of pos­si­bil­ity that this could be fall­out from that in­ci­dent. A leak or a slip of the

    tongue dur­ing the pres­sure of the cam­paign.




    A pat­tern was form­ing. First the mys­te­ri­ous­ly miss­ing pa­tient. Then the emp­ty house

    whose own­er’s face had trig­gered a mem­ory in Mrs. Smith’s mind. Some­thing was go­ing

    on.




    It was time to put a name to that own­er, and if he proved to be a se­cu­ri­ty threat, then

    Harold Smith must elim­inate him.




    Smith logged on­to the com­put­er records at the Westch­ester Coun­ty Reg­istry of Deeds.

    The pass­word was easy for a man as com­put­er-​skilled as Smith to break. It was sim­ply a

    date code. He be­gan pag­ing through re­cent files.




    Af­ter twen­ty min­utes he was forced to ad­mit de­feat. There was no record of the

    trans­ac­tion. That meant one of two things: ei­ther the trans­ac­tion had not yet been filed

    in the com­put­er-​which was rea­son­able, giv­en the time frame-​or the trans­ac­tion might

    have been con­duct­ed il­le­gal­ly.




    Be­fore he could jump to that last damn­ing con­clu­sion, Smith would have to pay a call on

    the Reg­istry of Deeds him­self. If the house had changed hands legal­ly, their books would

    con­tain the an­swer he sought.


  




  

    Chapter 12




    “It is your turn at the rud­der, Re­mo,” laughed the Low Moo, Dol­la-​Dree. Just as Re­mo

    reached for it, she threw the tiller to one side. The Jon­ah Ark heeled sharply and cut away

    from the wind. Re­mo grabbed it and hauled back. The ship right­ed it­self.




    The Low Moo gig­gled, shak­ing her lus­trous hair. It hung long and free. Re­mo no­ticed a

    nat­ural wave.




    “Very cute,” he said dry­ly. “Sit with me?”




    “Maybe,” she said co­quet­tish­ly.




    “Please?” Re­mo said. He had to say it twice be­fore he pro­nounced the Moo­vian word for

    “please” cor­rect­ly.




    “On­ly if you promise not to bore me,” the Low Moo said.




    “Promise,” said Re­mo. He de­cid­ed he liked her. Now that they were on the open sea, she

    had changed. Gone were her dark moods, her smol­der­ing anger. She was go­ing home, and the

    knowl­edge had lib­er­at­ed her spir­it. Watch­ing the Low Moo shake the wind­blown hair from

    her laugh­ing face made Re­mo think of free-​spir­it­ed is­land girls out of old Hol­ly­wood

    films. She had is­land writ­ten all over her. Re­mo de­cid­ed he liked that.




    “Tell me about Moo,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “What do you wish to know?”




    “Chi­un said it dis­ap­peared thou­sands of years ago.”




    “Old Moo sank, yes,” the Low Moo said sad­ly. “Our folk tales say that the sun looked down

    up­on Moo and saw on­ly greed. In pun­ish­ment, he made the seas to de­vour Moo. But Kai, the

    Sea God, spared the high­est por­tion of the em­pire and those who lived on it. That is where I

    come from, where we are bound.”




    “Is it big?”




    “Oh, very big. It stretch­es from the north sea to the south sea, and there is the west sea

    to one side and the east sea to the oth­er. There is a great palace and a city. My fa­ther is

    the High Moo, you know.”




    “So I gath­ered. But you don’t act like a princess.”




    “And how many princess­es do you know, Re­mo?”




    “One or two. You don’t act like ei­ther of them. You’re more … down-​to-​earth.”




    The Low Moo’s brow puck­ered. Re­mo’s trans­la­tion of “down-​to-​earth” in­to Moo­vian came

    out as “wal­low­ing in dirt.”




    “Why do you say that? Why do you say I wal­low in dirt?”




    “I didn’t mean it like that,” Re­mo said hasti­ly. “It’s an ex­pres­sion. I mean ‘reg­ular’.

    ‘Nor­mal.’”




    The Low Moo frowned pret­ti­ly. As a mem­ber of the roy­al house, be­ing called nor­mal was

    an in­sult. Ev­ery man of Moo would glad­ly slay his broth­er for her hand in mar­riage.




    “‘Nice’?” Re­mo ven­tured.




    Her brow smoothed sud­den­ly. “Oh, I am that. You are nice too-​even if you are a

    slave.”




    “Slave?”




    “You are the Mas­ter of Sinanchu’s slave. I see him or­der you about and you obey. I do not

    mind that you are a slave. I like your white skin. It is so dif­fer­ent. I won­der what you are

    like in­side.”




    “I’m like I am. Like you see me. And I’m not a slave.”




    “Do not be ashamed. On Moo we have no slaves. In old­er times white men did come to our

    land. Some we made to be slaves, but not for long. Slav­ery is cru­el and so they were set

    free.”




    “Re­al­ly? Then what hap­pened to them?”




    The Low Moo looked away sud­den­ly. She start­ed to­ward the bow, and shad­ed her eyes from

    the sun. See­ing noth­ing, she looked back. She rubbed her stom­ach. “I am hun­gry,” she said,

    sound­ing like a petu­lant child.




    “Chi­un’s catch­ing fish.”




    “I will go to him and see.”




    “Can’t you stay a lit­tle longer?”




    “I will re­turn,” the Low Moo said. She took hold of Re­mo’s arm and stroked it gen­tly.

    With her fin­gers she felt his hard mus­cles. “I like your nice white skin.” She gave his arm a

    play­ful squeeze and jumped up sud­den­ly.




    Re­mo thought she was go­ing to kiss him, but in­stead she bit him on the ear­lobe, not

    hard. It was more of a nip. “What was that for?” he asked, tak­en aback.




    “I like you. I will come back to you.”




    And with that she scam­pered up the steps to the af­ter­deck.




    That evening an al­ba­tross flew along the hori­zon, mak­ing rau­cous sounds.




    The Low Moo came up from the hold ea­ger­ly.




    “A rugu bird!” she ex­claimed. “Sail hard­er, Re­mo, we are al­most to Moo.”




    “Are you sure?” asked Re­mo.




    “There is no oth­er land to be found un­der last night’s stars. On­ly Moo. Oh, hur­ry. My

    fa­ther awaits us.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, hear­ing those words, went be­low. He re­turned with a fold­ed

    piece of white cot­ton. He laid it out on the deck and un­fold­ed it un­til Re­mo rec­og­nized

    the par­al­lel­ogram sym­bol that had been stitched in­to it with green sail­cloth. The sym­bol

    of the House of Sinan­ju.




    “Where’d you get that?” Re­mo asked.




    “I made it. It will in­form the peo­ple of Moo that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is com­ing. It

    will give them time to pre­pare a prop­er wel­come.”




    “We’re not there yet,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “Look again, O ye of lit­tle faith,” Chi­un re­tort­ed as he in­sert­ed the bam­boo pole

    in­to a sleeve in one side of the cloth.




    Re­mo looked past the com­plex of bat­ten-​stiff­ened sails. He thought he could make out a

    dark blue hump of land. From a dis­tance it looked like an anthill with a flat top.




    As Chi­un raised the bam­boo pole and the Sinan­ju flag be­gan flap­ping and chat­ter­ing in

    the cross­wind, Re­mo said, “Looks aw­ful­ly small for the huge is­land na­tion ev­ery­one

    keeps talk­ing about.”




    “It is on­ly your mind that is small,” huffed Chi­un as he marched to the bow, proud­ly

    wav­ing his ban­ner.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    Trailed by his ret­inue, the High Moo hur­ried to the la­goon beach. He did not run, for it

    would be un­seem­ly. But he walked with such alacrity that his Red Feath­er Guard were hard

    pressed to main­tain a deco­rous pace.




    “See?” said the lit­tle boy Mann, the first to sight the great ship.




    The High Moo drank in the sight. It was like no oth­er ship he had ev­er seen. It was

    greater than the war ca­noes, big­ger even than the ship in which his daugh­ter had sailed. It

    had five poles for the sails, which were stiff and odd­ly shaped.




    As he watched, the craft turned smart­ly to present its hull to the wind, and its sheer

    height as­tound­ed the High Moo. Sail­ing ships of such majesty were told of in leg­end. None

    had been seen in the life­time of any liv­ing Moo­vian.




    “What does it mean?” de­mand­ed the roy­al priest, Tei­ho­tu, as he hov­ered by the High

    Moo’s ear.




    “I do not know,” said the High Moo, hope dy­ing in his breast. Then the tiny fig­ure in the

    bow moved to the rail and waved a ban­ner. The wind tore at it, dis­turb­ing its em­blem, but

    at last the High Moo dis­cerned the age-​old sym­bol of the House of Sinanchu.




    “My daugh­ter has re­turned!” he cried. “Go, priest, or­der the feast to start. You, guards,

    fetch wom­en to beat a path from this spot to the Roy­al Palace. We will make my hero­ine

    daugh­ter wel­come, and treat with the Mas­ter of Sinanchu who re­turns to pre­serve my

    king­dom.”




    The priest padded off and set a run­ner to the vil­lage. The High Moo turned his eyes to the

    ship. A mas­sive thing he un­der­stood to be an an­chor was thrown over­board. And af­ter the

    sails were pulled up, a small boat was low­ered over the side with two fig­urees in it. A third

    scram­bled down a rope and joined them, tak­ing up the oars.




    One of them, he saw, was his daugh­ter.




    “Re­mo, you take the oars,” com­mand­ed Chi­un stern­ly.




    “Why do I al­ways get the scut work?” Re­mo de­mand­ed, one eye on the Low Moo.




    “It is your re­spon­si­bil­ity to get the princess and me to shore. It is not scut work. It

    is a priv­ilege. When I in­scribe this day’s events on a scroll, you may be cer­tain that your

    hon­ored role will be ful­ly de­scribed.”




    “Yeah, pulling on the oars like a gal­ley slave,” Re­mo com­plained. “You know, she thinks

    I’m your ser­vant,” he added. He spoke En­glish so the princess wouldn’t un­der­stand their

    ar­gu­ment.




    “If you would like, I will add a cod­icil to my records, as­sur­ing fu­ture Mas­ters that to

    the best of my knowl­edge you were nev­er at any time a slave.”




    “It’s not fu­ture Mas­ters I’m wor­ried about. It’s her.”




    “Then,” Chi­un re­tort­ed, turn­ing from the bow, “you will bend your back to this task with

    vig­or so that the Low Moo may ad­mire your ef­forts on her be­half.”




    “Up yours,” said Re­mo, who didn’t like be­ing thought of as a slave. But he pulled at the

    oars while Chi­un re­turned to his proud stance at the bow. He stood with one arm on his hip

    and the oth­er hold­ing the Sinan­ju ban­ner rigid. The princess sat be­hind him. Re­mo thought

    Chi­un looked im­pos­si­bly af­fect­ed, like an ide­al­ized por­trait of George Wash­ing­ton

    cross­ing the Delaware.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was pleased. The High Moo stood sur­round­ed by his ret­inue. Wom­en

    busi­ly swept the sand clear with straw whisks. An hon­or guard of war­riors formed two ranks

    to meet them.




    A bronze man clad on­ly in a loin­cloth splashed in­to the wa­ter. He took the bow in hand

    and helped guide it ashore. The keel scraped sand. And the boat was quick­ly pulled up on­to

    dry beach so that the san­dals of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju would not suf­fer be­ing wet.




    It was as Chi­un al­ways dreamed of be­ing greet­ed. By a prop­er em­per­or in a prop­er

    king­dom. Let Re­mo see true re­spect, such as Mas­ters of Sinan­ju had en­joyed in times when

    the world was ruled cor­rect­ly and Sinan­ju was re­spect­ed from pole to pole.




    Chi­un set the ban­ner in­to the sand. It stuck, the fab­ric wav­ing proud­ly.




    “I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” he pro­claimed. And abrupt­ly the ret­inue sur­round­ing

    the High Moo part­ed and the High Moo strode for­ward. His face was broad and fine, a king’s

    vis­age. But his garb was not as king­ly as Chi­un had imag­ined. He had ex­pect­ed more

    cloth­ing than a feath­ered breech­clout. But it was sum­mer, so Chi­un de­cid­ed it was not an

    af­front if the king greet­ed him bare-​chest­ed. Chi­un was pleased to see the gold­en

    feath­er that sig­ni­fied the crown of the High Moo. True, the crown was not, strict­ly

    speak­ing, a crown, but more a band of met­al. Prob­ably the orig­inal crown had been lost when

    Moo had sunk.




    Chi­un placed his long-​nailed hands in­to his joined sleeves and bowed once to the High

    Moo.




    And the High Moo replied in a boom­ing voice. “I am Tu-​Min-​Ka, High Moo of Moo. I am

    pleased that my daugh­ter has brought you.”




    “Not so,” said Chi­un. “It is I who have brought your daugh­ter. I found her in the thrall

    of an evil wiz­ard, and rec­og­niz­ing her as of true roy­al blood, res­cued her from this

    man.”




    “Then I am dou­bly grate­ful,” mur­mured the High Moo, tak­ing his daugh­ter in­to his arms.

    He turned away from the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju abrupt­ly.




    Chi­un’s face wrin­kled. An em­per­or did not turn his back on the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    dur­ing a for­mal greet­ing cer­emo­ny. Still, this was the man’s daugh­ter, whom he had

    be­lieved lost. On the oth­er hand, a daugh­ter is on­ly a fe­male who hap­pens to be a blood

    re­la­tion. This was the first meet­ing be­tween the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and a High Moo in

    near­ly five thou­sand years. One would think that the man had more re­spect for his­to­ry than

    to take his daugh­ter aside to gos­sip. Chi­un won­dered what it was they dis­cussed, but

    de­cid­ed that eaves­drop­ping would not be seem­ly. Be­sides, they were too far way.




    Re­mo drift­ed up be­side Chi­un.




    “What are they say­ing?” he want­ed to know.




    “I do not know. But he is prob­ably thank­ing her pro­fuse­ly for find­ing me.” Chi­un

    no­ticed Re­mo’s pos­ture. “Straight­en up! Do you want the High Moo to think I have trained a

    lag­gard?”




    “Yes, Mas­ter,” Re­mo mut­tered un­hap­pi­ly.




    “Are you cer­tain, my daugh­ter?” the High Moo whis­pered.




    “He alone of all I met spoke our lan­guage. He re­mem­bers Old Moo.”




    “But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is tall and pow­er­ful. This man is el­der­ly. And he car­ries

    no weapons.”




    “I do not un­der­stand it ei­ther, but I am cer­tain it is he.”




    “And where are the night tigers? Did he not think enough of my plea to bring his ret­inue?

    He trav­els with a slave, and a sick­ly pale one at that.”




    “He is a nice slave,” said the princess. “I like him.”




    “If you are cer­tain; my daugh­ter . . .” the High Moo said vague­ly. “But I fear he will

    not be able to help us. For he is very old and his limbs look as if a fever has with­ered

    them.”




    The High Moo turned to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He forced him­self to smile. In his heart he

    felt sick. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had been his last hope.




    “I bid you wel­come to Moo,” he said. “And in hon­or of your land­fall, we have pre­pared a

    feast. We have all the foods that in an­cient times Mas­ters of Sinan­ju en­joyed. There is

    roast pig, tur­tle, fresh eggs, and we have butchered a Ko­re­an del­ica­cy-​dog.”




    “No way, Chi­un,” Re­mo whis­pered in En­glish. “I don’t care what taboo it vi­olates. I

    draw the line at dog.”




    “Hush, Re­mo.” To the High Moo the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said, “We are grate­ful for your

    thought­ful­ness, O High Moo, but times have changed. Mas­ters of Sinan­ju no longer eat

    meat.”




    “No meat?”




    “Have you fish?”




    “Yes, of course.”




    “We still eat fish. And rice.”




    “We have rice. But fish is peas­ant food.” Chi­un winced at the im­pli­ca­tion.




    “Here, per­haps,” he said, “but in Sinan­ju it is con­sid­ered a del­ica­cy.”




    “Fish and rice are a del­ica­cy nowhere on earth, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo whis­pered in

    En­glish.




    “What did your slave say?” the High Moo asked.




    “He asked if you have lemons,” Chi­un replied.




    “Yes.”




    “Good, he will have egg-​lemon soup. But it must be pre­pared un­der my su­per­vi­sion.”




    “Very well,” said the High Moo slow­ly.




    “Thanks a lot, Chi­un,” Re­mo said sourly.




    “I knew you would ap­pre­ci­ate my sug­gest­ing it,” Chi­un replied.




    “I don’t mean the soup. I meant the fact that you didn’t dis­abuse him of the no­tion that

    I’m your slave.”




    “This both­ers you?”




    “Slight­ly,” Re­mo growled, look­ing at the Low Moo, who stared at him with a wild ea­ger

    light in the depths of her black eyes.




    Chi­un sud­den­ly shook his spindly arms free of his sleeves. He raised them to the

    heav­ens, and in a loud voice pro­claimed, “In hon­or of this his­toric oc­ca­sion, and

    know­ing that the wicked prac­tice of slav­ery has been long abol­ished by the en­light­ened

    rulers of Moo, I here­by set free my un­wor­thy slave, Re­mo.”




    “Oh, you’re a thrill,” Re­mo hissed.




    “He does not look hap­py,” said the High Moo, tak­ing note of Re­mo’s ex­pres­sion.




    “It is the shock,” Chi­un as­sured him. “He has been in my fam­ily for years. But he will

    get used to be­ing free.”




    “And in hon­or of this meet­ing, join­ing the House of Sinanchu with the House of Moo,”

    pro­claimed the High Moo, “my roy­al priest, Tei­ho­tu, will bless you both so that no harm

    will come to you dur­ing your so­journ with us.” The priest padded out of the crowd. His dark

    robes rus­tled like ser­pents slip­ping through dry leaves.




    “Please kneel,” he in­toned. Chi­un dropped to his knees. Re­mo did like­wise. But on­ly

    af­ter Chi­un pulled him down.




    The roy­al priest laid his bony, long-​fin­gered hands on their heads. Re­mo no­ticed that

    his hands smelled fishy. He held his breath un­til the man was through mut­ter­ing

    in­can­ta­tions to the sky. Then he with­drew and they found their feet.




    “Now, quick­ly, dark­ness comes,” said the High Moo. “We must hur­ry to light the fires. For

    when dark­ness comes, they walk.”




    Chi­un marched in the High Moo’s wake. Re­mo stepped up along­side him.




    “Moo looks pret­ty small, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he re­marked ca­su­al­ly.




    “You have not seen the whole of it yet,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “You spoke about an em­pire.”




    “I told you. Moo sank. This is all that is left.”




    “Where are the jew­eled clothes, the gold­en shields? And that crown on the High Moo’s head

    looks like an over­size wed­ding ring with feath­ers.”




    “It is his sum­mer crown. I am cer­tain that his win­ter crown is more im­pres­sive.”




    “I don’t think they have win­ters in the South Pa­cif­ic.”




    “And how would you know, O well-​trav­eled one?”




    “I re­mem­ber my ge­og­ra­phy lessons.”




    “And did these ge­og­ra­phy lessons in­clude a his­to­ry of Moo?”




    “No,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “Then you have been taught by the ig­no­rant and should not be sur­prised at your own lack

    of knowl­edge,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly.




    “Where are the wom­en, by the way?”




    “You did not see them be­cause your back was turned as you rowed. They were here smooth­ing

    the sand for us. Then they left.”




    “Yeah? Were they bare-​breast­ed?”




    “I did not no­tice,” Chi­un said dis­tant­ly.




    “How could you not no­tice an im­por­tant thing like that?”




    “Be­cause un­like you, I am not a lover of cows.”




    “Moo,” said Re­mo.




    “Is that an­oth­er of your lame jests?”




    “More like a prayer. If there aren’t any bare-​breast­ed na­tive wom­en on this sand­hill,

    I’ve come a long way for noth­ing. “




    “You are very haughty for a new­ly freed slave,” sniffed Chi­un. He has­tened his step so

    that he would not have to lis­ten to any more of Re­mo’s non­sense.


  




  

    Chapter 14




    The world had done it to Shane Bil­liken again.




    It was al­ways this way. Just when suc­cess was with­in his grasp, some retro-​case would

    snatch the brass ring away. The Bea­tles hi­jacked his singing ca­reer. Roy Or­bi­son’s lawyers

    squelched his come­back. And now, two strange men had stolen the per­fect chan­nel­er out of

    his own house.




    Oh, sure, Glin­da had been good. He’d nev­er have got­ten in­to chan­nel­ing with­out her.

    Shane had met her in a Mus­cle Shoals bar, where she was wait­ress­ing. One drink led to

    an­oth­er, which led to her apart­ment. They were rem­inisc­ing about the six­ties-​or Shane

    was. Glin­da hadn’t been born un­til 1967, so was lament­ing that she’d missed out on “the good

    years.”




    “What was it, like, like?” she had asked.




    “You want to ex­pe­ri­ence the six­ties?” Shane had replied, fir­ing up a joint. “Try this

    or­gan­ic time ma­chine.” It was in the smoky mo­ments that fol­lowed that he made his

    dis­cov­ery. When high, Glin­da bab­bled. Not in En­glish, but in some crazy non­sense

    ba­by-​talk. That was what had giv­en Shane the chan­nel­ing idea.




    And so was launched the ca­reer of Glin­da Thrip, who, un­der cer­tain

    con­di­tions-​usu­al­ly a joint be­fore a per­for­mance-​be­came pos­sessed by the spir­it of

    Shas­tra, high priest­ess of At­lantis. Shane Bil­liken trans­lat­ed her bab­ble in­to

    prophe­cies, for, as he re­peat­ed to any­one gullible enough to lis­ten, the high priest­ess

    knew all and saw all.




    Of course noth­ing was one hun­dred per­cent per­fect. Some­times Glin­da mut­tered a few

    En­glish words, which Shane cov­ered over with a stan­dard line about dis­rup­tions in the

    cos­mic flow. And some­times when she was high, Glin­da gig­gled. That was worse. At­lantean

    high priestess­es weren’t sup­posed to gig­gle.




    Which was why, when the Princess Sinanchu washed up on his beach, Shane Bil­liken re­al­ized

    he had struck true gold at last. Princess Sinanchu looked like a princess. Glin­da looked like

    a sil­icone-​aug­ment­ed Cal­ifor­nia wait­ress in Greek cloth­ing. And Glin­da did not have

    sil­ver wires in her clothes or a pouch stuffed with strange coins.




    It was the coins that par­tic­ular­ly fas­ci­nat­ed Shane Bil­liken. Coins were coins, but

    these looked au­then­tic, his­tor­ical. As ar­ti­facts, they might be worth a for­tune to a

    mu­se­um. Mil­lions, de­pend­ing on who the girl was and where she came from.




    Es­pe­cial­ly, Shane Bil­liken thought sud­den­ly, if there were more of those coins where

    she came from.




    The thought caused him to push aside the alu­minum sun re­flec­tor on his chest and sit

    up.




    It was the morn­ing af­ter Princess Sinanchu had left. He had slept fit­ful­ly all night,

    even af­ter soak­ing in his hot tub, eat­ing cheese and play­ing with the bath crys­tals he had

    brought in­to he tub. They were sup­posed to soak up neg­ativ­ity, but when he stepped out,

    wrin­kled like a prune, he felt as frus­trat­ed as ev­er.




    Even a joint didn’t help.




    Now Shane Bil­liken felt pos­itive­ly en­raged. How could the world keep do­ing this to him?

    Why? Why him? He was evolved. He chant­ed ev­ery night. True, his heart wasn’t al­ways in it,

    but who knew how much of this New Age stuff re­al­ly worked? It was not for noth­ing that his

    fa­vorite off-​cam­era say­ing was “You don’t fuck with mag­ic.”




    Shane paced his house fum­ing. He wan­dered in­to his per­son­al li­brary, which he had

    start­ed with three bat­tered pa­per­backs but which was now one of the most ex­ten­sive

    col­lec­tions of oc­cult books in pri­vate hands. Maybe the I Ching had the an­swer to his

    prob­lems.




    Then he re­called the ex­change be­tween the old East­ern mys­tic and the skin­ny white man

    while they ar­gued on his beach. Shane had lis­tened through his cracked glass pa­tio door.




    They had talked about build­ing a boat, then about buy­ing one. The Asian kept bab­bling

    about go­ing to Moo, like it was a place, not a sound ef­fect. Why did that name sound

    fa­mil­iar?




    Shane went to the At­lantis sec­tion of his li­brary. He ran his thick fin­gers along the

    rows of spines un­til he came to the book he want­ed. It was called The Lost Con­ti­nent of

    Mu.




    Ea­ger­ly he opened the book. Shane read three chap­ters straight through be­fore he

    re­al­ized his feet were killing him. He was so mes­mer­ized that he had for­got­ten to sit

    down.




    Ac­cord­ing to the book, Mu was an is­land na­tion of great size which had dom­inat­ed the

    Pa­cif­ic Ocean be­fore the dawn of record­ed his­to­ry. It had sunk dur­ing a fierce nat­ural

    cat­aclysm that the book’s au­thor sup­posed was the Great Flood of bib­li­cal leg­end. Mu

    would have been for­got­ten, ex­cept when the Mu­vian race per­ished, they trans­mit­ted their

    thoughts to re­cep­tive sur­vivors in oth­er lands, who wrote of their vi­sions and thus kept

    the ex­is­tence of Mu alive de­spite skep­ti­cal nay-​say­ers.




    “Makes sense to me,” Shane mut­tered, read­ing on. When he put the book down, hours lat­er,

    he thought he had it all fig­ured out. Princess Sinanchu was from Mu. Some­how, Mu must have

    come to the sur­face again. As Shane Bil­liken saw it, this was per­fect­ly plau­si­ble. Af­ter

    all, they were get­ting near the Mil­len­ni­um. Weird stuff like this was sup­posed to

    hap­pen.




    Why Princess Sinanchu had come to Amer­ica re­mained a mys­tery, but Shane un­der­stood one

    thing: if that girl could make the trip one way, Shane Bil­liken, who was in tune with the

    uni­verse, could re­trace the voy­age.




    There was on­ly one boat deal­er­ship in this area. Shane hopped in­to his Fer­rari and

    drove for it at high speed. The own­er rec­og­nized his de­scrip­tion of the un­like­ly

    pair.




    “Sure, they bought that rat­ty junk, the Jon­ah Ark. Imag­ine that. Took off right away,

    too.”




    “Was there a girl with them?”




    “Yep. Looked Tahi­tian or some­thing like that. Didn’t say a word.”




    “How long ago?”




    “Ten, twelve hours.”




    “Is a junk slow?”




    “Is Su­per­man blue? It’s one step up from a garbage scow.”




    “I’ll take the fastest boat you have,” Shane said sud­den­ly.




    “If you’re think­ing of fol­low­ing them, and I think you are, you’ll want a deep-​wa­ter

    craft, not some zip­py lit­tle cigarette boat. They had long voy­age writ­ten all over them.

    “




    “I’ll take what­ev­er you rec­om­mend.”




    “For sure,” said the sales­man. “But clue me in first: is there some­thing I should know? I

    rec­og­nize you from The Hor­ton Droney Show and that lit­tle Ori­en­tal lama looked pret­ty

    freaky. Is the world gonna end, or what?”




    “Friend, we’re talk­ing a def­inite spir­itu­al mi­gra­tion here.”




    “Oh wow, I knew it. Like I’ve been get­ting these re­al­ly, re­al­ly in­tense vi­bra­tions

    all week.”




    “Eat more cheese. It’ll help you im­age bet­ter.”




    Once he had made the pur­chase ar­range­ments on a two-​mast­ed schooner with twin

    in­board-​out­board diesels-​re­ceiv­ing a ten-​per­cent dis­count in re­turn for giv­ing the

    sales­man a biorhyth­mic po­lar­ity anal­ysis-​Shane Bil­liken re­turned home to pack. He

    didn’t know what to ex­pect, so he packed his en­tire wardrobe, ul­ti­mate­ly fill­ing sev­en

    medi­um-​size suit­cas­es, three large steam­er trunks, an as­sort­ment of over-​the-​shoul­der

    bags, and his elec­tric gui­tar.




    “Food!” he said sud­den­ly. “I’ll prob­ably need food.” He hur­ried in­to the wine cel­lar,

    where vats of nat­ural cheese were hard­en­ing.




    “Any­thing else would spoil, but cheese is good for­ev­er,” he mut­tered, thank­ing his

    lucky stars that he had stum­bled across the biore­gen­er­ative pow­ers of cheese. He won­dered

    if he should bring min­er­al wa­ter, but shrugged. What the hell, he thought, I’ll just bring

    along a buck­et and rough it on ocean wa­ter. It’s prob­ably chock-​full of min­er­als and

    oth­er health­ful stuff.




    When he had ev­ery­thing to­geth­er, Shane re­al­ized that he would need help load­ing all

    these pro­vi­sions on his new boat. Then he re­al­ized that he might just need help crew­ing

    the ship. Then he fur­ther re­al­ized he didn’t know what to ex­pect on the oth­er end of the

    voy­age.




    I got­ta think this through a lit­tle more, he de­cid­ed, col­laps­ing on a bean­bag chair.

    He switched on his la­va lamp. Watch­ing the blue-​green goop float­ing in the am­ber flu­id

    al­ways helped him to im­age.




    Hours lat­er, a thought struck him. He spoke it aloud.




    “I’m think­ing ex­pe­di­tion when I should be think­ing con­quest. “




    He jumped out of the chair and ran for his bed­room. He rum­maged through his dress­er

    look­ing for that mag­azine clip­ping. He knew it was there some­where. He nev­er threw

    any­thing out. Not any­thing that im­por­tant.




    He found it wrapped around a cop­per an­tiarthri­tis bracelet with rub­ber bands. He pounced

    on the phone. Af­ter three rings, a hard voice an­swered.




    “Yeah?”




    “Mr. Erad­ica­tor?”




    “Maybe.” The voice was guard­ed.




    “You prob­ably won’t re­mem­ber me, but we had a meet three or four years back.”




    “You’re right, pal. I don’t re­mem­ber you.”




    “Let me fin­ish. I want­ed a cer­tain par­ty tak­en care of. A cer­tain fa­mous par­ty. A

    singer. Is it com­ing back?”




    “Yeah. Sun­glass­es. Square face. Bangs.”




    “That’s me.”




    “I meant the vic­tim.”




    “That fits him too.”




    “If you’ve changed your mind, my rates have gone up.”




    “Yes and no. I don’t want that par­tic­ular par­ty hit. Maybe lat­er, if things work out.

    But your Sol­dier of For­tune ad said you han­dle mil­itary ops too.”




    “What have you got?”




    “There’s an is­land in the South Pa­cif­ic. I want to take it over. You know, do a Mar­lon

    Bran­do.”




    “This is­land got a name?”




    “Er, not yet,” Shane said eva­sive­ly. Bet­ter not men­tion Mu. Mil­itary types were

    no­to­ri­ous­ly un­en­light­ened.




    “I don’t get you.”




    “It’s a tiny is­land.” Shane Bil­liken was talk­ing fast, mak­ing up his facts as he went

    along. He need­ed this man. “Kind of a par­adise. Just na­tives there. No army, no

    gov­ern­ment. “




    “Don’t dis­count na­tive fight­ers. I’ve seen well-​armed pro­fes­sion­als gut­ted by

    fish­bone knives. I’d rather take a dum-​dum slug in the face any­time.”




    “I have a ship, but I need a team. They have to know sail­craft. “




    “How long a ship?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I haven’t mea­sured it yet. But the sales­man said I’d need a five-​man

    crew.”




    “I can de­liv­er. But can you meet my price?”




    “Sure, I’m load­ed,” Shane said en­thu­si­as­ti­cal­ly. He re­gret­ted it a mo­ment lat­er

    when the man who ad­ver­tised him­self as Ed the Erad­ica­tor quot­ed a price that was five

    hun­dred dol­lars more than Shane Bil­liken’s cur­rent bank bal­ance. And that wasn’t count­ing

    the mon­ey he owed on the boat.




    Shane swal­lowed twice be­fore he bur­bled, “No prob­lem.” What the heck, he’d make it all

    back soon enough if the cos­mic flow went his way.




    “When the mon­ey is de­posit­ed in my Swiss ac­count, we have a deal.”




    “Give me the num­ber. I’ll make the trans­fer the minute we dis­con­nect.”




    “Then you’ve got your in­va­sion team. How soon do you want to move?”




    “The ship is ready to sail. It’s at the Mal­ibu Ma­ri­na.”




    “Give me a cou­ple of hours to work out the de­tails.”




    “Sure. One thing, though.”




    “Yeah?”




    “Can you swing by my place? I could use some help with my lug­gage.”


  




  

    Chapter 15




    The High Moo led the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his freed slave from the la­goon to the very

    heart of Moo. They walked up the long man­grove slope where co­conut palms waved above

    ex­pans­es of steam­ing tur­tle grass. He led them past the rice fields. The farm­ers were

    called from their work by the roy­al priest. Re­mo no­ticed that they were very young. Most of

    them were chil­dren. They laid down their hoes and adzes and fol­lowed, chant­ing one word over

    and over: “Sinanchu! Sinanchu!”




    Chi­un beamed with plea­sure.




    “See, Re­mo? Prop­er re­spect. You would nev­er see this in Amer­ica.”




    “You don’t see bare-​breast­ed girls in Amer­ica. And I don’t see them here ei­ther.”




    “Have pa­tience.”




    They were es­cort­ed to high em­inence on the far side of the is­land. Here and there, great

    bam­boo-​framed holes gaped from the dark slope like the sock­ets in a skull.




    “These are my met­al mines,” said the High Moo proud­ly. “The greater num­ber of them lie

    be­yond the city where the ground ris­es sheer from the wa­ter. There, work­ers dig for the

    met­al that makes the coins which bear my vis­age.”




    “I have seen these coins,” said Chi­un. “They are very fine coins, won­der­ful­ly cast. And

    the like­ness is re­mark­able.”




    “Thank you,” the High Moo said proud­ly. “I knew that the coins my daugh­ter car­ried would

    bring you here.”




    “Truth­ful­ly,” Chi­un re­turned, “I was not en­ticed by your coins, fine as they are. I

    came to meet the High Moo, to join again my house with your house in the bondage of hap­py

    ser­vice.”




    “Liar,” whis­pered Re­mo in En­glish.




    “What does he say?” the High Moo de­mand­ed.




    “I said, I’m anx­ious to meet the young maid­ens of your vil­lage,” Re­mo replied in

    Moo­vian.




    “He speaks Moo­vian?”




    “I taught him a few words,” Chi­un ad­mit­ted.




    “I al­so helped,” added the Low Moo.




    “I’m a quick study,” Re­mo said. And ev­ery­one won­dered what the freed white slave meant

    by say­ing, “I’m a rab­bit lover.”




    “Does he mean that he eats them or mates with them?” the High Moo whis­pered to his

    daugh­ter.




    “I have seen him do nei­ther,” she replied, look­ing at Re­mo. He smiled at her. She smiled

    back, her eyes on his moon-​pale arms. She had thought him too tall be­fore, but now his long

    lean limbs in­ter­est­ed her. She would ask her fa­ther lat­er to grant her a spe­cial re­quest

    about the for­mer slave.




    “Come, I hear the fires crack­ling,” the High Moo called. “And the meat is on the spit. We

    must hur­ry, for the sun is dy­ing.”




    They trudged up as they grew near the cen­tral hill that dom­inat­ed Moo.




    Re­mo no­ticed there were many mosquitoes and sand flies, but they left Chi­un and him

    alone. It was a side ben­efit of the Sinan­ju di­et that nei­ther of them seemed to at­tract

    in­sects.




    At length they reached the high plateau that was the heart of Moo.




    “This is my city,” the High Moo said proud­ly. He spread his well-​mus­cled arms

    ex­pan­sive­ly.




    Re­mo saw thatch huts on the out­skirts. Snap­ping black eyes re­gard­ed him through the

    reed sides. He saw no wom­en, much to his dis­ap­point­ment.




    The in­ner build­ings were stone. None were more than one sto­ry tall. But the palace was

    dif­fer­ent. Made of some kind of kiln-​fired brick, it reared up two sto­ries. It had

    glass­less win­dows and a flat roof with a gaze­bo­like su­per­struc­ture that Re­mo re­al­ized

    was the tallest point on the is­land. A van­tage point.




    “It’s breath­tak­ing,” Re­mo said in Moo­vian. His sar­casm was lost on ev­ery­one ex­cept

    Chi­un.




    Chi­un shot him a hard glance.




    “Do not be so smug. I have seen your Newark.”




    “I’ll take Newark over this jun­gle par­adise.”




    “Wait un­til you see the wom­en.”




    “I’m wait­ing. I’m wait­ing.”




    “Come,” said the High Moo. And he led them to the court­yard of the palace.




    In the stone-​paved open area, fires burned in rows of rect­an­gu­lar earth­en pits. A

    wom­an bent over a steam­ing pot. A man was singe­ing the body hair of a wild pig by hang­ing

    it over an open flame by its hind legs. There were car­cass­es on spits.




    “There is your wom­an, Re­mo,” Chi­un whis­pered. Re­mo craned to see over the heads of the

    es­cort­ing sol­diers. He saw a brown-​skinned wom­an bend­ing over one steam­ing pot. She wore

    a long Hawai­ian-​style grass skirt. Her long black hair swished as she stirred the pot’s

    con­tents.




    When the sounds of their ap­proach caught her at­ten­tion, she faced them

    ex­pec­tant­ly.




    She smiled. She had three teeth. Her face was as wrin­kled as a wal­nut shell and her bare

    breasts hung like goatskin blad­ders.




    “There,” Chi­un said. “Go to her, Re­mo, and tell her that you have crossed a mighty ocean

    just to be­hold her love­li­ness. I am cer­tain she will be flat­tered by your at­ten­tion.

    “




    “Very fun­ny,” Re­mo fumed. “She’s not my type.”




    “A breast is a breast,” Chi­un said flat­ly.




    The High Moo mo­tioned for them to form a cir­cle around the fires. He sig­naled for Chi­un

    to stand be­side him and for his daugh­ter to claim the oth­er side. She mo­tioned Re­mo to her

    side. The re­main­ing vil­lagers com­plet­ed the cir­cle.




    The roy­al priest ap­peared in­side the cir­cle. “Bring the throne,” he com­mand­ed.




    “It is a beau­ti­ful throne,” Chi­un told Re­mo. “Gold, with many jew­els. And a footrest

    carved of a sin­gle block of white jade.”




    Two men in loin­cloths came out of the palace bear­ing a squat wood­en box with short

    legs.




    “Here comes the foot­stool,” Re­mo said. “Doesn’t look like jade to me.”




    “It is wood. No doubt it is your seat,” Chi­un said smug­ly.




    The stool was set be­hind the High Moo. “The Shark Throne,” he said im­pe­ri­ous­ly.




    Re­mo looked close­ly. The top of the stool was cov­ered in some kind of gray hide. At each

    end there were rolled pro­tru­sions re­sem­bling or­na­men­tal cush­ions, ex­cept that they

    were made of some cracked gray hide. Re­mo no­ticed flat, life­less eyes at ei­ther end of

    these rolls, and sud­den­ly re­al­ized that the stool was dec­orat­ed with the heads of

    ham­mer­head sharks.




    Re­mo grinned as the High Moo sat down. “Good thing they cut off the fin.”




    The roy­al priest mo­tioned for the rest of the cir­cle to sit. “Be­fore we eat,” he

    in­toned, “we will show our vis­itors the great­ness of Moo.”




    “This is the cer­emo­ni­al dance,” whis­pered Chi­un. “In its flu­id mo­tions are the

    en­tire his­to­ry of Moo. We will learn much of what has tran­spired since the days of Mas­ter

    Mangko. “




    “Won­der­ful,” Re­mo groaned. “I’m half-​starved and we have to sit through a six-​hour folk

    dance.”




    But then the cir­cle part­ed at two points and Re­mo sud­den­ly sat up very straight.




    Two lines of na­tive Moo­vian wom­en slith­ered in and con­verged in­side the cir­cle. They

    wore skirts of grass or coarse black cloth low on their un­du­lat­ing hips. Col­or­ful

    blos­soms dec­orat­ed their long hair and daz­zling smiles split their hap­py faces. Their feet

    were bare, but Re­mo’s eyes weren’t on their feet, but on their ex­posed, jig­gling

    breasts.




    They be­gan to sway in time to their clap­ping hands, which they held over their heads.




    Re­mo’s blank face broke out in­to a wide grin. “Moo,” he said.




    “Do not stare,” Chi­un re­mon­strat­ed.




    “I’m sure not go­ing to look away,” Re­mo said. “Don’t want to in­sult our gra­cious

    hosts.”




    “Watch their hands. They tell the sto­ry. And their hips.”




    “I’m watch­ing, I’m watch­ing.”




    “But not like that.”




    “I don’t know any oth­er way to watch,” Re­mo said as a line of sin­uous hips un­du­lat­ed

    in per­fect syn­chro­niza­tion be­fore his eyes. Firm young breasts bounced and swayed. The

    most daz­zling smiles Re­mo had ev­er seen bathed him in a care­free ra­di­ance. Re­mo

    re­laxed. All his cares seemed to ooze right out of him. He felt at peace.




    The wom­en were still danc­ing when the food be­gan to ar­rive.




    Chi­un was speak­ing with the High Moo.




    “My knowl­edge of Moo dance is not per­fect,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ad­mit­ted. “Does that

    shak­ing of hips mean that the Year of the Macaw was the same year that the vol­ca­noes

    cooled?”




    “No,” replied the High Moo. “You must watch their fin­gers too. The snap­ping they make

    keeps the time. One snap means one moon. Ten snaps, and a year has passed.”




    “Oh, yes. Now I un­der­stand.”




    “Do you un­der­stand too?” the High Moo asked of Re­mo.




    “Are you kid­ding? I was born know­ing this stuff,” Re­mo as­sured him, ab­sent­ly tak­ing a

    wood­en bowl from the old wom­an with the droop­ing breasts.




    The aro­ma had to fill his nos­trils be­fore Re­mo re­al­ized what he had been of­fered.




    “Hey,” he said. “This is egg-​lemon soup. Where did it come from?”




    “I made it,” Chi­un told him.




    “When? You were here all the time.”




    “Dur­ing the break in the dance.”




    “What break in the dance?”




    “The one where the maid­ens were not danc­ing, but in­stead formed two lines and swayed in

    im­ita­tion of the ocean at rest af­ter Old Moo sank.”




    “I thought that was the best part. I was hyp­no­tized.”




    “You would. Drink your soup.”




    Re­mo start­ed in on the soup. He drank it straight from the bowl when no one of­fered him a

    spoon. He fig­ured it was the na­tive cus­tom.




    The Low Moo watched Re­mo drink down his third bowl, won­der­ing what kind of a man found

    naked peas­ant girls so fas­ci­nat­ing. He did not take his eyes off them. Un­like the oth­ers,

    she knew that Re­mo was not watch­ing the dance, but the dancers. It was strange. But he was

    from a strange land, she told her­self, where all wom­en cov­ered their breasts. The princess

    had thought that in Amer­ica ev­ery wom­an was of roy­al blood, but the Mas­ter of Sinanchu had

    as­sured her such was not the case.




    Still, why was Re­mo watch­ing them when the Low Moo her­self sat at his el­bow? Could it be

    that he re­al­ly did pre­fer rab­bits to girls? But then why did he stare? Per­haps, she

    thought, he had nev­er seen a wom­an naked be­fore, be­ing in­ter­est­ed on­ly in fe­male

    rab­bits.




    “Is the soup to your lik­ing, Re­mo?” she breathed in his ear.




    “Yeah, yeah. Great soup. I could use an­oth­er bowl,” he said dis­tract­ed­ly. His eyes did

    not leave the peas­ant danc­ing girls.




    The Low Moo de­cid­ed to ex­per­iment. “Re­mo,” she whis­pered.




    “Yeah?” he said, not look­ing in her di­rec­tion. “Look, I will show you some­thing.”




    “I’m see­ing some­thing,” he replied dream­ily.




    “I will show you some­thing you have nev­er seen.”




    “Yeah?” Re­mo looked. “What’s that?”




    The Low Moo was smil­ing at him. His eyes were not ful­ly fo­cused. The Low Moo changed that

    when she pulled down the top of her cos­tume.




    Re­mo blinked. His eyes fo­cused like a zoom lens. “Are you go­ing to dance too?” he

    asked.




    “No. Not that way. I may dance for you in pri­vate.” And she quick­ly cov­ered up, con­tent

    that she had learned the truth.




    At least Re­mo did like hu­man fe­males even if he did have low tastes. Per­haps she would

    do some­thing to el­evate them.




    She leaned over and whis­pered in his ear, “I want to poon you.”




    Re­mo grinned. He turned to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “What does poon mean?” he asked.




    “Eat! Eat!” Chi­un snapped, notic­ing Re­mo’s near­ly full bowl. “And stop ask­ing fool­ish

    ques­tions when I am con­vers­ing with the High Moo.”




    A splen­did trop­ical moon lift­ed from the Pa­cif­ic. It as­cend­ed in­to the sky, grow­ing

    small­er and small­er as it sought the very pin­na­cle of the star-​sprin­kled heav­ens.




    The fires grew dim­mer, and the Moo­vian girls had giv­en up their danc­ing. They took their

    places in the cir­cle and be­gan tear­ing chunks of meat off the roast­ing pigs and ate it with

    their fin­gers, laugh­ing and gig­gling.




    Many pairs of flash­ing black eyes looked Re­mo’s way. He watched their bod­ies, tawny and

    im­pos­si­bly smooth in the fire­light. He de­cid­ed he might like life on Moo af­ter all.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju watched the fires die. He felt the eyes of the High Moo up­on him.

    Good. The High Moo was doubt­less im­pressed by the wise coun­te­nance of the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju as seen in pro­file. No doubt he was struck with awe at hav­ing come face-​to-​face

    with the an­ces­tor of him who faith­ful­ly served the High Moo’s ear­li­est an­ces­tors.

    Prob­ably he was even now of­fer­ing prayers of thank­ful­ness to his many gods for the winds

    that brought Sinan­ju to him.




    The High Moo re­gard­ed the pro­file of the Mas­ter of Sinanchu in puz­zle­ment. The Mas­ter

    of Sinanchu de­scribed by the oral tra­di­tions of Moo was a tall stur­dy man with thick black

    hair and smooth gold­en skin like a Moo­vian’s. The Mas­ters of Sinanchu wore strange leg­gings

    and loose shirts. This old man came swathed in some­thing that be­longed on a wom­an. And where

    were his weapons? The High Moo could stand it no longer. He had to ask.




    “I have a ques­tion, Mas­ter of Sinanchu.”




    “I have the an­swers to your ev­ery ques­tion,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju replied firm­ly.




    “You car­ry no weapons. Are they on your ship?”




    “They are not on my ship, for I car­ry them with me wher­ev­er I go,” said the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju cryp­ti­cal­ly.




    “I do not see them.”




    “These,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, rais­ing his long­nailed fin­gers in the fire­light.

    “These are my weapons. In my lan­guage they are called the Knives of Eter­ni­ty, for I en­ter

    the world with them and I take them with me when I at last go in­to the Void be­yond the

    stars.”




    “Mas­ters of Sinanchu in the days of Great Moo car­ried swords. “




    “Mas­ters of Sinan­ju in the time of Great Moo did not know the sun source, which en­abled

    us to un­lock the full po­ten­tial of our minds and bod­ies. That era be­gan with the Great

    Wang-​not to be con­fused with the less­er Wang, of course.”




    “They were younger. Ev­ery Mas­ter I have heard of was young and strong of arm, the bet­ter

    to deal with the High Moo’s en­emies.’




    “Youth is not ev­ery­thing. Age has its ben­efits,” Chi­un said. “For with age comes

    wis­dom. And wis­dom some­times re­veals a path where force is not need­ed.”




    “I am the High Moo. I rule by the strength of my arm and the hard­ness of my war club,” said

    the High Moo. He pat­ted an ebony club that leaned against one leg.




    Chi­un sniffed. “A club can be bro­ken or a blade tak­en away. But the mind is the

    mind.”




    “Brains can be clubbed out of a man’s skull,” re­turned the High Moo.




    “If it is your wish to be­hold the col­or of your en­emies’ brains, I will un­der­take it,”

    said Chi­un with veiled dis­taste. “For, thou­sands of years ago, an un­earned down pay­ment of

    Moo­vian coin fed my vil­lage, and ser­vice is still owned Moo.”




    “I have en­emies,” said the High Moo con­spir­ato­ri­al­ly.




    “All rulers have en­emies.”




    “As­sas­sins.”




    “Pah!” spat Chi­un. “Do not flat­ter them. They are mere killers. I am an as­sas­sin, and I

    speak the word with pride.”




    “They have tried to kill me three times. My guards have staved off two at­tempts. I my­self

    have killed in my own de­fense.”




    “Point out the con­spir­ators to me and their heads will be grin­ning at your feet,” Chi­un

    said boast­ful­ly.




    “Not all my sub­jects are here. Some live apart from us. Each year, more are lured away.

    Wom­en are stolen for their rites. “




    “Kid­nap­pers?”




    “A cult. An old cult, which is ris­ing again. Old ways, old evils. They cov­et my throne.

    They cov­et my daugh­ter; They want to plunge Moo in­to back­ward­ness and ug­li­ness.”




    “But point the way and they will be dust,” Chi­un promised. He sensed the High Moo’s

    skep­ti­cism and de­sired to prove his prowess.




    “They dwell in the Grove of Ghosts, at the west end of the is­land.”




    “Re­mo, lis­ten to this,” Chi­un or­dered.




    “Huh? What?” Re­mo said, tear­ing his eyes off the feast­ing na­tive girls.




    “The High Moo now speaks of our task.”




    “I’m lis­ten­ing. Just tell him to talk slow­er. My Moo vo­cab­ulary isn’t up to speed

    yet.”




    “What does he say?” the High Moo asked Chi­un. “He hangs on your ev­ery word,” af­firmed

    Chi­un.




    The High Moo nod­ded. “I spoke of old ways. Some­one on this is­land has re­vived an

    an­cient evil. They have failed to kill me three times. Now they hurl pre­sen­ti­ments at me.

    Just last night, when I stood on the roof of my very palace, a wicked one threw a jug of ocean

    wa­ter at me. It missed, but from the shat­tered clay emerged . . . “




    Chi­un bent his old head. Re­mo leaned clos­er. “An oc­to­pus,” the High Moo breathed.

    Chi­un gasped.




    “No!” he said.




    “Yes. Oc­to­pus wor­shipers!”




    “Did you hear that, Re­mo? Oc­to­pus wor­shipers.”




    “Is that bad?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “Bad? It is ter­ri­ble,” Chi­un said. “The oc­to­pus is the an­cient En­emy of Life. Its

    ser­vants are the most de­spi­ca­ble cult of all.”




    “Worse than TV evan­ge­lists?”




    “Worse than TV evan­ge­lists,” Chi­un said solemn­ly. “TV evan­ge­lists on­ly want your

    mon­ey. Oc­to­pus wor­shipers cov­et the uni­verse.” He turned to the High Moo. “It has been

    many gen­er­ations since the last oc­to­pus wor­shipers were thought stamped out.”




    “They have start­ed up again in Moo.”




    “Then we will tear off their limbs and crush what re­mains,” pro­claimed Chi­un. Ev­ery­one

    in the feast cir­cle turned to look at him.




    “I can trust no one. Ex­cept you,” the High Moo said when the laugh­ter and chat­ter

    start­ed anew.




    “The House of Sinan­ju owes ser­vice to the House of Moo. Of course, there is the mat­ter of

    the bal­ance,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed.




    “I will pay triple the down pay­ment, for you have come a long way. That is, if you are able

    to ac­com­plish this task I set be­fore you.”




    “Able?” Chi­un squeaked. “I am the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “But you are old. Past your prime years.”




    “Past! I am young by Sinan­ju count­ing.”




    “And you have no weapons.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said noth­ing for a mo­ment. He picked up a co­conut that had been

    placed at his feet ear­li­er. He had de­clined its sweet milk.




    “Quadru­ple the down pay­ment,” said Chi­un even­ly.




    “Too much! Too much!” cried the High Moo. “I do not have the cof­fers of Old Moo. This is a

    small is­land com­pared to the great­ness of for­mer times.”




    “If you can­not af­ford prop­er pro­tec­tion from as­sas­sins, you should have called up­on

    a less­er house,” Chi­un re­turned cold­ly. “For al­though the glo­ry of Moo has set, the

    pow­er of Sinan­ju has waxed great in the mod­ern world.”




    The High Moo winced at the point­ed in­sult. And Chi­un smiled thin­ly.




    “Triple,” re­peat­ed the High Moo stub­born­ly. “Quadru­ple,” said Chi­un, “and I will

    de­liv­er the per­pe­tra­tors tonight.”




    “Tonight?”




    “By dawn you will pre­side over a peace­ful land,” promised Chi­un.




    “And triple if it takes longer?”




    “Agreed,” said Chi­un.




    “Done is done,” said the High Moo, get­ting to his feet. Chi­un rose be­side him. The High

    Moo placed a hand on the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s frail shoul­der and Chi­un placed his on the

    High Moo’s op­po­site shoul­der to sig­ni­fy agree­ment.




    “We will drink to our agree­ment,” pro­claimed the High Moo. “Fetch a co­conut.”




    “No need,” said Chi­un, rais­ing his right hand to the High Moo’s broad face. The co­conut

    was bal­anced on the up­rights of Chi­un’s fin­gers. With his oth­er hand he made a se­ries of

    pass­es over the hairy shell, as if weav­ing a spell. When he knew the High Moo’s at­ten­tion

    was fixed on his hand, Chi­un lashed out and sheared the top off the co­conut.




    The white meat lay ex­posed in a twin­kling. Chi­un of­fered the shell to the High Moo, who,

    to his dis­gust, spat in­to it. He of­fered it to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Chi­un sipped

    light­ly. He spat the juice back in­to the husk and re­turned it to the High Moo.




    The High Moo drained the husk greed­ily, milk spilling from the cor­ners of his mouth.




    “None for me?” asked Re­mo.




    “Hush, slave,” said Chi­un. “I will now re­veal the name of the chief cul­prit,” he

    an­nounced, step­ping in­to the cir­cle. Cu­ri­ous, Re­mo fold­ed his arms.




    “This bet­ter be good,” he mum­bled.




    Chi­un, his hazel eyes like steel, stamped around in a slow cir­cle.




    “The evil one is in our midst. I know this, for I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, who came

    across a great ocean to bring peace to this trou­bled em­pire. I see all. I know all. “




    “Bull,” whis­pered Re­mo in En­glish, He was ig­nored. “I know there are con­spir­ators in

    this very feast. I do not know them all, but I know their lead­er.”




    The Red Feath­er Guard looked back at him stoni­ly. The vil­lage wom­en stared

    open-​mouthed. The Low Moo watched with tight lips. And the roy­al priest raked the crowd with

    his avid black eyes, as if to im­ply that he, too, knew and saw all, and was able to vis­it

    jus­tice as well.




    “I knew him on the beach,” Chi­un went on. The High Moo looked at Chi­un with steely

    eyes.




    “I know him now,” Chi­un in­toned. “And soon you will all know him for what he is-​an

    oc­to­pus wor­shiper.”




    A hush fell over the feast­ers. The crack­ling of the fires alone broke the still­ness.

    Cin­ders danced in the night air. Chi­un, his hands clasped be­hind his back, paced around the

    cir­cle. Here and there he paused to look some­one in the eye. Some flinched from his gaze. One

    or two of the chil­dren sup­pressed gig­gles.




    Watch­ing, Re­mo thought he knew what Chi­un was try­ing to do. He hoped to smoke out the

    con­spir­ator with psy­chol­ogy. It was a bluff.




    Chi­un con­tin­ued his cir­cuit. His face was hard, un­com­pro­mis­ing. But no one broke and

    ran, as Re­mo ex­pect­ed. Fi­nal­ly, on his third cir­cuit, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju went

    di­rect­ly to one man.




    “I ac­cuse you, Tei­ho­tu,” he screeched, one fin­ger point­ing with un­de­ni­able

    ac­cu­sa­tion, “roy­al priest to the Shark Throne, of be­ing a se­cret oc­to­pus

    wor­shiper!”




    “I … I . . .” sput­tered the roy­al priest.




    “Do not de­ny it. You reek of guilt.”




    And from the dark robes, Tei­ho­tu ex­tract­ed a bone knife.




    Chi­un dis­armed him with a twist of his wrist. He dragged the man to his knees and,

    clutch­ing him by the neck, forced a hor­ri­ble scream from his thin lips.




    “No, no! I con­fess! I con­fess!”




    There came a col­lec­tive gasp from the Moo­vians.




    “Who else, priest?” de­mand­ed Chi­un. “Who else among this gath­er­ing be­longs to your

    evil cult?”




    “Goom. Googam. Brut­tu. And Shagg.”




    At the sounds of their names, four of the Red Feath­er Guard broke and ran. Re­mo start­ed

    af­ter them.




    “Hold,” Chi­un said. “Time for them lat­er. This is the im­por­tant one.”




    Out of the trees came a hurled ob­ject. It smashed, dous­ing the main fire. Moo­vians

    screamed. For in the em­bers an oc­to­pus siz­zled and curled as the em­bers seared its

    ten­ta­cles. It died in a flop­ping, spit­ting agony.




    “Fear not,” said Chi­un, “for this evil ends tonight.” He dragged the priest be­fore the

    Shark Throne and made him kneel.




    “You have heard this man’s con­fes­sion,” Chi­un said loud­ly. “Now pro­nounce his

    fate.”




    “Death,” in­toned the High Moo.




    “Death,” the Moo­vians re­peat­ed.




    “So be it,” Chi­un said. “I will give you a boon, priest. Re­veal to us the name of ev­ery

    oc­to­pus wor­shiper, and your death will be swift and with­out agony.”




    Tei­ho­tu, roy­al priest to the Shark Throne, wept bit­ter­ly. He spat name af­ter name

    un­til he had sur­ren­dered twelve names in all.




    When he was done, Chi­un nod­ded. The priest had spo­ken true. Ab­ject fear was in his

    voice. Chi­un passed his long-​nailed fin­gers over the man’s quak­ing head. On the third pass,

    there came a sound like the co­conut shell crack­ing. Where the priest’s hair had been was the

    open bowl of his skull.




    Hold­ing the corpse by the back of its neck, Chi­un bent the head for­ward so that the High

    Moo could see the yel­low­ish curd of the traitor’s brain. The High Moo nod­ded silent­ly.




    Chi­un let the body col­lapse at the High Moo’s feet and stepped back proud­ly. Re­mo joined

    him.




    “Lucky guess,” Re­mo whis­pered in En­glish.




    “No,” Chi­un replied. “I re­mem­ber smelling oc­to­pus on his hands when he blessed us.”




    Re­mo thought. “Now that you men­tion it, I do re­mem­ber his hands smelled kin­da

    fishy.”




    “Not fish. Oc­to­pus.”




    “Same dif­fer­ence. I don’t know why ev­ery­one’s so pet­ri­fied. I once watched a

    Na­tion­al Ge­ograph­ic TV spe­cial on oc­topi. They’re ac­tu­al­ly gen­tle, harm­less

    crea­tures.”




    “You will know the er­ror of your ways by dawn.” The High Moo spoke up.




    “You have done well, Mas­ter of Sinanchu,” he said, his voice full of re­spect. “But dare

    you en­ter the Grove of Ghosts to com­plete what you have be­gun?”




    “My ser­vant and I de­part now. Await us at first light.”




    “If you do not re­turn, you will long be re­mem­bered for your feats of mag­ic this

    night.”




    “Come, Re­mo,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo made a point of wav­ing to the na­tive girls as he left.




    “Catch you lat­er,” he told them. They gig­gled, think­ing that he meant he was go­ing

    fish­ing.


  




  

    Chapter 16




    Harold Smith pulled his car in­to an avail­able space in the Coun­ty Reg­istry of Deeds

    of­fice. He car­ried his worn leather brief­case with him through the glass doors and in­to the

    dim oak-​pan­eled ser­vice area. He would not need his brief­case, but it con­tained his

    portable com­put­er link and White House hot-​line tele­phone. He nev­er went any­where

    with­out it, just as he was sel­dom seen wear­ing any­thing but a gray three-​piece suit. Smith

    was a crea­ture of rigid habits.




    The prim wom­an in the white blouse, se­vere black skirt, and li­brar­ian’s string tie

    pre­tend­ed not to no­tice Smith’s en­trance. Smith walked up to the counter, straight­en­ing

    his Dart­mouth tie. The close at­mo­sphere re­mind­ed him of the Ver­mont el­emen­tary school

    he had at­tend­ed. Mu­nic­ipal build­ings al­ways evoked a nos­tal­gic re­ac­tion in Smith.




    “Ex­cuse me,” Smith said, clear­ing his throat. “I would like to look up a deed. It’s a

    re­cent sale, and I’m not sure how to go about this. Do I need to know the plot num­ber?”




    “No,” the wom­an said. “This is, un­less you don’t know the name of ei­ther the grantee or

    grantor.”




    “Which is which?” Smith asked.




    “The sell­er is called the grantor. The buy­er is re­ferred to as the grantee.” Her voice

    was bored. The wom­an looked down her glass­es as if to ask: who was this man who didn’t know

    the most com­mon­place facts?




    “I have the name of the grantor,” said Smith.




    “Come this way,” said the wom­an, step­ping out be­hind the flip-​top counter. She led Smith

    to a book-​lined al­cove. “These,” she said stern­ly, run­ning her fin­gers along a line of

    black-​bound books, “are the Grantor In­dex­es. And these are the Grantee In­dex­es.” She

    point­ed to an op­po­site shelf of sim­ilar books. They were dat­ed by year, Smith saw with

    re­lief. He had had vi­sions of hav­ing to comb through count­less vol­umes.




    “You look up the name you know in ei­ther set,” she con­clud­ed.




    “I on­ly know the grantor’s name,” Smith re­peat­ed.




    “I am ex­plain­ing the en­tire pro­ce­dure in case you ev­er have to do this again. Now, do

    you un­der­stand the dif­fer­ence be­tween the in­dex­es?”




    “In­dices. “




    “I beg your par­don?”




    “The plu­ral of ‘in­dex’ is ‘in­dices,’ not ‘in­dex­es.’”




    “Sir, have you ev­er heard the ex­pres­sion ‘close enough for gov­ern­ment work’?”




    “Of course.”




    “Well, it ap­plies in this case.” She went on in a lec­tur­ing like tone, “Now, if you will

    let me con­tin­ue. You will find a ref­er­ence num­ber next to the name. It will prob­ably be a

    four-​dig­it num­ber, un­less of course you are search­ing records pri­or to 1889, in which

    case it will be a three- or pos­si­bly two-​dig­it num­ber. It will cor­re­spond to the num­ber

    of one of these books.” She in­di­cat­ed a book­shelf filled with worn black spines. They bore

    num­bers writ­ten by hand in white ink.




    “Se­lect the cor­rect book and look up the deed by the page num­ber, which you will find

    next to the two-, three-, or four-​dig­it num­ber sep­arat­ed by an oblique stroke. These books

    con­tain se­quen­tial pho­to­copies of all deeds with­in each se­ri­al.”




    “I see,” Smith said.




    “Good. Do you have any oth­er ques­tions?”




    “Yes. Is there a pho­to­copy ma­chine on the premis­es?”




    “Around the cor­ner by the wa­ter cool­er. Copies are fif­teen cents. And I do not make

    change.”




    “Of course. Thank you,” said Dr. Harold W. Smith. The wom­an walked off with­out an­oth­er

    word and Smith made a men­tal note to see if there was a name­plate at the counter. The wom­an

    was very ef­fi­cient, no-​non­sense. Smith liked that in a work­er. He re­solved, if he should

    ev­er lose his cur­rent sec­re­tary, to of­fer the po­si­tion to this wom­an. Smith went to the

    Grantor In­dex, found the name of his for­mer next-​door neigh­bor, and made a men­tal note of

    the se­ri­al and page num­ber. The book was on a low­er shelf. It was new. There was a

    red-​stamped bindery date on the fly­leaf that was bare­ly two weeks old.




    Smith flipped through the pages of pho­to­copied deeds un­til he found the one he want­ed.

    He gave it a quick scan. The name of the grantee was James Church­ward.




    The name sound­ed fa­mil­iar. Smith tried to place it. He could not.




    Hur­ried­ly he went to the pho­to­copy ma­chine and put in a quar­ter. He made a copy, and

    when his change did not come, he hit the change plunger sev­er­al times with­out re­sult. And

    so con­cerned was Harold Smith over the fa­mil­iar name that he did some­thing un­prece­dent­ed

    for the fru­gal bu­reau­crat.




    He did not stop at the counter on his way out to de­mand resti­tu­tion.




    In his car, Smith slid in on the pas­sen­ger side and opened the brief­case on his lap. He

    di­aled the Fol­croft com­put­er num­ber and placed the re­ceiv­er in the mo­dem re­cep­ta­cle.

    Then Smith in­put the name of James Church­ward and re­quest­ed a glob­al search of all

    CURE-​sen­si­tive files per­tain­ing to past op­er­ations.




    It was ten min­utes and six sec­onds by Smith’s wrist­watch be­fore the on-​screen mes­sage

    showed. It said, “NOT FOUND.”




    Smith frowned. Per­haps he was wrong. Per­haps the name was not CURE-​linked. He lift­ed the

    re­ceiv­er and di­aled his home.




    “Dear,” Smith said when his wife an­swered. “That man you saw leav­ing the house next

    door-​the one whose name you couldn’t re­call?”




    “Yes?”




    “Was his name James Church­ward?”




    “No, I’ve nev­er heard that name. Who is James Church­ward?”




    “I don’t know,” Smith said slow­ly. “It is prob­ably rio­th­ing,” he added. “Just a hunch.

    Ex­cuse me. I must get back to work.”




    “On your way home, why don’t you pick up an­oth­er box of those nice pota­to flakes you like

    so much? The su­per­mar­ket is hav­ing a two-​for-​one sale.”




    “If I can,” said Smith, hang­ing up.




    He stared un­see­ing­ly out the wind­shield for sev­er­al min­utes, try­ing to make the

    puz­zle parts come to­geth­er. His wife rec­og­nized the face of a man com­ing from the house.

    And Smith rec­og­nized the name. The name did not match the face. Un­less, Smith thought

    sud­den­ly, Mrs. Smith nev­er knew the man’s name in the first place. Or this could mean that

    there were two of them. The man Mrs. Smith saw and this James Church­ward.




    Tight-​lipped, Smith closed his brief­case and slid be­hind the wheel. He sent his car in

    the di­rec­tion of Fol­croft San­itar­ium. The sun was go­ing down, but there was much more

    work to do to­day. The Fol­croft com­put­ers might not con­tain any ref­er­ence to a James

    Church­ward, but some­where, he knew, there was a com­put­er that did. And Dr. Harold W. Smith

    knew that his com­put­ers would find that com­put­er and ex­tract the in­for­ma­tion.




    It was now, with­out ques­tion, a top-​pri­or­ity mat­ter.


  




  

    Chapter 17




    Re­mo raced in­to the be­night­ed jun­gle, his eyes au­to­mat­ical­ly com­pen­sat­ing for

    the deep­er dark­ness un­der tree cov­er. He glid­ed like a phan­tom, his loafer-​clad feet

    avoid­ing twigs and vines in an au­to­mat­ic way that Re­mo could not ex­plain be­cause his

    eyes weren’t on the ground, but on the vine-​choked path be­fore him.




    “Re­mo!” Chi­un called breathi­ly.




    Re­mo halt­ed, an­noyed. He fig­ured the chase for an easy one. And the quick­er it was

    done, the soon­er he could get back to the delectable Moo­vian maid­ens.




    “What’s the prob­lem?” he de­mand­ed, hands on hips. “Do not blun­der ahead like a fool,

    Re­mo,” Chi­un warned, halt­ing be­side him. He looked up at Re­mo with a grave face.




    “What’s the big deal?”




    “And what is the rush?” Chi­un coun­tered.




    “I don’t want them to get away,” Re­mo said de­fen­sive­ly.




    “And where would they go? We are on an is­land.” Re­mo shrugged.




    “And do not un­der­es­ti­mate these peo­ple, Re­mo. They have dan­ger­ous weapons at their

    dis­pos­al.”




    “Come on, Chi­un,” Re­mo said, look­ing around. “Clubs and bone knives? I’ve been known to

    two-​step be­tween the bul­lets in a ma­chine-​gun cross­fire, for cry­ing out loud. No clown

    in bark briefs is go­ing to get the drop on me.”




    “No?” asked Chi­un. “Then what is that be­side your left cheek?”




    “Huh?” Re­mo said, turn­ing. “It’s a tree. So what?”




    “And what is that stick­ing out of the tree?”




    Re­mo looked clos­er. He saw a needle­like ob­ject pro­ject­ing from the rough bark.




    “You mean this thorn?” he asked, point­ing. Chi­un shook his stern head.




    “It is not a thorn.”




    “Sure it is. It’s grow­ing out of the tree.”




    “If it is grow­ing from that tree,” Chi­un went on, “it is grow­ing back­ward. Look again, O

    brave and fool­ish one.”




    “What are you … ?” Then Re­mo no­ticed that the thick end of the thorn stuck out. The point

    was em­bed­ded in the bark.




    “Boo­by trap, huh?” Re­mo said.




    “If we scratch our­selves on it, we die.”




    “You are be­yond help, Re­mo. It is a blow­gun dart.”




    “Blow­gun! I didn’t hear any­thing.”




    “That is why they are so dan­ger­ous. That one missed you by the span of one hand.”




    “Oh,” Re­mo said in a small voice. He was look­ing around him.




    “Now that you are en­light­ened, you will lis­ten for the sound of the man who ex­pels

    darts. You will be aware of the tiny tick of a sound as the dart em­beds it­self in a hard

    ob­ject.”




    “Fine. No prob­lem.” Re­mo start­ed to go. Chi­un re­strained him with a firm hand.




    “I have not fin­ished my in­struc­tion, you who think danc­ing in the path of loud and large

    bul­lets is all there is in the world to know about pre­serv­ing one’s life.”




    “What else is there?”




    “A ques­tion. It is this. What hap­pens if you hear the ex­pelling breath but not the

    tick?”




    “I duck?”




    “No, for by then it will al­ready be too late.”




    “I look for darts in my skin?”




    “If you live that long, you may,” said Chi­un with undis­guised dis­gust, and abrupt­ly took

    the lead.




    “Guess I’m on my own,” Re­mo mut­tered to him­self. He took up the rear, his eyes quest­ing

    this way and that. He moved with greater cau­tion, his over­con­fi­dence gone.




    “We will not fol­low them,” Chi­un said so soft­ly it might have been the winds in the

    tur­tle grass. “We will go to this haunt­ed grove where these dev­ils in hu­man form live.”




    Re­mo, sur­prised at the ve­he­mence of Chi­un’s words, asked what he thought was a log­ical

    ques­tion.




    “Busi­ness aside, why do you have it in for these cultists?”




    “I sup­pose you were not taught about oc­to­pus wor­shipers in these schools where they knew

    naught of Moo.”




    “Not re­al­ly.”




    “West­ern­ers,” Chi­un mum­bled. Then he spoke up. “There are many leg­ends about the

    cre­ation of the world, Re­mo. Ev­ery land has sto­ries of how the Supreme Cre­ator brought

    forth the uni­verse and those who in­hab­it it. Of course, the Ko­re­an ver­sion is the on­ly

    fac­tu­al sto­ry, but in dif­fer­ent lands, oth­er sto­ries are told.”




    They came to a clear­ing bathed by the full moon. Chi­un crouched down, sig­nal­ing for

    Re­mo to fol­low suit. Re­mo did.




    As Chi­un’s hazel eyes raked the open area, he went on in a sonorous voice.




    “Just as lands tell their tales of the Supreme Cre­ator, they have sto­ries of his

    op­po­site. Now, in some lands this op­po­site crea­ture is lu­di­crous­ly de­scribed as a man

    with a tail and the horns and hooves of a goat. Of course, this is be­yond rea­son.”




    “The nuns who raised me didn’t think so.”




    “They prob­ably told you laugh­able sto­ries about an­gels too. “




    “As a mat­ter of fact-“




    Chi­un hushed him with a ges­ture. Then he waved Re­mo for­ward. Re­mo fol­lowed the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju through the clear­ing. He no­ticed that Chi­un’s eyes were on the ground. Re­mo

    looked down. He saw the dis­tur­bances-​im­per­fect foot­prints and gouges in the porous black

    earth-​that went through the clear­ing. Chi­un was ob­vi­ous­ly fol­low­ing them. As he walked

    along, Re­mo saw that they veered off to one side. But Chi­un con­tin­ued in a straight

    line.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, I think you-” Re­mo be­gan. He nev­er fin­ished, be­cause the trees over

    their head emit­ted a high keen­ing sound. A skir­ling bird cry. In spite of him­self, Re­mo

    froze.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju did not. With a coun­ter­cry of his own, he twist­ed aside. His

    long-​nailed fin­gers went up like preda­to­ry claws. There came a mushy cloth-​rip­ping sound,

    and when Re­mo fo­cused on the sound, he saw the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hold­ing the limp body of

    some sort of crea­ture.




    The thing was black and oily-​look­ing. It had a pulpy head and two legs. But from ev­ery

    point, ten­ta­cles grew. These quiv­ered as they hung to the ground. The thing was big, larg­er

    than Chi­un.




    “Je­sus H. Christ. What is that?” Re­mo asked.




    “Dead,” Chi­un said. “It is dead.” He held it over his head and Re­mo re­al­ized that he was

    not hold­ing it in his palm. It was hung up on Chi­un’s long lethal fin­ger­nails.

    Im­paled.




    Chi­un slow­ly tipped his hand, twist­ing his wrists so that the thing came off his

    fin­ger­nails with­out break­ing them, like meat slid­ing off a fork.




    The man-​size thing sprawled on the ground. Gin­ger­ly Re­mo ap­proached it. Its skin

    glim­mered un­der the moon­light, glossy and quiv­er­ing, like a sea crea­ture. But here and

    there were green­ish feath­ers, wet and droop­ing. There was some blood, and Re­mo was

    sur­prised to see that it was red.




    “Is it re­al?” he asked.




    “Yes and no,” Chi­un said. He reached down and Re­mo al­most cringed. Chi­un ripped off the

    thing’s head. It land­ed at Re­mo’s feet wet­ly.




    “A mask?” Re­mo asked, pick­ing it up. It was slimy. But where the head had been was the

    glassy-​eyed face of a Moo­vian man.




    “It is a dis­guise they use to spread their ter­ror. An old trick.”




    “Not that old,” Re­mo said. “When I was a Newark cop, I nev­er had to deal with sus­pects

    who thought they were oc­topi. “




    “This is old­er than Newark, old­er even than Sinan­ju. An an­cient evil long thought

    ban­ished from the world. This man wore the man­tle of Ran­gotan­go, the Plumed Oc­to­pus, one

    of the mes­sen­gers of Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu.”




    “Any re­la­tion to Ri­ki-​Ti­ki-​Tavvi? Or Rin-​Tin-​Tin?”




    “Hush. Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu is the En­emy of Life. He was known by many peo­ple un­der many

    names. For as I told you, Re­mo, the Supreme Cre­ator had an op­po­site. He was Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu

    to the Moo­vians. To the Ko­re­ans, he was Sa Mansang, the Dream Thing. Many are the leg­ends,

    but their source is one: the oc­to­pus.”




    Re­mo’s lop­sid­ed grin was fad­ing. He searched the sur­round­ing jun­gle for oth­er

    as­sailants.




    “In Old Moo,” Chi­un con­tin­ued, “Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu was al­so called the Heav­en-​Prop­per.

    For it was said that Ru­Ta­ki-​Nuhu came from a place where there was no sun, no moon, no

    stars. In those days, the world was a bar­ren rock. Un­til the com­ing of Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu. It

    is said he fell from a great height, and in falling, his ink sac burst, spilling its con­tents.

    What we call the sea is the ink of Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu. And when the Supreme Cre­ator saw what had

    be­spoiled his pret­ty world, he called up­on the sky to fall and crush Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu. But

    the En­emy of Life was too swift. His ten­ta­cles reached up and ar­rest­ed the de­scend­ing

    sky. And when the Supreme Cre­ator saw this, he poured a mag­ic po­tion in­to the sea so that

    the Heav­en-​Prop­per would sleep and do no mis­chief And so Ru-​Tak­iN­uhu sleeps, await­ing

    the end of the world, when he will awak­en and drink all the ocean. Moo­vians be­lieve that

    hu­man life will con­tin­ue on­ly as long as the Heav­en-​Prop­per’s ten­ta­cles con­tin­ue to

    hold up the sky.”




    “And you snick­er at an­gels,” Re­mo said.




    “In an­cient times,” Chi­un went on, “there were men and wom­en so evil that they sought

    through chants and rit­uals and oth­er ways to pull down the ten­ta­cles of Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu.

    Oth­ers sought to awak­en him be­fore his time, hop­ing to pro­duce the same wicked

    re­sult.”




    “Not that I buy any of this,” Re­mo re­marked, “but what kind of id­iot would be crazy

    enough to end the world?”




    “Most of them were what you would call teenagers.”




    “Oh. Makes sense now,” Re­mo said.




    “The last of these cretins were thought to be ex­tinct. And they weren’t all Moo­vian. Some

    were Greek. Oth­ers Arab. There were even Ko­re­ans, be­lieve it or not.”




    “I be­lieve it.”




    Chi­un made a face. “You would. Come, let us track the last of these oc­to­pus wor­shipers

    to their lair and stamp out their kind once and for all.”




    As they pushed on to­ward the south­ern shore, Re­mo thought of an­oth­er ques­tion.




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther, you don’t be­lieve all this oc­to­pus-​de­mon stuff, do you?”




    It was a long time be­fore the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju an­swered. “If we erad­icate them all,

    then we will not have to wor­ry about sep­arat­ing truth from leg­end.”




    “Gotcha.”




    “Un­til Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu awak­ens, that is,” Chi­un added. Re­mo didn’t have an an­swer to

    that.




    The jun­gle path me­an­dered be­tween vines and banyan trees. At their ap­proach, a mon­key

    ran up a co­conut tree. He chat­tered at them rau­cous­ly. Chi­un chat­tered back at him and

    the mon­key scam­pered off.




    “Won­der what made him run?” Re­mo asked idly.




    “I in­sult­ed his moth­er,” Chi­un said. And Re­mo thought the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju wasn’t

    kid­ding.




    At last they came to the edge of the plateau that looked down on a de­cliv­ity bor­der­ing

    the white sands of the south­ern tip of the is­land. Off­shore, waves pound­ed a jut­ting blue

    coral reef. Clos­er in­land was a shad­ow-​clot­ted blot of fo­liage.




    “There!” Chi­un hissed, point­ing.




    Re­mo stared in­to the dark area. His eyes spied the brief star­like twin­kle of a dy­ing

    em­ber. Then it was gone. The wet smell that some­times hung in the air around a burned

    build­ing drift­ed up to their alert nos­trils.




    “Some­one just doused a fire,” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “We ap­proach with­out the ad­van­tage of sur­prise.”




    “Now what?”




    And down in the grove, Re­mo heard a se­ries of soft sounds. Puff. Puff. Puff.




    “Darts,” Chi­un hissed.




    Re­mo’s eyes tele­scoped. He spot­ted them com­ing up out of the grove. They showed up as

    dull float­ing sliv­ers, but when they reached the apex of their flight, for an in­stant

    moon­light paint­ed them sil­ver. Poised for in­stant ac­tion, Re­mo was as­ton­ished by how

    slow­ly the darts ap­peared to move. They re­mind­ed him of trac­er fire ris­ing up out of the

    Viet­nam jun­gle as he he­li­coptered over en­emy po­si­tions. Nei­ther trac­ers nor darts

    ap­peared dan­ger­ous. Un­til they struck.




    Re­mo felt some­thing shoved in­to his hand. “Here,” Chi­un said. “Pro­tect your­self.”




    Re­mo saw that he held a huge rub­ber-​tree leaf. He knew in­stant­ly what he should do with

    it.




    As the darts de­scend­ed, he shield­ed his face, feint­ing. The lit­tle ticks sound­ed,

    quick and vi­cious.




    Out of the cor­ner of his eye Re­mo saw Chi­un dance with the leaf over his head. His leaf

    quick­ly sprout­ed thorns. Re­mo caught a sec­ond vol­ley. The ground in front of him took

    sev­er­al hits as well.




    Abrupt­ly the puff­ing ceased. Re­mo turned over his leaf. It was pep­pered with darts. None

    had pen­etrat­ed.




    “Do you have re­spect for your en­emy now, Re­mo?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said grim­ly. “I sup­pose these are dipped in some poi­son?”




    “No. They are stone­fish spines. They come pre­poi­soned.”




    “Br­rrr,” Re­mo said. He had faced death in back al­leys and in bizarre sit­ua­tions, but on

    this iso­lat­ed, de­mon-​haunt­ed is­land, there was some­thing al­most su­per­nat­ural about

    how ca­su­al death could be. No sound of ma­chine guns, no cries of rage. Just silent death

    from the dark­ness. “Now what?”




    “Do as I do,” Chi­un in­struct­ed. He flipped his leaf over so the nee­dles point­ed

    out­ward. Re­mo fol­lowed suit. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju drew his leaf back like a ten­nis

    rack­et and let go with sud­den vi­olence. Re­mo grinned and copied the ac­tion.




    The silent darts rained down on the grove.




    Re­mo lis­tened for the cries of sur­prise. No sounds came. “The poi­son works pret­ty fast,

    huh?” he said. “They don’t even have time to yell out.”




    “They have prob­ably left the grove,” Chi­un said un­hap­pi­ly.




    “Im­pos­si­ble. We have the high ground. We’d have spot­ted them.”




    “Come,” said Chi­un, slip­ping down the sheer wall of the plateau.




    Down in the grove, the wet smoky smell an­noyed their lungs. The grove was choked with

    veg­eta­tion and Chi­un was forced to cut a path in­to it with his fin­ger­nails. He did it

    with cir­cling mo­tions, like a man brush­ing cob­webs out of his way. Ex­cept that cob­webs

    broke apart silent­ly. Here, jun­gle vines and branch­es cracked and flew off as if at­tacked

    by a thresh­er.




    “You could help,” Chi­un called back.




    “Mine aren’t long enough,” Re­mo said. But when he showed his hands, he had to swal­low his

    words. His nails were much longer than nor­mal. He shrugged and start­ed to slice the thick

    growth.




    “I’m go­ing to have to find some­thing to pare these down with,” he mut­tered. “They grew a

    lot on the voy­age.” Chi­un said noth­ing.




    Present­ly they came to some­thing that Re­mo at first mis­took for a huge dead tree. Then

    its hard out­lines made him stop in his tracks. “Looks like a ti­ki god or some­thing,” he

    mut­tered.




    “It is an oc­to­pus totem. A bad thing.”




    Re­mo walked around it. It pos­sessed a big open-​mouthed face, six arms, and a ser­rat­ed

    bel­ly. The feet were short and stub­by.




    “This one is ob­vi­ous­ly male,” he point­ed out.




    “Oc­to­pus wor­shipers are pre­oc­cu­pied with sex. They be­lieve that by mat­ing in

    cer­tain ways, they can awak­en Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu with their base cries.”




    “Speak­ing of sex,” Re­mo said, “is it true what they say about Moo­vian girls?”




    Chi­un turned. “And what is it that they say?”




    “That they’re … you know . . .”




    Chi­un cocked his head. “Yes?”




    “Er, loose.”




    “And what makes you say such a slan­der­ous thing?”




    “The way some of them were look­ing at me. And you know the rep­uta­tion South Sea is­land

    girls have.”




    “If it is sex you want, I would stick with your Amer­ican wom­en. They do it less but en­joy

    it more.”




    “That’s no an­swer.”




    “It is the truth you do not wish to hear. Now, come.” Chi­un pushed ahead, hik­ing his

    skirts so they wouldn’t snag on the snarled un­der­brush.




    They came to the camp­fire. It was de­sert­ed ex­cept for the re­mains of a meal. The area

    was ringed with grotesque ti­ki gods. Here and there fall­en darts feath­ered the ground.

    Chi­un care­ful­ly har­vest­ed and buried ev­ery-​one.




    “This is im­pos­si­ble,” Re­mo said an­gri­ly. “They couldn’t es­cape. We had the en­tire

    place in view all the time.”




    “Oc­to­pus wor­shipers are very tricky. Let us find their hid­ing place.”




    “You know where to look?”




    “Of course. They are very pre­dictable. What­ev­er a re­al oc­to­pus does, they do.”




    Re­mo fol­lowed, search­ing his mem­ory for oc­to­pus habits as de­scribed by Na­tion­al

    Ge­ograph­ic.




    He wasn’t sur­prised when Chi­un led him to a coral cave at the foot of the plateau.




    “Think they’re in there?”




    “Not if I know oc­to­pus wor­shipers,” said Chi­un, strid­ing in.




    In­side the cave, they came to a coral-​ringed pool. “They went down this,” Chi­un

    ex­plained. “It will lead to the open wa­ter. Are you pre­pared to fol­low?”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly. “What could be down there?”




    “Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu, for one,” said Chi­un.




    “Ha!” said Re­mo. But he didn’t feel his brava­do.




    Chi­un shrugged his long sleeves away from his arms and dived in. Re­mo kicked off his

    loafers and fol­lowed, think­ing that at least a swim would get the salt stiff­ness out of his

    clothes.




    The wa­ter was dark when Re­mo found his equi­lib­ri­um. But he could see dim­ly. Chi­un’s

    skirts float­ed ahead of him, his feet kick­ing rhyth­mi­cal­ly.




    Re­mo set­tled in­to a sweep­ing stroke that would keep him clear of the sharp coral

    out­crop­pings. The fur­ther they swam, the dark­er it got. But Re­mo knew that was

    tem­po­rary. They were head­ing for the sea. Moon­light would il­lu­mi­nate the open

    wa­ter.




    But then Re­mo lost sight of Chi­un. It hap­pened so sud­den­ly that Re­mo mo­men­tar­ily

    paused, think­ing that he had blun­dered in­to a side tun­nel. Then some­thing wet and heavy

    brushed his wrist.




    Must be Chi­un, Re­mo thought. He reached out, and some­thing cold wrapped around his

    arm.




    Re­mo grabbed for it with the oth­er hand and felt a slick length of sinew. He pulled at it,

    and his fin­gers en­coun­tered lit­tle flex­ible pads. And in that in­stant the im­age of an

    oc­to­pus’ suck­ers flashed in­to his mind. His blood ran cold.


  




  

    Chapter 18




    Smith trem­bled.




    He lift­ed his long thin fin­gers from the Fol­croft ter­mi­nal key­board and they

    ac­tu­al­ly shook. He cleared his throat as he reached in­to the up­per-​right-​hand desk

    draw­er for re­lief.




    The draw­er con­tained an as­sort­ment of antacids in tablet, liq­uid, and foam form,

    as­pirin in reg­ular, dou­ble-​strength, and chil­dren’s strength, and five bot­tles of

    Al­ka-​Seltzer. Af­ter a few mo­ments Smith de­cid­ed his headache both­ered him more than his

    ul­cer. He shook out three pink-​and-​or­ange chil­dren’s as­pirin tablets and chased them down

    with min­er­al wa­ter from his of­fice dis­penser.




    He re­turned to the screen, rub­bing the spot be­tween his eyes where his eye­glass­es

    rest­ed on his nose, and where the headache seemed sit­uat­ed. His hands were steady again.




    The screen stared back at him. The word “BLOCKED” flashed on and off in glow­ing green

    let­ters.




    In all his years of CURE op­er­ations, Dr. Harold W. Smith had nev­er en­coun­tered such

    so­phis­ti­cat­ed meth­ods of deny­ing com­put­er ac­cess. He had searched So­cial Se­cu­ri­ty

    records for da­ta on the name James Church­ward.




    The file ex­ist­ed. But he couldn’t get in­to it.




    He logged in­to the re­gion­al IRS com­put­er banks around the coun­try. He nev­er learned

    if there was a file for the man be­cause, some­how, his re­quests were trans­ferred to

    an­oth­er com­put­er at an un­known lo­ca­tion. A key­board light flashed like an an­gry red

    eye, warn­ing Smith that his probe was be­ing back-​traced. Smith logged off hasti­ly.




    All oth­er at­tempts to ac­cess rou­tine records on James Church­ward met with sim­ilar

    re­buffs. It was in­cred­ible. As if the per­son, al­though plain­ly in sev­er­al da­ta banks,

    did not ex­ist. Or was not sup­posed to ex­ist. In all cas­es, there wasn’t even an ac­cess

    code that would al­low some­one who was pre­sum­ably au­tho­rized to ac­cess those files. This

    left no doubt what­so­ev­er in Smith’s mind. Who­ev­er he was, James Church­ward was no

    or­di­nary man. These pro­grams were too so­phis­ti­cat­ed. Smith rec­og­nized the probe

    trans­fer­ral as a Moe­bius Siphon, a pro­gram he him­self had de­vised years ago for CURE

    pur­pos­es. Ob­vi­ous­ly he was deal­ing with an op­er­ation as so­phis­ti­cat­ed as his

    own.




    Baf­fled by his com­put­er’s in­abil­ity to re­solve the prob­lem, Smith sent the ter­mi­nal

    hum­ming back in­to its desk well. Nor­mal CURE re­sources had failed. Smith had on­ly his own

    wits to fall back on.




    He had to get in­to that house. Some­how.


  




  

    Chapter 19




    At first the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju mis­took the black­ness for a cav­ern open­ing. Then he

    no­ticed that the edges were misty and cloud­like. The black­ness was spread­ing.




    Chi­un found him­self en­veloped in a black­ness that was be­yond even the abil­ity of

    Sinan­ju-​skilled eyes to pen­etrate. Chi­un kicked around, look­ing for Re­mo. There was no

    sign of his pupil. He did not pan­ic. Like Re­mo, he had enough oxy­gen in his lungs to

    sur­vive over an hour un­der­wa­ter. But if the thing he sus­pect­ed was lurk­ing in these

    wa­ters got hold of Re­mo, an hour might not be enough.




    Chi­un swam back to Re­mo’s last po­si­tion. His hands made sweep­ing pat­terns be­fore his

    face. His stroke served him both as pro­tec­tion and as sen­sor. He prayed he would reach Re­mo

    in time, for Re­mo had been trained to bat­tle many things, but not the min­ions of

    Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu.




    Re­mo felt the con­strain­ing ten­ta­cles wrap around his legs, sep­arat­ing them. He

    strug­gled. Nor­mal­ly his strength was equal to just about any hu­man foe. But un­der­wa­ter

    he lacked the lever­age need­ed for most Sinan­ju de­fen­sive tech­niques. He float­ed in the

    grip of a many-​armed mon­ster. His free arm be­came en­tan­gled. In the black­ness; which he

    un­der­stood was made by oc­to­pus ink, Re­mo couldn’t tell if he was get­ting any­place. He

    had no ref­er­ence points. His on­ly hope was to reach a coral out­crop­ping.




    But then Re­mo felt the un­seen slimy bulk press clos­er to his chest and a thou­sand

    fright­en­ing im­ages flood­ed his mind. In spite of his train­ing, his abil­ity to re­press

    fear, this was a sit­ua­tion so pri­mal that it trig­gered long-​re­pressed pho­bias. Re­mo

    threshed wild­ly. The cling­ing oc­to­pus moved with him. But he couldn’t shake it free. He

    felt the suck­ers grip­ping his bare arms like ea­ger mouths. He sensed its dumb brain near

    him, think­ing in­choate thoughts.




    Then through the inky haze a dim some­thing be­came vis­ible. It looked like a shelled egg.

    Re­mo stared at it and re­al­ized it was star­ing back. Of course, the oc­to­pus’ eye. Just the

    idea of that bloat­ed, wrin­kled head so close to his face was un­nerv­ing.




    Re­mo shut his eyes. The mem­ory of his too-​long fin­ger­nails popped in­to his head. Re­mo

    raked at the af­ter­im­age of the eye that re­mained in his mind.




    He felt some­thing greasy col­lect­ing un­der his nails and raked again. The ten­ta­cles

    tight­ened and that was enough. Re­mo had some­thing to work against. He jerked one arm

    sud­den­ly. The ten­ta­cle clung, but he felt it go a lit­tle slack.




    Then there was some­thing hard and grit­ty cut­ting in­to his back.




    Coral!




    Reach­ing around, Re­mo grasped an out­crop­ping. He stead­ied him­self, and twist­ed

    sharply. He felt the oc­to­pus move with him. Sens­ing it strike with the coral, Re­mo struck

    again. Ten­ta­cles un­coiled and slapped his face and arm, but it wasn’t enough.




    Re­mo struck out with his hands. He felt them smash in­to the bone­less head. He struck

    again and again, un­til the dark hide rup­tured. The thing re­leased him at last. Then Re­mo

    was kick­ing with all his might, not know­ing or car­ing in which di­rec­tion he was

    swim­ming–on­ly anx­ious to get clear of the many-​armed hor­ror.




    Chi­un sensed rather than saw some­thing glide past him. He hes­itat­ed, his cheeks puffed

    out. At in­ter­vals he ex­pelled air bub­bles. Af­ter a mo­ment’s thought he re­versed

    di­rec­tion. Ahead, there was a faint light­en­ing of the murk.




    When he could see again, Chi­un saw that he was swim­ming be­hind Re­mo. Re­mo’s T-​shirt

    was in rags, and there were red marks along his arms and chest. They told the sto­ry of Re­mo’s

    en­counter.




    Chi­un knew bet­ter than to touch Re­mo in his cur­rent state. Cocky as Re­mo was in even

    the most dan­ger­ous sit­ua­tions, this was a place alien to him. Chi­un de­cid­ed to swim

    un­der and show him­self ahead to Re­mo, the bet­ter to re­as­sure him.




    But that stopped be­ing an op­tion when Re­mo sud­den­ly re­versed di­rec­tion. He came at

    Chi­un.




    Chi­un saw the look of ter­ror on Re­mo’s face. He swam to him and took his shoul­der,

    mouthing the word “What?” silent­ly.




    Re­mo point­ed back. Chi­un pushed him aside to see. There were a dozen of them. They filled

    the nar­row tun­nel, their mouths gulp­ing and drib­bling bub­bles. Their black eyes were

    un­wink­ing.




    But it was not their fishy faces that con­cerned Chi­un. It was the ra­zor­like spines that

    cov­ered their oblate bod­ies. Stone­fish. And they were head­ing in their di­rec­tion. Be­hind

    them, Chi­un saw two grin­ning Moo­vians swim­ming in place. A big rat­tan bas­ket drift­ed

    be­side them. It was clear that the Moo­vian oc­to­pus wor­shipers had re­leased the stone­fish

    from the bas­ket and sent them on their dead­ly way.




    Chi­un pushed Re­mo to one side, sig­nal­ing him to stay clear, and then ar­rowed for the

    stone­fish like a speedy dol­phin.




    One stone­fish swam a lit­tle ahead of the oth­ers and Chi­un dealt with him first.




    With an in­dex fin­ger, Chi­un speared the fish through its open mouth. With the oth­er hand

    he shaved the dead­ly spines with sharp flash­ing strokes.




    In a twin­kling the stone­fish was as harm­less as a gup­py, its spines drift­ing to the

    tun­nel floor like dis­card­ed tooth­picks.




    Chi­un made quick work of the next three.




    The ef­fect on the re­main­ing stone­fish was re­mark­able. They turned around and wrig­gled

    their tails in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. The Moo­vians saw them com­ing. They lost their

    pleased grins and climbed all over one an­oth­er in their haste to get out of the way. One made

    it. The oth­er got a stone­fish tan­gled up be­tween his legs. He strug­gled for a short time.

    Bub­bles erupt­ed from his open mouth, and he sank to the floor in slow mo­tion.




    Chi­un sig­naled to Re­mo. Re­mo kicked off from the coral wall and swam af­ter the Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju. His face was calmer now.




    Around a turn in the tun­nel, the light in­creased. Moon­light. The tun­nel turned

    ver­ti­cal and Chin paused un­der the blue-​coral well while Re­mo caught up.




    When Re­mo ar­rived, he looked up in time to see two bare feet dis­ap­pear from the wa­ter.

    Two more stone­fish float­ed dis­con­so­late­ly.




    Chi­un point­ed to Re­mo’s long fin­ger­nails. Re­mo nod­ded a yes. It was not a very firm

    nod, but his face showed anger, which pleased Chi­un. His fears were abat­ing. They went

    up.




    Chi­un per­formed his bar­ber­ing trick on his fish, ran it through for good mea­sure, and

    then looked to Re­mo. Re­mo was like a man try­ing to catch a live mine in his hands. The

    stone­fish twist­ed vi­cious­ly. Re­mo dodged. In frus­tra­tion, he grabbed its tail and

    smashed it against the coral. Stunned, the fish float­ed list­less­ly.




    Chi­un touched Re­mo on the shoul­der and mo­tioned for him to fol­low care­ful­ly. He led

    Re­mo up to the coral mouth of the nat­ural well. He stopped un­der the sur­face and wait­ed.

    Noth­ing hap­pened for a long time. Then a Moo­vian face sud­den­ly broke the still sur­face.

    The man looked down to see what was hap­pen­ing.




    Chi­un pinched the Moo­vian’s nose be­tween two fin­gers and pulled him in­to the wa­ter.

    Re­mo broke his spine with a chop across the back of the neck. The Moo­vian sank like a dead

    starfish.




    Chi­un then made a se­ries of com­pli­cat­ed mo­tions that Re­mo in­ter­pret­ed as “Go take

    a look.”




    Re­mo gave the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju a “Who, me?” look. Chi­un nod­ded.




    Re­luc­tant­ly Re­mo went up. No soon­er had he bro­ken the sur­face than he felt hands wrap

    around his an­kles and he was float­ing be­side Chi­un, his face fu­ri­ous.




    Chi­un’s mo­tions asked, “See any­thing?”




    Re­mo shook his head an­gri­ly. Chi­un smiled and went up. Re­mo kicked his feet an­gri­ly

    as he fol­lowed him up. When he broke the sur­face, Re­mo de­mand­ed, “What was that all

    about?”




    “I had to know it was safe.”




    “And I was the guinea pig?”




    “You were in no dan­ger. I had your an­kles.”




    “And I al­most had a freak­ing heart at­tack. Do you know what I went through back

    there?”




    “You met a child of Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu. And why don’t you speak up? Not all of our en­emies may

    have heard you.”




    “We’ll set­tle this lat­er,” Re­mo promised, pulling him­self out of the well. When he stood

    up, his stock­ing feet made pud­dles.




    Chi­un shook his ki­mono skirts of ex­cess wa­ter. Then he be­gan to wring out the hem.




    They were on the coral reef they had seen ear­li­er. It was a mad jum­ble of blue

    out­crop­pings and hol­lows streaked with white ly­ing about thir­ty feet from shore. They

    stood on one end, the sea to their backs and coral ridges be­fore them.




    “When this is over I’m go­ing to have night­mares for a week,” Re­mo said in a bit­ter

    voice.




    “Now you know why the oc­to­pus is called the En­emy of Life. “




    “Yeah, and re­mind me to write the Na­tion­al Ge­ograph­ic peo­ple a nasty let­ter.”




    “Hush, Re­mo,” Chi­un said quick­ly. Re­mo froze. His ears be­came at­tuned to their

    sur­round­ings. The slosh and suck of waves on coral pre­dom­inat­ed. But through se­lec­tive

    at­tun­ing, Re­mo fo­cused those sounds out un­til they be­came dis­tant back­ground noise.




    Oth­er sounds sur­faced. Lungs res­pi­rat­ing. Hearts beat­ing, mea­sured, but loud. There

    was a gur­gle that Re­mo rec­og­nized as a man’s bow­el con­tents shift­ing.




    “I count nine of them,” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “No, three.”




    “Lis­ten again. Nine. Nine hearts. Nine pairs of lungs.”




    “But three op­po­nents. Trust me, I know.”




    And the se­ri­ous­ness of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s tone made Re­mo feel a thrill of

    su­per­nat­ural dis­qui­et. Flash­ing af­ter­im­ages of his un­der­wa­ter fight with the

    oc­to­pus came back to him. He shook them off:




    Then came the scrape of san­dals against coral. It was all around them. They were

    sur­round­ed.




    “I have nev­er trained you for this, my son. For that, I am sor­ry. But I had thought these

    oc­to­pus wor­shipers were no more.’




    “We can han­dle them,” Re­mo said game­ly. But his eyes were ner­vous.




    “Re­mem­ber that they will use fear to con­quer your spir­it be­fore they at­tempt to

    con­quer your body.




    “We’re Sinan­ju. We can take them,” Re­mo re­peat­ed wood­en­ly. And the pad and scrape of

    san­dals inched clos­er. A head ap­peared over the top of an out­crop­ping. It was gray and

    bul­bous with fright­en­ing­ly large or­blike eyes. It was the head of an oc­to­pus. Re­mo

    won­dered what it was do­ing out of wa­ter, when a hard­wood club ap­peared next to the head.

    It was be­ing held by a hu­man hand. Re­mo fig­ured it for an­oth­er oc­to­pus wor­shiper

    climb­ing along the top of the coral ridge. But it moved more swift­ly that a man should be

    able to crawl.




    It stepped out from be­hind the ridge. It was over twelve feet tall.




    Then, see­ing what made it so tall, Re­mo laughed out loud.




    “Look at those fools,” he yelled, point­ing. He laughed again. It was with re­lief.




    For the thing with the head of an oc­to­pus was a Moo­vian man. He was rid­ing the

    shoul­ders of an­oth­er man, who rode atop a third, who in turn car­ried them both with

    sur­pris­ing agili­ty.




    “What is this, the Moo cir­cus?” Re­mo chor­tled. “They look like ac­ro­bats.”




    “Have re­spect,” Chi­un warned. “For you face a foe twice your height, with three minds to

    out­think you and six arms with which to fight. In old­en days, this was the feared oc­to­pus

    pyra­mid.”




    “If they’re try­ing to be a hu­man oc­to­pus,” Re­mo point­ed out, “they’re two arms

    short.”




    “They use their feet as well.”




    “I stand cor­rect­ed. Now, you stand back. I want this one for my own.”




    “I have two oth­ers to deal with.”




    Re­mo peered over his shoul­der. An­oth­er oc­to­pus pyra­mid was strid­ing up be­hind them.

    A third clam­bered up from the sea, drip­ping wa­ter. They waved their many arms and made

    hoo­ing sounds that re­mind­ed Re­mo of owls. Each hand clutched a weapon-​a bone knife or war

    club or blow­gun.




    Re­mo went for his man-​or men. A blow­gun puffed from the mid­dle com­po­nent in the hu­man

    oc­to­pus con­struct. The moon­light sil­vered its path. Re­mo dodged it with ease.




    He twist­ed around the thing in a se­ries of eye-​de­fy­ing steps. Once be­hind it, Re­mo

    kicked out. The bot­tom man’s knees buck­led and the three-​man pyra­mid wa­vered. A hard­wood

    club swiped at Re­mo’s head, but he avoid­ed it. A knife sliced at him and he danced out of the

    way. The puff of a dart came on its heels, and Re­mo had no time to spot it. He dropped and

    rolled.




    When he came up, Re­mo blinked. The bot­tom man was now on top. He hadn’t seen it hap­pen,

    but he knew it was true. He had rec­og­nized the bot­tom Moo­vian as one of the traitorous Red

    Feath­er Guard.




    Re­mo cursed his mis­take. He should have kicked the front of the kneecap to shat­ter it. He

    had clipped the man in the back of the knee where the nat­ural buck­ling re­flex had ab­sorbed

    the blow. And now the man had some­how changed places so that his dam­aged knee didn’t

    mat­ter.




    Well, Re­mo wasn’t go­ing to make that mis­take again. Chi­un was count­ing on him. A hasty

    glance showed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju poised be­tween two lum­ber­ing totem­like groups.

    Sil­hou­et­ted against a full moon, it was a fan­tas­tic sight. As if the ti­ki gods of the

    Grove of Ghosts had come to life.




    Re­mo cir­cled his foe, but the crea­ture-​Re­mo had al­ready start­ed to think of it as

    such-​kept shift­ing with him. The oc­ca­sion­al dart puffed out. Re­mo was forced to keep his

    dis­tance so he could ma­neu­ver. Ev­ery time he shift­ed clos­er, they tried to nail him.

    Al­ready Re­mo was be­gin­ning to feel re­spect for these oc­to­pus wor­shipers.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju let them come. No fear touched his heart. Not for him­self. He was

    con­cerned for Re­mo. The last Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to van­quish an oc­to­pus at­tack was Lu. He

    had used the Burst­ing Seed at­tack. That would not do here. And these oc­to­pus wor­shipers

    might know of that fa­mous bat­tle and have de­vised a de­fense. They had had cen­turies in

    which to con­sid­er the mat­ter.




    Chi­un let the demons come for him. They were eas­ily evad­ed in the clear light. The things

    made their ridicu­lous hoo­ing sounds.




    A hard­wood club smashed down. Chi­un’s hand in­ter­cept­ed it. The club shat­tered. The

    shock trav­eled up in the low man’s arm. He howled in his agony, and the sound was

    fear­some.




    “Ai­iee!” Chi­un cried, adding a fear­some sound of his own. The oc­to­pus pyra­mid be­hind

    him froze. That was enough. Chi­un moved for the group with the in­jured limb.




    His leap car­ried him to the height of the sec­ond man’s head. Chi­un’s san­dal touched the

    head and found pur­chase. The oth­er san­dal kicked one way, his arms slashed the oth­er. The

    mid­dle limbs sud­den­ly let go of their weapons, and an­oth­er howl came forth. Chi­un

    float­ed up to the top man, who was hoo­ing for­lorn­ly.




    Chi­un caused him to drop his blow­gun with a slash­ing of fin­ger­nails. The hand came off

    at the wrist, pump­ing blood. A chop­ping blow shat­tered the op­po­site shoul­der.




    Chi­un leapt to the ground and whirled.




    The oc­to­pus man was howl­ing and screech­ing in pain. Its limbs waved fee­bly. Chi­un

    added to their sym­pho­ny of agony with a bru­tal groin kick.




    The low­est man col­lapsed in pain. The oc­to­pus fell apart on the coral, and, once more

    fac­ing mere men-​in­jured ones at that-​the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju went among them, lib­er­at­ing

    their brains from their skulls with quick, bone-​crunch­ing blows.




    Proud­ly Chi­un turned to the re­main­ing oc­to­pus man. “Come,” he taunt­ed in Moo­vian.

    “You think you are one mighty crea­ture, but I will make of you three corpses.” Re­mo de­cid­ed

    that the heads were the crea­ture’s weak spots. This time he would take out the man on the

    bot­tom and then the oth­ers would fall in­to range of his hands-​like pulling down a sand

    cas­tle.




    If on­ly they would stop mak­ing that eerie sound. It was start­ing to get to him.




    Re­mo feint­ed to the left. The thing shift­ed with amaz­ing speed. It was as if all three

    brains were hooked to­geth­er. He moved right, and went for the bot­tom head.




    Sud­den­ly the thing split in­to three men. Re­mo felt his re­flex­es re­act

    au­to­mat­ical­ly to deal with the new sit­ua­tion. A mis­take. But he couldn’t help him­self.

    Who­ev­er these guys were, they had a way of fight­ing that took Sinan­ju train­ing in­to

    ac­count.




    Re­mo was sud­den­ly sur­round­ed by three club-​wav­ing Moo­vians all star­ing like owls.

    He looked for the one with the blow­gun. He was the on­ly one who con­cerned Re­mo.




    Re­mo sidestepped a speed­ing dart. He moved in. Then the blow­gun was tossed to an­oth­er

    hand, and an­oth­er dart came from that di­rec­tion. Re­mo shift­ed, and one of the clubs came

    at him.




    He ducked un­der the blow and took the man’s wrist, us­ing the force of the Moo­vian’s

    at­tack to flip him.




    The man skid­ded along the coral, but found his feet with the agili­ty of an ac­ro­bat. He

    sud­den­ly leapt on­to the blow­gun man’s back and the third scam­pered atop them. They stood

    joined again and re­sumed their fren­zied oc­to­pus­like ges­tic­ula­tions.




    Re­mo dodged be­hind a coral ridge. He need­ed time to think. And he wouldn’t get it while

    he was pre­oc­cu­pied with avoid­ing darts.




    Be­hind the coral, Re­mo con­sid­ered the ridicu­lous­ness of his predica­ment. In his time,

    he’d weaved through heav­ily armed hordes of killers. But these cir­cus-​freak Moo­vians had

    him on the run. Re­mo had been trained to deal with op­po­nents ei­ther singly or in

    groups-​but not freak­ing oc­to­pus wor­shipers. He’d have to find a dif­fer­ent ap­proach.




    The oc­to­pus head of the tallest Moo­vian sud­den­ly topped the ridge above him. It went

    “Hooo-​hoooo.”




    And Re­mo had an idea.




    He went up the ridge un­til he was in the Moo­vian’s face.




    “Boo!” Re­mo said. And he jel­lied the man’s face with the flat of his palm. Re­mo knocked

    the top man off the hu­man pyra­mid and took his place.




    It hap­pened so fast that the mid­dle Moo­vian didn’t know how to re­act. While he was

    giv­ing it thought, Re­mo staved the top of his head in and pushed him aside.




    The man on the bot­tom found him­self sur­round­ed by the dead bod­ies of his com­rades.

    Then whose legs were those wrapped around his neck? he won­dered. He looked up. “Hoooo?” he

    said.




    “Me,” the foe with the face like milk said. And then a dou­ble fist came at his face and the

    world turned first red, like blood, and then black, like oc­to­pus ink. Or like death. Re­mo

    jumped off the man’s back. His feet hit the ground just ahead of the Moo­vian’s pulped face.

    Re­mo dust­ed his hands off with pride.




    “Noth­ing to it,” he said, “once you get the hang of it.” He looked around for Chi­un. The

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stood framed against the sil­very-​black wa­ter. He was in a de­fen­sive

    crouch, an oc­to­pus pyra­mid of men stalk­ing him. They hov­ered over the edge of the wa­ter,

    many feet be­low. Re­mo saw three oth­er Moo­vian bod­ies sprawled near­by.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knew that his pupil had suc­ceed­ed in van­quish­ing his

    op­po­nents. His heart swelled with pride. Now, to­geth­er, the two of them would make short

    work of his last pyra­mid of oc­to­pus wor­shipers.




    “Re­mo, to me!” he called.




    Re­mo came up at a trot. And Chi­un de­cid­ed that here, the last bat­tle be­tween Sinan­ju

    and the oc­to­pus cult of Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu would take place. It would be best, and read best in

    the Book of Sinan­ju, if both the Mas­ter Chi­un and his white pupil van­quished it. He would

    show Re­mo the cor­rect at­tack method and they would do it to­geth­er.




    “Hur­ry, Re­mo,” Chi­un called, con­sid­er­ing how to word this last skir­mish in his

    scrolls. Per­haps it would be bet­ter not to men­tion that Re­mo was white.




    “What’s the rush?” Re­mo asked as he ca­su­al­ly joined the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Chi­un looked at him.




    “Are you mad? There is one of these mon­sters left. Here, I will show you the best way to

    de­feat him.”




    “Hold your hors­es, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said.




    The oc­to­pus pyra­mid sud­den­ly stopped wav­ing its many limbs. Its hooo­ing sound be­gan

    to die like a fail­ing wind through a hol­low tree.




    Re­mo walked up to the thing, not both­er­ing to raise his arms to ward off the blows that

    would sure­ly come. “Re­mo!”




    “Yes?” Re­mo asked, turn­ing ca­su­al­ly. It was un­be­liev­able. Had Re­mo learned noth­ing

    from his bat­tle? Turn­ing his back on the evil thing like that.




    Chi­un flashed in­to ac­tion, his san­dals beat­ing the ground, his hands reach­ing out to

    yank Re­mo from harm.




    Then Re­mo turned back and waved good-​bye to the oc­to­pus pyra­mid. The silent thing waved

    its arms back. They were fee­ble lit­tle shakes. Then, step­ping up to it, Re­mo pushed the

    low­est man in the chest.




    The en­tire oc­to­pus man fell back like a fall­en tree.




    It struck the edge of the coral cliff, and with­out break­ing in­to in­di­vid­ual men,

    splashed in­to the ocean be­low. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju peered over the edge in­to the

    wa­ter.




    “They did not fight you,” Chi­un said in dis­be­lief.




    “How could they?” Re­mo asked. “They were al­ready dead.”




    “Al­ready?”




    And from a back pock­et Re­mo pulled out a blow­gun. “I took this from my guy. One of them,

    any­way.”




    “You . . . YOU . . . ” Chi­un sput­tered.




    “Neat, huh? I fig­ured, why screw around with them? Well, aren’t you go­ing to say

    some­thing? Aren’t you proud of the slick way I han­dled my end?”




    “Proud?” Chi­un screeched. “Do you know how this will look in the Book of Sinan­ju? This was

    the last bat­tle with these crea­tures.”




    Re­mo’s face ac­quired an in­jured look. “Why should I care how it will look? I got them.

    Dead is dead.”




    “It was ridicu­lous. And you used a weapon. What will the High Moo say?”




    “He’ll say it’s about time. He thinks you for­got your weapons.”




    “I am mor­ti­fied,” Chi­un said huffi­ly.




    “You’re just pissed be­cause when you write in your dip­py scrolls how Sinan­ju con­quered

    the last oc­to­pus wor­shiper, I’ll get all the cred­it.”




    “Glo­ry hound,” Chi­un spat.




    “I knew it,” Re­mo laughed. And laugh­ing felt pret­ty good af­ter all he had been

    through.


  




  

    Chapter 20




    Re­mo fin­ished lash­ing the bam­boo poles to­geth­er.




    “I think it’s long enough now,” he called to Chi­un. “Then bring it here,” Chi­un said

    testi­ly.




    Re­mo heft­ed the pole on­to his shoul­der. To his sur­prise, it held.




    The sun was com­ing up. Pink­ish rays tinged the Pa­cif­ic. There were birds call­ing now.

    Not the twit­ter­ing birds of the States, but the ca­copho­ny of jun­gle birds. My­nahs.

    Para­keets. Terns.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju fin­ished lash­ing the hands of one of the oc­to­pus wor­shipers

    be­hind his back with a vine. “Give it to me,” Chi­un said.




    Af­ter Re­mo had hand­ed over the pole, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ran it up un­der the man’s

    bound feet. It passed up his back, un­der his tied hands, to the next pair of bound an­kles,

    and then to the next lashed wrists.




    Re­mo lift­ed the hands as nec­es­sary, un­til the pole’s end bumped the shat­tered skull of

    the top­most man.




    “This is ridicu­lous,” Re­mo said for the twelfth or thir­teenth time as he ex­am­ined the

    mon­stros­ity that lay on the ground.




    All nine oc­to­pus men had been joined in­to one huge oc­to­pus man. Re­mo had been

    ha­rangued in­to re­triev­ing the group he had knocked in­to the wa­ter. They had been easy to

    han­dle be­cause they had stiff­ened in­to po­si­tion from the ef­fects of the poi­son

    darts.




    But the oth­ers had to be re­assem­bled one by one and their limbs set and then bro­ken so

    they were locked in­to place. Chi­un had done that. He knew how to crush bone and joints so

    that they fused.




    “Now what? As if I can’t guess,” Re­mo asked.




    “Take your end. I will take mine.”




    “On a count of three,” Re­mo said, bend­ing down. “One, two, three. Lift!”




    The bam­boo pole groaned, but it held. The bod­ies hung off it like slaugh­tered chick­ens.

    Tongues lolled. Some of the eyes stared glass­ily.




    “Now, care­ful­ly,” Chi­un said, “back to the palace.”




    “The mighty hunters re­turn, huh?”




    “Say noth­ing about the blow­gun,” Chi­un said in a sour voice.




    They trudged down to the wa­ter, slosh­ing in­land and through the jun­gle. Dead Moo­vian

    heads bounced like over­ripe fruit. They stopped to pick up the oth­er bod­ies they had

    van­quished along the way, pil­ing them un­cer­emo­ni­ous­ly atop the oth­ers. When they neared

    the vil­lage, Chi­un sud­den­ly called a halt.




    “Lay it down,” he or­dered.




    “Tired, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked so­lic­itous­ly.




    “Do not be ridicu­lous,” Chi­un coun­tered, join­ing Re­mo in front of their bur­den. “I am

    reign­ing Mas­ter. To me goes the hon­or of en­ter­ing the vil­lage first.”




    “Oh,” said Re­mo. “I guess that means the back of the bus for me.” And with­out an­oth­er

    word he took Chi­un’s place at the end of the bam­boo pole.




    When they en­tered the vil­lage out­skirts, Chi­un be­gan to call out in a loud singsong

    voice.




    “Arise, O chil­dren of Moo. See what Sinan­ju has brought you. No longer need you fear the

    dark­ness. For the last of the spawn of Sa Mansang, known to you as Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu, has been

    van­quished! Arise, O chil­dren of Moo, to greet a new day and a gold­en era.”




    The chil­dren were the first to poke their heads out of the grass huts. Then the adults.

    Run­ners were sent to the palace, and Chi­un smiled.




    Amazed voic­es lift­ed at the sight of the round red suck­er marks that dec­orat­ed Re­mo’s

    chest and arms. “Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu!” they whis­pered. “The white one has fought Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu

    and lives!”




    When they at last came to the feast cir­cle in front of the Roy­al Palace, the High Moo

    stood wait­ing with fold­ed arms. His daugh­ter hov­ered at his side.




    Red Feath­er Guards stepped for­ward as Re­mo and Chi­un set down their bur­den. They poked

    and stabbed at the corpses with spears, seek­ing signs of life.




    “All are dead,” one re­port­ed to the High Moo. The High Moo strode up to the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. “You have brought me twelve kills, and twelve is the num­ber the traitor of a roy­al

    priest swore served Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu. The oc­to­pus cult is no more. You have lived up to your

    word, Mas­ter of Sinanchu and have earned the full fee due to you.”




    “Payable on de­mand,” said Chi­un.




    “I will be glad to store it for you in the roy­al trea­sure house for the length of your

    stay,” the High Moo sug­gest­ed.




    “And I ac­cept,” Chi­un said with a quick bow.




    “The full hos­pi­tal­ity of Moo is yours.”




    “My … slave and I are weary. We have had a long jour­ney and ate much this evening. We

    re­quire rest. A few hours on­ly.”




    “Come, rooms have been pre­pared in my palace. Dol­la-​Dree, show Re­mo to his room. I will

    es­cort the Mas­ter of Sinanchu to his quar­ters per­son­al­ly.”




    “Hel­lo again,” Re­mo said when the Low Moo came to take him by the arm.




    “Will you tell me how you van­quished them be­fore you sleep?” she asked, ad­mir­ing the red

    marks on his arms.




    “Sure,” Re­mo said.




    “Do not be­lieve all he says,” Chi­un warned. “He will try to take more cred­it than is his

    due.”




    “No, I won’t,” Re­mo said, wink­ing at the Low Moo. “Chi­un helped. Some.”




    And Re­mo hur­ried in­to the palace ahead of Chi­un’s flur­ry of in­vec­tive.


  




  

    Chapter 21




    It was rain­ing when Dr. Harold W. Smith’s flight land­ed at Boston’s Lo­gan Air­port.




    He wait­ed ten min­utes at the un­der­ground ex­it of Ter­mi­nal B for a free MB­TA bus to

    the Blue Line sub­way stop. He rode the rat­tling train five stops to Gov­ern­ment Cen­ter,

    walked up­stairs, and switched to a Green Line trol­ley, rid­ing it one stop to Park Street.

    The rain had ta­pered off to a sullen sprin­kle when Smith emerged on the cor­ner of Tremont

    and Park streets at the edge of Boston Com­mon. He walked down Tremont.




    The of­fice of Michael P. Brunt was above an an­ti­quar­ian book­store on West Street.

    Trudg­ing up the dingy steps, Smith found an emp­ty re­cep­tion room.




    He stood for a mo­ment, un­cer­tain­ly clutch­ing his brief­case. He wiped rain­wa­ter off

    his rim­less glass­es. He cleared his throat.




    The in­ner door opened and a square-​faced man built along the lines of a re­frig­er­ator in

    a blue serge suit poked his un­shaven chin out.




    “You Mr. Brown?” he de­mand­ed.




    “Yes,” Smith lied.




    “You look more like Mr. Gray. But come in any­way. Sor­ry about the sec­re­tary. I sent her

    out for some bul­lets. I kin­da ran out on my last case.”




    The of­fice was clut­tered, Smith no­ticed, as he en­tered. Pa­pers over­flowed a

    wastepa­per bas­ket. The win­dow was a film of grime that looked out over row of gray­ing

    build­ings so non­de­script they might have been paint­ed on the glass by an in­dif­fer­ent

    artist.




    Mike Brunt dropped be­hind his desk. His wood­en chair squeaked loud­ly. The set looked as

    if it had once seen ser­vice in a high school. He leaned back and set sizethir­teen bro­gans on

    the desk­top, show­ing Smith the col­or of his left sock through a hole in the sole. It was

    white. On the wall be­hind him was a framed cloth say­ing: “When in Doubt, Punt, Bunt, or Shoot

    to Kill.” It was done in needle­point.




    “I will come right to the point,” Smith said, seat­ing him­self prim­ly on a vinyl chair,

    his brief­case on his knees.




    “I don’t charge for the ini­tial con­sul­ta­tion,” Brunt said, run­ning a tooth­pick un­der

    his nails. He made a lit­tle pile of gray­ish ash on the desk­top. “Un­less you hire me. Then I

    try to sneak it in­to the ex­pense sheet some­where.” He grinned dis­arm­ing­ly.




    “Yes. Well, I have a mat­ter that on­ly some­one in your pro­fes­sion can han­dle.”




    “You got the crime, I got the time,” Brunt sang.




    “I have had an im­por­tant per­son­al item stolen from my home. I know who stole it and I

    know where this per­son lives.”




    “And you want it back?”




    “Yes. It is quite im­por­tant to me. The po­lice say they can do noth­ing. My sus­pi­cions

    aren’t enough for them to ques­tion the man.”




    “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s miss­ing? The fam­ily jew­els? Gor­bachev’s birth­mark? The

    Bermu­da Tri­an­gle?”




    Smith hes­itat­ed, won­der­ing if he shouldn’t feign a weak smile. He de­cid­ed not. He was

    grow­ing un­com­fort­able with this man, who seemed to take noth­ing se­ri­ous­ly. Doesn’t he

    want work? Smith’s com­put­ers had spit out his name as one of the least pros­per­ous pri­vate

    in­ves­ti­ga­tors in the North­east. Cer­tain­ly such a man would be des­per­ate for

    clients.




    “It’s a tea ser­vice,” Smith said at last.




    Brunt cocked a skep­ti­cal eye at Smith. “A tea ser­vice?” he said dry­ly.




    “Ster­ling. It’s been in my fam­ily for over a hun­dred years. It has great sen­ti­men­tal

    val­ue.”




    “At my prices, you’d be bet­ter off switch­ing to cof­fee.”




    “It’s an heir­loom,” Smith said stub­born­ly.




    “Takes all kinds,” Mike Brunt said la­con­ical­ly.




    “The man’s name is James Church­ward. He lives at 334 Larch­wood Place in Rye, New York. I

    hap­pen to know he is away on va­ca­tion this week, but I do not know where. This would be the

    ide­al time to search his house for my prop­er­ty. I have tak­en the lib­er­ty of writ­ing out

    a check for your usu­al one-​day fee.” Smith start­ed to rise, the check in hand.




    “Whoa! Did I say I was tak­ing this case?”




    “No. But it is not a dif­fi­cult task. A sim­ple break-​in.”




    “Break-​ins are il­le­gal.”




    “Yes, I know. But I have nowhere else to turn. And I un­der­stood that peo­ple in your … ah

    … pro­fes­sion do this type of work all the time.”




    “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean Mike Brunt stoops that low. Hey, you may not know it from his

    of­fice, but I have scru­ples. Some­where. Maybe in that fil­ing cab­inet. Un­der C, if I know

    my sec­re­tary.”




    “Well, then, I won’t waste any more of your time,” Smith said, start­ing to rise again.




    Mike Brunt put up a ham­like hand.




    “Slow down, sport. Let’s see the col­or of your mon­ey.” Smith passed over the check. Brunt

    ex­am­ined it.




    “A mon­ey or­der?” he said doubt­ful­ly.




    “Nat­ural­ly I do not want to give you any­thing that could be traced back to me.”




    “This must not be the first time some­one walked off with your teapot. You re­al­ly ought to

    hide it when com­pa­ny comes.” Brunt took his feet off the desk and sat up. “Okay. So what

    hap­pens if I’m ar­rest­ed?”




    “I will take care of you in that even­tu­al­ity.”




    “Con­nect­ed, huh? I had you fig­ured for Mafia the minute you walked in.”




    “I have po­lit­ical con­nec­tions,” Smith said testi­ly.




    “This is a lot of po­ten­tial fuss for a lousy tea ser­vice.”




    “It has sen­ti­men­tal val­ue,” Smith re­peat­ed, think­ing that per­haps he should have

    made up some­thing more elab­orate than a tea ser­vice. But any­thing too valu­able might tempt

    a man such as Brunt to con­sid­er pil­fer­ing the house of oth­er valu­ables.




    “That so? Come on, Brown. Spill it. No­body lays down cash in ad­vance over a tea ser­vice.

    What’s in it? Di­amonds? Gold? Is the ex­act lo­ca­tion of Black­beard’s trea­sure worked in­to

    the fil­igree? You can tell me. The of­fice cock­roach­es have tak­en a vow of si­lence.”




    “It is a tea ser­vice,” Smith re­peat­ed stiffly. “And if you are not in­ter­est­ed in the

    mat­ter, we are wast­ing each oth­er’s time.”




    “Tell you what, Brown. I’ll take this lit­tle ca­per. Strict­ly for chuck­les, you

    un­der­stand. Maybe I’ll get lucky and your friend will come back while I’m in the house.”




    “Why would that be lucky?” Smith asked, his voice fill­ing with hor­ror.




    Just then the out­er door banged open and the click of high heels an­nounced the en­trance

    of Michael Brunt’s sec­re­tary. A thir­ty­ish blonde in a bee­hive hair­do stuck her head in

    the of­fice.




    “Here you go, shamus,” she said, toss­ing a box on­to the bare desk. Mike Brunt grabbed it

    and shook it apart. Shiny brass car­tridges spilled over the desk­top like way­ward

    mar­bles.




    Michael Brunt un­hol­stered a worn .38 re­volver and be­gan stuff­ing slugs in­to the

    cylin­der. When he was done, he an­swered Smith’s ques­tion with a cracked grin.




    “Maybe I’ll get in­to a shoot-​out.”




    “You wouldn’t,” Smith croaked.




    “Su­uu­ure, he would,” the sec­re­tary said wry­ly, clos­ing the door.




    “Per­haps I should see some­one else,” Smith be­gan. “I do not want any un­nec­es­sary

    com­pli­ca­tions. This must be done in such a way that the home­own­er is un­aware of the

    en­try.”




    “Too late, pal,” Mike Brunt said, pulling open a desk draw­er and plunk­ing a bot­tle of Old

    Mis­ter Boston in front of his face. Two shot glass­es came up next. “I’ve al­ready spent your

    mon­ey. Why don’t we just drink a toast to our new busi­ness re­la­tion­ship.”




    “No, thank you,” Smith said. “I must be go­ing. The num­ber at which I can be reached is on

    the check.”




    “Good,” said Michael Brunt, pulling the top off with his teeth and spit­ting it on­to the

    desk. “I hate drink­ing with clients. It usu­al­ly means less booze for me.” He then

    pro­ceed­ed to drink straight from the bot­tle. When he was done, he belched.




    Smith left the of­fice feel­ing very ill. It was rain­ing when he got out on the street. It

    was a three-​block walk back to the sub­way, and Smith hunched his shoul­ders against the rain.

    Taxis drove by in each di­rec­tion, but Smith dis­dained them. A cab would cost sev­er­al

    dol­lars, and the sub­way ride back to the air­port, even with two changes, was on­ly six­ty

    cents.


  




  

    Chapter 22




    Re­mo woke to a strange rustling sound.




    “Arise, you lazy slu­gabed,” a fa­mil­iar squeaky voice said. And Chi­un en­tered the

    room.




    “Did some­one steal your clothes?” Re­mo asked, prop­ping him­self up on one el­bow. “Or

    have you just gone na­tive?”




    Chi­un puffed up his thin chest. “You do not like this gift from the High Moo?” He spread

    his skirts. They were made of rat­tan strips wo­ven to­geth­er with veg­etable fiber. He wore a

    blouse of rough-​weave wheat-​col­ored cot­ton over it. Belled sleeves copied from his ki­mono

    de­sign round­ed out the en­sem­ble.




    “It’s a new you,” Re­mo said, sit­ting up on his bed mat. He pulled on his stiff trousers.

    He left his rag of a T-​shirt. “What time is it?”




    “Time pass­es dif­fer­ent­ly on Moo, but you have slept near­ly six hours. Are you ill?”




    “No,” Re­mo said eva­sive­ly. “I just felt like sleep­ing.”




    “We are sum­moned to the Shark Throne. Come.” Re­mo reached for his shoes, then re­al­ized

    that he had left them back at the Grove of Ghosts. He pulled on his socks. They would do for

    now. When he stood up, he no­ticed his fin­ger­nails were even longer than be­fore, al­most

    twice as long as he re­mem­bered from the pre­vi­ous night. He rubbed his face. He need­ed a

    shave too. He re­mind­ed him­self to ask Chi­un about get­ting the Moo­vian equiv­alent of a

    bar­ber.




    Bare-​chest­ed, Re­mo fol­lowed Chi­un down a maze of stone cor­ri­dors to a cen­tral

    room.




    Guards stood out­side the open door, on the in­side, and at ev­ery cor­ner of the room,

    Re­mo saw as he en­tered. Chi­un bowed be­fore the High Moo, who sat on his low Shark Throne.

    The Low Moo sat to his right, on an even low­er stool. There was an emp­ty stool on the left

    that Re­mo as­sumed be­longed to the late roy­al priest.




    “My Red Feath­er Guard has re­turned from scour­ing the is­land,” said the High Moo with­out

    pream­ble. “Em­bold­ened by the tro­phy you have laid at my feet, they even ven­tured in­to the

    Grove of Ghosts. They found no liv­ing men, there or any­where else. I here­by pro­claim to­day

    the Dawn of the Era With­out Oc­to­pus Wor­shipers.”




    “Sinan­ju is pleased to serve,” Chi­un said sim­ply.




    “Full pay­ment will be ten­dered to you up­on your leave-​tak­ing of Moo. A leave-​tak­ing I

    and my daugh­ter beg is not soon.”




    “I have not dis­cussed this with Re­mo as yet,” Chi­un said.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, we can’t stay long,” Re­mo said in Moo­vian. The High Moo frowned. The Low Moo

    gasped.




    “What Re­mo means,” Chi­un in­sert­ed hasti­ly, “is that we have re­spon­si­bil­ities

    else­where. Oth­er clients. None so gen­er­ous as you, of course. But it does not mean that we

    can­not pass the span of, say, one moon on Moo.”




    “So be it,” said the High Moo, mol­li­fied. “The full moon saw the end of the oc­to­pus

    cult. The next moon will see your go­ing-​un­less you change you mind be­fore then.”




    “All things are pos­si­ble on Moo,” Chi­un said, bow­ing.




    “Have you any re­quests?”




    “My son has not yet break­fast­ed. I would like to pre­pare for him his fa­vorite. I will

    need lemons and eggs.”




    “And I could do with some­thing for my nails and beard,” Re­mo added, show­ing his

    hands.




    Chi­un looked at Re­mo’s hands cu­ri­ous­ly.




    “You should have cut them be­fore we left Amer­ica,” he said un­der his breath.




    “I thought I did,” Re­mo shot back.




    And Chi­un al­lowed him­self a tiny smile of sat­is­fac­tion. They were in the roy­al

    din­ing room, a roof­less cu­bi­cle in one cor­ner of the palace, when a steam­ing ket­tle of

    egg-​lemon soup was brought in by a top­less cook. Re­mo was re­lieved to see it wasn’t the old

    wom­an from the feast this time, but a come­ly maid­en.




    He said, “Ola.” The girl smiled shy­ly and be­gan to fill a wood­en bowl.




    An­oth­er girl came in with a hand­ful of ob­jects. Re­mo saw a cou­ple of bone knives and a

    fist-​size stone.




    “What’s this stuff?” he asked, tast­ing the soup.




    “You asked for these,” the girl replied, kneel­ing at his feet. She took one of Re­mo’s

    hands and ex­am­ined the nails crit­ical­ly. The cook took one of the oth­er knives and

    ap­proached Re­mo from the oth­er side.




    “Looks like I’m in for the Moo­vian ver­sion of a shave and man­icure,” Re­mo said, push­ing

    his soup aside.




    Chi­un frowned. “Do not for­get your soup,” he said even­ly, push­ing the bowl back un­der

    Re­mo’s nose.




    “It can wait,” Re­mo said, eyes on the sin­uous bod­ies hov­er­ing over him. They smelled

    nice too, he no­ticed. Like co­conuts.




    “No,” Chi­un said sud­den­ly. “The oth­er thing can wait. Shoo, shoo!” he said to the

    maid­ens. “Come back lat­er. My son has fought a hard bat­tle and needs to re­plen­ish his

    strength. “




    The na­tive girls fled the room on bare feet. “Hey! What’s with you?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “You must eat first. Keep up your strength.”




    “I like to set my own pri­or­ities,” Re­mo growled, his un­hap­py face watch­ing the girls

    scur­ry down the cor­ri­dor.




    “Eat,” said Chi­un.




    Re­luc­tant­ly Re­mo start­ed in on the soup. Af­ter a few tastes he was greed­ily

    de­vour­ing it, the girls of Moo for­got­ten.




    “I can’t seem to get enough of this stuff,” he said.




    “I will tell the hens to con­tin­ue lay­ing,” Chi­un said bland­ly, “so that you do not run

    out for the du­ra­tion of our stay here.”




    “We can’t stay here a whole month,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “We are due a va­ca­tion. This will be it.”




    “What if Smith needs us?”




    “Then he can sum­mon us, as al­ways.”




    “How? There aren’t any phones here.”




    “How is that my fault?” Chi­un squeaked. “Ac­cord­ing to my con­tract, I am per­mit­ted to

    va­ca­tion where I will. Nowhere does it say that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is ob­li­gat­ed to

    call ahead to see if there are tele­phones at his cho­sen re­treat. Be­sides, I did not know

    the num­ber of the High Moo.”




    “Smith is go­ing to be very up­set,” Re­mo cau­tioned.




    “Let him be up­set. If he com­plains, I will tell him that he is not the on­ly wor­thy

    em­per­or in the world. He has a ri­val, the High Moo.”




    “I don’t think he’ll ap­pre­ci­ate that. And what hap­pens af­ter the thir­ty days?”




    “Who can say?” Chi­un said mis­chievous­ly. “Thir­ty days is a long time from now. We live

    in an un­cer­tain world. Any­thing is pos­si­ble. Moo sank once. Per­haps Amer­ica will be

    next. Then you will thank me for bring­ing you to this love­ly land.”




    “Dream on,” said Re­mo, start­ing in on his sec­ond bowl. Af­ter he was done, Re­mo said,

    “Okay, call back the girls.”




    “For what?”




    “For these,” Re­mo said, show­ing his near­ly half-​inch­long nails.




    Chi­un took Re­mo’s hands in his. “If you let them grow, soon they will curve in­ward like

    mine.”




    “Not in­ter­est­ed,” Re­mo snapped, with­draw­ing his hands.




    “Why not? We are on Moo now. You no longer have your lame ex­cuse not to grow them

    long.”




    “Chi­un, I’m sup­posed to be an agent for my gov­ern­ment. I got­ta blend in with the

    na­tives, so to speak.”




    “Now that you are on Moo, you can blend in with Moo­vian na­tives.”




    “I don’t see any long-​nailed peo­ple on Moo ei­ther.”




    “Nor do I. But where we are now, Em­per­or Smith’s ab­surd se­cre­cy ma­nia is not in

    ef­fect. We walk this land known for what we are, ad­mired for our work, and hon­ored for our

    skills. Wear your nails with pride, Re­mo. Who knows, you might come to like them.”




    “No chance,” Re­mo snapped, grab­bing up a sharp knife. He at­tacked his left hand with the

    ser­rat­ed edge. The blade dug in and Re­mo made fu­ri­ous saw­ing mo­tions. Dust rose up.

    Re­mo paused. To his cha­grin, he saw the nail was in­tact. And the knife had lost its

    edge.




    “Hey!” he said, look­ing up. He no­ticed that Chi­un had been bent over his shoul­der,

    watch­ing in­tent­ly. “Look at this. “




    “Ah, won­der­ful­ly strong.”




    “Are you kid­ding? This knife’s a joke.”




    “I meant the nail.”




    “Maybe I can find a met­al knife.”




    “Not on Moo. All met­al is saved for coins and jew­el­ry. And you have ru­ined a knife of

    the finest bone.”




    Re­mo looked at the knife. It was white and pol­ished. And over a foot long.




    “Won­der what kind of an­imal they have on the is­land to make a knife this long?” he

    won­dered.




    “The fiercest, most dan­ger­ous one,” Chi­un said.




    “Yeah?”




    “Man.”




    Re­mo dropped the knife. “This is a hu­man bone?” he asked.




    Chi­un picked it up. “Yes, and from the fresh­ness, I would say it was made from the fe­mur

    of one of the oc­to­pus wor­shipers we van­quished last night.”




    “They use hu­man bone for knives?” Re­mo said in a dumb­struck voice.




    “Hush, Re­mo. How many times have I told you nev­er to crit­icize an­oth­er em­pire’s way of

    do­ing things?”




    “But hu­man bone. It’s bar­barous.”




    “That is easy for you to say, you who come from a land where ev­ery­thing is wast­ed. Do you

    know that I have a steam­er trunk full of per­fect­ly good tooth­picks that care­less wait­er

    per­sons tried to throw out sim­ply be­cause they had been used once?”




    “They were made to be used just once. It’s un­san­itary to reuse tooth­picks.”




    “They are wash­able. On Moo, tooth­picks would be hand­ed down from gen­er­ation to

    gen­er­ation by peo­ple who know the val­ue of prop­er­ty.”




    “I give up,” Re­mo said. “If you’ll ex­cuse me …”




    “Where are you go­ing?”




    “I left my shoes back at the grove.”




    “You can re­trieve them when we leave-​if we leave.”




    “No ifs about it. We’re leav­ing. In a month.”




    “Be­fore you waste your time, ex­am­ine your feet.”




    “For what? Ath­lete’s foot?”




    When Chi­un didn’t an­swer, Re­mo sat down and pulled off a sock. His toe­nails were very

    long. Too long to ac­com­mo­date his shoes.




    “Damn!” he said. “How’d you know that?”




    “Per­haps I am psy­chic,” Chi­un said with a smile.




    “I’m go­ing af­ter my shoes any­way,” Re­mo said, pulling on his sock and storm­ing out the

    door.




    “I will join you.”




    “Suit your­self,” Re­mo growled.


  




  

    Chapter 23




    Re­mo stepped in­to the blind­ing trop­ical sun of the palace court­yard. The court­yard was

    emp­ty. The ash­es of the feast sift­ed in the breeze. The smells of meat clung to the air.

    They of­fend­ed Re­mo’s sen­si­tive nos­trils.




    Chi­un ma­te­ri­al­ized be­side him. “Where is ev­ery­body?” Re­mo asked.




    “Work­ing, of course.”




    Re­mo frowned. “I thought is­landers lived the life of Ri­ley. “




    “Who is Ri­ley?”




    “A fig­ment of some­one’s imag­ina­tion. Why do peo­ple have to work here? They have the

    sun, all the fruit and fish they could want. This place is a par­adise.”




    “Come,” said Chi­un.




    “I want to get my shoes back,” Re­mo said.




    “What I have to show you is on the way to your pre­cious shoes.”




    Re­mo shrugged. He fol­lowed silent­ly as Chi­un be­gan speak­ing. The jun­gle all around

    them steamed with a pleas­ant warmth.




    “I have heard you speak of Moo with ill-​con­cealed mock­ery in your voice. You think Moo is

    small?”




    “It is small.”




    “Once it was larg­er.”




    “I’ll bet Old Moo was noth­ing to crow about ei­ther, oth­er­wise why wouldn’t any­one have

    heard about it?” Chi­un stopped and whirled.




    “Sinan­ju has heard of it. And the na­tion that is looked up­on with fa­vor by the House of

    Sinan­ju needs noth­ing else es­pe­cial­ly the ap­proval of a na­tion that is on­ly two

    hun­dred years old.”




    Re­mo sighed. “Point tak­en. Shall we just try to keep up the pace?” he sug­gest­ed.




    Chi­un turned and stalked off. It was a while be­fore the dark flush left his face and he

    re­sumed speak­ing.




    “Once, Moo was the great sea­far­ing em­pire in the world. Be­fore Egypt it was. Be­fore

    Greece it was, and be­fore the old­est set­tle­ments in Africa.”




    “Okay, it’s old. So’s the moon. So what?”




    “Be­fore Sinan­ju it was,” Chi­un con­tin­ued. Re­mo’s face reg­is­tered sur­prise. It was

    rare that Chi­un gave any­thing cred­it that dimmed the shin­ing bea­con that was Sinan­ju.




    “Yeah?”




    “For in truth, when Moo be­came a client of Sinan­ju, Moo was old. Its glo­ry days were

    wan­ing like the moon that we will be­hold tonight. It had with­drawn its mighty fleet from the

    world’s seas. Moo had turned in­ward, be­set by oc­to­pus wor­shipers and in­ter­nal strife.

    But strong it was still. And its coins were the most prized of all cur­ren­cies. “




    They walked along a wind­ing jun­gle path. On ei­ther side, Re­mo saw rice and

    sweet-​pota­to fields tend­ed by young boys and girls. They stood in the rice fields,

    an­kle-​deep in brown wa­ter. Their bare brown backs were bent. They paid Re­mo and Chi­un no

    heed.




    “The rice did not grow it­self in the days of Old Moo, ei­ther,” Chi­un re­marked

    dry­ly.




    “They could live off the co­conuts.”




    “You could live off egg-​lemon soup if you wished. But va­ri­ety is prefer­able.”




    “I wouldn’t mind a steady di­et of it.”




    “Good,” Chi­un mur­mured.




    “What’s that?” Re­mo asked.




    “Moo was strong be­cause it pro­duced abun­dant food,” Chi­un went on as if he hadn’t heard.

    “It is a tra­di­tion that the cur­rent High Moo holds dear. Each year, they grow more rice than

    nec­es­sary. This way they nev­er want.”




    “How come I see on­ly boys and girls? Where are the adults? Fish­ing?”




    “Some fish. The wom­en do that.”




    “What about the men?”




    “Have you for­got­ten the coins of Moo?”




    “Oh, right,” Re­mo said as the path be­gan to dip to­ward the la­goon. “The mines.”




    “Moo had the most pow­er­ful cur­ren­cy be­cause Moo had the great­est trea­sury. Its

    trea­sure house held stack af­ter stack of the great round coins. For the Moo­vians were great

    min­ers in those days.”




    “These days too,” Re­mo said, jerk­ing a thumb at a shored-​up hole in the side of a

    creep­er-​over­grown hillock. It was the third aban­doned mine they had spot­ted dur­ing their

    walk.




    “They have few­er mines, but they work them very hard. So the High Moo told me.”




    They came at last to the la­goon where their junk lay an­chored.




    “Still there,” Re­mo said.




    “Of course. Why should it not be?”




    “No rea­son. I was just think­ing it’s our on­ly tick­et home.”




    “As­sum­ing that it does not sink,” Chi­un said.




    “Don’t even say it out loud.”




    Chi­un turned. He al­lowed him­self a gen­tle smile.




    “I mere­ly jest­ed. Can you not take a joke in re­turn, O teller of Moo jokes?”




    “Touche,” ad­mit­ted Re­mo. He jerked his thumb to the right. “The grove is over that

    way.”




    “Soon, soon. For now look to the east.”




    Re­mo shield­ed his eyes from the sun. It was at its apex. High noon. Re­mo won­dered what

    time it was back in Amer­ica.




    “I see wa­ter,” he said.




    “Do you see the far wa­ter that touch­es the very sky?”




    “You mean the hori­zon? Sure.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Now look to the south. Do you see that hori­zon?”




    “Sure. “




    “And north? And west?”




    “That’s a lot of wa­ter.”




    “If you could see twice as far in all di­rec­tions, still your gaze would not en­com­pass

    the whole of the Em­pire of Moo. “




    “From where I stand, Moo is about three square miles,” Re­mo said flat­ly. “Most of it

    ver­ti­cal.”




    “I feel like a swim,” Chi­un said bright­ly. “Will you join me?”




    “Is that an in­vi­ta­tion or a com­mand?”




    “Did it sound like an in­vi­ta­tion?”




    “Yeah, but I’m won­der­ing what will hap­pen if I de­cline.”




    “Do not de­cline and you will for­ev­er have a mys­tery to pon­der,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo con­sid­ered. “Lead on,” he said. “I don’t know where this is go­ing, but ob­vi­ous­ly

    it’s go­ing some­where. With­out an­oth­er word, Chi­un wad­ed in­to the wa­ter. When it was up

    to his chest, he slid on­to his stom­ach and be­gan strik­ing out for open wa­ter. Re­mo dug in

    af­ter him. Three miles out they had left the junk be­hind, and Chi­un paused, tread­ing

    wa­ter.




    “Come, Re­mo. I want to show you some­thing.”




    And Chi­un dis­ap­peared as if some­thing had pulled him down by the leg. Re­mo jack­knifed

    in place. The wa­ter closed in over his head. It was cool, and clear­er than he had

    ex­pect­ed.




    Re­mo homed in on the trail­ing air bub­bles left by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. A ham­mer­head

    shark cruised in­to view, but left them alone. Oth­er, more col­or­ful fish scat­tered out of

    Chi­un’s path. Re­mo kept his eyes out for oc­topi, but he saw none. For as far as the eye

    could see, the ocean floor was a fairy­land of mul­ti­col­ored coral for­ma­tions.




    Hun­dreds of feet be­low, Chi­un alight­ed on a sprawl­ing pink coral out­crop­ping. Re­mo

    set­tled be­side him, his stock­ing feet touch­ing the sand­pa­per­like coral.




    Re­mo faced Chi­un. Sea shad­ows dap­pled their faces. Re­mo made a ques­tion mark with a

    fin­ger.




    Chi­un bent over and chopped away a chunk of coral with his hand. Un­der the coral, a flat

    gray sur­face was ex­posed. Chi­un con­tin­ued chip­ping away. Fi­nal­ly he had a man-​size

    place on which to stand. He stamped his foot once and dis­ap­peared. There was on­ly a hole in

    the gray sur­face to show that he had stood there.




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed, think­ing of oc­topi. Then he dived in­to the hole.




    In­side, Re­mo found him­self in a square room. Dead sea­weed clung to what he rec­og­nized

    were stone bench­es. There were mu­rals on the walls. They were made up of col­ored tiles.

    There was just enough sea-​fil­tered light com­ing in that Re­mo could make out scenes of a

    great city with tall tow­ers and gold­en domes. Peo­ple dressed like Greeks, in to­gas and

    short skirts, were vis­ible on the de­pict­ed walk­ways.




    Re­mo re­al­ized he was in­side a sunken house of Old Moo. Chi­un dis­ap­peared in­to an

    ad­join­ing room. Re­mo swam af­ter him.




    Though not im­pres­sive by the mod­ern stan­dards of West­ern ar­chi­tec­ture, for

    build­ings that were thou­sands of years old, they were mag­nif­icent.




    Re­mo touched pot­tery jars, wood­en chests that had fall­en in from the erod­ing ac­tion of

    the sea. They swam down a long tun­nel with mu­raled walls. The light grew dim­mer.




    Even­tu­al­ly they came to a huge vault­ed room. Re­mo sensed the ex­pand­ing space. He

    kicked him­self up to the ceil­ing, and touched stone blocks. He start­ed pulling them loose.

    The mor­tar was brit­tle. He got through to pink coral. A se­ries of rapid straight-​fin­gered

    blows brought the coral float­ing down in chunks.




    Green­ish light flood­ed the room. Push­ing off, Re­mo joined Chi­un.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju float­ed like a jel­ly­fish. His legs scis­sored, keep­ing him

    up­right. With spread arms he in­di­cat­ed the dis­tant walls.




    Ev­ery wall was the same. Row up­on row of glass ves­sels. They were huge. Each wall had

    been built up with shelves so that the ves­sels cov­ered ev­ery avail­able square foot of

    wall.




    Re­mo swam for one of them and float­ed be­fore it.




    He touched it. It was like a jug, stop­pered with a glass plug. The edges were sealed with

    clay or tar to make them wa­ter­proof In­side, a man float­ed. He was shriv­eled in­to a

    near-​fe­tal po­si­tion. Re­mo saw a wiz­ened face, the eyes closed as if in sleep. He went to

    the next ves­sel. A wom­an, young and peace­ful of face, hung up against the glass. Her feet

    touched the bot­tom, but the nar­row base kept her from slip­ping in­to a pile of in­ert flesh.

    Her shoul­der leaned against the wall near­est Re­mo, and Re­mo felt as if he could reach out

    and touch her.




    Ev­ery ves­sel con­tained a body float­ing in a red­dish flu­id.




    Re­mo pad­dled away from them, sud­den­ly hor­ri­fied by the great num­ber of dead

    peo­ple.




    He found Chi­un search­ing among the ves­sels. Re­mo had start­ed to­ward him when the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sud­den­ly dart­ed away like a fright­ened fish.




    The walls trem­bled. The wa­ter stirred. Re­mo felt a sud­den cur­rent. He saw wood

    par­ti­cles swirl up from a top shelf. The shelf be­gan to tilt. Re­mo moved, im­pelled by an

    un­ex­plained fear. He got un­der the shelf, took it in both hands. His kick­ing feet sought

    pur­chase. They touched a glass stop­per and, in fear of up­set­ting the jug, re­coiled.




    Chi­un swam in­to view. He made quick lift­ing mo­tions with his hands. Re­mo nod­ded. He

    un­der­stood. He was to hold up the shelf. Chi­un would do the rest.




    One by one, Chi­un wrapped his frail-​ap­pear­ing arms around the ves­sels and car­ried them

    to the floor. He made an ar­range­ment of them un­til the shelf was bare. Then Re­mo yanked the

    shelf free and sent it float­ing away.




    Chi­un be­gan mak­ing hand signs to­ward the roof open­ing. Re­mo nod­ded. Then a wall

    cracked. The shelv­ing held, but one ves­sel teetered. Re­mo dart­ed for it. He was too

    late.




    The jug broke apart sound­less­ly. Red flu­id bil­lowed and spread like a bloody cloud.

    Re­mo kicked in­to re­verse. He tast­ed al­co­hol. Wine. The bod­ies had been pre­served in

    wine. He spit fu­ri­ous­ly, know­ing that al­co­hol was dan­ger­ous to his sys­tem.




    The body-​it was that of a mid­dle-​aged man in a to­ga-​lay cov­ered in glass. One foot

    float­ed away, sev­ered by glass. It looked as if it were trail­ing blood, but Re­mo knew that

    the dead didn’t bleed.




    Chi­un was sud­den­ly tug­ging at his bare fore­arm and Re­mo float­ed for the ceil­ing

    open­ing. Chi­un squeezed through eas­ily. Re­mo had to break off more coral be­fore he made

    it.




    Emerg­ing from the out­crop­ping, Re­mo was sud­den­ly aware of the vast falling-​away of

    the ocean floor on this side of the en­crust­ed build­ing. For miles to the east, there was

    rank up­on rank of the strange coral for­ma­tions. Not all were coral. There was a shat­tered

    tow­er not far away. A dome like an in­vert­ed cracked bowl ex­pelled a string of blue-​green

    fish. Silt kicked up from the ocean floor.




    And Re­mo felt a cold­ness that had noth­ing to do with the ocean tem­per­ature. He was

    look­ing up­on Old Moo-​what was left of it.




    When his head broke the sur­face, Chi­un was al­ready there, tak­ing mea­sured breaths.




    “It’s all down there, isn’t it?” Re­mo said. There was mois­ture on his face that wasn’t

    sea­wa­ter. His voice was twist­ed.




    “Yes, my son,” Chi­un said sad­ly. “You have been priv­ileged to vis­it that which no

    man-​not even Moo­vian man-​has seen since the young sun of earth’s past touched those

    build­ings. Old Moo.”




    “We shouldn’t have dis­turbed them. Look what hap­pened. “




    “Have no re­grets, Re­mo. We did not cause that dis­tur­bance. It was a shift­ing of the

    ocean floor.”




    “Moo re­al­ly sank. The whole thing. And it stretched for­ev­er in all di­rec­tions.”




    “Think not that any em­pire is for­ev­er. Even your Amer­ica ex­ists on­ly at the whim of

    the uni­verse.”




    Re­mo was silent a long time. “What was that place? With the bod­ies?”




    “The Roy­al Tomb of the Line of Moo. The High Moo told me that it would be found there.”




    “You led me there on pur­pose. Why?”




    “You were just along for the ride,” Chi­un said. “I wished to be­hold the face of the High

    Moo whom Mas­ter Mangko knew. “




    “Why?”




    “Call me sen­ti­men­tal,” Chi­un said. And Re­mo laughed. They struck off for land. Chi­un

    paused at the junk and climbed aboard. Re­mo wait­ed at his com­mand. Chi­un threw over a bag.

    Re­mo caught it. It jin­gled. He didn’t have to open it to know it con­tained the coins giv­en

    to Chi­un by the Low Moo.




    “Plan­ning a shop­ping spree, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked when Chi­un splashed to his

    side. Chi­un had donned an emer­ald-​and-​gold ki­mono.




    “The High Moo kind­ly of­fered to store the en­tire pay­ment in his trea­sure house while we

    so­journ on his is­land.”




    “I wish there was some­place we could store this junk.”




    “The ty­phoon sea­son is months away,” Chi­un as­sured him.




    They made land at the coral reef where the night be­fore they had fought the oc­to­pus men.

    Re­mo passed the coins to Chi­un while he plunged in­to the Grove of Ghosts. He found his shoes

    where he had left them and, sit­ting on the ground, tried to put them on. They wouldn’t fit.

    His toe­nails were too long.




    Curs­ing, he car­ried them out, past the totems. He knocked one off its base out of

    pique.




    “Don’t say you told me so,” Re­mo said when Chi­un saw him car­ry­ing his shoes.




    “I won’t.”




    “Good. “




    “But I did.”




    Re­mo’s re­tort died in his mouth. Plung­ing through the jun­gle was a bounc­ing-​bo­somed

    maid­en.




    “Wi­ki-​wi­ki! Oh, come! Men of Sinanchu!” she cried. “An as­sas­sin has struck down the

    High Moo. Hur­ry! Wi­ki-​wi­ki!”


  




  

    Chapter 24




    Shane Bil­liken rec­og­nized that peo­ple had dif­fer­ent tastes. He could get next to that

    con­cept. It was re­al. Peo­ple were in­di­vid­uals, af­ter all. We shared the same plan­et. We

    were all con­nect­ed, all part of the dao, but hu­man di­ver­si­ty was one of the uni­ver­sal

    con­stants too.




    “Okay, so you don’t like cheese,” he said. He tried to keep his voice even. It was hard when

    you were fac­ing a half-​dozen mer­ce­nar­ies armed with au­to­mat­ic weapons and there was no

    place to run. Un­less you count­ed a hun­dred square miles of ocean. “But you could get used to

    it,” he added hope­ful­ly. He smiled un­der his Ray-​Bans.




    “Cheese gives me gas,” said Dirk Ed­wards, AKA Ed the Elim­ina­tor. He had de­cid­ed that

    since they were over a hun­dred miles out of South­ern Cal­ifor­nia and the wind was good, it

    was time to chow down.




    He had gone be­low to the larder whistling. He came up like a rogue ele­phant. When the word

    passed through the crew that the pro­vi­sions aboard the new­ly chris­tened New Age Hope

    con­sist­ed of three kinds of hard cheese and two soft, Shane Bil­liken, tak­ing his turn at

    the wheel, found him­self sur­round­ed.




    “I once wrote a whole book about cheeses,” Shane went on quick­ly. “Do you know it’s the

    per­fect food? It pro­vides cal­ci­um and iron, re­duces stress, and is a nat­ural

    an­ti­car­cino­gen. Best of all-​and I know you guys will ap­pre­ci­ate this-​when you ap­ply

    it to boils and wounds, it pro­motes heal­ing.”




    “Sounds like South­ern Cal­ifor­nia bull­shit to me,” growled Dirk Ed­wards.




    “Maybe you heard that peni­cillin was first dis­cov­ered in moldy bread. They used to ap­ply

    moldy bread to wounds. It helped. It re­al­ly did. My dis­cov­ery is like that.”




    “That will come in re­al handy if we de­cide to shoot you,” Dirk Ed­wards said.




    “You wouldn’t do that.”




    “We will if we don’t eat.”




    “I’m sure there are oth­er kinds of food on the is­land.”




    “We can’t wait that long. Okay, men,” Dirk said, turn­ing to his peo­ple. “Keep an eye out

    for plea­sure boats. Maybe,” he laughed, “we can ar­range a swap. In the mean­time, we eat

    cheese.”




    No one looked hap­py. Their stony ex­pres­sions dark­ened when they heard Shane Bil­liken

    an­swer Dirk’s next ques­tion.




    “Where’s the wa­ter sup­ply?”




    “The buck­et’s down with the cheese,” Shane told him.




    “Buck­et?”




    “Yeah, and I brought a rope. You can help your­self,” Shane said, fling­ing his arms out to

    en­com­pass the en­tire Pa­cif­ic with its cool sweet wa­ter.




    Dirk Ed­wards blinked. In a too-​low voice he said, “Ex­cuse us a sec.”




    As Shane watched, the con­tin­gent re­tired to the bow. They formed a cir­cle and

    con­ferred. Some of them be­gan to shout. Oth­ers waved their arms. An­gry glances were flung

    in Shane’s di­rec­tion and he went in­to an im­me­di­ate men­tal cal­cu­la­tion of the

    swim­ming dis­tance back to Mal­ibu. He de­cid­ed it was N. G. Maybe, he thought, this would be

    a good time to get back in­to as­tral pro­jec­tion.




    Fi­nal­ly the ar­gu­ment sub­sid­ed and Dirk joined him at the wheel.




    “My men and I have de­cid­ed.”




    “I no­ticed you were get­ting in touch with your feel­ings back there.”




    “If we come across a plea­sure boat or is­land where we can get food be­fore dawn, we won’t

    shoot you in the bel­ly, dump you over­board, and sail for Cen­tral Amer­ica.”




    “What’s in Cen­tral Amer­ica?” Shane asked in an at­tempt to redi­rect the

    con­ver­sa­tion.




    “A lot of good fight­ing.”




    “I brought binoc­ulars,” Shane said sud­den­ly. “Why don’t I go up the mast and see what I

    can find?”




    “You do that,” said Dirk Ed­wards, tak­ing the wheel. Two of the oth­ers worked the rope

    that sent the boatswain’s chair up the mast. Shane Bil­liken searched the sea in all

    di­rec­tions. He de­cid­ed that he had made a mis­take pay­ing those men in ad­vance. It took

    away their mo­ti­va­tion. Imag­ine bat­tle-​hard­ened guys that talked mutiny just be­cause the

    wa­ter was a lit­tle salty. Some of them looked like they drank car­bol­ic acid.




    The sun went down, the moon came up, and the seas re­mained as bare as new­ly laid

    as­phalt.




    But hours be­fore dawn, Shane spied run­ning lights on the wa­ter.




    “Ship off the port bow!” he cried. Ev­ery­one surged to the port rail.




    “No,” Shane called. “The oth­er di­rec­tion.”




    They surged to star­board and Shane winced at the looks be­ing thrown up at him.




    It was a cab­in cruis­er. Mu­sic float­ed across the wa­ter. A par­ty boat. Or maybe night

    fish­er­men.




    “How many aboard?” Dirk called up.




    “I count five.”




    “Okay,” Dirk said. “Tex. J.D. Go be­low and get them on the ra­dio.” He kicked the en­gine

    in­to idle. The New Age Hope set­tled in the wa­ter and de­scribed a lazy cir­cle.




    As Shane watched, the cab­in cruis­er abrupt­ly heeled and came in their di­rec­tion.




    “Some­one want to let me down now?” Shane asked as Tex and J. D. came up from be­low and

    gave Dirk the thumbs-​up sign.




    “Bet­ter not,” Dirk said la­con­ical­ly. “You might catch a stray.”




    “Stray what?” Shane asked as the sud­den erup­tion of au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire drowned out

    his words.




    Across the wa­ter, the cab­in cruis­er be­gan spit­ting splin­ters. The man in the

    wheel­house corkscrewed in­to a pool of his own blood. The partiers dived un­der the gun­wales.

    But the gun­wales were me­thod­ical­ly chewed down to deck lev­el by a fusil­lade of bul­lets.

    One man jumped over­board. Bul­let tracks criss­crossed the wa­ter in front of him.

    Un­wit­ting­ly he swam in­to them. He bobbed like a cork when they hit him, and floun­dered

    briefly be­fore go­ing down.




    When Shane Bil­liken pulled his hands away from his Ray-​Bans, Dirk was low­er­ing the

    dinghy over the side. He rowed for the cab­in cruis­er. Min­utes lat­er he re­turned with

    sev­er­al cool­ers filled with beer and raw steaks. Af­ter the New Age Hope got un­der way

    again, the cab­in cruis­er ex­plod­ed. Bat-​size splin­ters rained from the boil­ing fire­ball

    that lift­ed over the place it had been. “Time-​de­lay fuse,” Dirk re­marked as they low­ered

    Shane to the deck. Shane’s legs col­lapsed un­der him.




    “Beer?” asked Dirk non­cha­lant­ly.




    “No, no,” Shane croaked. “Did you have to kill them?”




    “Hell, you hired us to kill, didn’t you?”




    “But that was dif­fer­ent. Those were re­al peo­ple. “




    “Hell,” Dirk Ed­wards chor­tled, hoist­ing a can to the burn­ing patch of wa­ter, “we do

    re­al peo­ple too. No ex­tra charge. “


  




  

    Chapter 25




    They found the High Moo seat­ed on his Shark Throne. It stood in the open court­yard. The

    High Moo clutched one mus­cu­lar bi­cep. Blood trailed crazi­ly from an un­seen wound. Moo­vian

    maid­ens came with pes­tles of hot ash, which they care­ful­ly ap­plied to the wound.




    The Low Moo paced dis­tract­ed­ly, pulling at her hair. “Not all the oc­to­pus wor­shipers

    have been purged,” the Low Moo com­plained. She stuck out her sen­su­ous low­er lip like a

    pout­ing child.




    “Im­pos­si­ble,” said Chi­un. “The priest did not lie.”




    “He was a traitor,” growled the High Moo, winc­ing as the cau­ter­iz­ing hot ash stung him.

    “Of course he lied.”




    “The priest could not lie, O High Moo,” Chi­un went on stub­born­ly. “No man is ca­pa­ble of

    un­truth when the iron hand of Sinan­ju squeezes from him his in­most thoughts.”




    “I was at­tacked on this very spot. I did not see the traitor. But I struck him with my war

    club. I drew blood. I would have slain him had I not been felled.”




    Re­mo’s eyes went to the war club rest­ing against the High Moo’s mus­cu­lar calf. The dark

    wood was crushed in one spot, and flecks of skin and blood clung to the patch.




    “A man of roy­al blood should not raise his hand in com­bat,” said Chi­un. “Leave such

    dis­taste­ful chores to us, your as­sas­sins.”




    “No man who is a man runs from com­bat,” spat the High Moo.




    Chi­un winced. He com­posed him­self and pressed on. “For twen­ty coins I will bring you his

    car­cass.”




    “Bring me his head and I will not keep the coins you false­ly earned when you claimed to

    have rid my is­land of oc­to­pus wor­shipers.”




    Chi­un’s hand went to his wispy beard. His mouth opened as if to speak. What man­ner of

    em­per­or was this, who sul­lied his hands with weapons and did not un­der­stand the

    in­vi­olate­ness of the word of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju? Chi­un stroked his beard in si­lence.

    His eyes nar­rowed. When he spoke, his words were like pearls sink­ing in­to a jar of thick

    hon­ey. Slow but clear.




    “I will bring this wicked one to you alive, that he may tell you the truth of my words

    him­self And if his words please you, I will ask again for twen­ty coins.”




    “I have ruled this is­land for all my adult life,” the High Moo said. He seemed to be

    speak­ing to the Moo­vians sur­round­ing him and not to Chi­un. “And my fa­ther be­fore him and

    his fa­ther be­fore him, back to the days when Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu first closed his slum­ber­ous

    orbs. No High Moo ev­er faced such in­grat­itude for the gifts he has be­stowed up­on his

    peo­ple. No High Moo was ev­er less ap­pre­ci­at­ed.”




    “I know how it is to be un­ap­pre­ci­at­ed,” Chi­un said proud­ly. “And I vow that once this

    mat­ter is set­tled, I will see to it that hence­forth no Moo­vian will fail to pay prop­er

    re­spect to his liege.” And Chi­un fixed the gath­er­ing crowd with his steady gaze while Re­mo

    stood aside, his arms fold­ed, try­ing to fol­low the rapid stream of Moo­vian words.




    The High Moo waved the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju away, as if to dis­miss his protes­ta­tions of

    loy­al­ty as tri­fling.




    Chi­un’s ki­mono skirts swirled with the force of his sud­den about-​face. He marched

    off.




    Re­mo caught up a few min­utes lat­er.




    “The High Moo’s in a bad mood, huh?” he of­fered.




    “He is en­ti­tled. For he is sur­round­ed by in­grat­itude. A com­mon prob­lem among those

    who are heir to long lines of hon­or­able an­ces­try. Some be­lieve that dis­tin­guished

    parent­age is not earned.”




    “Re­al­ly?”




    “Or­phans and the low­born are es­pe­cial­ly sus­cep­ti­ble to this fal­la­cy,” Chi­un said

    point­ed­ly.




    “You can’t mean me,” Re­mo said iron­ical­ly. “Be­ing an Amer­ican, I was prob­ably born on

    the up­per floor of a hos­pi­tal. “




    Chi­un did not re­ply. Re­mo no­ticed that his eyes had fixed up­on the ground, Chi­un led

    him off the foot-​beat­en path and in­to the jun­gle. Re­mo saw a drop of blood glis­ten on a

    leaf. An­oth­er dark­ened the soil many feet be­yond it. Chi­un was fol­low­ing the blood spoor

    of the failed killer. Like ma­lig­nant ru­bies, the drops led to one of the many mines which

    dot­ted Moo like emp­ty eyes. This mine had fall­en in­to dis­use. Fo­liage had over­grown its

    bam­booshored mouth. A few branch­es were bro­ken and tram­pled. “How do you say ‘Come out,

    come out, wher­ev­er you are’ in Moo­vian?” Re­mo joked.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju brushed past him and stormed in­to the dark tun­nel.




    Re­mo had to duck to get through the en­trance. Ahead of him, Chi­un walked tall and

    de­fi­ant. The High Moo’s ac­cu­sa­tion had stung him, and Re­mo knew that the would-​be killer

    faced a ter­ri­ble fate once Chi­un laid hands on him.




    Re­mo crouched as he walked. His hands brushed the loose tun­nel walls. They were dry and

    grit­ty like pumice. Prob­ably vol­canic residue. The tun­nel me­an­dered like a snail track,

    as if the bur­row­ing Moo­vians had fol­lowed the met­al de­posits as they found them rather

    than sys­tem­at­ical­ly work­ing the mine. The mois­ture in­creased the deep­er they went, and

    Re­mo re­al­ized they were be­low sea lev­el.




    The tun­nel end­ed in a cul-​de-​sac of mud. The floor was a brown pud­dle and the low­er

    walls were mud. And squat­ting in the wa­ter was a young Moo­vian with hunt­ed eyes.




    He bared his teeth at Chi­un’s ap­proach.




    “You have com­mit­ted a foul deed against the House of Moo,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju told

    him.




    “I will no longer work the mines,” the Moo­vian spat. “All my life I have worked in the

    mines. And all the coins end up in the High Moo’s trea­sure house. None for his work­ers. None

    for the peo­ple.” He felt his hair. His hand came away sticky with blood.




    “You are not an oc­to­pus wor­shiper, then?” Chi­un asked.




    “No.” he sneered. “I am Ca-​Don-​Ho, slay­er of kings.”




    “The High Moo lives, and af­ter you have re­peat­ed your words for him, you will die,”

    Chi­un promised grave­ly.




    “Wait a minute, Chi­un,” Re­mo put in. “Let’s hear this guy out. I think he has some valid

    com­plaints here.”




    “He is a hater of roy­al­ty. I know his ilk. I will lis­ten no more.” And so say­ing, the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped in­to the mud to re­trieve the man for his em­per­or.




    Ca-​Don-​Ho un­coiled like a spring. His hands sought the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s wat­tled

    throat. But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was quick­er still. He struck the man in the side of the

    head. Ca-​Don-​Ho went down. He shook his head an­gri­ly.




    And then, reach­ing for a knife tucked in his loin­cloth, he at­tacked the mud wall. He

    threshed and splashed, caus­ing the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to with­draw hasti­ly-​but on­ly to

    avoid hav­ing his ki­mono soiled by mud.




    “He is mad,” Chi­un whis­pered in En­glish.




    “I don’t think so,” Re­mo said, jump­ing for the man. Re­mo was too late. The mud­dy wall

    sud­den­ly crum­bled and a tor­rent of wa­ter surged over the man. He went down, laugh­ing

    wild­ly.




    Re­mo backpedaled. Chi­un was al­ready ahead of him. They ran swift­ly, whip­ping around

    twist­ing cor­ners just ahead of the wall of wa­ter that chased them all the way to the

    sur­face.




    Re­mo and Chi­un shot out of the mine as if pro­pelled. They kept mov­ing. The wa­ter

    crest­ed and col­lapsed. The ground soon drank it up. The body of the would-​be king slay­er

    float­ed out with the last blurp of wa­ter and was de­posit­ed on the wet tur­tle grass.




    Re­mo walked up to him.




    “Guess he won’t be telling the High Moo any­thing.”




    “You were wit­ness to his words,” Chi­un said. He gave the dead man’s ribs a vi­cious kick.

    The splin­tery sound that it brought was muf­fled.




    “The High Moo may not buy it, you know.”




    “And why not?”




    “Be­cause he thinks I’m a slave.”




    Chi­un said noth­ing for a long time. He kicked the dead man’s ribs again. “Bring this bag

    of meat.”




    As Re­mo stopped to pick him up, some­thing glint­ed in the wa­ter-​dis­turbed soil. He

    plucked it up,




    “Hey, I found one of the High Moo’s coins.”




    “Good. We will re­turn it to the High Moo.”




    “Why? I found it.”




    “All coins be­long to the High Moo. This is why his face adorns them.”




    “That’s what this guy said. But what good is mon­ey if you don’t spread it around?”




    “It is pow­er,” said Chi­un, putting out his hand.




    “I say it’s mine,” Re­mo coun­tered. He looked at the coin again. “Check this out, Chi­un,

    it’s got a dif­fer­ent High Moo’s face on it.”




    Chi­un snatched the coin away. “All the more rea­son to re­turn it prompt­ly. All coins are

    melt­ed down and re­cast when a new High Moo as­cends the throne. This one bears the face of an

    ear­li­er High Moo. It will soon bear the pro­file of the High Moo we serve . . .”




    Chi­un’s voice trailed off. He lift­ed the coin to the light. “Don’t tell me it’s

    coun­ter­feit,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un frowned. The coin dis­ap­peared up one vo­lu­mi­nous sleeve.




    “Pick up the dead one,” he said, start­ing off. “And say noth­ing about this coin to

    any­one.”




    “Yeah?” Re­mo re­marked light­ly, heft­ing the body over his shoul­ders. “Do I smell a

    mys­tery?”




    “It is prob­ably your socks,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly. “They reek. “


  




  

    Chapter 26




    The High Moo would have none of it.




    “He con­fessed to be­ing lazy,” Chi­un in­sist­ed. “He did not like to work in your mines,

    the in­grate. But he was no oc­to­pus wor­shiper. He told us so. Tell him, Re­mo.” Chi­un

    pushed Re­mo be­fore the High Moo like an id­iot child about to re­cite an im­por­tant school

    les­son.




    “It’s true,” Re­mo said. “I heard him say so.”




    “You bring me a dead body and the word of a mere slave?” spat the High Moo.




    “Told you so,” Re­mo whis­pered to Chi­un in En­glish. He couldn’t re­sist throw­ing in a

    know­ing grin.




    “He is dead. The last oc­to­pus wor­shiper is no more,” Chi­un went on in an ag­itat­ed

    voice.




    “He is not dead enough,” said the High Moo, who then took up his hard­wood club and

    pro­ceed­ed to beat the body in­to a shape­less bloody lump. He took his time about this,

    work­ing around the body me­thod­ical­ly. He saved the head for last.




    Re­mo, watch­ing the High Moo at work, said, “I’m cut­ting out. This isn’t my thing.”




    Even the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was sick­ened.




    The Moo­vians watched stoni­ly. They nei­ther turned away nor seemed ill-​at-​ease. They

    looked, if any­thing, re­signed. On­ly the Low Moo looked away. She was pluck­ing hi­bis­cus

    blos­soms. She dis­card­ed them care­less­ly un­til she found one she liked. Then she put it in

    her hair over her left ear.




    When the High Moo was fin­ished, he stood on bowed and sweaty legs.




    “Take this thing away,” he or­dered his Red Feath­er Guard. “Boil the traitorous flesh from

    his leg bones and I will have them for swords. They will re­mind all plot­ters of their

    fate.”




    The body was cart­ed off by four guards, each lug­ging a wrist or an­kle.




    “I speak the truth,” Chi­un told the High Moo af­ter he had sunk back on­to his Shark

    Throne. The High Moo wiped sweat off his brow. His un­der­arms ex­ud­ed a sweaty stench that

    made Chi­un’s nose wrin­kle dis­taste­ful­ly.




    “We will soon know,” said the High Moo. His chest heaved from his ex­er­tions. “For if no

    one harms my per­son be­tween now and the next moon, I will al­low you to take away your full

    pay­ment.”




    “One who is pro­tect­ed by Sinan­ju need fear noth­ing,” Chi­un said flinti­ly.




    “I look around me and my stom­ach is un­easy,” the High Moo said point­ed­ly.




    Chi­un clapped his hands. The thun­der sent birds wing­ing from dis­tant trees.




    “Why are you all stand­ing around?” he cried. “Your em­per­or is safe. Get you to your work.

    The rice fields need tend­ing. The mines are emp­ty. Be gone, you lazy sons and daugh­ters of

    the great­est em­pire of an­cient times.”




    Moo­vians scat­tered in all di­rec­tions. Chil­dren fled for the safe­ty of their moth­ers.

    And Chi­un, see­ing the ef­fect of his words, turned to the High Moo and bowed once,

    for­mal­ly.




    “See that my king­dom runs smooth­ly,” said the High Moo through heavy-​lid­ded eyes, “and I

    will re­ward you hand­some­ly up­on your de­par­ture.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju did not ob­serve the cun­ning smiled that wreathed the High Moo’s

    face as he took his leave.




    Chi­un found Re­mo walk­ing along the east­ern shore. The sun beat down on Re­mo’s bare

    chest and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju no­ticed that the red suck­er marks on his arms and chest

    were very red. Re­mo’s face was tight and trou­bled.




    “Nice em­per­or you serve,” Re­mo re­marked acid­ly when Chi­un padded up be­side him.




    “We serve,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. But his bell-​like voice was sub­dued.




    “Not me. I’m just a low­ly slave. And an or­phan.” Chi­un said noth­ing. The sun was

    set­ting and the shad­ows length­ened along the white beach. They walked to­geth­er, Chi­un’s

    hands in­side his belled sleeves. Re­mo ro­tat­ed his thick wrists un­con­scious­ly. It was a

    habit that sur­faced when he was pre­oc­cu­pied.




    “A month is too long,” Re­mo said, break­ing the si­lence.




    “I have been mak­ing a list,” Chi­un said, as if not hear­ing. “I have been list­ing all

    kings and princes who still rule king­doms in the mod­ern world.”




    “Maybe next time you’ll re­mem­ber the cross­word puz­zles.”




    “It is a very short list.”




    “Life goes on,” Re­mo said in a bored voice.




    “And my life has gone on longer than yours. Per­haps in the next cen­tu­ry, as West­ern­ers

    reck­on time, the world will right it­self and sane state­craft will pre­vail once more. There

    may again be kings and princes aplen­ty in the years to come. But I may nev­er know them. You

    may, Re­mo, but I will not. Not that I am old.”




    “No, not you.”




    “But I live a dan­ger­ous life. And the fu­ture is un­know­able, even to a Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.”




    “But you’ve got the past locked down tight.”




    “The High Moo may be the on­ly true em­per­or my Mas­ter­ship will know. I have a month. A

    month to sa­vor true ser­vice. Would you be­grudge me that month, Re­mo?”




    “No. But we both have to an­swer to Smith. And he pays bet­ter. He pays in gold. Not sil­ver

    or plat­inum or what­ev­er those coins are.”




    Chi­un sep­arat­ed his sleeves to re­veal the coin Re­mo had found in the ground.




    “This is more pre­cious than sil­ver. Rar­er than plat­inum. Any patch of dirt will yield

    those met­als. But coins such as these were thought lost when Moo was lost.”




    “I’ll bet we have a time fig­ur­ing out the ex­change rate when we get back,” Re­mo

    joked.




    Chi­un re­gard­ed his wa­ver­ing re­flec­tion in the coin’s pol­ished sur­face.




    “Come,” he said abrupt­ly.




    “Where?”




    “I must com­pare this coin to those in the High Moo’s trea­sure house.”




    “Why not? It’ll kill an af­ter­noon.”




    As they picked their way in­land, they passed the mines.




    Men were haul­ing co­conut shells heap­ing with dirt out in fire-​brigade fash­ion and

    mak­ing a pile. In the fields, the chil­dren toiled. No one looked hap­py, and Re­mo re­marked

    on that ob­ser­va­tion.




    “For is­landers, they’re a pret­ty mo­rose lot.”




    “You first saw them at their best. At the feast. Do you re­al­ly be­lieve your fan­tasies of

    hap­py brown peo­ple bask­ing in the sun in­dulging in free love all day and night?”




    “Oh, I don’t know,” Re­mo said air­ily, rub­bing the red marks on his arms. “Some myths

    might have a ker­nel of truth.”




    Chi­un eyed him doubt­ful­ly. He went on: “You see the Moo­vians as they are in their

    or­di­nary life. Would you judge Amer­icans by their be­hav­ior dur­ing the fes­ti­val of the

    Nazarene?”




    “I might if I knew what that was.”




    “The feast’s name es­capes me. Je­sus Time, I think it is called. “




    “You mean Christ­mas?”




    “Pos­si­bly. The ex­act names of unim­por­tant pa­gan fes­ti­vals are not worth

    mem­oriz­ing. “




    “That sounds re­al­ly con­vinc­ing com­ing from some­one whose na­tion­al hol­iday is the

    Feast of the Pig,” Re­mo said dry­ly. “Where are we go­ing, by the way? I don’t re­mem­ber

    hav­ing the trea­sure house point­ed out to us.”




    “It is no doubt in a se­cret lo­ca­tion. But we will find it. We have on­ly to go to the

    source.”




    Chi­un led Re­mo in­to the vil­lage prop­er. He walked with his head cock­ing to each side,

    lis­ten­ing. Chi­un homed in on the sound of metal­lic click­ings and ham­mer­ings. It came

    from a one-​sto­ry stone hut be­hind the palace.




    Chi­un en­tered.




    “Greet­ings, met­al­smiths to the High Moo.”




    A cir­cle of bronze faces looked up from their work. The men squat­ted be­fore a stone oven.

    They were beat­ing lumps of coin met­al in­to the prop­er shape. In a cor­ner one man, with

    skin like dried and stretched beef, was etch­ing the High Moo’s pro­file in­to the fin­ished

    coins. A neat stack of new­ly mint­ed coins sat be­side him.




    No one re­act­ed to Chi­un’s in­tru­sion. Their faces were sullen.




    “By or­der of the High Moo, I have come to es­cort the newest coins to their prop­er place,”

    Chi­un said in an im­por­tant voice.




    The old man gath­ered up his coins in a square of cloth. He tied the four cor­ners in­to a

    knot and pre­sent­ed him­self to Chi­un, the coins clink­ing in the makeshift sack.




    “I will be your guard,” Chi­un told him.




    The old man mut­tered some­thing out of the side of his mouth that Re­mo didn’t catch.




    “What did he say?” Re­mo asked in En­glish.




    “Some­thing about for­eign­ers tak­ing away all the coins.”




    “Mean­ing?”




    “I think he re­sents that we will one day leave Moo with some of the fruits of his

    labors.”




    “What’s it to him?” Re­mo asked. They fol­lowed the men in­to the for­est. “The coins all

    be­long to the High Moo any­way. “




    “Some peo­ple grow in­tol­er­ant as they get along in years.”




    “No!” Re­mo said in a mock-​aghast voice.




    Chi­un nod­ded sage­ly. “In­deed. Wis­dom is not al­ways the end re­sult of long life.”




    “My last il­lu­sion is shat­tered. I have met my first em­per­or-​in-​the-​raw and he looks

    like a Hawai­ian wrestler, and his wise sub­jects aren’t wise at all, on­ly big­ot­ed.”




    “Do not judge all Moo­vians by one cranky ex­am­ple,” Chi­un warned.




    The old man brought them to the cen­ter of a cleared area. Light­ning had blast­ed a banyan

    tree and it had top­pled across the stump of an­oth­er tree that had been lev­eled by hand. The

    old man set down his bag of coins and pushed the tree aside. The easy way in which he

    ac­com­plished that feat in­di­cat­ed that it was hol­low.




    The old man took a bone knife and in­sert­ed it in­to the tree stump. He lev­ered the flat

    top up­ward and set it aside.




    Re­mo and Chi­un gath­ered around. As they had ex­pect­ed, the stump had been hol­lowed out.

    Coins glint­ed in stacks di­rect­ly be­neath the open­ing. They stood in near­ly three feet of

    wa­ter.




    “Some trea­sure house,” Re­mo said. “A tree stump.”




    “Which coins are mine?” Chi­un asked anx­ious­ly.




    The old man shrugged. “Whichev­er the High Moo de­crees.”




    “But the coins pre­sent­ed me by the Low Moo are spe­cial coins.”




    “They are all the same. I know. Of all oth­ers, I know.”




    “No. Those are his­toric. They are ar­ti­facts of the first con­tact be­tween our two

    hous­es in gen­er­ations.”




    The old man shrugged as if to say that Chi­un’s ex­cit­ed protes­ta­tions were as

    im­por­tant as the dis­tinc­tion be­tween grains of beach sand.




    “What’s the big deal, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked. “Gold is gold. Sil­ver is sil­ver.”




    “They were spe­cial coins,” Chi­un squeaked, peer­ing in­tent­ly. The stacks were close­ly

    packed. None stood apart from the oth­ers.




    The old man knelt be­side the stump and low­ered his arms in­to the wa­ter, set­ting the

    coins atop dif­fer­ent piles. “He is cov­er­ing ev­ery pile!” Chi­un snapped. “He is mix­ing

    the coins. This is ter­ri­ble!”




    When the old man was done, he re­placed the stump lid. Re­mo put the shat­tered tree back.

    When he was done, he no­ticed that the old man had left with­out a word of farewell. “Get what

    you came for?” Re­mo asked.




    “I saw the coin faces. They were mint­ed in the Fifth Year of the Third Cy­cle.”




    “Yeah?”




    “That is the year the cur­rent High Moo as­cend­ed the throne. Fix that in your mem­ory,

    Re­mo, for it is im­por­tant.”




    “I’d write it down, but at the mo­ment I’m strange­ly bereft of crayons.”




    “This coin,” Chi­un went on, hold­ing the oth­er one up, was mint­ed in the Fifth Year of

    the Third Cy­cle al­so.”




    “So? The High Moo is dead. Long live the High Moo. Isn’t that the way it usu­al­ly

    goes?”




    Chi­un’s pa­pery lips thinned. He re­placed the coin in his robes.




    “Say noth­ing of this to any­one.” And Chi­un marched off.




    “My lips are sealed,” Re­mo said to the sur­round­ing for­est. “Even if I knew what the heck

    you were talk­ing about-​and I don’t-​who would I tell? Ev­ery time I try to speak two

    sen­tences in Moo­vian, ev­ery­one for three miles around breaks out in hys­ter­ics.”


  




  

    Chapter 27




    The cred­it-​card bill went to a post-​of­fice box in Lan­der, Texas, where a postal

    em­ploy­ee, who thought that month­ly sup­ple­men­tary check came from the CIA, was un­der

    in­struc­tions to send it to a mail-​for­ward­ing ser­vice in Chica­go, which re­layed it to

    Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York, by ex­press mail. With the cur­rent state of the U.S.

    Postal Ser­vice, this sys­tem took a min­imum of six weeks and some­times as long as nine.




    Thus the bill was al­ready over­due when it fi­nal­ly crossed Smith’s desk. He put it aside

    for the mo­ment as he tried once again to con­tact Michael Brunt in Boston. Brunt’s sec­re­tary

    in­formed him that Mr. Brunt was out of town. Smith dis­tinct­ly heard the sound of gum

    crack­ing as he hung up in dis­taste.




    Then the blue-​and-​or­ange ex­press en­ve­lope caught Smith’s eye. He opened the near­ly

    in­de­struc­table Tivek en­ve­lope with shears.




    In­side, there was an Amer­ican Ex­press cred­it-​card bill made out to Re­mo Robe­son, one

    of the many fic­ti­tious iden­ti­ties and ac­counts Smith had cre­at­ed for Re­mo’s use. This

    was the name on his Amer­ican Ex­press card. Smith ex­am­ined the bill.




    It list­ed a va­ri­ety of pur­chas­es, in­clud­ing a trac­tor lawn mow­er and a big-​screen

    pro­jec­tion TV. Smith couldn’t imag­ine what Re­mo would need a lawn mow­er for, but in years

    past, odd items had cropped up on his ex­pense ac­counts, the most puz­zling of which was an

    in­dus­tri­al ice-​scrap­ing ma­chine whose on­ly pur­pose was to clear the ice be­tween

    hock­ey games. Smith nev­er asked what Re­mo had need­ed with such a thing. Not af­ter the time

    five re­frig­er­ators showed up on the ac­count and Re­mo had in­formed Smith, when asked, that

    he had giv­en them away to de­serv­ing fam­ilies who had been burnt out of a split du­plex

    apart­ment house in De­troit.




    The oth­er charges were an air­line flight and some­thing pur­chased from a con­cern called

    Mal­ibu Ma­rine. Smith blinked.




    “Can’t be,” he mut­tered. “This must be in er­ror.”




    The charge was six­ty thou­sand dol­lars. Smith called the air­line first. He was in­formed

    that the flight orig­inat­ed in New York City and ter­mi­nat­ed in Los An­ge­les, with no

    con­nect­ing flight booked on that air­line. Was there a prob­lem with the charge?




    Smith said no and hung up. The Mal­ibu Ma­rine charge was dat­ed one day af­ter the air­line

    flight. He called Mal­ibu Ma­rine.




    “I am call­ing about a charge on my Amer­ican Ex­press card,” he told the man­ag­er. “Can

    you ver­ify that price? Six­ty thou­sand dol­lars.”




    “That’s right. Is there a prob­lem?”




    “I’m not cer­tain. Ex­act­ly what was pur­chased?”




    “It’s your card. Don’t you know?”




    “I am co-​sig­na­to­ry. My nephew al­so has use of this card.”




    “Well, I hope you have deep pock­ets. He bought a junk. Right now, he’s some­where out where

    the bus­es don’t run.”




    “Junk,” Smith gasped, en­vi­sion­ing Re­mo pur­chas­ing the con­tents of an en­tire

    junk­yard for some frivolous pur­pose. “He spent six­ty thou­sand dol­lars on junk!”




    “No, not junk junk. A junk.”




    “Beg par­don?”




    “He bought a Chi­nese junk. Sailed off in it right away, too. “




    “Oh. Did he say where he was go­ing?”




    “No, he and this el­der­ly Chi­nese guy just hopped aboard and sailed off. They had a gal

    with them.”




    “Did they say any­thing that would lead you to guess at their des­ti­na­tion?” Smith

    in­quired.




    “Nope. Once the charge was ver­ified, they went out with the tide. Say, you can cov­er these

    charges, can’t you?”




    “Yes, of course. Thank you for your time.” And with that, Dr. Harold W. Smith hung up. His

    face was an etch­ing. The ti­tle might have been “Pain.” With­out look­ing, he reached in­to

    his desk draw­er and brought out a bot­tle. He need­ed an as­pirin bad­ly.




    Smith was so in­tent on his thoughts that he failed to no­tice that he was chew­ing on an

    Al­ka-​Seltzer tablet and not as­pirin.




    Re­mo and Chi­un had left the coun­try. They had gone with­out a word. What could have

    hap­pened? Had he of­fend­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju some­how? And would Re­mo have gone with

    him if he had?




    All that Dr. Harold W. Smith could imag­ine was that Re­mo and Chi­un had re­turned to the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju on the West Ko­rea Bay. And he was alone against who­ev­er had bought the

    mys­te­ri­ous house next to his own.




    Sud­den­ly re­al­iz­ing that he had eat­en an en­tire as­pirin with­out ben­efit of wa­ter,

    Smith drew a pa­per cup of min­er­al wa­ter from the of­fice dis­penser and drank it. For the

    re­main­er of the day he won­dered why his headache per­sist­ed and he kept belch­ing

    un­con­trol­lably.


  




  

    Chapter 28




    Re­mo heard the scream and reached for his pants. “Ex­cuse me,” he said as he dart­ed from

    the room. It was night. The Roy­al Palace of Moo was dark ex­cept for the odd places where

    moon­light cast ge­omet­ric pat­terns of light.




    Chi­un emerged from his bed­room, his face grim. To­geth­er, with­out a word, they ran down

    the cor­ri­dor lead­ing to the High Moo’s bed­room, their bare feet slap­ping the cool

    stones.




    The High Moo con­front­ed them at the door. He waved his war club an­gri­ly. It was

    spat­tered with blood, as was the High Moo’s greasy chest.




    “There were three of them,” he thun­dered, ges­tic­ulat­ing wild­ly. “Two have got­ten

    away.”




    Groans came from be­hind the High Moo. He stepped aside to show a Moo­vian sit­ting on the

    floor. The man was hold­ing his red-​splashed arm. His fore­arm was bent be­low the el­bow

    joint. A jagged spear of bone stuck out. It was bro­ken.




    “They for­get. How eas­ily they for­get.” The High Moo grinned.




    A Moo­vian girl slipped up be­hind Re­mo. She held her bare breasts in fear. Her mouth gaped

    open.




    “What is that peas­ant girl do­ing in my palace?” the High Moo thun­dered. “Is she an­oth­er

    traitor?”




    “No, she’s with me,” Re­mo said even­ly. Chi­un turned on Re­mo.




    “With you?”




    “We were to­geth­er,” Re­mo said. “You know.”




    “We will speak of this lat­er,” Chi­un warned.




    The Low Moo crept out from an ad­join­ing room. She took one look at the peas­ant girl, and

    the girl re­treat­ed in fear.




    “Are you safe, my fa­ther?” the Low Moo asked.




    “Traitors. I am be­set by traitors,” he said bit­ter­ly.




    “Let’s round up the usu­al sus­pects,” Re­mo said in En­glish.




    “Al­low me to dis­patch that base traitor,” Chi­un said, point­ing to the bro­ken-​armed

    as­sailant.




    “He is noth­ing. The ones who roam free are the threat,” the High Moo said. His Red Feath­er

    Guard showed up at that mo­ment.




    “We could not find them,” the cap­tain of the guard re­port­ed.




    “Then it is up to Sinanchu,” the High Moo said point­ed­ly. “If they hope to leave Moo with

    their full mea­sure of coins.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un left the palace. Out in the court­yard, Re­mo said, “He’s sure get­ting a

    lot of ser­vice for pay­ment that was sup­posed to be in the bag.”




    “That man was not an oc­to­pus wor­shiper. He will ad­mit that lat­er. At this mo­ment we

    must get the oth­er two.”




    “Want to split up?”




    “No. Stay with me.” And Chi­un flashed through the fo­liage. Peo­ple were stir­ring at the

    sight of them; faces re­treat­ed in­to door­ways.




    “Re­minds me of when I was a cop,” Re­mo said un­hap­pi­ly.




    “Their fear will van­ish once we have elim­inat­ed the plot­ters. “




    “At the rate we’re go­ing, we’re on our way to de­pop­ulat­ing all of Moo.”




    Chi­un was fol­low­ing tracks in the dirt. The tracks veered off in­to the jun­gle, and from

    there the trail was one of bro­ken stems and crushed grass that slow­ly straight­ened.




    The trail led down to the south beach and in­to the wa­ter.




    The Pa­cif­ic sparkled. No shad­ows dot­ted its sur­face. “Looks like we lost them.

    Oc­to­pus wor­shipers or not.” Chi­un watched the wa­ter. When he was cer­tain no swim­mer

    would sur­face, he spoke.




    “I do not think they were oc­to­pus wor­shipers, al­though they fled in­to the ocean. Come,

    we must in­form the High Moo.”




    As they walked back, Chi­un spoke up. “That girl. What was she to you?”




    “I don’t know. I’d on­ly known her ten min­utes when the trou­ble start­ed.”




    “Ten?”




    “She came in through the win­dow.”




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly a tramp,” sniffed Chi­un.




    “If she was, that’s how they grow them on Moo.” Chi­un stopped.




    “There were oth­ers?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    “A few.” Chi­un’s eyes be­came slits.




    “How many?”




    “Oh, five or sex-​I mean six.”




    “So many!” Chi­un de­mand­ed hot­ly. “You have lain with five or six maid­ens in three

    nights?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I’m just count­ing tonight. I don’t know how many there were on the oth­er

    nights.”




    “Ai­ieee!” Chi­un screeched. “Are you mad? Have you giv­en no thought to the dis­eases these

    girls may car­ry?”




    “Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said gen­tly, “we’re on an is­land with maybe two hun­dred

    in­hab­itants, tops. And with the way these girls be­have, one sex­ual­ly trans­mit­ted

    dis­ease would have wiped ev­ery­one out long be­fore we got here.”




    “I can­not be­lieve you.”




    “Hey, this is an is­land. No ra­dio. No TV. No place to go that doesn’t look like ev­ery

    oth­er place here. I’m bored. Be­sides, it was their idea. They keep sneak­ing in through my

    win­dow.”




    “You could have turned them away,” Chi­un huffed.




    “I’m en­ti­tled to a lit­tle fun.”




    “And did you have it? This fun?”




    “Well, I’m not sure. It’s in­ter­est­ing, but you know how it is with sex when you’re a

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    “Yes, you do it prop­er­ly and get it out of the way so that you can go on to im­por­tant

    things.”




    “That’s been my prob­lem with it, all right. I get up to step two in the thir­ty-​sev­en

    steps to sex­ual ful­fill­ment and the par­ty of the sec­ond part has been to cloud nine and

    back twice while I’m left wait­ing for the fire­works that nev­er come. So to speak.”




    “Sex is a drug. It is bet­ter to be the sup­pli­er than the im­biber. “




    “I used to like im­bib­ing. But you know what’s strange, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo’s voice

    sank in­to a hushed tone, no longer testy.




    “Many things are strange, you most of all.”




    “These is­land girls are just like I al­ways imag­ined they would be. Ex­cept for one thing.

    Sex is like chew­ing bub­ble gum to them. Once it’s over, zoom, they’re out the win­dow. Wham,

    bang, thank you, Re­mo. I don’t even get to ask if it was good for them too.”




    “I told you Amer­ican wom­en would be more to your taste. Un­like Moo girls, they are raised

    to think of sex as a for­bid­den rid­dle. They spin webs of mag­ic and mys­tery around the

    sim­ple act it­self. No won­der they spend more of their time talk­ing about it than do­ing it.

    No won­der all your West­ern songs are dirty.”




    “That’s a gross gen­er­al­iza­tion. Which songs are dirty?”




    “‘I Wan­na Hold Your Hand’ is a prime spec­imen.”




    “That’s not dirty.”




    “It al­ways starts with hand-​hold­ing,” Chi­un snapped. “Come, the High Moo awaits. Say

    noth­ing of your night es­capades to him.”




    “I was hop­ing I could ask him a few ques­tions about Moo­vian courtship prac­tices.”




    “Such as?”




    “Why the marks on my arm, for one thing.”




    Chi­un skid­ded to a stop. He ex­am­ined Re­mo’s ex­tend­ed arms.




    “These marks are red­der than be­fore,” he mur­mured. “They should be fad­ing.”




    “The oc­to­pus-​suck­er marks are fad­ing,” Re­mo point­ed out. “These are fresh marks.”




    “I do not un­der­stand.”




    “They’re … uh … bite marks.”




    “Bite?”




    “That’s what I’m talk­ing about,” Re­mo said ex­cit­ed­ly. “They don’t kiss. They bite. I

    can’t fig­ure it out.”




    “Who bites? Which has bit­ten you?”




    “The girls. All of them. They don’t seem to know what kiss­ing is. I hope this isn’t some

    kind of sav­age en­gage­ment rit­ual, be­cause if it is, look out, I’m be­trothed to half the

    fe­male pop­ula­tion of Moo.”




    “The peas­ant girls bite?” Chi­un re­peat­ed. He turned Re­mo’s arms over. The

    rose-​col­ored marks were ev­ery­where. Even un­der Re­mo’s armpits, he saw with

    re­vul­sion.




    “The Low Moo does it too,” Re­mo told him.




    “You slept with the Low Moo!” Chi­un de­mand­ed, his nails dig­ging in­to Re­mo’s arms.




    “Not yet,” Re­mo said, ex­tri­cat­ing him­self from Chi­un’s clutch. “I mean, no, I haven’t.

    But when we were on the junk, she nipped me a cou­ple of times. I think she likes me.”




    “There is no men­tion of bit­ing in the records of our house.”




    “Must be new.”




    “Come,” Chi­un or­dered curt­ly.




    “If on­ly,” Re­mo sighed.




    “Must you turn ev­ery­thing in­to a dirty joke?”




    “Let me re­mind you, in case it’s slipped your mind, that I wouldn’t have come along on this

    one if you hadn’t dan­gled the promise of a bevy of bare-​breast­ed maid­ens.”




    “I did not promise you the use of them. On­ly the sight.”




    “That’s how it al­ways be­gins,” Re­mo said. “Even be­fore the hand hold­ing.”




    “And do not let me catch you mak­ing eyes at the Low Moo, Re­mo. You must re­spect the

    roy­al fam­ily. Mar­riage is an­oth­er mat­ter. But dal­liance cre­ates prob­lems. She is,

    with­out doubt, a vir­gin.”




    “No won­der she’s so revered,” Re­mo re­marked dry­ly. “They’re prac­ti­cal­ly an ex­tinct

    species around here.” They found the High Moo in his bed­room, strad­dling the in­jured

    as­sailant. He was twist­ing the man’s bro­ken arm cru­el­ly. The man screamed. He was cry­ing

    over and over that he knew noth­ing more.




    The High Moo twist­ed again, and the screams would have scraped rust off an old tin can.




    Fi­nal­ly the High Moo gave up.




    “He says he knew not the oth­er ones,” the High Moo told Chi­un. “He ad­mit­ted his in­tent

    to slay me. The oth­ers al­so de­sired my life, but he claims he was not with them.

    Ob­vi­ous­ly he lies.”




    “He speaks the truth,” Chi­un in­toned. “I can tell by the fear in his voice. And the pain

    was enough to im­pel truth from him, but I will try.”




    The man cringed and whim­pered as Chi­un ap­proached him. To his sur­prise, the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju touched a wrist nerve and the pain fled from his bro­ken arm. Chi­un knelt be­side

    him. He care­ful­ly forced the pro­trud­ing bone in­to place. He set the bone with sure

    fin­gers.




    As re­lief flood­ed the man’s face, Chi­un pinched him by an ear­lobe. The man knew true

    pain then. He bit back his screams.




    “Speak! Speak!” Chi­un called. “The quick­er you speak, the soon­er the pain goes away. Who

    were the oth­er plot­ters?”




    “I did not see their faces. They were not with me. I do not think they were to­geth­er.” His

    face was a gri­mace of agony, and tears leaked from his squinched-​shut eyes.




    “Lies!” spat the High Moo.




    “No,” said Chi­un. “Not lies. One more ques­tion. Are you an oc­to­pus wor­shiper?”




    “Nev­er. I swear by Kai, god of the holy sea.”




    Chi­un let go of the man’s ear­lobe. He rose grim­ly and faced the High Moo.




    “I have proven to you that the oc­to­pus wor­shipers are not be­hind this.”




    “Per­haps,” the High Moo said grudg­ing­ly.




    “But the dan­ger to your throne is greater. Oth­er plot­ters are at work. And they are not

    work­ing to­geth­er. Your en­emies are many, and there­fore more dif­fi­cult to deal with.

    “




    “Dou­ble your pay­ment if you ex­pose them all,” the High Moo sud­den­ly roared.




    “Done,” said Chi­un. “Now I will dis­pose of this car­rion.”




    “No!” said the High Moo.




    “No?” Chi­un was aghast.




    “I have lost many sub­jects since your ar­rival.”




    “En­emies all.”




    “But still my sub­jects. I need ev­ery hand to work my mines. And to tend the fields. This

    one will be put to work when his arms heals.”




    “A ser­pent that is not crushed knows no grat­itude. His fangs are for­ev­er a dan­ger.”




    “You have per­formed good ser­vice for the night. Now leave me. All of you. I will

    sleep.”




    “Re­mo and I will stand guard out­side your door.”




    “Ix­nay, Chi­un,” Re­mo hissed. “I haven’t had a wink of sleep since I got here.”




    “Is that my fault?” Chi­un said in En­glish. He re­vert­ed to Moo­vian and told the High

    Moo: “We will be with­out your door should you re­quire us.”




    But the High Moo was no longer lis­ten­ing. He had lain back on his sleep­ing pad and was

    al­ready snor­ing.




    The Red Feath­er Guard dragged the as­sailant out of the room by his an­kles. The last to

    leave, Chi­un closed the rat­tan door be­hind him.




    When they were alone, Re­mo asked. “Mind if I pop back in­to my room for a sec­ond?”




    “Have you for­got­ten some­thing?”




    “My socks,” Re­mo said, wig­gling his toes. The nails stuck out like talons.




    “They will be ripped by those nails.”




    “I’ll wear them loose. Like a Moo­vian girl.” And Re­mo grinned when Chi­un shooed him on

    his way. With luck there would be an­oth­er delectable maid­en wait­ing for him in the room.

    Maybe this time he could take it past step two. It wasn’t much, but in a land de­void of TV and

    news­pa­per comics strips, it was the on­ly di­ver­sion Re­mo had.


  




  

    Chapter 29




    It had been over a week with­out any word from Re­mo and Chi­un.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith re­played the tape of Re­mo’s last mes­sage. He played it twice.




    “What could he have meant by ‘moo’?” Smith said aloud. His dry words bounced off his of­fice

    walls. He re­played the sen­tence where­in Re­mo spoke of “go­ing to moo” sev­er­al times.




    Slid­ing over to his desk ter­mi­nal, Smith called up the ge­ograph­ic at­las da­ta base. In

    it was con­tained the name of ev­ery town, city, and lo­cal­ity in the en­tire world. He typed

    in the name Moo, be­cause al­though Re­mo had made it sound as if he were go­ing to im­itate a

    cow, that made no sense in the con­text of their dis­ap­pear­ance. Smith hit the Search

    key.




    Sev­er­al min­utes lat­er the screen read out a scroll of names that be­gan with the

    let­ters “m-​o-​o.” There was a Moore, Ok­la­homa, a Moor­head, Min­neso­ta and oth­ers. But no

    Moo, USA. The on­ly pos­si­bil­ities left were in ex­ot­ic places like In­dia and Ti­bet. But

    none were known sim­ply as Moo, ei­ther. Smith con­sid­ered this in­con­clu­sive be­cause his

    in­for­ma­tion-​gath­er­ing abil­ity was next to use­less in un­der­de­vel­oped coun­tries

    where the pen­cil and in­dex card still ruled.




    Smith paused. On a hunch, he in­put a pho­net­ic equiv­alent: Mu.




    The search pro­duced a seem­ing­ly end­less string of names. Smith frowned as he re­called

    that the let­ter M was one of the com­mon­est when it came to per­son­al and place names. There

    was, how­ev­er, one place name spelled sim­ply Mu. Ea­ger­ly Smith called up the file. His face

    fell when he saw that it con­tained da­ta on a myth­ical is­land na­tion be­lieved by

    pseu­do-​sci­en­tists to have ex­ist­ed in the Pa­cif­ic Ocean be­fore the dawn of record­ed

    his­to­ry, but which had sunk dur­ing a nat­ural cat­aclysm.




    Ob­vi­ous­ly that was not the Mu Re­mo had meant. It had nev­er ex­ist­ed. And even if it

    had ev­er been a re­al­ity, which Smith thought im­prob­able, all that re­mained of it was an

    ad­di­tion­al lay­er of sed­iment at the bot­tom of the Pa­cif­ic.


  




  

    Chapter 30




    The sun kissed his face through the open win­dow and Re­mo awoke. It was mid-​morn­ing. He

    had slept late again. All night, there had been a steady stream of Moo­vian maid­ens who had

    slipped through his win­dow. He had count­ed eight, a new high. Re­mo won­dered what had caused

    the in­creased traf­fic and, be­tween bouts, put his head out the rough-​hewn win­dow.




    His dis­cov­ered sev­er­al maid­ens crouch­ing and talk­ing in whis­pers. When they saw him,

    they flashed iden­ti­cal easy smiles.




    “It is Oahu­la’s turn next,” one re­marked ca­su­al­ly.




    “You’re tak­ing turns!” Re­mo had said in sur­prise. When it was point­ed out to him that he

    had on­ly one male or­gan, Re­mo apol­ogized for be­ing so sil­ly and added that of course if

    it was Oahu­la’s turn, who was he to dis­rupt the or­der­ly pro­ces­sion of Moo­vian

    events.




    Af­ter he woke up, Re­mo felt his en­thu­si­asm for Moo­vian maid­ens cool­ing. He de­cid­ed

    that this was it. No more noc­tur­nal in­ter­rup­tions. It had been fun for a while, but now

    the lus­ter had worn off. Es­pe­cial­ly now that he un­der­stood he was be­ing re­gard­ed as

    the is­land’s free stud ser­vice. Be­sides, they were bit­ing even hard­er now.




    Re­mo pulled on his now-​frayed pants and walked bare­foot out of the palace. The court­yard

    was de­sert­ed ex­cept for a hand­ful of chil­dren who were lazi­ly sweep­ing it clean with

    straw brooms.




    When they saw him, the chil­dren point­ed and gig­gled. They had nev­er done that be­fore.

    Must be my fin­ger­nails, Re­mo thought, look­ing at his hands. They were now half as long as

    Chi­un’s. And there was noth­ing he could do about it. The knives were too brit­tle. And even

    the dens­est rock wasn’t hard enough to file them down. He couldn’t un­der­stand it.




    As he walked from the vil­lage, the chil­dren called af­ter him. Their child­ish words were

    hard to un­der­stand, but they were call­ing him Hokko-​ili. “Hokko” trans­lat­ed as “yel­low,”

    but “ili” was less clear. It sound­ed like “ilo,” the Moo­vian word for “pineap­ple.”




    “Why are they call­ing me ‘yel­low pineap­ple’?” Re­mo asked as he drew near Chi­un. The

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stood atop one of the largest mines in Moo. Men popped in and out at

    reg­ular in­ter­vals, haul­ing co­conut shells full of grit­ty black soil. They made a huge

    pile. Oth­ers spread the soil over stretched bolts of coarse cloth to sift out the met­al.




    Chi­un turned at Re­mo’s ap­proach. His face lost its stern, com­mand­ing ap­pear­ance.




    “What has hap­pened to your face?” Chi­un want­ed to know.




    Re­mo reached up. “Got me. Is it still there?”




    “You have a beard,” Chi­un snapped.




    “Tell me about it,” Re­mo said, feel­ing the thick stub­ble. Chi­un climbed down and

    mo­tioned for Re­mo to bend at the waist. He picked through Re­mo’s scalp in si­lence.

    “Cooties?” Re­mo asked.




    “Worse.”




    “Worse?”




    “Your hair is turn­ing yel­low at the roots.”




    “Yel­low?”




    “The sun must be bleach­ing it. Per­haps the salt wa­ter is al­so re­spon­si­ble.”




    “I nev­er had this prob­lem when I was young,” Re­mo re­marked.




    “It is strange. The yel­low is in the roots, not the tips. Al­though your beard is yel­low

    through­out.”




    “Is that why they’re call­ing me names?” Re­mo asked, straight­en­ing.




    “They were call­ing you ‘yel­low pineap­ple,’ ‘yel­low head’.”




    “I’ve been called worse.”




    “I see you have had a stren­uous evening,” Chi­un sniffed, look­ing at Re­mo’s fore­arms and

    chest. They were cov­ered with tiny in­flamed blotch­es. Bite marks.




    “I’m swear­ing off Moo­vian girls. They’re prac­ti­cal­ly draw­ing straws to see who gets

    the next crack at me. And I’ve got­ten so used to bare breasts, I hard­ly no­tice them

    any­more. “




    That is good, be­cause the Low Moo has been look­ing for you.”




    “Is that so?” Re­mo said vague­ly. “She’s been cool to me ev­er since it got around that I

    haven’t ex­act­ly been spend­ing my nights count­ing the stars.”




    “It is good that you have come to your sens­es. For the Low Moo has that look on her face,”

    Chi­un said con­spir­ato­ri­al­ly.




    “What look?”




    “You know.”




    “No. Spell it out.”




    “That sex-​hun­gry look.”




    “Oh, that look. Don’t look now, but isn’t that her com­ing down from the palace?”




    “I will leave you to deal with her. I must go to the rice fields. The peas­ants have been

    slack­ing off. Do not let these min­ers rest. Their break is not for an­oth­er hour.”




    “They get breaks?”




    “Nat­ural­ly. The High Moo is an en­light­ened ruler.”




    “That wasn’t what I meant,” Re­mo said, watch­ing the Low Moo’s lan­guid ap­proach out of

    the cor­ner of his eye. “You know, Chi­un, this isn’t the kind of gig I en­vi­sioned when you

    first start­ed train­ing me. I’m an as­sas­sin, not an over­seer.”




    “To­day you are an over­seer,” said Chi­un. “And a good as­sas­sin pro­tects his ruler’s

    em­pire as his ruler ex­pects it to be pro­tect­ed. It has been a week since the last at­tempt

    on the High Moo’s life.”




    “That’s be­cause we’ve been rid­ing herd on these poor peo­ple so much, it’s all they can do

    to crawl off to sleep at day’s end.”




    “It worked for Si­mon Legree too,” Chi­un re­marked as he walked off.




    Af­ter the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had left, the min­ers watched Re­mo as if to mea­sure him.

    When Re­mo turned his back on them, they slowed their work. A few sneaked off in­to the

    brush.




    “Ola!” Re­mo said as the Low Moo drew near. The Low Moo’s smile was ivory framed in cop­per.

    Her face pos­sessed a soft child­ish look, that still sur­prised Re­mo ev­ery time he thought

    back to how she had dealt with Hor­ton Droney III.




    “I have been look­ing for you, Re­mo. What hap­pened to your hair?”




    “It’s not my hair I’m wor­ried about, it’s my fin­ger­nails,” Re­mo said rue­ful­ly.




    The Low Moo took Re­mo’s hands in hers. “They are very long,” she cooed. “Like talons, to

    claw and rend your en­emies.”




    “I don’t have any en­emies at the mo­ment.”




    “I know. Ev­ery­one likes you. Es­pe­cial­ly the peas­ant girls. Are you not tired of

    peas­ant girls by now? You have been on Moo a full week now.”




    “Yeah, ac­tu­al­ly I am.”




    The Low Moo’s smile widened. It was daz­zling­ly white. “That is good,” she said, tak­ing

    his fore­arm in her gold­en fin­gers.




    “Uh-​oh,” Re­mo mut­tered.




    “What is that you said?”




    “It was En­glish,” Re­mo said quick­ly. “It means . . . you are very pret­ty to­day.”




    The Low Moo’s smile broad­ened. She ran her fin­gers up to Re­mo’s hard lean bi­cep,

    squeez­ing it hard, al­most pinch­ing it.




    “Why do Moo­vian girls bite?” Re­mo asked sud­den­ly. “Can you tell me that?”




    “Be­cause you are white. For gen­er­ations, since the last white men came to our is­land and

    tried to make us em­brace their one god, sto­ries of the hand­some­ness of white men have been

    passed from moth­er to daugh­ter. We have heard of your tall­ness, of your delectable white

    skin and po­tent or­gans.”




    “Or­gan. I on­ly have one,” said Re­mo. “I was just dis­cussing the sub­ject last

    night.”




    The Low Moo laughed.




    “Do Moo­vian girls bite their own men?”




    “Of course not. We kiss.”




    “Well, I’m still wait­ing for my first Moa­vian kiss.”




    “I will come to you tonight. But first I must ask my fa­ther an im­por­tant fa­vor.”




    “What’s that?”




    “Oh, I could not tell you. You might run away.”




    “Not me. There isn’t any­thing I’m afraid of. And Chi­un told me that you were prob­ably a

    vir­gin any­way.”




    The Low Moo laughed. “There are no vir­gins on Moo. Not over the age of twelve.”




    “That’s what I fig­ured,” Re­mo said dry­ly.




    The Low Moo’s face wrin­kled sud­den­ly. She glanced over Re­mo’s shoul­der. Re­mo

    turned.




    “Why are those men not work­ing?” she de­mand­ed petu­lant­ly.




    “Them? Oh, I gave them a break,” Re­mo lied.




    “Their respite is not for an­oth­er hour.”




    “What’s the dif­fer­ence? They’ll get back to work even­tu­al­ly. Be­sides, I don’t see the

    point of all this bee­hive ac­tiv­ity. You peo­ple have plen­ty of food for the tak­ing. You

    should re­lax more.”




    “If my peo­ple did not have work, they would be­come lazy and lose their skills.”




    “I think they work too hard as it is.”




    “That is an at­ti­tude I would ex­pect from a for­mer slave. You do not un­der­stand

    ruler­ship. How could my fa­ther and I rule if these peas­ants have no tasks set for them?

    Ev­ery­one would want to rule. Or none would. It would be ter­ri­ble. Chaos. Like in the days

    af­ter Old Moo dis­ap­peared un­der the waves.” Say­ing that, the Low Moo stepped up to the

    squat­ting min­ers and, shak­ing her fists, be­gan hec­tor­ing them in a high, bit­ter voice.

    She went on for sev­er­al min­utes, her beau­ti­ful face work­ing in fury. She called them

    un­grate­ful for the pur­pose that work gave their in­do­lent lives. She ac­cused them of

    be­ing lazy and dis­re­spect­ful of tra­di­tion. Since the days of Old Moo, the em­pire had

    de­pend­ed on the High Moo’s coinage to main­tain its pow­er in the world. One day, thanks to

    their ef­forts, Moo would rise again as a great pow­er. But not if the work stopped.




    When she re­joined Re­mo, her fea­tures were soft and pli­ant again. It was as if a sud­den

    trop­ical storm had come and gone.




    “Okay, okay,” Re­mo said. “You’ve made your point. I’ll see that they don’t slack off

    any­more.”




    “I will see you tonight,” the Low Moo said gen­tly. “I look for­ward to poon­ing you.”




    “Me too,” said Re­mo. “What­ev­er you mean.”




    And the Low Moo ran off like a fawn, her tin­kling laugh­ter fil­tered through the

    leaves.


  




  

    Chapter 31




    “This is it!” Shane Bil­liken shout­ed ex­cit­ed­ly. “That’s the is­land.”




    Dirk Ed­wards burst up from be­lowdeck. He was in his cam­ou­flage Jock­ey shorts. One hand

    gripped a nine-​mil­lime­ter Brown­ing that hung from a shoul­der rig.




    “You sure?” he growled.




    “I dreamed on it last night.”




    “Yeah. And the last is­land you said was the right one turned out to be a guano pre­serve.

    So was the one be­fore that. And you knew that was the right one be­cause it was di­rect­ly

    un­der the Lit­tle Dip­per.”




    “Prob­ably sunspot in­ter­fer­ence. I don’t im­age well when there are sunspots. Look for a

    tall build­ing. A tem­ple.”




    “Let’s look for the junk be­fore we get car­ried away.” Some­one hand­ed Dirk a set of

    binoc­ulars. He trained them on the is­land.




    “No sign of any junk,” he re­port­ed.




    “Prob­ably on the oth­er side,” Shane said. “I see un­friendlies, though. Na­tives.”




    “Let me see,” Shane said, tak­ing the glass­es. He spied a num­ber of na­tives at the shore.

    They wore few clothes. Their hair was black and their skin the col­or of cashews. They were

    busy drag­ging a sea tur­tle from the wa­ter.




    “The girl looked like that!” Shane said. “The skin col­or is ex­act­ly right.”




    “Okay, we take them. Gus, line her up on that reef and then gun her. Ev­ery­one else, grab a

    piece and get ready to start shoot­ing.”




    Shane Bil­liken found an M-16 pushed in­to his hands.




    “I don’t know how to shoot one of these,” he protest­ed. “You don’t have to. That suck­er

    spits out rounds faster than you can piss. Just wave it like a hose. It’ll do the job.”




    The boat turned and dug in its stern. The bow lift­ed and salt spray washed Shane

    Bil­liken’s face as the reef drew near. He hung on, try­ing to keep the ri­fle in his

    shud­der­ing arm.




    “Okay, burn them down!” Dirk Ed­wards hollered.




    On the beach, the sound of the in­com­ing boat made the na­tives freeze. Their black

    eyes-​they re­mind­ed Shane Bil­liken of those of hap­less seals be­fore they were clubbed to

    death-​stared out at them.




    Dirk Ed­wards fired first. His weapon be­gan pop­ping. The oth­ers joined in. Coral shards

    flew off the reef. A na­tive went down. An­oth­er, run­ning mad­ly, fell af­ter a bul­let

    stream sawed an arm off.




    Shane Bil­liken for­got there was a weapon in his hands. He stared out over the bow. He had

    nev­er seen peo­ple die be­fore. It was mes­mer­iz­ing. The gun sounds were puny. Just a

    spo­radic pop­ping. Fire­crack­er sounds. The peo­ple on the reef didn’t scream or yell. They

    ran and then they stum­bled. There wasn’t even that much vis­ible blood. It was like watch­ing

    tele­vi­sion.




    When it was over, the en­gines were throt­tled down and they drift­ed in to­ward shore.




    Two men jumped on­to the reef and took hold of thrown lines. The schooner was made se­cure,

    the an­chor dropped. Most of the na­tives were dead. Shane Bil­liken saw as he clam­bered on­to

    the reef. One moaned, and Dirk Ed­wards beck­oned him to the body.




    “Fin­ish him off,” Ed­wards said.




    “I don’t know if I can,” Shane mut­tered.




    “It’s easy.”




    “Isn’t this your job? I hired you, af­ter all.”




    “Look, we got­ta head in­land be­fore the sounds get ev­ery­one on this rock or­ga­nized.

    We’re gonna need ev­ery man. So you’re ei­ther part of the prob­lem, suck­er, or you’re part of

    the so­lu­tion.”




    And to a man, the mer­ce­nar­ies point­ed their weapons at Shane Bil­liken.




    Re­luc­tant­ly Shane point­ed his ri­fle at the na­tive’s twitch­ing head, closed his eyes,

    and squeezed the trig­ger. The weapon gave a short snarl.




    “Is it over?” he asked limply.




    “Yeah,” Dirk Ed­wards said po­lite­ly. “You can look if you want.”




    Shane did. At the sight of the blood-​streaked brains ooz­ing out of the man’s shat­tered

    face, he broke and ran for the wa­ters. He got down on his stom­ach un­til he had emp­tied it

    in­to the beau­ti­ful blue wa­ter.




    The mer­ce­nary team laughed up­roar­ious­ly.




    “You’ll get used to it. Now, come on. Let’s find that vil­lage. “




    For three hours they pen­etrat­ed the lush rain for­est. They climbed a thick­ly over­grown

    hill. The ter­rain was rough. Shane’s Adi­das run­ning shoes be­gan to fall apart.




    Fi­nal­ly they reached the crest of the hill. Be­low lay a mist-​filled val­ley. Be­yond the

    mists a tall shape loomed blue and in­dis­tinct.




    “Let’s make camp here,” Dirk said. “The fog ought to burn off by noon. Maybe we can spot the

    vil­lage. Save us some hump­ing.”




    They set­tled down to wait. As the morn­ing pro­gressed, the mists be­gan to thin. A hill

    came in­to view. And an­oth­er. And be­tween them a tall land­mark that was def­inite­ly not a

    hill.




    “Shit!” said Dirk Ed­wards. “What the fuck is that?”




    “It’s the tem­ple,” Shane shout­ed. He was ig­nored.




    “Looks like a build­ing,” said Gus.




    “I know it’s a fuck­ing build­ing. What I want to know is, what kind of build­ing. Who’s got

    the binoc­ulars?” Some­one passed them to him. Dirk stood up and trained the lens­es on the

    rapid­ly clear­ing ob­ject.




    “I thought we were sup­posed to be look­ing for a prim­itive is­land,” he said bit­ing­ly.

    “This thing is huge.”




    “We are,” Shane Bil­liken said un­cer­tain­ly. “I mean, it was sup­posed to be. Maybe it’s

    some kind of mi­rage.”




    “Yeah? Well, this mi­rage says the ‘Oahu Hilton’ on it.”




    “What does that mean?” Shane want­ed to know.




    “It means, you flaky fuck, that we’re in Hawaii and if we don’t get out of here be­fore

    those bod­ies are found, our ass­es are grass.”




    At that, ev­ery­body start­ed run­ning down the moun­tain at full tilt. In be­tween puff­ing

    breaths, there was a dis­cus­sion about whether to shoot Shane Bil­liken for get­ting them

    in­to this mess.




    Shane Bil­liken was im­mense­ly re­lieved when the vote was de­cid­ed, five to two in fa­vor

    of not shoot­ing him be­cause one more shoot­ing would on­ly bring more trou­ble.




    “Out­stand­ing,” said Dirk Ed­wards. “We’ll wait till we’re at sea.”


  




  

    Chapter 32




    Dol­la-​Dree, Low Moo of Moo, ran to her fa­ther’s palace. Her bare feet skipped over the

    stones in her path. She felt light. Tonight she would en­joy the priv­ilege that had not been

    ac­cord­ed a Low Moo in hun­dreds of moons. The gift of a white man.




    The oral tales of Moo were full of sto­ries of the white men who once came to this rem­nant

    of Old Moo. None had come for so long that many be­lieved the whites of the world had died

    out.




    Dol­la-​Dree learned dif­fer­ent­ly when she land­ed on the land of white men. But she had

    been on a mis­sion. She could take no white man while she was a pris­on­er of the cru­el

    ma­gi­cian who wore smoked glass over his eyes, yet was not blind.




    Now she was home. Now she would ask her fa­ther. Re­mo would be hers. For­ev­er.




    “Fa­ther! Fa­ther!” cried Dol­la-​Dree as she ap­proached the palace.




    The High Moo, Tu-​Min-​Ka, emerged from the palace, his face ques­tion­ing.




    “Is there trou­ble?” he de­mand­ed.




    “No, no,” said Dol­la-​Dree, drop­ping at his feet. She knelt be­fore her fa­ther, bow­ing

    her long tress­es. “I crave a boon. One that will make me one with the Low Moos of the

    past.”




    “Go on, daugh­ter.”




    “I wish to buy the slave Re­mo. For I crave him great­ly.”




    “He is no longer a slave. He has been freed. We do not have slaves on Moo.”




    “On­ly be­cause there are not enough Moo­vians to have slaves as well as work­ers. We had

    slaves in the days of the white sailors.”




    “Which we freed at the prop­er time.”




    “And I vow to fol­low that tra­di­tion. I will buy Re­mo, and be­fore I take him in­to

    my­self, I will free him.”




    “Well-​spo­ken. But he is al­ready a free man.”




    “Oh, he will not be a slave long,” the Low Moo im­plored. She grabbed her fa­ther’s legs

    ea­ger­ly. Her face lift­ed. “I will treat him as we treat­ed the white men of the long-​ago

    days. He will be mine for­ev­er, one with my heart, iden­ti­cal with my soul, the flesh of my

    flesh.”




    “The Mas­ter of Sinanchu cares for this man,” the High Moo re­mind­ed.




    The Low Moo reared to her feet, her dark eyes snap­ping. “You de­ny me? Your daugh­ter? The

    one who, alone in the world, loves you?”




    The High Moo winced un­der the tongue-​lash­ing. He re­lent­ed.




    “I will speak with the Mas­ter of Sinanchu,” he said. “I will see what his feel­ings are

    to­ward Re­mo.”




    “I will await his de­ci­sion,” the Low Moo told him cool­ly. “Do not dis­ap­point me, for I

    am all you have.” She prompt­ly dis­ap­peared in­to the palace, her haughty back ra­di­at­ing

    scorn.




    His war club in hand, the High Moo called to his Red Feath­er Guard. They sur­round­ed him

    as he set out in search of the Mas­ter of Sinanchu. The gold­en plume on his fil­let crown

    dipped with each heavy step he took. It was a dif­fi­cult thing his daugh­ter had asked of him.

    The rite had not been per­formed since Rona-​Ku was High Moo.




    The mon­keys chat­tered at him as he walked, and the High Moo shook his fist at them as if

    they were the cause of all his trou­bles.




    They were near­ing the rice fields when one of the guards walk­ing be­fore the High Moo

    seemed to stum­ble. He fell against a tree. He did not rise.




    “See to him,” the High Moo said short­ly. “His head must have struck a stone.”




    The oth­er guards sur­round­ed the man. They shook him. He did not stir. They rolled him

    over on his back and ev­ery­one saw his glassy sight­less stare. And they knew.




    It was the High Moo who spot­ted the thorn stick­ing from the guard’s foot. He pulled it

    free. A tiny drop of blood dripped from the tip.




    “A stone­fish spine,” he growled. “It must have been set in­to the ground to trap me.”




    A rustling of the fo­liage ahead caught their at­ten­tion. The re­main­ing guards start­ed

    af­ter the skulk­er.




    “No,” cried the High Moo. “Do not leave me. There may be oth­ers lurk­ing about. We will

    at­tend to that one lat­er. I must see the Mas­ter of Sinanchu. You will car­ry my scared

    per­son­age so that I do not fall prey to an­oth­er vi­cious trap.”




    The Red Feath­er Guard hes­itat­ed. They looked down at their naked bronze feet.




    “I have be­stowed up­on you the gift of be­ing my guards,” the High Moo growled. “Any who do

    not wish to en­joy the com­forts that go with it may choose be­tween the mines and the

    fields.”




    The guards looked at one an­oth­er and two men took the High Moo by the legs while the third

    reached un­der his armpits. In this fash­ion they car­ried him from the path. They went with

    gin­ger steps, their quest­ing eyes anx­ious.




    When the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju saw the High Moo be­ing car­ried in a supine po­si­tion, his

    heart leapt at the thought that he had lost the on­ly true em­per­or he had ev­er known.




    “What has tran­spired?” he de­mand­ed of the guards as they set their ruler on his feet. “Is

    the High Moo ill?”




    “I have es­caped an­oth­er base at­tempt up­on my life,” said the High Moo. “A stone­fish

    spine placed in the road. One of my guards lies dead.”




    “He died know­ing that he served you well,” in­toned Chi­un. “He could ask for no greater

    des­tiny.”




    “I saw the one who did it,” said a guard. All eyes turned to the man. “Through the trees. I

    rec­og­nized his face. It was Uk-​Uk.”




    “Then Uk-​Uk must die!” cried Chi­un. “Point him out to me and I will rend him apart with

    in­fi­nite slow­ness.” Like yel­low talons, Chi­un’s hands flashed in the sun­light. He clawed

    the air, mak­ing flam­boy­ant sweep­ing ges­tures. He hoped the High Moo would be im­pressed.

    But the High Moo’s next words stunned the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “No,” he said un­hap­pi­ly. “Uk-​Uk is my met­al­smith.”




    “The old one?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “Tru­ly. I had thought him loy­al. But he can­not die, for there is no oth­er with the skill

    to fash­ion my coins.”




    “Then what would you have me do to him?” asked Chi­un, who had nev­er known an em­per­or to

    show mer­cy to a traitor. “I could pluck out one eye as an ob­ject les­son.”




    “No, for if he los­es the oth­er to dis­ease or bird at­tack, he will be use­less to

    me.”




    “I will leave the eyes, then. Se­lect a limb for re­moval.”




    “I do not know,” said the High Moo af­ter a long pause. His broad cop­pery fea­tures were

    trou­bled., “But I have some­thing more im­por­tant to speak of now.”




    “Yes?” said Chi­un, his eyes bright. What could be more im­por­tant than the in­trigues of

    the Shark Throne?




    “My daugh­ter, the Low Moo, has come to me. She craves your freed slave, Re­mo.”




    “Do you pro­pose join­ing our hous­es in mar­riage?” Chi­un asked slow­ly.




    “If that is nec­es­sary to sat­is­fy my daugh­ter’s need. But I would pre­fer to buy

    him.”




    Chi­un’s beard quiv­ered. “Buy Re­mo? My Re­mo?”




    “He was your slave in the out­er world. Here, on­ly we know that he has been lib­er­at­ed.

    Per­haps there is an hon­or­able way you could un­free him. Then I would be pre­pared to

    dis­cuss a price.”




    “Buy? Not mar­riage?” Chi­un squeaked.




    “I will do what­ev­er is nec­es­sary, for my daugh­ter’s hap­pi­ness is dear to me.”




    Chi­un con­sid­ered. “I will think on this mat­ter. But I make no promise,” he said

    hasti­ly.




    “Un­der­stood. Now I must re­turn to my palace. For on­ly there am I safe, it seems.” The

    High Moo mo­tioned for his guards to lift him off his feet.




    Chi­un watched as the High Moo was car­ried off. Then he went in search of Re­mo. He wore a

    slight smile of amuse­ment on his parch­ment face, but it dis­ap­peared when he caught sight of

    Re­mo stand­ing with his arms fold­ed and look­ing bored while the min­ers worked

    half-​heart­ed­ly.




    “I have spo­ken with the High Moo,” Chi­un said solemn­ly. “His daugh­ter de­sires you

    be­yond all oth­ers.”




    “I got that im­pres­sion when I talked to her.”




    “In­deed?”




    “Yeah. She said she want­ed to poon me.”




    “She said what?”




    “Poon. Is it dirty?”




    “It is ob­scene.”




    “Sounds in­ter­est­ing,” Re­mo said. “I don’t sup­pose you’d care to share a few

    de­tails?”




    “No. And you must have mis­un­der­stood her. Your com­mand of the Moo­vian tongue is

    atro­cious.”




    “Well, we’ll find out tonight. She and I are hav­ing a tryst. “




    “Do not go to her, Re­mo. The High Moo has of­fered to buy you from me. I was go­ing to tell

    you that I en­ter­tained the idea, but on­ly as a jest. Now I tell you in full sin­cer­ity, do

    not meet with the Low Moo.”




    “I was start­ing to look for­ward to it. She’s prob­ably the on­ly Moo­vian maid­en I

    haven’t made it with. Don’t these peo­ple be­lieve in mar­riage?”




    “They mar­ry. But it is not like oth­er peo­ple mar­ry. They are free to dal­ly with

    whomev­er they wish. All chil­dren born on Moo are con­sid­ered chil­dren of the moth­er and of

    the vil­lage. The con­cept of the fa­ther ex­ists on­ly in the roy­al house.”




    “That would ex­plain the sin­gu­lar ab­sence of irate hus­bands.”




    “There is oth­er news. The met­al­smith. Uk-​Uk. He tried to kill the High Moo with a

    stone­fish spine set on his path. “




    “Br­rrr. Nasty,” Re­mo said. “Does that mean he is an oc­to­pus wor­shiper?”




    “Any­one can break a spine from a stone­fish. And oc­to­pus wor­shipers are slaves to

    rit­ual. They al­ways dress in im­ita­tion of Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu. Or leave a sym­bol of their

    evil, like the jug which con­tained a liv­ing oc­to­pus which was hurled at the High Moo. No,

    it means that the list of those who de­sire to top­ple the Shark Throne is longer than I would

    have be­lieved. For the young as­sailant knew not of the met­al­smith’s de­signs.”




    “If you ask me, the way these peo­ple are worked, any­body could be out for his skin.”




    “We must ex­pose the plot­ters tonight,” Chi­un said firm­ly. “All of them.”




    “Yeah? How, pray tell?”




    “The met­al­smith does not know he was seen. You will fol­low him if he leaves his hut

    tonight. I will guard the High Moo.”




    “What about the Low Moo? She’s ex­pect­ing me.”




    “Have noth­ing to do with her.”




    “That’s gonna be hard. We’re stuck on the same is­land.”




    “She is not your type, be­lieve me.”




    “Since when do you know what at­tracts me?”




    “On Moo, ev­ery sway­ing teat at­tracts you. I am sur­prised you have not been chas­ing the

    fe­male mon­keys.”




    “Har de har har har,” Re­mo said. But his face flushed in em­bar­rass­ment.


  




  

    Chapter 33




    The physi­cian in charge of pa­tients at Fol­croft San­itar­ium was a ro­tund lit­tle man

    named Dr. Al­dace Ger­ling. His white smock bulged at its low­er but­tons and Smith won­dered

    as they walked down the two-​tone green cor­ri­dors of the san­itar­ium’s psy­chi­atric wing

    how a man could be a physi­cian and yet al­low his stom­ach to get so out of shape. If wasn’t

    for his salt-​and-​pep­per goa­tee, Smith would have sus­pect­ed him, with his ba­by-​fat

    fea­tures and soft voice, of be­ing in the late stages of preg­nan­cy.




    “As I told you, Dr. Smith,” Dr. Ger­ling was say­ing, “all rooms and pa­tients have been

    ac­count­ed for.”




    “I know. But it’s been near­ly two weeks. I’m now con­vinced that Grum­ley nev­er left the

    premis­es. There would have been po­lice re­ports or in­ci­dents if he had.”




    “Then we will triple-​check,” Dr. Ger­ling said. His voice was a frown.




    As they went from room to room, match­ing room num­bers with a pa­tient list Smith car­ried

    on a clip­board, Smith re­flect­ed that he had got­ten nowhere with his oth­er prob­lem.

    Per­haps de­vot­ing more at­ten­tion to this one would help clear his head. And there was still

    that nag­ging feel­ing he had that the two mat­ters were con­nect­ed some­how.




    “And here is the un­for­tu­nate Mr. Pur­cell,” Dr. Ger­ling said. They stopped at a heav­ily

    re­in­forced door.




    “Oh, yes, Jeremi­ah Pur­cell,” Smith said, peer­ing in through the wire-​mesh-​re­in­forced

    port­hole.




    The walls of the room were gray and padded. A youngish man sat on the floor, wear­ing a

    strait-​jack­et that con­fined his arms. He stared at a far cor­ner of the ceil­ing as if it

    held the im­age of God.




    “I have nev­er seen such a case be­fore,” Dr. Ger­ling re­marked, purs­ing his wet lips.

    “The man’s mind is to­tal­ly blank. His state is be­yond cata­to­nia.”




    “He has not been a prob­lem?”




    “No more than a patch of cat­nip. He sleeps, he eats, he us­es the toi­let al­though

    some­times he for­gets to put down the seat and falls in. Then he cries. Oth­er than that,

    noth­ing. No words, no com­plaints. No noth­ing. His is a sad case.”




    Smith looked at the young man for sev­er­al min­utes. His hair was long and blond and the

    tex­ture of corn­silk. His eyes were so blue they looked like neon points. But in back of them

    lay an un­com­pre­hend­ing opac­ity.




    Jeremi­ah Pur­cell has been brought to Fol­croft by Re­mo and Chi­un. He was per­haps their

    great­est en­emy liv­ing-​a white man who pos­sessed the pow­ers of Sinan­ju and an

    ad­di­tion­al fac­ul­ty: the abil­ity to project his thoughts as vis­ible hal­lu­ci­na­tions.

    In their last en­counter, the Dutch­man-​as Pur­cell was al­so known-​had snapped men­tal­ly.

    His mind was an ab­so­lute blank slate.




    No, Smith thought. Pur­cell would have noth­ing to do with this. This was not his style.

    There was no point to it. And ev­ery staff doc­tor had pro­nounced his mind a roil­ing

    con­fu­sion of thoughts.




    Smith checked Pur­cell’s name off and walked on.




    “And this is Mr. Chi­un’s room,” Dr. Ger­ling said when they round­ed the cor­ner to the

    guest wing.




    Smith start­ed. “Mr. Chi­un?”




    “Yes, the Alzheimer pa­tient. The one who prat­tles on in the most as­ton­ish­ing ways. His

    sto­ries about his vil­lage were most en­ter­tain­ing, if pre­pos­ter­ous. As I re­call, Dr.

    Smith, he once con­fid­ed that he con­sid­ered you to be his em­per­or. Is there a

    prob­lem?”




    “Mr. Chi­un left us last month. Along with his guardian, Re­mo.”




    “Oh? Then who is in this room?” asked Dr. Ger­ling. Smith pushed the door open. A man lay on

    a nar­row bed. He slept. Smith shook his shoul­der and the man roused slow­ly. He blinked

    un­com­pre­hend­ing eyes at them. “This is not Mr. Chi­un.” Smith said.




    Dr. Ger­ling looked at the pa­tient’s face. His own face loos­ened like a de­flat­ing

    bal­loon.




    “But . . . but this man is Grum­ley,” Dr. Ger­ling sput­tered.




    “Grum­ley! Are you cer­tain?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly. I know Grum­ley. But what is he do­ing here?”




    “Ob­vi­ous­ly he’s hid­ing here. Why didn’t you check this room more care­ful­ly?” Smith

    de­mand­ed.




    Dr. Ger­ling drew him­self up stern­ly. “You in­struct­ed me in quite ex­plic­it lan­guage,

    Dr. Smith, that the pa­tient Chi­un was not to be dis­turbed by the staff for any rea­son.”




    “Yes, yes, you are right. I did,” Smith said dis­tract­ed­ly.




    “And you fur­ther ne­glect­ed to in­form me that Mr. Chi­un had been dis­charged.”




    “It was quite sud­den, ac­tu­al­ly,” Smith ad­mit­ted.




    “Well, here is the so­lu­tion to our lit­tle mys­tery. I shall es­cort Mr. Grum­ley back to

    his room.”




    “Yes, car­ry on. Thank you, doc­tor,” said Dr. Harold W. Smith. He left the room

    hur­ried­ly, clutch­ing his clip­board. De­spite his acute em­bar­rass­ment, Smith was

    re­lieved. He had in­deed ne­glect­ed to brief Dr. Ger­ling when Re­mo and Chi­un had abrupt­ly

    moved out of Fol­croft. He had no idea where they had gone af­ter that. They had promised to

    com­mu­ni­cate with him once they were set­tled in a new lo­ca­tion, but had not. It had been

    Smith’s pol­icy to re­lo­cate them at in­ter­vals. They had end­ed up re­sid­ing at Fol­croft

    by de­fault.




    Wher­ev­er they were, at least the dis­ap­pear­ance of Gilbert Grum­ley had no con­nec­tion

    with Smith’s main prob­lem. And that elim­inat­ed the pos­si­bil­ity that Fol­croft had been

    com­pro­mised.




    Now it was time to close out that oth­er mat­ter.


  




  

    Chapter 34




    Dark­ness fell up­on the tiny is­land of Moo.




    The cook­ing fires were doused with wa­ter. The ri­otous birds of day fell silent. Shin­ing

    clouds hid the moon. Yawn­ing and stretch­ing, the peas­ants of Moo re­treat­ed to their grass

    huts. The High Moo had al­ready re­tired to his palace.




    “I don’t see the Low Moo,” Re­mo whis­pered. They were on the roof para­pet of the Roy­al

    Palace. The en­tire ex­panse of the is­land lay be­fore them.




    Chi­un’s face lift­ed to the fresh­en­ing sea breeze, like a cat catch­ing a scent.




    “She is the least of our con­cerns this night,” he said qui­et­ly. His hazel eyes, like

    pol­ished agates, searched the vil­lage huts scat­tered like so many hap­haz­ard dice around

    the palace.




    “You haven’t seen her when she’s an­gry.”




    “I will go be­low to guard the door to the High Moo’s quar­ters,” Chi­un re­marked af­ter

    the last Moo­vian had slipped in­to his home.




    “Check,” Re­mo said. “I’ve got Uk-​Uk’s hut in my sights.”




    “If he leaves, or any­one else acts sus­pi­cious, take them alive. “




    “No prob­lem.”




    “I go now. Re­mem­ber-​have noth­ing to do with the Low Moo this night.”




    “Yeah. Sure,” Re­mo said vague­ly.




    Chi­un paused. Then he slipped down the stone stair­case. Re­mo was a will­ful pupil, he

    ru­mi­nat­ed. But in the end, he could han­dle him­self. It was not for Re­mo’s safe­ty that

    Chi­un feared his tryst with the Low Moo. Re­mo had al­ways had bad luck with wom­en. He did

    not need a fur­ther shock to his opin­ion of the oth­er sex.




    Hours passed and Re­mo was grow­ing bored. The clouds part­ed long past mid­night, bathing

    the is­land in sil­ver il­lu­mi­na­tion. The moon­light was strong, but not strong enough to

    pick out col­ors. The breeze-​wor­ried jun­gle was a gray-​and-​white ex­panse. Out be­yond the

    east­ern shore, the Pa­cif­ic danced with di­amond-​hard lights. The Jon­ah Ark bobbed like a

    grotesque cork.




    Dol­la-​Dree, Low Moo of Moo, saun­tered in­to the vil­lage far in­to the night. Re­mo

    watched as she stepped in and out of patch­es of moon­light. Her face was ra­di­ant with

    ex­pec­ta­tion. Her hips moved like the palms and Re­mo felt a mo­men­tary pang at the thought

    of Chi­un’s ad­mo­ni­tion to avoid her.




    But busi­ness came first. Maybe he could ex­plain it to the Low Moo be­fore the night was

    over.




    Then the Low Moo padded up to Re­mo’s quar­ters and slipped in through the win­dow.




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. He con­sid­ered drop­ping to the ground to talk with her. But a stealthy

    shad­ow flit­ting from hut to hut drew his at­ten­tion. He fol­lowed it with his eyes.




    The shad­ow dis­ap­peared in­to a man­grove thick­et. Prob­ably a Moo­vian with an

    assig­na­tion, Re­mo de­cid­ed. It was not Uk-​Uk.




    Then oth­er fig­ures crept out in­to the open. They went in dif­fer­ent di­rec­tions,

    ap­par­ent­ly obliv­ious of one an­oth­er. Some gath­ered to­geth­er in the dark­ness and

    slipped off in groups. They were not al­ways of op­po­site sex­es. Oh, well, Re­mo thought.

    Any­thing that peo­ple did in civ­iliza­tion, they prob­ably did on Moo.




    The met­al­smith, Uk-​Uk, came out af­ter most of the skulk­ing had qui­et­ed down. Re­mo

    went over the para­pet, hung by his fin­gers, and dropped to the dirt with no more sound than

    the clap of a ba­by’s hands.




    He trailed the met­al­smith at a safe dis­tance. The old man loped along to­ward the great

    clus­ter of mines cut in­to the sheer west­ern wall of the Moo­vian plateau.




    Along the way, Re­mo’s acute hear­ing picked up voic­es. “The High Moo must die tonight,” a

    male voice whis­pered. “I will tear his eyes out with my bare hands,” a lilt­ing young girl’s

    voice promised ve­he­ment­ly.




    Fix­ing the met­al­smith’s lo­ca­tion in his mind, Re­mo slipped off the path. He eased in

    the di­rec­tion of the voic­es. He dropped to one knee and part­ed the high tur­tle grass.




    Three Moo­vians squat­ted un­der a banyan tree. They were dis­cussing, in qui­et, force­ful

    tones, a va­ri­ety of ways to kill the High Moo. Re­mo, con­cerned that the met­al­smith would

    get away, mem­orized their faces and glid­ed away un­seen.




    Oth­er voic­es rose from the jun­gle as Re­mo crept along the path. “The tyran­ny must end.

    We are as wor­thy as he is.”




    “The Low Moo is less roy­al than I am. Let her work in the mines.”




    “Why should we toil to fill the High Moo’s cof­fers when all he fills is our stom­achs?”




    “Most of the stored rice goes to the in­sects any­way. We do not need to grow so much.”




    Re­mo count­ed twen­ty-​sev­en plot­ters in groups of twos and threes. Wor­ried, he pressed

    on. The ground dropped off sharply. Re­mo had to climb down.




    Uk-​Uk, the met­al­smith, ducked in­to an ac­tive mine just as Re­mo caught up with him.




    Re­mo drift­ed up to the en­trance and put an ear to the sol­id bul­wark of earth that

    framed its black maw. Vi­bra­tions of mut­ter­ing voic­es car­ried through the dirt.




    “No, not tonight.” It was Uk-​Uk’s raspy voice. “Oth­ers plot tonight. Let them have their

    chance. If we have to kill them too, we will. But af­ter the High Moo and his she-​whelp are

    food for the sharks, on­ly Uk-​Uk will know the place where the coins are stored.”




    “What about the Mas­ter of Sinanchu and his slave?” some­one asked.




    “Let them re­turn to their world. Moo is not for those with white skins.”




    “But the Mas­ter of Sinanchu has yel­low skin.”




    “I have seen how he con­sorts with the white one. The Mas­ter of Sinanchu is like a ba­nana.

    Yel­low on the out­side, but the meat with­in is white and soft.”




    The met­al­smith’s words were greet­ed with mur­murs of as­sent.




    “Let us re­tire to our homes and await fu­ture events,” Uk-​Uk said when qui­et

    re­turned.




    At that, Re­mo re­treat­ed. He had heard enough. It was time to tell Chi­un the bad news.

    Let him fig­ure out how to break it to the High Moo.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stood res­olute. He stirred not. He blinked not. He was an

    un­mov­ing rock stand­ing be­tween the High Moo and those who would top­ple him from his

    throne.




    The cor­ri­dor lead­ing to the High Moo’s quar­ters was dark­er than the stom­ach of an

    oc­to­pus. Dark­er even than the dream­less slum­ber of Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu, who dwells far from

    the life-​giv­ing rays of the sun. But Chi­un saw it as clear­ly as if il­lu­mi­nat­ed by pure

    moon­light. A spi­der scut­tled in­to a crack and Chi­un saw it plain­ly. And the spi­der, even

    with many eyes, saw him not.




    Chi­un had de­ployed the Red Feath­er Guard at ev­ery en­trance. No one could en­ter the

    palace un­chal­lenged. And if any did, he would face the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    Sinan­ju had lost few em­per­ors in its long and glo­ri­ous his­to­ry. This Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju was de­ter­mined that the High Moo would not be one of them.




    It lacked but an hour un­til dawn when an­gry, stealthy foot­steps padded through the palace

    halls. Chi­un’s im­mo­bil­ity melt­ed. He stepped for­ward to con­front the ap­proach­ing

    fig­ure.




    The padding was fa­mil­iar.




    The sil­hou­ette com­ing down the hall, Chi­un saw at last, was the swiv­el-​hipped Low Moo.

    Her face was a tight mask.




    “I would speak with my fa­ther,” she said in an icy voice that pleased Chi­un. It meant

    Re­mo had not met with her this night.




    “He sleeps,” Chi­un said bland­ly, join­ing his hands with­in the open sleeves of his

    emer­ald-​and-​gold ki­mono.




    “Then I will wake him. Or would you de­ny me the right to see my own fa­ther?”




    Chi­un stood un­mov­ing. His thin lips part­ed and he bowed silent­ly.




    “I serve the House of Moo, of which you are an hon­ored part.” Chi­un stepped aside

    silent­ly.




    The Low Moo pushed open the bam­boo-​and-​rat­tan door. “Fa­ther, I would speak with you,”

    she called loud­ly. The door spanked shut be­hind her.




    Chi­un stood lis­ten­ing, his face in­tent, as the sounds of a low, in­tense ar­gu­ment

    be­gan.




    “He did not come to me,” the Low Moo com­plained in a cat-​spit­ting hiss. “And he is not in

    his room.”




    “I would have told you this,” said the High Moo, “but you were nowhere to be found.”




    “I walked the beach­es. I breathed prayers to the god of the waves who brings whites to our

    land. I thanked him ab­ject­ly, for you promised you would make this thing hap­pen for me.”




    “You must be pa­tient. The Mas­ter of Sinanchu has not yet giv­en his bless­ing.”




    A bare foot spanked the stone floor. “I will not. I want him now. My hunger for him is

    great.”




    “He is not mine to give to you.” The High Moo’s voice was re­signed.




    “Then I will take him,” the Low Moo hurled back.




    “I warn you, do noth­ing to an­tag­onize the Mas­ter of Sinanchu. On­ly he stands be­tween

    our throne and these trea­sonous plot­ters.”




    “I will have him! I will feel the fire of his white ku­na in my bel­ly!”




    “You are my daugh­ter. You will obey me!”




    “I am the Low Moo. I will not be de­nied the priv­ileges that Low Moos of past time

    en­joyed.”




    The High Moo’s an­swer was a stran­gled inar­tic­ulate rage. The Low Moo spat back a

    pun­gent curse. The ex­change es­ca­lat­ed and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju heard a meaty slap, and

    there was the sound of a body falling.




    There was si­lence in the room for a long time af­ter. When the Low Moo emerged from the

    room, her cheeks blaz­ing with shame. One dark­en­ing eye had al­ready be­gun to swell.




    Chi­un looked for tears, but there were none.




    “My fa­ther slum­bers,” she said, clos­ing the door af­ter her. Her feet slapped the stone

    floor­ing an­gri­ly as she dis­ap­peared around a turn in the cor­ri­dor.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­sumed his res­olute stance be­fore the High Moo’s cham­bers. He

    was once more the im­pen­etra­ble rock of safe­ty for his em­per­or.




    Re­mo Williams slipped up to the palace like a drift­ing shad­ow. He might have been a trick

    of the light caused by the moon ghost­ing in and out of low-​fly­ing cloud scud. He de­cid­ed

    to climb in through his bed­room win­dow in or­der to avoid the Red Feath­er Guards at ev­ery

    en­trance.




    “Re­mo, you have come.” The voice was sullen. But it lift­ed to­ward the last.




    “Dol­la-​Dree?” Re­mo asked. A shad­owy fig­ure sprawled on his sleep­ing mat.




    “I have spo­ken to my fa­ther. He no longer stands against our union. I have wait­ed long

    for you to come to me.”




    “Yeah? Gave us his bless­ing, did he?”




    “Come,” she said, ris­ing on her hands. She lay there like a great tawny cat. Re­mo picked

    out the dark spots of her nip­ples. She wore on­ly the low­er por­tion of her cos­tume. Her

    eyes were wide and un­wink­ing, like black jew­els. Her pupils were so dis­tend­ed that the

    smoky iris was all but in­vis­ible.




    Re­mo joined her on the sleep­ing mat.




    “I want­ed to talk to Chi­un first,” he said un­cer­tain­ly.




    “It lacks but an hour un­til the sun’s bright eye re­turns. Let us do what we will while he

    can­not see us.”




    She leaned in­to him, her smooth arms wrap­ping around his neck. She nipped at his right

    ear­lobe. Then play­ful­ly bit in­to the left. Re­mo felt his de­sire for her stir with­in him.

    It was more cu­rios­ity than need. Sinan­ju had burned out raw lust a long time ago. But the

    Low Moo was an at­trac­tive crea­ture. The word popped in­to Re­mo’s mind un­bid­den. She

    seemed in the half-​light less a wom­an than a wom­an-​child, and per­haps not quite that.

    There was some­thing fer­al in her eyes. They were sullen and sexy at once. They made Re­mo

    feel a new emo­tion. Some­thing sub­lim­inal. An an­tic­ipa­tion, and a kind of tin­gling

    anx­ious­ness too.




    Re­mo sought her lips, but, teas­ing, she avoid­ed them and sank per­fect white teeth in­to

    his shoul­der.




    “Cut it out,” Re­mo said light­ly. The teeth tight­ened. Re­mo frowned.




    “I need you, Re­mo. I need your strength,” she said through her tight­en­ing teeth.




    “How about you need me a lit­tle less hard?” Re­mo asked gen­tly but firm­ly, push­ing her

    head away. He took her face in his hands.




    “I get ahead of my­self,” she said. “Why do you not lie back?”




    “You want to get on top?”




    “I want you. All of you.”




    Re­mo let him­self be pushed down. There was some­thing in the air, some­thing that was

    sex­ual but some­how out­side of sex. He didn’t know what it was. But he felt a lit­tle thrill

    course along his spine and the short hairs of his fore­arms lift­ed as if from stat­ic

    elec­tric­ity.




    What­ev­er the Low Moo had in mind, it was go­ing to be very dif­fer­ent, Re­mo de­cid­ed.

    He closed his eyes as she mount­ed him. Let her sur­prise him.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju smelled blood.




    His wrin­kled face lift­ed sud­den­ly. He sniffed in all di­rec­tions. The scent em­anat­ed

    from the High Moo’s quar­ters.




    Chi­un went through the door like a charg­ing ram.




    The High Moo lay on his bed, the gold­en plume of king­ship droop­ing from his crown so that

    it brushed his broad nose.




    A bone knife slant­ed up from the mid­dle of his breast­bone. He was not breath­ing.




    Chi­un fell up­on the man. He didn’t touch the knife. It had prob­ably sev­ered veins or

    ar­ter­ies, and its blade might have sealed off the sev­ered ends. To with­draw it would risk

    the free flow of roy­al blood.




    In­stead, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju placed a fist over the High Moo’s heart. It beat

    slug­gish­ly. His mouth was open like a fish’s.




    Chi­un pound­ed the fist with the flat of his oth­er hand. Once. Again. Again. And again.

    The High Moo’s bulk quaked and trem­bled. A whitish foam spilled from his lips and the

    cough­ing be­gan. His eyes flut­tered open stupid­ly. “Move not,” Chi­un ad­mon­ished. “I will

    tend to you.”




    Chi­un ex­am­ined the knife. It seemed to have gone in deeply. But when he touched the hilt,

    it wob­bled. The blade had snapped go­ing in. He lift­ed it free.




    The blade had gone in at an an­gle. There was less dam­age than had been ap­par­ent. Chi­un

    left the tip in.




    “Sit up,” Chi­un said.




    The High Moo pushed him­self so that his tor­so and head were sup­port­ed by the wall

    be­hind his sleep­ing mat. “Who did this?” de­mand­ed Chi­un.




    “I know not,” mum­bled the High Moo. His eyes were glassy and blank. He seemed to be in

    shock, al­though the blood loss was in­signif­icant.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju flew to the open win­dow. He stuck his head out. A Red Feath­er

    Guard stopped pac­ing the open court­yard.




    “You! Guard!” Chi­un called. “Where have you been?”




    “Here,” the guard replied hasti­ly.




    Chi­un mo­tioned him close, and when he was with­in reach, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju smashed

    the bone spear from his hand, and tak­ing him by the throat, forced him to his knees. “Your

    em­per­or lies wound­ed by base as­sas­sins. I will ask you again. Who en­tered this

    win­dow?”




    “But, no one.” Chi­un squeezed hard­er. The guard’s eyes bulged like fright­ened grapes.




    “I swear by the moon,” he said.




    Chi­un’s vis­age drew tighter. But the fear in the guard’s voice told him that he spoke the

    truth as he knew it. No one had en­tered by the win­dow. And on­ly one per­son had en­tered by

    the door.




    “See that no fur­ther harm comes to the High Moo,” Chi­un warned, “or it will be on your

    head.” He re­leased the guard and swept out of the room like a har­ried specter.




    The Low Moo was not in her quar­ters. She was not in the eat­ing room. Chi­un be­gan to

    as­cend the stairs to the sec­ond floor, when he heard voic­es. Re­mo’s. And one oth­er.




    He padded back to the first floor. The voic­es came from Re­mo’s room.




    Chi­un burst in.




    “Chi­un!” Re­mo said in sur­prise. He lay on his back, the Low Moo atop him. She was pulling

    at her skirts, loos­en­ing them.




    “Don’t you be­lieve in knock­ing first?” Re­mo asked sheep­ish­ly.




    “I have learned who de­sires the High Moo’s death,” Chi­un said.




    “So have I,” Re­mo said.




    “Then why do I find you like this?”




    Re­mo pushed the Low Moo away and sat up. “I was on my way to see you,” he said. “Hon­est.

    But I hap­pened to bump in­to her. One thing just led to an­oth­er.”




    The Low Moo re­ar­ranged her skirts. She stared up at the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, her eyes as

    big as a tom­cat’s. “You con­sort with the en­emy of him whom you are sworn to pre­serve,”

    Chi­un said cold­ly.




    “What are you talk­ing about?”




    “You know who is try­ing to kill the High Moo?”




    “Sure, I do,” Re­mo said, get­ting to his feet. “Ev­ery­body.”




    “You are blind, Re­mo. The traitor lies at your feet.”




    “Her?” Re­mo said, aghast. “No way, Chi­un. You got it all wrong. I was out in the jun­gle.

    There must be two dozen dif­fer­ent plots be­ing hatched. If you ask me, it’s prac­ti­cal­ly

    open sea­son on the High Moo. I think he’s been work­ing ev­ery­one too hard. They’re fed

    up.”




    “Spo­ken like a peas­ant,” the Low Moo said sulk­ily. Re­mo put his hands on his hips.




    “Hey, what hap­pened to want­ing me?”




    “I do want you,” she hissed. “And I will have you!” The Low Moo sprang to her feet. A bone

    knife flashed up from un­der her skirts. She came at Re­mo, the knife held low for a

    dis­em­bow­el­ing slash.




    “Hey!” Re­mo yelled, his eyes wide. Re­flex­ive­ly his hand caught her knife wrist. He

    twist­ed. The Low Moo squealed in pain. Re­mo kicked her an­kles out from un­der her. She went

    down in a pile.




    Chi­un re­trieved the vi­cious­ly curved bone knife from the floor.




    “Yes. It is the same de­sign as the oth­er.”




    “What’s go­ing on here?” Re­mo de­mand­ed hot­ly.




    “She did not want you the way you think,” Chi­un said, ex­am­in­ing the knife.




    “Yeah? What oth­er way is there?”




    “She want­ed to poon you.”




    “And she would have if you hadn’t in­ter­rupt­ed.”




    “She want­ed to eat you,” Chi­un said. “Poon means ‘to eat.’ “




    “No, ai means ‘to eat,’ ” Re­mo said.




    “Ai means ‘to dine.’ Poon means ‘to con­sume.’”




    Re­mo blinked. He looked in­to Chi­un’s un­wa­ver­ing eyes. His eyes flashed down to the Low

    Moo. She avert­ed her gaze. Her pink tongue licked at her lips. She rubbed her bare bel­ly as

    if from a stom­achache.




    “You mean . . .” Re­mo be­gan to say. Chi­un nod­ded flinti­ly.




    Re­mo looked at the Low Moo again.




    “It’s not true, is it?” he asked qui­et­ly. “This wasn’t what you meant by de­sir­ing my

    or­gan. To eat?”




    “I de­served you. Oth­er Low Moos en­joyed the Flesh Feast in the days of the whites who

    came to this is­land. Why should I not be like them? I earned my throne.”




    “Earned?” said Chi­un sharply. Re­mo looked blank.




    “Do you think that I was born Low Moo?” She laughed cru­el­ly. “When Old Moo sank, the

    roy­al fam­ily es­caped to the high plateau where the moun­tain palace stood. This palace. The

    peas­ants all drowned, but the roy­al fam­ily alone sur­vived.”




    “You are all de­scen­dants of the House of Moo?” Chi­un asked. “Ev­ery is­lander?”




    The Low Moo nod­ded. “Ev­er since then it has been a strug­gle be­tween those who sat up­on

    the Shark Throne and those who did not. The strong ruled. The weak worked. My fa­ther slew the

    last High Moo on­ly two years ago.”




    “In the Fifth Year of the Third Cy­cle,” Chi­un said, pluck­ing the coin Re­mo had found

    from his sleeve. “The same year that the High Moo as­cend­ed the throne.”




    “There were four as­sas­si­na­tions that year,” the Low Moo went on. “Since then, my fa­ther

    has ruled through his might. There has been sta­bil­ity. On­ly the oc­to­pus wor­shipers vexed

    his king­dom. But now they are gone, and the trou­bles are worse.”




    “So you came to the throne with him?” Re­mo asked. “You weren’t born a princess?” His voice

    was stunned. His fea­tures a lit­tle sick. The truth was start­ing to sink in.




    The Low Moo shook her head. Her gaze was far­away. “I was the younger of two sis­ters.

    Tu­ka-​Tee was Low Moo be­fore me.”




    “What hap­pened to her?” Re­mo want­ed to know. The Low Moo shrugged un­con­cerned­ly.




    “I poi­soned her. Crushed stone­fish spines in her food.” Re­mo turned away.




    “I think I’m go­ing to be sick.”




    “Not as sick as you would have been had I not come to your res­cue,” Chi­un point­ed

    out.




    “She’s a princess, for Christ’s sake,” Re­mo said to no one in par­tic­ular. He tow­ered

    over the Low Moo. “You’re a princess!” he roared. The Low Moo cringed. “And you’re a freak­ing

    can­ni­bal.”




    “Do not be in­sult­ing,” the Low Moo shot back. “Moo­vians do not eat one an­oth­er. On­ly

    whites. And no one has eat­en hu­man flesh since the last white man came to these shores. They

    were made slaves for a time. When they were freed, there was a feast. The Low Moo al­ways had

    her choice of the best meat. And on­ly the Low Moo.”




    “Equal eat­ing for the High Moo was out?” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly.




    The Low Moo shrugged. “No white wom­en ev­er came. The roy­al fam­ily does not eat mem­bers

    of the same sex. Do you think we are … per­verts?”




    “Per­verts!” Re­mo shout­ed. “Lis­ten, where I come from-“




    “Enough,” Chi­un said. “Now you know the truth.”




    “Now I know,” Re­mo said dul­ly. He hadn’t loved her, but some­how the truth hurt. He didn’t

    un­der­stand why. “What do we do with her?” Re­mo asked. “She’s still the Low Moo.”




    “She stabbed her fa­ther.”




    “Yes,” said the Low Moo. She sprang to her feet, her eyes flash­ing. Her bare breasts shook

    with the ve­he­mence of her words. “The High Moo is dead. I pos­sess the Shark Throne now. And

    all of its wealth. If you wish to claim any of the coins, you will do as I say.”




    “No,” Chi­un said, tak­ing her by the wrist. The Low Moo strug­gled. The old Ko­re­an’s

    fin­gers tight­ened like claws. “He lives, thanks to Sinan­ju.”




    And Chi­un dragged the Low Moo, spit­ting and scratch­ing, from the room. Re­mo went along

    un­cer­tain­ly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju threw the Low Moo at the feet of her fa­ther. She sprawled there,

    supine and fright­ened.




    “I lay at your feet your as­sailant,” Chi­un said cold­ly. “Speak her fate and I will make

    it so.” His hands went in­to his ki­mono sleeves. His spine straight­ened proud­ly.




    “Wait a minute, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo be­gan. A raised hand hushed him.




    The High Moo’s eyes were clear­ing.




    “She is my daugh­ter,” he said dul­ly. “There is no oth­er I trust. Let her live. She is

    will­ful and cru­el as a cat, but she on­ly want­ed to feel the white man’s flesh be­tween her

    teeth.”




    Re­mo shiv­ered in spite of him­self.




    “There are oth­ers,” Chi­un went on. “Oth­er plot­ters. Re­mo has un­cov­ered their

    per­fidy.”




    “Yeah, it’s re­al bad,” Re­mo of­fered. “Just about ev­ery­one on this anthill wants to kill

    you. Now I know why. It’s their on­ly chance for up­ward mo­bil­ity. The Low Moo told us how it

    re­al­ly is on your lit­tle trop­ical par­adise.”




    “I need my peas­ants. With­out them, there will be no one to mine the met­al, make the

    coins, and grow the rice. “




    “Then choose one or two plot­ters,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed. “I will make an ex­am­ple of them

    be­fore the oth­ers. A few heads sit­ting on spears is a won­der­ful de­ter­rent to

    plot­ters.”




    The High Moo shook his head slow­ly. “I need ev­ery peas­ant. We have al­ready lost too

    many.”




    “Then what would you have me do?” Chi­un de­mand­ed in an ex­as­per­at­ed voice.




    “Let them go.”




    “Go! I am roy­al as­sas­sin to the House of Moo. How can I pro­tect you if I can­not deal

    jus­tice to pre­tenders to the throne? Where is the de­ter­rent? What is your pow­er?”




    “My pow­er lies here,” said the High Moo, point­ing to his right arm. He lift­ed his war

    club fee­bly. “And in the wealth of my trea­sure, which ev­ery Moo­vian cov­ets but no one may

    pos­sess but me.”




    “In oth­er words,” Re­mo said, “you have noth­ing.”




    “Well-​spo­ken,” said Chi­un, dis­taste thick­en­ing his voice.




    “I would sleep,” said the High Moo. “Leave me. We will speak of these mat­ters af­ter the

    sun has re­stored the col­or to my em­pire.”




    “Some em­pire,” said Re­mo, turn­ing to go from the room.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju be­held the supine fig­ure of the Low Moo, and the great snor­ing

    bulk of the High Moo. They no longer ap­peared roy­al to his wise eyes. He saw on­ly a fat man

    with a feath­er droop­ing over his thick fea­tures and a spite­ful and treach­er­ous girl.




    He left them with­out a word.


  




  

    Chapter 35




    They asked Shane Bil­liken if he could swim and he said yes.




    They asked Shane Bil­liken if he could swim with his hands tied be­hind him and his feet

    weight­ed with vats of cheese.




    “Of course not,” he snapped.




    “Then it’s set­tled,” Dirk Ed­wards said. “You go over the side.”




    It took three of them to hold Shane Bil­liken down on the deck while a fourth tied his

    wrists be­hind his back with rope. Get­ting the goat cheese tied to his feet proved more

    dif­fi­cult. For one thing, they found they would have to drill holes through the vats for the

    ropes to go through. For an­oth­er, Shane kept kick­ing the wood­en vats to pieces with his

    fran­tic feet.




    “Let’s think this through,” Dirk Ed­wards said at last.




    “Great idea,” said Shane Bil­liken. “Let’s not rush in­to any­thing. “




    I meant how we’re go­ing to do it, not if,” Dirk Ed­wards said. “You got us in­to this fool

    op­er­ation.”




    “I hired you. I gave you all my mon­ey.”




    “Your mis­take. Be­sides, we aren’t in this for the mon­ey. We’re sol­diers. We have a

    sol­dier’s pride. How the fuck do you think this op­er­ation will look writ­ten up in the pages

    of Sol­dier of For­tune?”




    “Not so hot if it comes out that you mur­dered your em­ploy­er,” Shane point­ed out.




    “Ex­act­ly. Not to men­tion all the screw­ing around these is­lands we’ve done. Gus, find

    some­thing we can use as a plank. “




    “Plank?” Shane said blankly.




    “Yeah, it’s tra­di­tion­al dur­ing mu­tinies to make the cap­tain walk the plank. And I’m a

    tra­di­tion­al kind of guy.”




    “I don’t think you guys are con­sid­er­ing the karmic reper­cus­sions of this.”




    “You’re right. We’re not.”




    “Look, I can pay you more mon­ey. Just don’t kill me.”




    “We got all your mon­ey. You just said so.”




    “Then I’ll cut you in on the trea­sure. Did I tell you guys about the trea­sure? Half for

    me, half for you guys to split up.”




    “We don’t need you to find any trea­sure.”




    “Sure you do. On­ly I know what the girl looks like. And the two with her.”




    “A white guy and a gook in a par­ty dress. How many of them can there be in the South

    Pa­cif­ic?”




    “You nev­er know. Syn­chronic­ity is one of the great mis­un­der­stood forces of the

    cos­mos.”




    “So are sharks. Hey, some­body see if there’s any red meat left. Throw it in the wa­ter.

    It’ll be more fun if we toss him in­to a mess of man-​eaters.”




    “No, not that. Any­thing but that.”




    “No, not that,” Dirk Ed­wards mim­icked. “Any­thing but that. You sound like a pan­sy. I

    hate pan­sies. I got­ta kill you for that rea­son alone.”




    “And for the cheese,” some­one joined in.




    “Yeah. For the damned cheese. I should nev­er have signed on with­out check­ing you out more

    care­ful­ly.”




    “There’s no more meat,” a voice called up from be­low.




    “Damn. I guess it’s back to the cheese.”




    Shane Bil­liken re­sumed kick­ing wild­ly. “No, no, no!” he screamed.




    “Hey, shut up! Shut him up.” It was Gus. His voice was ex­cit­ed.




    Dirk Ed­wards dropped in­to a crouch and clamped a dirty hand over Bil­liken’s wide mouth.

    “What is it?” he hissed.




    “I see an is­land.”




    “Steer clear of it. The Hawai­ian au­thor­ities prob­ably have the whole South Pa­cif­ic on

    the look­out for us.”




    “Maybe. But not this is­land.”




    “Say again?”




    “There’s a junk ly­ing at an­chor on this side.”




    Dirk Ed­wards re­placed his hand with a boot and stood up. Shane Bil­liken tried to shake

    the boot out of his mouth, but that on­ly made the boot press down hard­er. He stopped

    strug­gling.




    “Yeah, yeah,” Dirk said, his voice ris­ing.




    Shane Bil­liken felt the boot go away and two hands yank him to his feet.




    “That the junk?” Ed­wards de­mand­ed, point­ing.




    Shane Bil­liken said, “Yes!” He would have said yes if he had been asked if Peking was the

    cap­ital of Alas­ka.




    “Change in plans,” Dirk said. “We ain’t go­ing to kill you. But you got­ta do ev­ery­thing

    we say from now on.”




    “Done,” said Shane Bil­liken. “Thank you.”




    “We ain’t do­ing this for you. We can’t kill you with­out noise and I ain’t blow­ing our

    chance to sal­vage some­thing from this mis­er­able op­er­ation.”




    “What­ev­er works,” said Shane Bil­liken grate­ful­ly.




    “Okay. Pull down the sails. Cut the en­gines. Douse the lights. And ev­ery­body lis­ten up.

    You too, Bil­liken. You play your hand right and we’ll cut you in for a piece of the

    trea­sure.”




    “Half?”




    Stone faces stared at him. “A quar­ter?”




    “Aww, Dirk, why don’t we just stran­gle him and get it over with?” Gus drawled.




    “We need ev­ery hand. Pro­vid­ed we get co­op­er­ation.”




    “Ten per­cent!” Shane called out. “Ten per­cent works for me.”




    “You get five-​if you pull your weight.”




    And Shane Bil­liken found his hands be­ing un­tied and an M-16 placed in­to his trem­bling

    fin­gers. This was his last chance and he knew it. He promised to pull his weight from now on.

    He used his most con­vinc­ing voice. Any­thing to avoid the sharks. Shane knew ev­ery­thing

    there was to know about sharks. He had seen ev­ery jaws film. Talk about un­evolved.


  




  

    Chapter 36




    Michael P. Brunt’s voice was jaun­ty over the long-​dis­tance line.




    “Brunt the Grunt,” he said. “You point and I do.”




    “This is Brown,” Harold Smith said. “Have you com­plet­ed your as­sign­ment?”




    “Mis­sion ac­com­plished.”




    “You have re­cov­ered the tea ser­vice?” Smith asked blankly.




    “What if I said yes?” Brunt asked. Smith could hear a raspy scratch­ing noise. It sound­ed

    like Brunt was scratch­ing his beard stub­ble.




    “Please stop talk­ing in cir­cles. What did you find?”




    “Noth­ing. No tea ser­vice. No fur­ni­ture, un­less you count a TV and a bunch of box­es. If

    you want my opin­ion, the guy took it on the lam, as we de­tec­tives like to say.”




    “Box­es? What kind of box­es?”




    “What do you care?”




    “What was in them?”




    “Got me. They were pad­locked. For all I know, they were boo­by-​trapped too.




    “Could you de­scribe them?”




    “Oh, about four or five feet long. Kind of like foot­lock­ers. Some of them had brass

    han­dles and fit­tings. They came in an as­sort­ment of col­ors. Gaudy, too. De­sign­er

    lug­gage they def­inite­ly weren’t.”




    “And you did not open them?”




    “My job was to go in and re­cov­er the tea ser­vice with­out dis­turb­ing the do­mes­tic

    en­vi­ron­ment, cor­rect?”




    “Yes,” Smith ad­mit­ted glum­ly.




    “Those ba­bies were se­cured with mon­ster brass pad­locks. Not the com­bi­na­tion kind,

    which I could have cracked, but the kind you open with a key. A big brass key. Get it?”




    “Clear­ly,” Smith sighed. “You dared not open them.”




    “Not with­out the big brass key, which I did not find, or a ham­mer and cold chis­el, which

    I must have left in my oth­er suit. Did I do right?”




    “Yes, of course,” Brunt sug­gest­ed, “for more bucks, I could take an­oth­er whack at it.

    Maybe you want your tea ser­vice so much you don’t mind if I make a mess.”




    “I do mind. The oc­cu­pant must nev­er know his dwelling was pen­etrat­ed.”




    “Bur­glar­ized, you mean. On­ly CIA types say ‘pen­etrat­ed.’”




    “Yes. Bur­glar­ized.”




    “So now what?”




    Smith con­sid­ered. The scratch­ing came over the line again.




    “If I need you, I will call you again,” he said at last.




    “Sounds like a kiss-​off to me.”




    “You have your check.”




    “Cashed and spent al­ready. I could use more. My sec­re­tary keeps ask­ing for a raise.”




    “Good-​bye, Mr. Brunt,” said Smith, hang­ing up. He swiveled in his cracked leather chair,

    his gray eyes re­gard­ing Long Is­land Sound through the of­fice pic­ture win­dow.




    “Box­es,” he mut­tered. What could these box­es con­tain? Ar­ma­ments, per­haps. Brunt had

    de­scribed them as foot­lock­ers. As­sault weapons were of­ten shipped in sim­ilar box­es. Or

    weapons com­po­nents. Stinger mis­siles, for ex­am­ple. Or in the case of a more com­plex

    de­vice, such as a portable rock­et launch­er, the com­po­nents were of­ten trans­port­ed in

    sev­er­al box­es of the type Brunt de­scribed.




    Was the house be­ing used as a weapons-​stor­age site? Was Smith the tar­get of

    ter­ror­ists’? If so, why hadn’t they made their move? If not, who was their tar­get?




    This was too crit­ical now for a bro­ken-​down pri­vate in­ves­ti­ga­tor. Smith would have

    to get in­to the house him­self, de­spite the risk. He must learn the con­tents of those

    box­es.




    The time for wait­ing was over. Smith went to his file cab­inet and from a fold­er deep in

    back ex­tract­ed an Army-​is­sue .45 au­to­mat­ic and two clips. He in­sert­ed a clip and sent

    a round in­to the cham­ber to check the ac­tion. Then he placed them in his brief­case, where

    they nes­tled in a false com­part­ment un­der the tele­phone hookup.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith left his of­fice, a gray man with a cold white face and a pur­pose­ful

    stride that made the guards in the lob­by dis­pense with their usu­al tipped-​hat

    ac­knowl­edg­ments. They had seen that look on Smith’s face be­fore. It usu­al­ly

    fore­shad­owed some­one get­ting fired.


  




  

    Chapter 37




    Shane Bil­liken felt pos­itive­ly trans­for­ma­tion­al. He re­al­ly did.




    Un­der cov­er of dark­ness, they had heaved to out­side the la­goon. Dirk “Ed the

    Erad­ica­tor” Ed­wards and his men donned their jun­gle fa­tigues and greased their faces with

    green and black cam­ou­flage paint. They slid sur­vival knives in­to an­kle sheaths and taped

    mag­azine clips to­geth­er to make reload­ing eas­ier. Then they went over the side in rub­ber

    rafts, which they scut­tled in shal­low wa­ter. From there, they wad­ed.




    Shane Bil­liken car­ried an M-16 as­sault ri­fle over his head and clutched a mar­lin spike

    be­tween his teeth. His shirt pock­ets were stuffed with spare clips and ex­tra rounds and

    Gou­da cheese. He hadn’t any cam­ou­flage clothes, so he set­tled for rub­bing his white ducks

    with bor­rowed jun­gle paint, not for­get­ting to anoint the tri­an­gle of hairy chest ex­posed

    by his but­ton­less shirt. At the last mo­ment, he kept his mood amulet be­cause, hap­pi­ly,

    the bull had turned green. It blend­ed in per­fect­ly.




    He felt tru­ly in touch with his an­imal side. There was just one nag­ging doubt to be

    re­solved.




    “Does it get eas­ier?” Shane want­ed to know as they wad­ed on­to the crushed-​shell beach.

    “The killing stuff. I mean. “




    Dirk shot him a wolfish grin. “Sure it does. Hard­ly any­body ev­er throws up the sec­ond

    time.”




    “That’s good,” said Shane. “I hate throw­ing up. It’s so, you know, pri­mal.”




    “Noth­ing’s more pri­mal than killing,” Dirk snort­ed. “Right, boys?”




    They scaled the is­land’s steep west­ern slope. The face was rid­dled with square open­ings

    shored up with bam­boo beams.




    “Are these tun­nels?” Gus de­mand­ed. “I was in Nam. I don’t dig tun­nel ac­tion. Gives me

    the creeps.”




    Dirk Ed­wards waved them in­to a crouch. He eased for­ward to one of the dark open­ings. He

    sniffed. No an­imal smells. He pulled a flash­light from his belt and shone the light in.




    “Looks to me like a mine,” he whis­pered.




    “Maybe the trea­sure’s in there,” Shane said ea­ger­ly.




    “Yeah,” Dirk said slow­ly. He de­tect­ed faint stir­rings in­side the mine. “Maybe it is.

    What say we check it out?”




    “Suits me,” Shane said, slip­ping the safe­ty off his ri­fle. “Glad to hear it. You go

    first.”




    “Me?” Shane was shoved for­ward by sev­er­al of the oth­ers. His eyes were sick. Dirk

    grinned at him. Shane de­cid­ed the tun­nel was less threat­en­ing than Dirk’s grin. He crept

    in.




    A mur­mur of laugh­ter rip­pled up from the oth­ers. They wait­ed, lis­ten­ing. The sound of

    Shane Bil­liken’s stum­blings echoed from the mine.




    “The fool don’t have sense enough to take off his sun­glass­es,” Dirk guf­fawed.




    His laugh­ter died sud­den­ly when sounds of fir­ing came from the tun­nel. Shane burst out,

    his face a twist­ed warp of pan­ic.




    Dirk pulled him down. “What was it?” he spat. “What’d you find?”




    “Eyes. I saw eyes. Hu­man eyes. I shot at them. I think they’re all dead.”




    “Na­tives,” a man hissed. “They’ll be all over us.”




    “Don’t pan­ic,” Dirk barked. “Tun­nel prob­ably muf­fled the sound so it didn’t car­ry.”




    Shane Bil­liken start­ed to gag. Ev­ery­body saw it com­ing. They piled on him; stuff­ing

    head­bands and belts in­to his mouth to sti­fle the vom­it­ing sounds. When Shane’s

    con­vul­sions stopped, they let him go. He spent fif­teen min­utes qui­et­ly spit­ting chunky

    yel­low­ish flu­id out of his mouth. He rinsed his mouth out with dirt.




    “I thought you said it nev­er hap­pened that way twice,” Shane gasped. His breath smelled

    like sour cheese.




    “Some peo­ple have to get used to blood,” Dirk replied. “‘Okay, we press on. Stay away from

    the tun­nels. There’s a big build­ing on the high ground. I’m bet­ting that’s the trea­sure

    house.”




    “No,” Shane said. “I dreamed on it again.”




    “You gonna start that bilge all over?”




    “No, the build­ing is the sa­cred tem­ple. I saw it in the dream. The trea­sure house will

    be near it, though.”




    “Yeah, and did you dream its lo­ca­tion?” Dirk asked sar­cas­ti­cal­ly.




    “No, but I brought along an at­tuned way of find­ing it.”




    “What’s that?”




    “This,” Shane said, pulling a Y-​shaped branch from un­der his silk shirt. “It’s a dows­ing

    rod,” he ex­plained when con­front­ed with a cir­cle of blank cam­ou­flage-​paint­ed looks.




    “Ain’t those used for find­ing ground wa­ter?” some­one asked.




    “This is a wil­low branch. It will find any­thing I want. In­clud­ing trea­sure. Watch.”




    Shane Bil­liken put down his ri­fle and stood up. He held the dows­ing rod by its forked

    ends, with the tail of the Y point­ing out­ward. The branch quiv­ered in his hands. His hands

    quiv­ered too. It was im­pos­si­ble to tell which was af­fect­ing the oth­er.




    “I can feel the mag­net­ic pull al­ready!” he de­clared. “Come on!” Shane went up the hill.

    The oth­ers hung back un­cer­tain­ly.




    “Wood ain’t mag­net­ic,” Gus point­ed out.




    “No,” Dirk growled, “but we ain’t got any more clue where that trea­sure’s at than he does.

    We got noth­ing to lose. Sad­dle up.”




    They trailed af­ter Shane Bil­liken in a ragged line, drop­ping in­to de­fen­sive crouch­es

    ev­ery time Bil­liken tripped over a rock or ground root, their eyes sharp and their weapons

    point­ed out in all di­rec­tions.




    Af­ter the third time, Dirk Ed­wards snatched the Ray-​Bans off Shane’s face and threw them

    away.




    “Hey!” Shane protest­ed. “Those are my trade­mark.”




    “They’ll mark your grave­stone if you fuck up one more time.” Shane re­ceived an un­gen­tle

    shove. “Now, get go­ing!” Shane pressed on. He seemed to do bet­ter now that he could see. He

    tripped on­ly once more, and that was be­cause his Adi­das sneak­ers were com­ing off his feet

    like bad tires.




    “Damn!” he said as he pulled him­self to his feet. The oth­ers had dropped in­to a

    de­fen­sive cir­cle, their hearts in their mouths and blood in their eyes.




    “Lemme shoot him, Dirk,” Gus moaned. “Please.” They were on lev­el ground, near a hid­den

    path they had dis­cov­ered.




    “What’s wrong now?” Dirk called out. “Be­sides your usu­al clum­si­ness?”




    “I fell and broke the rod.”




    “What a tragedy.”




    “You don’t un­der­stand. I was close. I could feel the odyl­lic vi­bra­tions.” Shane reached

    down to re­cov­er the wil­low pieces, which had fall­en un­der a light­ning-​scorched tree. He

    leaned in­to the tree to steady him­self and it cracked like a burnt twig. He fell across a

    wide flat and was sur­prised to feel his right foot sink down in­to some­thing clam­my and

    wet.




    “Oh, God,” he moaned. “I’m wound­ed. My foot’s all wet.”




    “Maybe he pissed him­self,” some­one said dry­ly.




    Dirk Ed­wards came to his side. He ex­am­ined Shane’s foot. It dis­ap­peared in­to the top

    of a wide stump. He pulled it free.




    “Is there much blood?” Shane moaned, look­ing away.




    “None,” said Dirk. He wasn’t even look­ing at Shane’s foot any­more. He was look­ing in­to

    the stump, where sil­ver glints rip­pled un­der dis­turbed wa­ter. He turned to his men. “I

    want you all to get a grip on your­selves, un­der­stand? No shout­ing. No hoot­ing. No

    bull­shit. I don’t know how, but this id­iot found the trea­sure for us.”




    “I did?” Shane asked blankly.




    He climbed to his feet and joined the group clus­ter­ing around the stump to drink in the

    sight of stack up­on stack of round sil­very coins. The moon­light made them shim­mer.




    “I did!” Shane ex­ult­ed. Ev­ery­one piled on him. They wres­tled him to the ground, a dozen

    hands clamp­ing on his mouth and throat.




    When they fi­nal­ly let go, Shane Bil­liken’s eyes were fever­ish. “I did. I did. I did,” he

    whis­pered over and over again. “Didn’t I? I made a pos­itive af­fir­ma­tion and it worked.

    Fi­nal­ly.”




    “Ev­ery­body grab as much as they can car­ry,” Dirk or­dered. “We’ll take this stuff back to

    the boat in ro­tat­ing groups of threes. The first group stays with the ship to guard that end.

    The main force will re­main here with the trea­sure. If we hus­tle our butts, we can have all

    this stuff on the boat be­fore dawn.”




    “Then we sail home, right?” Shane said.




    “No. There’s na­tives on this is­land. I’ve been at sea with­out a wom­an for more than a

    week. I feel like hav­ing me some is­land girls. When we’re done load­ing, we’ll see what we

    can rus­tle up in the way of en­forced R-​and-​R. Ev­ery­body with me on that?”




    Ev­ery­body was. Ex­cept Shane Bil­liken. He vol­un­teered to stay with the trea­sure. His

    of­fer was ac­cept­ed.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sat in the court­yard of the High Moo’s palace. He faced the east,

    his eyes closed. The ris­ing sun warmed his parch­ment coun­te­nance. Sea breezes toyed with

    the wisps of hair that dec­orat­ed his wise face. He was tran­scend­ing with the sun, an old

    Sinan­ju cus­tom.




    When he had fin­ished med­itat­ing, he laid his hands up­on his knees and arose like a

    straight­en­ing sun­flow­er. Re­mo saun­tered up from the jun­gle. He car­ried some­thing black

    and shiny in one hand.




    “I have de­cid­ed,” Chi­un said grave­ly. “We will leave Moo to­day. My heart is heavy, but

    my mind is clear.”




    “Don’t say your good-​byes just yet,” Re­mo said even­ly. “We have prob­lems.”




    “I ab­solve us of any prob­lems as­so­ci­at­ed with the House of Moo. It has sunk in­to evil

    ways.”




    “Not them. I was out for a walk and I found these.” Re­mo held up a pair of Ray-​Ban

    Way­far­er sun­glass­es. “Elvis is on this is­land,” he said.




    “Non­sense,” Chi­un snapped. “Elvis is dead. Or liv­ing in Min­neso­ta. Re­ports vary.”




    “Not Elvis Pres­ley. Our old pal Shane Bil­liken.”




    “Oh, him,” Chi­un said, wav­ing dis­rnissive­ly. “A mere an­noy­ance.”




    “Maybe, but there’s a ship out­side the la­goon and it’s crawl­ing with jun­gle fa­tigues.

    And they’re armed to the gills. “




    “Our ship is safe?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “So far. But the news gets worse. I hap­pened to walk by the ol’ trea­sure stump. It’s been

    emp­tied.”




    “My coins!” Chi­un squeaked.




    Re­mo nod­ded grim­ly. “Ev­ery­body’s coins. And I tracked boot­prints lead­ing down to the

    la­goon. The coins must be on that boat.”




    “They will rue this day,” Chi­un cried, shak­ing a tiny fist.




    “Why should they be any dif­fer­ent than us?” Re­mo asked rhetor­ical­ly.




    To­geth­er the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and his pupil de­scend­ed from the lofty sum­mit of Moo.

    Chi­un was a driv­ing storm cloud in an azure ki­mono. His chin jut­ted for­ward. He scorned

    the treach­er­ous path to the shore and in­stead took the di­rect ap­proach. Branch­es and

    man­grove thick­ets were crushed from his path.




    “Where are the peas­ants?” Chi­un asked at one point. “I do not see them at their toil.”




    “While you were tran­scend­ing with the sun, I had a lit­tle talk with them about

    la­bor-​man­age­ment re­la­tions.”




    “Be good enough to speak En­glish, not Amer­ican.”




    “They’re on a sit-​down strike on the back part of the is­land. They won’t stand up un­til

    the High Moo makes cer­tain con­ces­sions. I’ve been ap­point­ed strike lead­er.”




    “You are poi­son­ing their minds with fool­ish no­tions, Re­mo,” Chi­un scold­ed. “These

    peo­ple need their High Moo. “




    “The High Moo needs them, you mean. Uh-​uh. Af­ter to­day, things are go­ing to be

    dif­fer­ent. Hold it,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly.




    Re­mo and Chi­un froze. Down be­low, white men were run­ning in and out of the mines,

    trail­ing lengths of wire. Oth­ers hun­kered down in the man­groves, con­fi­dent they were

    in­vis­ible in their fa­tigues.




    “I count five on land,” Re­mo said. “Yes, five. Let us cut their num­ber.”




    “Hold on,” Re­mo said. “‘They’re up to some­thing in the mines.”




    “Not for very long,” Chi­un vowed.




    Dirk Ed­wards wait­ed un­til the last man was out of the mines.




    “Okay, ev­ery­body get down,” he said as he lift­ed his clenched fist to sig­nal the men

    with the det­ona­tors to be ready.




    “Re­mem­ber,” he said, “when they blow, it will bring the na­tives out where we can pick

    them off. Just shoot the males. We can han­dle the wom­en easy. Maybe we’ll get lucky and

    dis­lodge same of what­ev­er they’re min­ing, too.”




    And then he brought his fist down and twist­ed the han­dle of his own det­ona­tor.




    The ground lift­ed un­der Re­mo and Chi­un’s feet. They re­act­ed in­stant­ly, leap­ing

    in­to the tree­tops with the grace­ful alacrity of gazelles. The palms shook like dust mops in

    an­gry hands. They be­gan top­pling. The ground be­neath col­lapsed like the sand at the top of

    an hour­glass pour­ing down.




    “The whole slope is crum­bling!” Re­mo shout­ed.




    “High­er ground,” Chi­un called. He leapt in­to the next tree, Re­mo fol­low­ing. They swung

    from tree to tree as the whole slope seemed to cave to be­hind them. Re­mo paused long enough

    to look back. The sheer west­ern face of Moo, which was rid­dled with mines and tun­nels, was

    falling like an avalanche. In­stead of cas­cad­ing snows, it was a night­mare of soil and

    fo­liage and palms slid­ing in­to the sea. The roar of mov­ing earth was like a freight

    train.




    Dirk Ed­wards saw that he had mis­cal­cu­lat­ed. He called re­treat.




    “Ev­ery fuck­er for him­self!”




    They broke for the beach. They splashed in­to the surf ahead of a tidal wave of soil and

    stones. Some aban­doned their weapons as they swam for the ship.




    Be­lowdeck on the New Age Hope, Shane Bil­liken was hap­pi­ly count­ing coins.




    “Sev­en­ty-​sev­en … sev­en­ty-​eight … sev­en­ty-“




    The con­cus­sion sent the kerosene lamps gy­rat­ing in their gim­bals. Shane plunged up the

    com­pan­ion­way. The two men on watch, Gus and Miles, were at the rail point­ing to­ward Moo,

    their mouths hang­ing open in stu­pe­fac­tion.




    It looked as if the en­tire is­land was com­ing down. Birds flew in­to the air. Shane saw a

    scam­per­ing mon­key buried alive. A faint dust cloud lift­ed and kept on ris­ing, and Shane

    re­al­ized it was the in­sects of Moo, flee­ing the col­lapse of land.




    “Where are they? Can you see them?” Miles shout­ed hoarse­ly.




    “No. Wait! There in the wa­ter. They’re swim­ming for it. “




    Shane saw Dirk Ed­wards stroking like mad, the oth­ers not far be­hind. One slow swim­mer

    was caught by the slid­ing wall of soil. He went un­der a bub­bling mix­ture of new­ly

    cre­at­ed mud.




    Shane’s mind crys­tal­lized in­stant­ly. The trea­sure was be­low. The oth­ers were in the

    wa­ter. And he was alone on deck with on­ly two men.




    He looked around and spot­ted an as­sault ri­fle lean­ing be­side the main­mast. He tip­toed

    back and took it in his sweaty hands. His thumb squeezed off the safe­ty and he crept

    for­ward.




    He shot Gus first. He shot him point-​blank in the back of the head, scat­ter­ing his face

    across the wa­ter. Miles whirled and Shane rid­dled his chest. Miles stag­gered back. His mouth

    gulped like a beached fish’s.




    While Miles teetered against the rail. Shane sent a foot in­to his caved-​in chest. He went

    over­board, Shane then hoist­ed Gus’s car­cass over the side.




    With­in what seemed like on­ly sec­onds, the wa­ter was full of churn­ing sharks. They

    at­tacked like hun­gry dogs, turn­ing the wa­ter pink­ish-​white.




    Shane called down en­cour­age­ment to the sharks. “Hey, do what you love!” He start­ed to

    raise an­chor and then took the wheel. He kicked both en­gines to life. The schooner dug in and

    raced away.




    Shane Bil­liken was very pleased with him­self. He didn’t feel like vom­it­ing in the least.

    In fact, he felt hun­gry. He de­cid­ed that once he had cleared the is­land, he would go be­low

    for a good fist­ful of Lim­burg­er, and maybe fin­ish count­ing his coins.


  




  

    Chapter 38




    The roar­ing, rum­bling, snap­ping, and splin­ter­ing sounds be­gan to sub­side at last.




    Re­mo and Chi­un dropped from the shiv­er­ing trees to the ground on the sum­mit of Moo.

    They ran to the Roy­al Palace. Moo­vians were milling about the palace, their voic­es high and

    plain­tive.




    “So much for my strike,” Re­mo mut­tered. He gazed back to the la­goon. “Looks like Elvis is

    tak­ing a pow­der.” The ship was head­ing for open wa­ter. But down in the la­goon, whose deep

    blue wa­ter was turn­ing slow­ly milk choco­late, tiny fig­ures floun­dered. They were

    swim­ming away from a spot of wa­ter that churned white and pink.




    “Sharks,” Chi­un said. “Those men must re­turn to land.”




    “We bet­ter clean them out be­fore they get or­ga­nized. They’ll be af­ter the junk

    next.”




    “Yes.” Chi­un turned to the milling Moo­vians. “Nev­er fear,” he cried. “We will deal

    ruth­less­ly with these in­ter­lop­ers. In­form the High Moo that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju will

    not let this atroc­ity go un­pun­ished.”




    “I thought you’d got­ten over your High Moo wor­ship,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly as they raced

    down the loos­ened and tan­gled west­ern slope.




    “We have not tak­en our leave yet.”




    There was no white beach there any­more. Just a soak­ing apron of mud. The mois­ture was

    creep­ing up­ward. The soil, made heavy by sea­wa­ter, fell in oc­ca­sion­al mud­slides.




    Dirk Ed­wards and his men crawled on­to this mud, car­ry­ing their weapons. They were met by

    two res­olute fig­ures. Re­mo and Chi­un.




    Dirk took one look and growled out a low or­der. “Waste them.”




    The or­der was eas­ier giv­en than car­ried out. Dirk raised his AK-47 and got off a short

    snarling burst at the white man. He peered past the thin­ning gun­smoke and the white man was

    run­ning to­ward him, dead-​on. He pulled the tape-​dou­bled clip out and in­sert­ed the oth­er

    end. He tried sin­gle shots, but the white man zig-​zagged be­tween the shots some­how. Dirk

    plucked out a hand grenade, pulled the pin with his teeth, and let fly.




    The white guy stopped, looked up at the de­scend­ing ob­ject. Dirk’s wolfish grin wreathed

    his mud­dy fea­tures. It died when the white man ca­su­al­ly caught the grenade like a pop fly

    ball and tossed it back in Dirk’s shocked face.




    Dirk had no place to run. He bur­rowed in­to the mud like a clam. He stuck his fin­gers in

    his ears to ward off con­cus­sion dam­age. The ex­plo­sion was muf­fled. When it sub­sid­ed,

    Dirk stuck his head out. Smear­ing the mud from his eyes, he looked around.




    His men were de­ploy­ing fran­ti­cal­ly. They fired ev­ery which way; like am­ateurs. What

    the hell was wrong with them?




    Then he saw. The old guy. The gook. He was sys­tem­at­ical­ly tak­ing them out with what

    looked like kung-​fu moves, but were not. The old man vent­ed no heart-​freez­ing cries. His

    punch­es and kicks were not swift and flam­boy­ant. They were more grace­ful. There was an

    econ­omy of move­ment that Dirk Ed­wards have nev­er seen be­fore. It was too pure for

    kung-​fu, he told him­self. And the thought sur­prised him. He had great re­spect for

    kung-​fu.




    The white guy was mov­ing in and out of the tan­gles of up­root­ed palms. Dirk had trou­ble

    spot­ting him even though his bare white chest should have been a dead give­away. He was like a

    ghost.




    One of his men slunk past a clump of bush­es and sud­den­ly the white guy was be­hind him.

    He came out of nowhere, chopped once at the back of the neck, and Dirk didn’t have to hear the

    ug­ly crunch­ing noise to know he had lost an­oth­er man. The weird an­gle of his neck as he

    fell told him that.




    The white guy moved on.




    Dirk scram­bled out of the mud. He went from body to body, col­lect­ing plas­tic ex­plo­sive

    charges. He still had a det­ona­tor strapped to his belt. He felt his pock­ets. Yeah, a few

    blast­ing caps too. He cir­cled away from the fight­ing-​it was more like a mas­sacre than a

    fight-​un­til he came to open beach. He clam­bered up the hilly is­land. There were oth­er

    mines here too. He found one as close to the dam­aged west­ern slope as he dared go and crawled

    in.




    In a mat­ter of mo­ments he had plant­ed a charge. He fixed the rest in oth­er strate­gic

    places, trail­ing wire back to the shel­ter of a coral out­crop­ping. He hooked the wires to

    the det­ona­tor.




    “So long, suck­ers!” he shout­ed, and twist­ed the plunger. Gouts of fiery soil jumped in­to

    the air. The ground shud­dered. Dirk grinned. He wait­ed for the shud­der­ing to sub­side.

    Strange­ly, it kept on go­ing. Like an echo cham­ber. Puz­zled, Dirk peered over the

    out­crop­ping.




    What he saw made his blood run cold. The is­land was com­ing down like a sand­pile. Not just

    the part he had blast­ed. All of it. Wa­ter came pour­ing out of the mines. High above, on the

    sum­mit, the stone build­ing was sink­ing as if in­to quick­sand.




    A wail rose from the sum­mit. Screams. Ter­ri­ble screams of ter­ror. But Dirk Ed­wards

    didn’t hear the screams. His own were too loud.




    A wave of loose earth was com­ing at him and he plunged for the blue wa­ter.




    Chi­un re­al­ized it first.




    “Moo is falling in­to the sea.”




    “Can’t be,” Re­mo said hot­ly. He clutched a mer­ce­nary in his hands. He waved his long

    fin­ger­nails be­fore the man’s face and sud­den­ly it looked like the pink side of a

    wa­ter­mel­on rind.




    “These nails are good for some­thing, at least,” Re­mo said, drop­ping the body.




    “Lo!” Chi­un point­ed up­ward.




    “Christ,” Re­mo said anx­ious­ly. “What do we do?”




    “The junk. Come.”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. The ground un­der his feet was sep­arat­ing like corn­meal. “We can’t

    aban­don ev­ery­one,” he shout­ed.




    “And we will not. We will bring the junk clos­er to land. It is their on­ly hope. And

    ours.”




    “I’m with you,” Re­mo said quick­ly.




    To­geth­er they plunged in­to the brown wa­ter. They struck out for the junk, tak­ing care

    to swim wide of the feed­ing fren­zy of ham­mer­heads.




    Re­mo spot­ted an­oth­er swim­mer an­gling across their bear­ing. He was al­so mak­ing for

    the junk.




    “He’s mine,” Re­mo called, point­ing him out.




    “I will ready the ship,” Chi­un said.




    Re­mo slipped un­der the sur­face. He found him­self once again in a fan­ta­sy world of

    mul­ti­hued coral. Old Moo. He homed in on Dirk Ed­wards’ kick­ing feet. Re­mo dart­ed for them

    like a dol­phin.




    Re­mo came up from be­low. He pulled Dirk Ed­wards down by the an­kles. Then he grabbed his

    throat, hold­ing him un­der­wa­ter. Re­mo gave Dirk just enough time to see the wrath on his

    face be­fore he shat­tered his shoul­der joints.




    Dirk Ed­ward’s face reg­is­tered sur­prise when he found that his arms would not move. They

    hung limp. Stupid arms. He need­ed them to swim with. He kicked, but sud­den­ly there was pain

    in his hips.




    He looked down and saw that he no longer had hips. His pelvis felt mushy, no longer sol­id.

    And his legs hung straight down like cooked noo­dles.




    Then he was sink­ing, down, down in­to a beau­ti­ful world of coral reefs. He looked to see

    where he would land, and there was a gap in the reef be­low. He slip­ping down through it and

    all be­came black.




    At first Dirk couldn’t tell if he was dead or in some kind of dark hol­low place. He

    de­cid­ed he was dead, and fur­ther de­cid­ed it didn’t feel so bad af­ter all. Then his eyes

    be­came ac­cus­tomed to the dim light and he saw that he was sur­round­ed by shelf up­on shelf

    of dead peo­ple, all in big jars like bugs in spec­imen bot­tles.




    The shelves shook, caus­ing the jugs to wob­ble and top­ple. They broke, un­leash­ing their

    con­tents in a dark red cloud like blood. Dead eyes stared at him ac­cus­ing­ly and Dirk

    sud­den­ly won­dered if they were re­al­ly dead. Some of them seemed to be point­ed at him.




    Dirk screamed then. His lungs emp­tied and the breath­ing re­flex that could not be de­nied

    de­mand­ed that he in­hale. He swal­lowed the wa­ter in­to his mouth and stom­ach and lungs.

    Odd, it tast­ed like wine.




    He was dead when he float­ed down to sol­id ground, set­tling on a tiled floor like a

    dis­card­ed mar­ionette.




    Re­mo clam­bered up the Jon­ah Ark’s hull and over the rail. Chi­un had the fore­sail down.

    The wind filled it. “Take the tiller,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju snapped.




    Re­mo leaned in­to the tiller, and the junk came about slow­ly. He cursed its slow re­sponse

    time. The bow lined up on the shrink­ing is­land of Moo.




    It was an in­cred­ible sight. Like a sand cas­tle dry­ing in the sun, Moo sim­ply crum­bled.

    The Roy­al Palace was sink­ing as the sup­port­ing ground dis­in­te­grat­ed.




    All around Moo, the wa­ter was turn­ing to brown­ish­black mud.




    “Can’t we move faster?” Re­mo cried.




    “The wind is not with us,” Cli­iun re­turned. He stood on the bow, his feet apart, his back

    stiff.




    “How can it just sink like that?” Re­mo moaned.




    “It is not. Use your eyes, not your heart to see, Re­mo.” Moo was not sink­ing. It was

    spread­ing out. It lost height.




    It lost shape. With sick eyes Re­mo saw tiny fig­ures be­ing pulled un­der the shift­ing

    porous vol­canic soil. It was like dry quick­sand. Oth­ers climbed palms and rode them down to

    the wa­ter. The boles snapped apart with thun­der­ous splin­ter­ings. Re­mo lost sight of

    ev­ery tiny fig­ure he picked out.




    The junk wal­lowed clos­er. Re­mo’s eyes searched the wa­ter for sur­vivors. He saw none. He

    pushed at the tiller, send­ing the boat around.




    “Might be some sur­vivors on the oth­er side,” he called. Chi­un said noth­ing in re­ply.

    Re­mo couldn’t see his face. He won­dered what thoughts were go­ing through the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju’s mind as he watched an im­por­tant link to Sinan­ju’s past crum­ble.




    On the far end of the is­land, the soil was spread­ing even fur­ther in­to the wa­ter. The

    sum­mit of Moo was bare­ly ten feet above sea lev­el now. And still it shift­ed and spread. It

    was all go­ing to go.




    “There!” Chi­un cried. “I see the High Moo.”




    Re­mo peered past the rak­ish sails. He spot­ted the High Moo splash­ing help­less­ly in the

    wa­ter. His arms waved at them. He called for them to res­cue him.




    “Hur­ry, Re­mo,” Chi­un called back. He went to the rail.




    “I can’t get out and push this thing,” Re­mo snapped back.




    Then oth­er fig­ures ap­peared in the wa­ter. They sur­round­ed the High Moo. At first Re­mo

    feared they were sharks. But they were Moo­vians. They grabbed at the High Moo, pulling at his

    face and hair and arms. They were beat­ing on him, drag­ging him down with them.




    They pulled him be­low the brown wa­ter, which was turn­ing chloro­phyll green from crushed

    veg­eta­tion. Bub­bles marked the spot where the High Moo dis­ap­peared. One head sur­faced

    af­ter a while. A girl’s. Re­mo thought he rec­og­nized her al­though her wet hair was

    plas­tered to her face. It was the Low Moo.




    “Hold on,” he called in Moo­vian.




    “Nah,” the Low Moo called back. “I am the last. All the oth­ers have per­ished. There are no

    more. Go away. Moo is no more. I have no sub­jects, no throne. There is no place for one such

    as I in your world. I no longer wish to live. Go, Re­mo, but nev­er for­get us.”




    “No chance,” Re­mo said, div­ing in­to the wa­ter.




    He set out for the Low Moo, but she saw his in­ten­tions and jack­nifed un­der the wa­ter.

    Re­mo slipped down af­ter her. He fol­lowed the trail of air bub­bles that spilled from her

    open mouth. She wasn’t even try­ing to hold her breath. She went as limp as a starfish and

    Re­mo knew be­fore he reached her that she was gone.




    He pulled her to the sur­face and tried des­per­ate­ly to squeeze the wa­ter from her lungs.

    He touched his lips to hers, and puffed steady breaths in­to them. “Come on, come on,” he

    urged.




    Her lips re­mained cold, her eyes closed. Re­luc­tant­ly Re­mo let her go. The Low Moo

    float­ed away, her face brown and com­posed and near­ly in­no­cent.




    Re­mo fought back the burn­ing sen­sa­tion in his eyes as he climbed aboard the junk. He

    couldn’t un­der­stand why he should care that the cru­el Low Mo had per­ished. He took the

    tiller, send­ing the junk around for an­oth­er cir­cuit of the is­land.




    There were few bod­ies. They float­ed face­down, many of them.




    The ham­mer­head sharks closed in.




    “Shouldn’t we stop them?” Re­mo asked. Chi­un kept his back to him.




    “No,” Chi­un-​said dis­tant­ly. “It is the way of the sea.”




    “That was the Low Moo I tried to res­cue back there, you know.”




    “So? “




    “I know it sounds strange, but I wish I could have saved her.”




    “Why?” Chi­un asked in a cold voice. “If we took her back to Amer­ica, she would on­ly try

    to eat you again.”




    “Hey,” Re­mo said an­gri­ly. He stormed up to Chi­un and spun him around. “That was

    un­called-​for.”




    But then he saw the tears rilling down Chi­un’s lined cheeks and he swal­lowed.




    “Sor­ry,” he mut­tered sheep­ish­ly.




    “His­to­ry had re­peat­ed it­self,” Chi­un said slow­ly. “Greed de­stroyed Old Moo, and

    greed has claimed what had sur­vived al­most five thou­sand years.”




    “Greed, noth­ing. It was those killers and their ex­plo­sives.”




    “No, my son. Mere ex­plo­sives would not have done all this. Old Moo sank be­cause the High

    Moos of those days al­so forced their peo­ple to mine ev­ery foot of land in search of coin

    met­al. Even­tu­al­ly they un­der­mined the very earth, and the seas claimed Old Moo. Now the

    greedy sea has drunk the last of Moo, and the last poor Moo­vian. “




    As they watched, the fi­nal patch of dry ground grew dark with mois­ture and soon it was

    in­dis­tin­guish­able from the ug­ly brown of the sea.




    Steam rose in mighty ten­drils from the place where Moo had been.




    “Be­hold, Re­mo. Do you see those mighty arms reach­ing up to the very sky?”




    “Yeah. Steam from the hot jun­gle growth. So what?”




    “They on­ly ap­pear to be steam. For those are the very ten­ta­cles of Ru-​Ta­ki-​Nuhu

    it­self, hold­ing up the sky.”




    “Bull,” said Re­mo. But he stared in­to the swirling steam un­cer­tain­ly. Did he see

    suck­ers?


  




  

    Chapter 39




    It was four days lat­er. The mouth-​wa­ter­ing smell of hot egg-​lemon soup woke Re­mo

    Williams. He jumped out of his bunk and made his way to the junk’s gal­ley, where he found the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hov­er­ing over the gal­ley stove.




    “Do I smell my fa­vorite soup?” he asked bright­ly.




    “You do,” replied Chi­un in a hap­py voice. He turned, a steam­ing wood­en bowl in his

    hands.




    At the sight of Re­mo’s face, Chi­un let out a screech. “Ai­iee!” he cried.




    “Yeah, I know,” Re­mo said, hold­ing up his hands. His nails were long and curved. “Aren’t

    they gross?”‘




    “Your nails are per­fect. It is your hair. And beard.”




    “Huh?”




    “They are a sick­ly yel­low.” Chi­un looked in­to the bowl. His eyes nar­rowed. His lips

    thinned. “Lemon yel­low.” He marched to an open port­hole and emp­tied the bowl’s con­tents

    over­board.




    “My break­fast!” Re­mo cried.




    “No more egg-​lemon soup for you,” Chi­un mut­tered an­gri­ly as he dumped the re­main­ing

    pot­ful af­ter the bowl. “It has had an un­fore­seen ef­fect up­on your ridicu­lous white

    con­si­tu­tion.”




    “Un­fore­seen?” Re­mo fold­ed his arms. He tapped a foot im­pa­tient­ly. “Chi­un, I think

    you have some ex­plain­ing to do.” He was look­ing at his fin­ger­nails.


  




  

    Chapter 40




    Dr. Harold W. Smith no­ticed the shiny blue Buick in the next-​door drive­way when he pulled

    in­to his own. His lips thinned. They were home, his mys­te­ri­ous neigh­bors. That changed

    ev­ery­thing.




    As he put his house key in the front door, the portable phone in his brief­case buzzed.

    Per­haps it was Re­mo call­ing, Smith thought, his heart rac­ing. He fum­bled the door

    open.




    Smith plunged in­to his liv­ing room. Mrs. Smith was sit­ting in an over­stuffed chair,

    fac­ing an iden­ti­cal high­backed chair.




    “Oh, Harold, I’m so glad you’re home,” Mrs. Smith gushed ex­cit­ed­ly. “I’d like you to

    meet-“




    “One mo­ment, please,” Smith said curt­ly. “I have some phone calls to make.” And he

    hur­ried in­to the den, leav­ing his wife to mut­ter apolo­gies to her guest.




    “He’s not like that, re­al­ly. It’s just that he’s been so over­worked.”




    “I rec­og­nized him as a man of re­spon­si­bil­ity,” the oth­er voice said grave­ly. “And

    have I told you that you brew ex­cel­lent tea?”




    Smith opened the brief­case at his desk. He lift­ed the re­ceiv­er.




    “Yes?” he said crisply.




    “Smit­ty? Re­mo here.”




    “Re­mo!” Smith bit out. “Where have you been? Nev­er mind. That’s not im­por­tant now. We

    have a cri­sis.”




    “I’ll be right over.”




    “No, I’m not at Fol­croft. I’m home.”




    “I know. I saw you drive up.”




    “You did? You’re in the neigh­bor­hood? Won­der­ful. Lis­ten care­ful­ly: un­known agents

    have bought the house next door to mine. There’s some­thing very wrong there. I don’t have time

    to ex­plain the de­tails, but I want you to look in­to this. Find out who they are and what

    they’re up to. I be­lieve that at the very least, they’re stor­ing mu­ni­tions over there. The

    ap­par­ent lead­er is a man who calls him­self James Church­ward.”




    “I’m al­ready on top of it, Smit­ty.”




    Smith gulped. He was so re­lieved that his nor­mal­ly ashen face flushed with

    per­spi­ra­tion. “You are?”




    “Look out your win­dow,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    Smith hes­itat­ed. Car­ry­ing the brief­case awk­ward­ly, he moved over to the win­dow. It

    faced the house next door. Smith peered through the chintz cur­tains.




    Framed in the op­po­site win­dow, Smith saw a blond man with a full gold­en beard. He was

    hold­ing a tele­phone re­ceiv­er to his face. His lips moved. The words they mouthed were

    re­pro­duced in Smith’s un­be­liev­ing ear.




    “Hi, neigh­bor,” Re­mo’s voice chirped. “Come on over.”




    “Stay right there,” Smith hissed. He slipped out the back door and crept to the rear of the

    oth­er house. He knocked gin­ger­ly. The door opened.




    “Don’t mind the place,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly. “Chi­un and I are still work­ing on it.”




    Smith walked in on lead­en feet. His face drained of col­or. Re­mo led him to the liv­ing

    room, which was bare ex­cept for a pro­jec­tion TV and two reed sit­ting mats. In the mid­dle

    of the room stood a huge card­board con­tain­er.




    “Grab a piece of floor, Smit­ty. I’ll be just a minute. This ar­rived to­day. It was the

    first thing I bought af­ter I closed on the house. I nev­er thought I’d have an ur­gent use for

    it.” Smith’s eyes fo­cused slow­ly.




    “Your hair,” he croaked. “That beard.”




    Re­mo touched his blond head. “One of Chi­un’s lit­tle schemes gone wrong,” he said as he

    at­tacked the card­board box with curved talon­like fin­gers.




    “Your nails.”




    “Ex­hib­it B,” Re­mo said. The box lay in strips, ex­pos­ing a trac­tor lawn mow­er. Re­mo

    pushed it over on its side, re­veal­ing sharp ro­tary steel blades. He be­gan fil­ing his nails

    on the sharpest blade. It sound­ed like two steel files rasp­ing one an­oth­er. Re­mo talked as

    he worked.




    “I have to ad­mit Chi­un fooled me this time. I thought the soup was a spe­cial treat. You

    know, a cel­ebra­tion be­cause we’d fi­nal­ly bought a house.”




    “This is your house,” Smith said hoarse­ly.




    “Yup. We an­swered an ad. Hey, imag­ine our sur­prise when we found out it was next door to

    yours.” A fin­ger­nail dropped to the floor. Re­mo start­ed to work on the next one.




    “Imag­ine . . .” Smith’s eyes were sick. He looked away, and through an open door he saw

    stacks of brass-​bound lac­quered box­es in the next room. They were fes­tooned with

    old-​fash­ioned pad­locks. Chi­un’s steam­er trunks. They fit Brunt’s de­scrip­tion

    per­fect­ly. Smith didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. So he swal­lowed un­com­fort­ably.




    “Nat­ural­ly,” Re­mo was say­ing, “I ob­ject­ed at first. But Chi­un con­vinced me. He said

    the em­per­or’s as­sas­sin should dwell no more than twen­ty cu­bits from his em­per­or. I

    didn’t mea­sure, but I guess we’ve got twen­ty cu­bits be­tween us. Be­sides, we’d been liv­ing

    at Fol­croft for over a year now, so I fig­ured se­cu­ri­ty wouldn’t suf­fer.”




    “No. But I have. Do you have any idea what I’ve been go­ing through for the last two

    weeks?”




    “No,” Re­mo said as he went to work on his oth­er hand, “but I can guar­an­tee you it’s

    noth­ing com­pared to what Chi­un and I have ex­pe­ri­enced. So do me the fa­vor of not telling

    me your sto­ry and I’ll re­turn it. Okay?”




    “Who is James Church­ward?” Smith want­ed to know. His hands hung limply.




    “That’s me. Sor­ta. It’s one of the alias­es you gave me. I used it when I bought this

    place. Don’t tell me you for­got?”




    “Oh, my God,” said Smith. “No won­der I rec­og­nized the name. No won­der the com­put­ers

    couldn’t ac­cess those files. I was fight­ing my own re­buff pro­grams.” He sank to the floor

    and took his head in his hands. He pulled at his gray hair. “I nev­er thought to check your

    alias file. I nev­er dreamed you were con­nect­ed to this.”




    “Join the hu­man race,” Re­mo said when the last dead fin­ger­nail clip­ping clicked to the

    floor. “Now you know you’re not per­fect.”




    “Where is Chi­un?” Smith asked hol­low­ly.




    “Next door. Pay­ing a cour­tesy call on Mrs. Smith.” Smith’s head shot up.




    “My wife?”




    “Yeah, she rec­og­nized us from that time we met at Fol­croft. She in­vit­ed us over to tea,

    but I had my man­icure to do. To tell you the truth, I think the on­ly rea­son Chi­un

    ac­cept­ed was that he knows I’m still pissed at him over the egg-​lemon trick.”




    “Egg-​lemon?” Smith’s voice was drained of emo­tion.




    “Yeah, he’s been feed­ing me egg-​lemon soup for two weeks now. It’s most­ly lemon, but it’s

    got eggshell bits in it. I’ve been drink­ing it by the gal­lon, lit­tle dream­ing that the

    eggshells were mak­ing my nails grow faster and hard­er. You know how Chi­un’s al­ways on my

    case to grow mine like his. But the joke turned out to be on him. The stuff turned my hair

    yel­low. It freaked Chi­un out. He says a true Mas­ter of Sinan­ju should not go around

    look­ing like a fuzzy lemon. And all the time I was on Moo, I thought the soft bone knives were

    the prob­lem. These nails are ridicu­lous. They couldn’t have been cut with any­thing less than

    tem­pered steel.”




    “Moo?”




    Re­mo’s hands shot up. “For­get I men­tioned it. I’m just hap­py to be home. My roots are

    com­ing up brown again, so I fig­ure I’ll be com­plete­ly nor­mal in a week or two. Oh, well,

    live and learn. It could have been worse.”




    “How so?”




    “It could have been egg-​lime soup.” Re­mo grinned, brush­ing at his hair.




    When Smith didn’t join in his laugh­ter, Re­mo re­marked, “You’re ag­ing just like vine­gar,

    Smit­ty.”




    “I feel as if I’ve aged a year since I saw you last.”




    “Bet­ter let me help you to your feet,” Re­mo said so­lic­itous­ly.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith al­lowed him­self to be helped to his feet. He winced at the pain in his

    arthrit­ic knee.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju came in through the front door, and at the sight of Smith, he bowed

    for­mal­ly.




    “Greet­ings of the day, O tol­er­ant Harold. I have been con­vers­ing with the Em­press

    Maude. She is a ster­ling wom­an, tru­ly wor­thy of one such as you.”




    “You don’t have to lay it on too thick,” Re­mo said. “He’s not as up­set as you

    ex­pect­ed.”




    “I am lay­ing noth­ing on, thick or thin,” Chi­un protest­ed. “I am mere­ly of­fer­ing up my

    thanks now that we will be neigh­bors with Em­per­or Smith. I trust while Re­mo and I were

    tak­ing our much-​over­due and thank­ful­ly re­ceived va­ca­tion, no vil­lains trou­bled your

    king­dom?”




    “You are sup­posed to check in ev­ery day, if you are not in a pre­ar­ranged lo­ca­tion,”

    Smith point­ed out stern­ly.




    “Ex­act­ly what I told that innkeep­er,” Chi­un said quick­ly. “And you should have been

    there to wit­ness the tongue­lash­ing I gave him. Do you know that scoundrel did not have a

    sin­gle work­ing tele­phone?”




    “I’m go­ing home now,” Smith said, shak­ing his head. “I do not feel well.”




    “A wise de­ci­sion,” Chi­un said. “You look pale-​but at least you are not a sick­ly

    yel­low.” Chi­un shot Re­mo a dis­taste­ful glance. Re­mo stuck his tongue out at him.




    Af­ter Smith had gone, Re­mo showed his spread fin­gers. “No­tice any­thing?”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. “You have maimed your­self. Tonight I will lie awake, de­prived of

    sleep, won­der­ing what will be next. A ring in your nose? Tat­toos?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, my next goal in life is duck in or­ange sauce. I nev­er thought I’d say this,

    but af­ter all that soup, I’m re­al­ly look­ing for­ward to duck. “




    “You may look for­ward to it, but we have un­fin­ished busi­ness. “




    “Bil­liken?”




    “He has the trea­sure of Moo. In­clud­ing Sinan­ju’s right­ful share. He must not be

    al­lowed to go un­pun­ished or word will get out that Sinan­ju has lost its mighty vig­ilance.

    Then the vul­tures will cir­cle my vil­lage and the trea­sure of Sinan­ju will be prey to any

    fool who cov­ets it. For it is our rep­uta­tion that does most of our work for us. Oth­er­wise

    we could not en­joy this splen­did home, but in­stead be forced to dwell for­ev­er in the

    vil­lage of Sinan­ju, safe­guard­ing our prop­er­ty. Such a day will nev­er dawn while I am

    reign­ing Mas­ter. If it hap­pens on your watch, it will be on your head, but as long as I

    live-“




    “Stow the lec­ture,” Re­mo said. “I’ll be with you as soon as I get rid of these toe­nails

    and shave.”




    “I can­not bear to look,” Chi­un said, turn­ing his back as Re­mo tried to fig­ure out a

    safe way to trim his toe­nails with a lawn mow­er.


  




  

    Chapter 41




    The British Mu­se­um in Lon­don wouldn’t ac­cept Shane Bil­liken’s call.




    He got through to the Smith­so­ni­an, but when the cu­ra­tor re­al­ized who he was, he hung

    up.




    The Mu­se­um of Fine Arts in Boston was no bet­ter. They trans­ferred Shane Bil­liken to

    their pub­lic-​re­la­tions staff, and Shane hung up on them.




    “What’s wrong with peo­ple?” Shane de­mand­ed, slam­ming down the re­ceiv­er. He was in the

    liv­ing room of his Mal­ibu home. Stacks of Moo­vian coins sur­round­ed him. Shane had count­ed

    them sev­en times, each time com­ing up with a dif­fer­ent to­tal. The ex­act num­ber didn’t

    mat­ter. He was rich. If on­ly some­one would be­lieve his sto­ry.




    Frus­trat­ed, Shane rif­fled through the mail that had come while he was away. There was a

    post­card from Glin­da. She was shacked up with a rock singer in Rio. He threw the card away.

    The bank state­ment said he was over­drawn by near­ly six hun­dred dol­lars. And the mort­gage

    on the house was due in a few days. Al­though sur­round­ed by the en­tire wealth of the

    van­ished Moo­vian em­pire, Shane Bil­liken was flat, dead, suck­ing-​wind broke.




    “No prob­lem,” he said sud­den­ly snap­ping his fin­gers. He grabbed the Yel­low Pages and

    looked up the list­ing for coin deal­ers. There was one in Bev­er­ly Hills. They’d know how to

    treat him. He picked out a dozen coins and piled in­to his Fer­rari.




    “But you don’t un­der­stand,” Shane was ex­plain­ing heat­ed­ly to the pro­pri­etor not

    twen­ty min­utes lat­er. “These are rare an­cient coins. From Mu. Don’t tell me you nev­er

    heard of Mu. It was a great con­ti­nent that ex­ist­ed be­fore the dawn of time. It sank. But

    not all of it. A lit­tle bit of high ground stuck up. Ex­cept that it sank too. Re­cent­ly.

    Last week, as a mat­ter of fact. And be­fore it went, I res­cued these coins. There aren’t any

    more left. I got them all.”




    “Sank?” asked the coin deal­er.




    “Yes!”




    “Twice?”




    “Yes! That’s it. You’ve seized the con­cept per­fect­ly. You must be high­ly evolved to

    catch on so quick­ly. Con­grat­ula­tions. Don’t ev­er change.”




    “But you’re will­ing to sell them to me, in­stead of to the Smith­so­ni­an?”




    “The Smith­so­ni­an peo­ple are nim­noids, and I’ve got a mi­nor short-​term cash-​flow

    thing go­ing on right now. I’ve got more of these coins. Tons. Oth­er­wise I wouldn’t be

    mak­ing you this tru­ly ex­cel­lent deal. So how much?”




    “I see,” said the coin deal­er. “Tell me some­thing. I thought I rec­og­nized you when you

    walked in. Haven’t I seen you on TV?”




    “That’s right!” Shane Bil­liken said ea­ger­ly.




    “On the Don­ahue show. You’re Shane Bil­liken.”




    Shane Bil­liken’s hairy chest puffed up. His mood amulet turned from or­ange to blue.




    “That’s right.”




    “The New Age gu­ru?”




    “Ex­act­ly!” Shane Bil­liken said. He fair­ly shout­ed it.




    “The one who’s al­ways talk­ing about At­lantis and Nir­vana and oth­er myth­ical

    places?”




    Shane’s chest de­flat­ed. His face fell. He seemed to shrink.




    “That was dif­fer­ent. Mu is re­al. Or it was.”




    “But it sank.”




    “Well, yes.”




    “So there’s no proof?”




    Shane pound­ed the glass counter. “The coins! The coiris are your proof. Some of them are

    thou­sands of years old. Prob­ably. “




    “They look pret­ty new to me. Be­sides, why should I be­lieve you now when I didn’t be­lieve

    in your At­lantean high priest­ess, what was her name again?”




    “Princess Shas­tra,” Shane said in an in­jured tone. “She was my Soul Mate.”




    “Is that so?” said the coin deal­er. “But when I was in high school, she was my class­mate.

    On­ly then she called her­self Glin­da Thirp and her tits were re­al.”




    Shane Bil­liken’s face slow­ly turned gray.




    “What will you give me for the met­al con­tent?” he asked in a small voice.




    “Oh, about six cents, de­pend­ing on weight.”




    “You rob­ber. These are pure sil­ver. Maybe plat­inum.” The coin deal­er shook his head

    sober­ly.




    “Tin,” he said firm­ly. “Tin? It can’t be.”




    ” ‘Fraid so.”




    “Tin,” Shane BilI­iken said dul­ly. “Tin.” Slow­ly, care­ful­ly he swept the coins back

    in­to a pa­per bag. His eyes were wound­ed. His lips moved sound­less­ly. His mood medal­lion

    slow­ly turned from blue to black.




    He walked out of the coin shop, his tread as heavy as a deep-​sea div­er’s walk­ing in lead

    boots.




    The coin deal­er watched him go. He won­dered what Shane Bil­liken meant as he went out the

    door. He kept mut­ter­ing one thing over and over:




    “Tin. I don’t be­lieve it. I shipped tin again.”




    When Shane Bil­liken re­turned home, the un­paid mort­gage loomed sud­den­ly larg­er than a

    moun­tain. It was all gone. He had no hope left. He couldn’t sum­mon up a pos­itive

    af­fir­ma­tion to save his life.




    He no­ticed the stack of news­pa­pers that had come while he was away, Wood­en­ly he went

    through them one by one, page by page.




    His eyes bugged be­hind his sun­glass­es when he came to the en­ter­tain­ment sec­tion of

    the pre­vi­ous day’s pa­per. The woods were full of Roy Or­bi­son im­per­son­ators. There was a

    Roy Sor­bi­son, a Roy Orb-​Son, a Sun-​Ray Ori­son, a Ray-​Ban Bisonor and many oth­ers. Their

    sim­ilar puffy fea­tures, masked by iden­ti­cal sun­glass­es, stared out at him mock­ing­ly.

    Ev­ery ad had “Sold Out” print­ed over it in fu­ner­al-​black let­ters. With a sick clutch­ing

    in the pit of his stom­ach, Shane Bil­liken lift­ed his thumb and saw that there was even one

    thief who called him­self Roy Or­bit Sun. And he was play­ing in the Hol­ly­wood Bowl.




    “No! No! No!” Shane Bil­liken moaned, not notic­ing that he was mak­ing a neg­ative

    af­fir­ma­tion. He tore through the stack of pa­pers, look­ing for the item he had for years

    dreamed of read­ing, but which he now dread­ed. He found it on page one of a week-​old

    pa­per:




    POP BAL­LADEER ROY OR­BI­SON, DEAD AT 52




    The great Or­bi­son had passed away of a mas­sive heart at­tack a week ago Tues­day; while

    Shane was at sea.




    As he col­lapsed in his bean­bag chair, the ter­ri­ble irony of it de­scend­ed on Shane

    Bil­liken like an Egyp­tian curse. His win­dow of op­por­tu­ni­ty was lost. He couldn’t

    com­pete with all those oth­er Roy Or­bi­son clones. It was boom­ing in­dus­try now.




    Des­per­ate­ly Shane closed his eyes. There was one last hope, one last shot to take. He

    would em­ploy a tech­nique he de­scribed in The El­bow of En­light­en­ment as “Un­cre­at­ing

    the Re­al­ity.”




    “It nev­er hap­pened, it nev­er hap­pened,” he chant­ed, mantra-​like. “Roy’s alive, he

    re­al­ly is. I nev­er left home. I nev­er left home. Ev­ery­thing is fine. Ev­ery­thing is

    cool. Ev­ery­thing is fine. Ev­ery­thing is cool.”




    Shane’s tense ex­pres­sion soft­ened. He felt bet­ter al­ready. Med­ita­tion had al­ways

    worked for him. Soon, he would open his eyes and all would be well. Was there any­thing else he

    should wish for, he won­dered, now that the Wheel of Des­tiny was un­der his con­trol. Oh,

    yes.




    “Glin­da’s back, too,” he mur­mured. “And she’s naked. All is well, all is good. There’s no

    place like home. There’s no place like home,” he added, think­ing why not? It had worked for

    Judy Gar­land.




    But when he opened his eyes, the re­peat­ing im­ages of Roy Or­bi­son im­per­son­ators

    stared back at him like a blind army, and Roy the Boy was still dead. He searched the house for

    Glin­da, but she was nowhere to be found, ei­ther.




    Shane Bil­liken, high priest of pos­itiv­ity, felt very, very neg­ative.




    And so Shane Bil­liken piled the coins of Moo in­to the reed boat which he had re­paired

    with Krazy Glue and shoved it in­to the surf be­hind his home. He placed his fa­vorite gui­tar

    in the bow next to a bot­tle of gaso­line si­phoned from his Fer­rari. He pushed off.




    When the boat was afloat, he clam­bered aboard. The sun was set­ting, its twin re­flec­tion

    showed on his Ray­Bans. It was a cool, sweet night. The stars were right.




    Shane had done his horo­scope. It had as­sured him that it would be a good night to die.

    Ei­ther that, or he had can­cer. It was hard to say. His tears dripped all over the chart,

    mak­ing the ink run.




    Shane wait­ed un­til he was far out to sea be­fore he shook the gaso­line all through­out

    the boat. He poured the re­main­der over his head. Then he ap­plied flame from his Zip­po

    lighter to the stern. It caught slow­ly be­cause the boat was al­ready wet.




    Then, tak­ing up his gui­tar, he be­gan to sing what had be­come the theme song of his life

    in a pain-​choked voice. “It’s oooooovvvvvveeeeeer­rrrrr,” he wailed.




    He faced the set­ting sun, his back to the wa­ver­ing yel­low flames. Shane Bil­liken was

    go­ing out like a Viking, a song on his lips. He won­dered if he had been a Viking in a past

    life. Or maybe he would be­come a Viking in the next. Was it pos­si­ble to be rein­car­nat­ed

    in­to the past? Shane hadn’t stud­ied that, but he hoped all knowl­edge would soon be re­vealed

    to him. He had earned it.




    He won­dered what was tak­ing the flames so long to reach him. And why did his feet feel so

    wet? He looked down.




    The boat was sink­ing. Strange long fin­ger­nails were pierc­ing the bot­tom. They

    with­drew.




    “Damn!” he said. The flames hissed as sea­wa­ter quenched them. In sec­onds he was float­ing

    in a gaso­line slick, clutch­ing his Ova­tion gui­tar like a life pre­serv­er.




    A head popped up be­side him. “Re­mem­ber us?” Re­mo asked.




    “You have my trea­sure,” Chi­un said. He sur­faced on the oth­er side. His eyes were an­gry

    and nar­row.




    “Hey, you can’t do this. This is my fu­ner­al. I’m go­ing to die. And you can’t stop it. My

    horo­scope fore­told this.”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said grave­ly. “You will die, but for your base temer­ity, you will not die

    the death you pre­fer, but the one I choose for you. For you have been the in­stru­ment of

    great tragedy.”




    “You got me wrong. It wasn’t me that wrecked that is­land. It was those mer­ce­nar­ies. Talk

    to them. I’m just a leaf in the karmic wind.”




    “No,” Chi­un said. “You will talk to them for me. I wish you to de­liv­er a mes­sage.”




    “Yeah? And what’s that?”




    “No one tri­fles with the pos­ses­sions of the House of Sinan­ju.”




    And sud­den­ly the old Ori­en­tal’s hand was in Shane’s face, and he nev­er heard his

    Ray-​Bans crack and nev­er felt the bone chip fly back from the bridge of his nose all the way

    through his brain and out the back of his skull. He just sank to the bot­tom, where he be­came

    one with the food chain.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju emerged from the surf, his arms full of coins.




    “Go­ing back for more’?” Re­mo asked, wring­ing sea­wa­ter out of his pant legs.




    “No. This is the amount we earned. The re­main­der do not mat­ter.”




    “Be a shame to leave the rest out there with Bil­liken.”




    “Pah!” Chi­un spat. “They are worth­less.”




    “What do you mean, worth­less? They’re pure sil­ver. Aren’t they?”




    Chi­un shook his wise head. “Im­pure tin. It is not the met­al that makes Moo­vian coins so

    valu­able. It is that they are Moo­vian.”




    “Then why both­er with your share? And why kill Bil­liken over it?”




    “Be­cause, worth­less or not, these are the prop­er­ty of Sinan­ju. Just be­cause oth­ers do

    not trea­sure it does not mean that we do not. Be­sides,” Chi­un added, “These have

    sen­ti­men­tal val­ue. And as far as any know, they are the on­ly Moo­vian coins left. The

    few­er there are, the more valu­able they will be. Who knows, one day Amer­ica might sink and

    take with it all its pre­cious met­al. Even tin might be­come valu­able then.”




    “Don’t hold your breath,” Re­mo said, plung­ing back in­to the surf.




    “Where are you go­ing?”




    “To sal­vage a cou­ple more coins,” Re­mo called back. “I’m fam­ished. Maybe I can con­vince

    some un­sus­pect­ing restau­rant own­er to take them in trade for an or­der of duck with

    or­ange sauce.”
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