
         [image: Cover] 


  The Destroyer





  Death

  Sentence




  

  Created




  

  by





  Warren

  Murphy





  

  &




  Richard

  Sapir




  

    




    This novel is a work of fiction.

    Names,characters, places, and incidents are either theproduct of the author's

    imagination or are usedfictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events orplaces or

    persons, living or dead, is entirelycoincidental.




    PINNACLE BOOKS




    are published by




    Windsor Publishing

    Corp.




    475 Park Avenue South




    New York, NY 10016




    Copyright (c) by Richard Sapir and

    WarrenMurphy




    All rights reserved. No part of

    this book may bereproduced in any form or by any means without theprior written

    consent of the Publisher, exceptingbrief quotes used in reviews.


  




  

    Chapter 1


  




  

    Nao­mi Van­derk­loot knew peo­ple.




    Hers was not an in­stinc­tu­al knowl­edge. She pos­sessed no in­nate abil­ity to read faces,

    voic­es, or per­son­al­ities. In truth, she couldn’t tell if a fel­low hu­man be­ing were

    telling the truth three times out of ten, if her per­son­al life was any barom­eter.




    Nao­mi Van­derk­loot knew peo­ple. She just didn’t un­der­stand them. This was be­cause

    ev­ery­thing Nao­mi Van­derk­loot knew about peo­ple came from books.




    As she turned in her chair to look out the bunker­like win­dow of her of­fice, she

    won­dered, for the first time in her thir­ty-​three years on earth, if per­haps that was the

    prob­lem.




    Her thin eye­brows slow­ly drew to­geth­er as she stared past the stark black-​and-​white

    ge­om­etry of the Kennedy Li­brary to Boston har­bor, be­lieved by some vot­ers to be

    ra­dioac­tive. To­day the har­bor was slate gray. The sky above was the same un­cer­tain

    near-​blue of Nao­mi Van­derk­loot’s sad eyes.




    They were the eyes that be­held the se­cret ini­ti­ation rites of the Moom­ba tribe of the

    Philip­pines. They were the eyes of the first white per­son to be­hold, how­ev­er briefly in

    the light­ning-​il­lu­mi­nat­ed Mat­to Grosso, a mem­ber of the semi­le­gendary Xitlis.




    They were al­so the eyes that had sized up Randy Gun­smith, all six-​foot-​five and 228

    pounds of gor­geous un­em­ployed con­struc­tion work­er, as well as the pe­tite blond on his

    arm, and not ques­tioned the lack of fam­ily re­sem­blance when Randy fum­bling­ly in­tro­duced

    the blond as his sis­ter Can­dy from Evansville, In­di­ana.




    The oc­ca­sion had been the pre­vi­ous Fri­day night. Nao­mi had left her of­fice in the

    an­thro­pol­ogy de­part­ment of the Uni­ver­si­ty of Mas­sachusetts and tak­en the Red Line

    sub­way to Har­vard Square. She had been walk­ing down Church Street when Randy and his

    “sis­ter” un­ex­pect­ed­ly emerged-​from Pas­sim’s, a pop­ular cof­fee shop.




    At first Randy had ap­peared flus­tered. Nao­mi had been so self-​ab­sorbed-​her nor­mal

    state of mind-​that it wasn’t un­til three days lat­er, when she re­turned to her Brat­tle

    Street apart­ment ear­ly and found Randy spoon­ing Cool Whip on­to the hol­low be­tween his

    “sis­ter’s” lush breasts, that she re­called his sur­prised ex­pres­sion.




    “Oh, my God,” Nao­mi said. “You’re do­ing it with your sis­ter.”




    “Don’t be a com­plete id­iot, Nao­mi,” Randy had snapped back as he cov­ered him­self with a

    sheet. “She’s no more my sis­ter than you are.”




    “Oh,” Nao­mi said, get­ting it at last.




    It wasn’t the fact that her boyfriend had been cheat­ing on her that both­ered Nao­mi

    Van­derk­loot as much as it was that he cov­ered him­self up. As if he were ashamed or

    un­will­ing for her to be­hold him in what Nao­mi used to play­ful­ly call his “tumes­cent

    state.”




    She re­al­ized then-​one of the few flash­es of in­sight she would show in her life-​that

    she had seen his mag­nif­icent male tool for the last time. And that re­al­iza­tion brought her

    to her knees at the side of the bed. Her bed.




    “Please, Randy don’t leave me!” she wailed.




    “Great, now you want me,” he mut­tered. “If you’d paid half as much at­ten­tion to me as

    your stupid hy­pothe­ses, I wouldn’t have had to go look­ing for a lit­tle sat­is­fac­tion in

    the first place.”




    “I know! I know!” Nao­mi had cried, her voice as ab­ject as a tem­ple votary. More ab­ject.

    Nao­mi had met tem­ple votaries. They were much more dig­ni­fied than she was. She clenched at

    the blan­ket in an ef­fort to keep him from leav­ing.




    But Randy Gun­smith had no in­ten­tion of leav­ing. He hadn’t fin­ished yet.




    “Mind wait­ing out­side, Nao­mi?” he said.




    “But … but this is my apart­ment!” she had sput­tered.




    “Ten min­utes. That’s all. Then we can dis­cuss this. I promise. Okay?”




    Her low­er lip quiv­er­ing, Nao­mi Van­derk­loot nod­ded mute­ly. She couldn’t muster the

    nerve to speak. She was afraid her voice would crack.




    Stiffly she closed the bed­room door be­hind her and slumped in a di­rec­tor’s chair. She

    fin­gered the spines of the many vol­umes that crowd­ed the con­crete­block book­cas­es in her

    liv­ing room, her fin­gers lin­ger­ing over The Naked Ape and oth­er books that had in­spired

    her life and ca­reer.




    When Randy Gun­smith fi­nal­ly emerged, not ten or even fif­teen min­utes lat­er, but af­ter

    a full sigh-​and-​groan-​punc­tu­at­ed hour, he was ful­ly dressed and pulled the blond along

    af­ter him.




    Nao­mi Van­derk­loot shot to her feet, her nails dig­ging in­to the palms of her bony hands.

    Her mouth part­ed. But be­fore she could form a sin­gle un­cer­tain syl­la­ble, Randy shot her

    a curt “Lat­er” and slammed the front door be­hind him.




    Through the bead­ed cur­tains Nao­mi watched them hur­ry, hand in hand, past the

    Vic­to­ri­an homes of her up­scale Cam­bridge neigh­bor­hood.




    She knew then that she would nev­er see him again.




    At first Nao­mi blamed her pre­oc­cu­pa­tion with her lat­est re­search­es for the breakup.

    Hurt, she couldn’t look at her pa­pers and clip­pings for near­ly twelve hours.




    Then in the mid­dle of the night she threw back the cov­ers that she hadn’t both­ered to

    change be­cause they still had Randy’s Coors-​and-​Win­ston scent on them and plunged back

    in­to her work. If her work had caused an­oth­er ro­mance to fail, then she was de­ter­mined to

    make that work the most im­por­tant of her life.




    It was look­ing now, on the Mon­day fol­low­ing those un­set­tling events, as if the months

    of work she had put in­to her lat­est the­ory was about to slide in­to the loss col­umn

    too.




    The knock on her of­fice door brought Nao­mi out of her rever­ie. She swiveled in her chair.

    Her hurt ex­pres­sion melt­ed and re­hard­ened in­to a cool pro­fes­sion­al mask. She

    ad­just­ed her owl-​round glass­es on her straight nose, and au­to­mat­ical­ly her part­ed

    mouth sealed prim­ly. She pat­ted at her mouse-​brown hair and called, “Yes, come in.”




    Even be­fore the door yawned open, she knew what kind of an ex­pres­sion the re­porter would

    be wear­ing. She had seen it a thou­sand times be­fore. No in­nate knowl­edge of the male

    an­imal was re­quired. On­ly end­less repet­itive ex­pe­ri­ence.




    The man was tall and slim. Not ter­ri­bly dis­tin­guished, but Nao­mi, re­call­ing his

    jour­nal­is­tic af­fil­ia­tion, sud­den­ly re­al­ized that she was lucky to pull a pri­mate

    above the knuck­le-​walk­ing stage.




    He poked his head around the door­jamb ex­pect­ed­ly, his face cu­ri­ous, even hope­ful.




    The mo­ment his eyes fo­cused on her, the ex­pres­sion dropped away, leav­ing a vague­ly

    dis­ap­point­ed one. It was a trans­mu­ta­tion Nao­mi Van­derk­loot knew well. It marked, to

    the mi­crosec­ond, the pre­cise mo­ment the male brain re­al­ized that it was see­ing, not a

    nu­bile Nao­mi, but a knob­by Van­derk­loot.




    Nao­mi let out a tiny sigh that col­lapsed her sunken bo­som more severe­ly than

    nor­mal.




    “Hel­lo,” she said in her prim, not-​quite-​cold, but dis­tinct­ly un­warm voice. She rose

    awk­ward­ly, all six-​foot-​two of her. “You must be Mear­le.” She of­fered a cool hand in a

    ges­ture mid­way be­tween a hand­shake and the ex­pec­ta­tion of a hand kiss.




    The man shook it. He did not kiss it.




    “That’s me,” Mear­le told her as she smoothed the back of her se­vere black skirt and

    re­sumed her seat. Mear­le dropped in­to a plain chair. He looked about the of­fice,

    ev­ident­ly find­ing it more in­ter­est­ing than its oc­cu­pant. Or pos­si­bly just less hard

    on the eyes. “I can’t be­lieve I’m ac­tu­al­ly go­ing through with this,” Nao­mi said to break

    the si­lence.




    Mear­le’s eyes re­fo­cused. He was an ec­to­morph. Nao­mi no­ticed his long ta­per­ing

    fin­gers, of­ten found on writ­ers and artists. Prob­ably a fast sug­ar burn­er, she

    thought.




    “This what?” Mear­le asked a lit­tle vague­ly, and Nao­mi re­con­sid­ered her

    as­sesse­ment.




    “This in­ter­view,” she re­mind­ed him cool­ly. “It’s the rea­son you’ve came, isn’t

    it?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I’m here be­cause my ed­itor told me to come. “




    Nao­mi’s voice dropped ten de­grees. “Well, I’ll try not to take up too much of your

    pre­cious time.”




    “What?” He was star­ing at a chart il­lus­trat­ing the evo­lu­tion of the hu­man an­imal

    from Ho­mo ha­bilis to mod­ern Ho­mo sapi­ens. He point­ed to the full-​frontal­nude draw­ing

    la­beled “Ho­mo Erec­tus,” and re­marked, “No won­der the queers leave the broads alone. When

    they get it up, it’s noth­ing.”




    ” ‘Ho­mo Erec­tus’ is Latin for ‘Man the Erect,’ ” Nao­mi told him re­prov­ing­ly. “He was

    the first of our pri­mate an­ces­tors to walk up­right. I can’t be­lieve peo­ple don’t know

    these fun­da­men­tal things. This is your species.”




    “Are you call­ing me a ho­mo, la­dy? Be­cause if you are, I’ll be glad to demon­strate that

    I can get it up.”




    “No, no, don’t,” Nao­mi said, shield­ing her eyes. “Can we sim­ply get on with this?”




    “Hold on a minute, will you?” Mear­le fum­bled through his coat pock­ets, seem­ing­ly

    hav­ing trou­ble get­ting those in­tel­li­gent-​look­ing fin­gers past his lapels.




    Def­inite­ly a slow sug­ar burn­er, Nao­mi de­cid­ed. It was un­usu­al. Sta­tis­ti­cal­ly,

    most slow sug­ar burn­ers had stub­by, blunt fin­gers. She made a men­tal note of the

    dis­crep­an­cy, and de­cid­ed to pay clos­er at­ten­tion to the man’s man­ner­isms. Per­haps an

    un­usu­al phe­no­typ­ical pat­tern might emerge.




    Fi­nal­ly Mear­le lo­cat­ed his mi­ni cas­sette tape recorder and placed in on the cor­ner

    of Nao­mi’s desk. Its spools turned silent­ly.




    “I rather imag­ined you’d use a pad and pa­per.”




    “Don’t know short­hand,” Mear­le told her.




    “Were you con­sid­ered slow as a child, Mr…. ?” Mear­le didn’t pick up on the lead.




    In­stead he said, “I don’t re­mem­ber. My ed­itor says you’ve made an im­por­tant

    dis­cov­ery.”




    “Yes, I have. But be­fore I start, it’s im­por­tant that you know my back­ground. So you

    know I’m not some wild-​eyed the­oreti­cian. I’m a pro­fes­sor of an­thro­pol­ogy. Har­vard,

    class of sev­en­ty-​nine. I’ve done ex­ten­sive field­work in Asia, Africa, and South Amer­ica.

    “




    “How do you spell that?”




    “Spell what?”




    “An­thol­ogy.”




    “An­thro­pol­ogy. It’s from the Greek. It means the study of man. I study men.”




    Mear­le’s eye­brows shot up. “No wom­en?”




    “I study wom­en too. By man, we an­thro­pol­ogists re­fer to man the species. It’s not

    sup­posed to be a gen­der-​spe­cif­ic term.”




    “Think you can use small­er words, Pro­fes­sor Van­derk­loot? Our read­ers are not ex­act­ly

    swift in the brain de­part­ment.”




    “Slow sug­ar burn­ers, you mean?” This time it was Nao­mi’s brows that lift­ed.




    “Say again?”




    “It’s been dis­cov­ered that the hu­man brain pro­cess­es glu­cose–nat­ural sug­ar-​at

    great­ly dif­fer­ent speeds. Some peo­ple pro­cess their brain sug­ar very rapid­ly.

    Con­se­quent­ly, these peo­ple are very quick thinkers. Oth­ers, whose brains are less

    ef­fi­cient, seem to be slow­er-​wit­ted. “




    Mear­le the re­porter perked up, in­ter­est light­ing his dull face.




    “Great! That’s ex­act­ly the kind of an­gle our read­ers love.”




    “Re­al­ly?”




    “Yeah. I can see a great head­line: AN­THOL­OGY PRO­FES­SOR MAKES STARTLING AN­NOUNCE­MENT:

    ALL-​SUG­AR DI­ET IN­CREAS­ES BRAIN­POW­ER”




    Nao­mi’s brows fell sharply. “That’s not what I meant,” she said.




    “I eat a lot of sug­ar,” Mear­le went on as if he hadn’t heard. “I guess that ex­plains why

    I’m so smart.”




    “Do your friends and fam­ily con­sid­er you very in­tel­li­gent?”




    “Sure. I’m a writ­er. I make a lot of mon­ey.”




    “Jour­nal­ist, you mean.”




    “La­dy,” Mearie said stern­ly, “I’ve been with the Na­tion­al En­quir­er since

    eighty-​three, and in all that time I nev­er once saw a jour­nal­ist dark­en my ed­itor’s door.

    Any unimag­ina­tive fool can copy down quotes and string them in­to a news­pa­per ar­ti­cle.

    We’re writ­ers. We make the dull facts jump up and grab you by the throat. That’s what sells

    news­pa­pers.”




    “And used cars,” Nao­mi said dry­ly.




    “I used to write con­fes­sion sto­ries be­fore this,” Mear­le said, not un­der­stand­ing.

    “It’s the same tech­nique. This is eas­ier. I don’t have to make ev­ery­thing up from scratch.

    So okay, let’s get back to this sug­ar thing. What would it do to the av­er­age per­son’s IQ if

    he dou­bled his sug­ar in­take? If you don’t know, try to guess on the high side, okay?”




    “Oh, the av­er­age Amer­ican would prob­ably burn out the adrenal glands,” Nao­mi said

    air­ily.




    “Is that good or bad?”




    “In your case, it would prob­ably be an im­prove­ment,” she said sar­cas­ti­cal­ly. She

    re­gret­ted the lapse al­most as soon as she ut­tered it. For­tu­nate­ly Mear­le

    No-​last-​name, Boston stringer for the Na­tion­al En­quir­er, took it as a com­pli­ment.




    “Re­al­ly?” he said with ill-​dis­guised in­ter­est. He was fas­ci­nat­ed. “Maybe I’ll

    triple my sug­ar in­take.”




    “Let me know how it turns out.” And this time Nao­mi smiled. Her lips re­sem­bled a rub­ber

    band stretch­ing, right to the dull red col­or. No hint of teeth showed.




    “I love sug­ar. Al­ways have.”




    Nao­mi went on dogged­ly, “It’s im­por­tant that the world un­der­stand my cre­den­tials. I

    was the first white per­son to see a mem­ber of the Xitli tribe. I, and I alone, have been

    ini­ti­at­ed in­to the Moom­ba se­cret cer­emo­ny.”




    “Great! We’ll do a side­bar. Let’s hear all the gory de­tails. “




    “I’d rather not get in­to that,” Nao­mi said quick­ly, a flick­er of em­bar­rass­ment

    flood­ing her or­di­nar­ily blood­less fea­tures. “What I’m try­ing to tell you is that be­fore

    I re­turned to academe … er, teach­ing full-​time, I was a high­ly re­spect­ed field

    an­thro­pol­ogist. Not a crack­pot.”




    “Can I quote that last state­ment?”




    Nao­mi made a prim face. “Please don’t.” She cleared her throat and went on. “For the last

    five years I’ve taught cours­es in po­lit­ical an­thro­pol­ogy, im­pe­ri­al­ism and

    eth­no­cen­trism, and eco­log­ical an­thro­pol­ogy. I al­so con­sult for IH­PA, the In­sti­tute

    for Hu­man Po­ten­tial Aware­ness. It was while com­pil­ing da­ta for that or­ga­ni­za­tion

    that I first dis­cov­ered that he ex­ists.” Mear­le, catch­ing the por­ten­tous tone of the

    pro­noun, jumped to the slow-​sug­ar con­clu­sion.




    “He? Do you mean God?”




    “I def­inite­ly do not mean God. I’m an athe­ist.”




    “Can you spell that?”




    “Look it up. You’ll find a def­ini­tion that goes with it.”




    “Good think­ing.” Mear­le grabbed the tape recorder and spoke loud­ly in­to it, “Look up

    ‘athe­ist’ for spelling and def­ini­tion. Okay, go ahead,” he told Nao­mi, re­plac­ing the

    ma­chine.




    Nao­mi plowed ahead. “It be­gan when I took on the task of sort­ing news­pa­per clip­pings

    and oth­er ac­counts of ex­traor­di­nary hu­man phys­ical achieve­ment.”




    “I can wrig­gle my ears,” Mear­le piped up. “One of them, any­way. The left. No, it’s the

    right.”




    See­ing Nao­mi’s ex­pres­sion, he sub­sid­ed, one ear quiv­er­ing.




    “In these in­stances we were deal­ing with in­ci­dents of height­ened strength or

    re­flex­es,” Nao­mi went on in her best lec­tur­er’s voice. “Per­haps you’ve heard sto­ries of

    or­di­nary peo­ple who be­come em­pow­ered with near-​su­per­hu­man strength in times of

    stress. Like the moth­er who dis­cov­ers her child trapped un­der a car. In her anx­ious­ness,

    she up­ends the ve­hi­cle to res­cue the child.”




    “I once did a sto­ry along those lines. EN­RAGED GRAND­MOTH­ER LOS­ES CAN OPEN­ER, BITES

    BOT­TLE TOP OFF WITH FALSE TEETH. Like that?”




    “Not quite. And could you please stop in­ter­rupt­ing? This is very im­por­tant to me.”




    “If it were that im­por­tant, you’d be talk­ing to Sci­en­tif­ic Amer­ican, not me.”




    Nao­mi made a face. “They de­clined to pub­lish my find­ings,” she ad­mit­ted in a mo­rose

    tone. “So I went down the list of na­tion­al mag­azines, then lo­cal news­pa­pers. The Boston

    Globe ac­tu­al­ly sent out a re­porter, but af­ter twen­ty min­utes he pre­tend­ed he was late

    to an in­ter­view with a lo­cal tele­vi­sion an­chor. I went to the Her­ald next, and even they

    weren’t in­ter­est­ed. I thought I had hit bot­tom; then I re­mem­bered you peo­ple.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, we lead our field. You should see our com­pe­ti­tion. Some of them don’t

    both­er get­ting quotes. They make ‘em up.”




    “I want my sto­ry to get out, Mr. . . .”




    “Call me Mear­le. ‘Mis­ter’ makes me think I’m be­ing lec­tured.”




    “As I was say­ing, I want my sto­ry to get out. It’s im­por­tant. For if my da­ta are

    cor­rect, mankind may be on the thresh­old of an im­por­tant new era in its evo­lu­tion.” Her

    tone dark­ened. “Or, con­verse­ly, we may face the ex­tinc­tion of the hu­man race.”




    “Oh, my God,” Mear­le said in gen­uine hor­ror. “Are we fac­ing a glob­al sug­ar short­age?

    Will our brains shriv­el?”




    “For­get sug­ar!” Nao­mi snapped. “We’re talk­ing about su­per­man.”




    “We are?”




    “We are. You sure­ly know some­thing about evo­lu­tion. How we as a species have evolved

    from a man­like ape an­ces­tor.”




    “Dar­win.”




    “Yes, Dar­win. Mankind has come a long way on the evo­lu­tion­ary scale, but it’s not over

    yet. Have you ev­er won­dered about the next step?”




    “No.”




    “No. No one won­ders. It took mil­lions of years for man to learn to walk erect, to

    de­vel­op the cra­nial ca­pac­ity to house a man­like brain, to gen­er­ate pre­hen­sile

    fin­gers and an op­pos­able thumb. No one is quite cer­tain how these de­vel­op­ments

    oc­curred. They are still the sub­ject of rag­ing de­bate be­cause they are not sud­den

    oc­cur­rences. They hap­pen over gen­er­ations. Well, Mear­le, I have dis­cov­ered that the

    next stage in hu­man evo­lu­tion has al­ready ar­rived. Now. Here in the U.S.”




    “I’ll bet it’s all that sug­ar we eat. It prob­ably ac­cel­er­ates the pro­cess.”




    “Could I tell this? … Thank you. At the In­sti­tute for Hu­man Po­ten­tial Aware­ness I went

    through lit­er­al­ly tens of thou­sands of ac­counts of ex­traor­di­nary hu­man feats. I

    sort­ed them ac­cord­ing to sex. Then with­in gen­der. I di­vid­ed those ac­counts in­to

    in­ci­dents of ac­cel­er­at­ed re­flex, height­ened strength, and oth­er like phe­nom­ena. Many

    of these in­ci­dents are eas­ily ex­plained with the pa­ram­eters of known phys­iol­ogy.

    Adrenaline can con­vey great strength for short pe­ri­ods of time. High-​speed men­tal

    cal­cu­la­tions are pos­si­ble by some brains-​odd­ly, most of these are peo­ple who suf­fer

    from forms of re­tar­da­tion. Oth­er traits are the prod­uct of a dom­inant gene that can

    dis­ap­pear for gen­er­ations.”




    “You’re los­ing me.”




    “I’m just get­ting to my point,” Nao­mi said quick­ly. “As I sort­ed these ac­counts, I was

    struck by cer­tain com­mon­al­ities among them. Do you re­mem­ber the Yu­ma Emer­gen­cy last

    Christ­mas?”




    “Who doesn’t? An Amer­ican city tak­en over by a Japanese movie com­pa­ny. It was worse than

    the Chi­nese stu­dent mas­sacres.”




    “The gov­ern­ment hushed a lot of it up. But sev­er­al eye­wit­ness ac­counts made it in­to

    Ari­zona news­pa­pers, and these came in­to my hands. Dur­ing the height of the cri­sis, many

    peo­ple re­port­ed that the oc­cu­py­ing army was at­tacked and vir­tu­al­ly dis­man­tled.”




    “By U.S. Rangers,” Mear­le said flat­ly.




    “That’s Wash­ing­ton’s cov­er sto­ry,” Nao­mi coun­tered. “I per­son­al­ly flew to Yu­ma to

    in­ter­view some of the eye­wit­ness­es, and they de­scribed to me a lone man who tore tanks

    apart, best­ed squads of heav­ily armed Japanese troops, and vir­tu­al­ly lift­ed the siege of

    Yu­ma with his bare hands. Be­fore the Rangers parachut­ed in.”




    “One man?” Mear­le said skep­ti­cal­ly.




    “One un­armed man. A man who, by all ac­counts, was six feet tall and weighed no more than

    one hun­dred and six­ty pounds. What we an­thro­pol­ogists call an ec­to­morph.”




    “I’ll look it up.”




    “No need. An ec­to­morph is a thin per­son. An en­do­morph is a fat per­son. And a

    me­so­morph is a nor­mal­ly mus­cled per­son.”




    “Which am I?”




    “A biped. Bare­ly.”




    “I’ll look it up.”




    “Do.” Nao­mi smiled fierce­ly. “This man was a ca­sua­soid. Slim. Ob­vi­ous­ly not the

    weight-​lifter type. Yet he bent gun bar­rels in his fin­gers. Bul­lets could not stop

    him.”




    “They’re sup­posed to bounce off Su­per­man.”




    “I have no re­ports of such a phe­nomenon. He ev­ident­ly avoid­ed them by pure

    re­flex.”




    “Adrenaline or sug­ar?”




    “Nei­ther. This man sus­tained these im­pos­si­ble ac­tiv­ities. Adrenaline is good for

    twen­ty-​minute stretch­es. This man-​this seem­ing­ly or­di­nary man-​sys­tem­at­ical­ly

    dis­man­tled the Japanese army in the course of a long day of hand-​to-​hand fight­ing. The

    re­ports de­scribed him as un­re­mark­able ex­cept for two dis­tin­guish­ing fea­tures that

    stuck in the minds of the peo­ple who wit­nessed his de­struc­tive pow­er. He had un­usu­al­ly

    thick wrists. And his eyes were dead.”




    Mear­le gulped in spite of him­self. “Dead?”




    “Flat. Life­less. De­void of emo­tion. That kind of dead.”




    “I don’t get it.”




    “There’s more. Be­fore I flew to Yu­ma to check out these re­ports first­hand, I col­lect­ed

    all the Yu­ma re­ports and checked for sim­ilar re­ports else­where. I found them. Clipped from

    ob­scure news­pa­pers and jour­nals. Some of the sources were pret­ty dis­rep­utable. Fate

    mag­azine. The Fortean Jour­nal. Pub­li­ca­tions that rev­el in ghosts and UFO’s and

    Bigfeet.”




    “Foot. Big­foot. Ac­tu­al­ly, I did a poll on UFO’s. Do you know that over sev­en­ty-​sev­en

    per­cent of Amer­icans be­lieve in fly­ing saucers?”




    “You peo­ple ac­tu­al­ly con­duct­ed a na­tion­wide sur­vey?”




    “No,” Mear­le said ca­su­al­ly. “We sam­pled an Akron neigh­bor­hood and ex­trap­olat­ed

    from there.”




    “That’s sta­tis­ti­cal­ly un­sup­port­able!”




    Mear­le shrugged. “It sold pa­pers.”




    “I’m sure that it did,” Nao­mi said acid­ly. “In any case, I found oth­er re­ports of

    in­cred­ible feats. All of them had one thing in com­mon. The man who per­formed them had thick

    wrists and dark dead eyes. Some­times he was not alone, but was ac­com­pa­nied by an

    enig­mat­ic Asian. I don’t un­der­stand that part my­self. I doubt they could be re­lat­ed or

    even part of the same gene pool. Yet both per­formed sim­ilar ex­traor­di­nary feats. And these

    re­ports come from all over Amer­ica.”




    “This is great. This is won­der­ful,” en­thused Mear­le, for the first time check­ing his

    tape recorder to see if it was run­ning. It was.




    “You see what I am lead­ing up to?”




    “Yeah! Space aliens. They’re prob­ably af­ter our sug­ar.”




    “I am not talk­ing about aliens,” Nao­mi snort­ed. “I was try­ing to com­mu­ni­cate to you

    that the next stage in hu­man evo­lu­tion has ap­peared in our so­ci­ety. In Amer­ica. Now. The

    man who will lead hu­man­ity in­to the twen­ty-​first cen­tu­ry. The man who, once he be­gins

    to sow his seed, will ush­er in a new race of men, mak­ing all of us poor eth­no­cen­tric Ho­mo

    sapi­ens as ob­so­lete as Aus­tralo­pithe­cus.”




    “He’s a farmer?”




    “I had an­oth­er kind of seed in mind. Sperm.”




    “Now I get it. He’s a men­ace. Are you say­ing he should be de­stroyed be­fore he

    breeds?”




    “No, nev­er. If this man is the next step in evo­lu­tion, it will be up to us, as the

    for­mer dom­inant species, to step aside, just as the Ne­an­derthal man stepped aside for

    Cro-​Magnon.”




    “That’s crazy!”




    “To the con­trary. Evo­lu­tion is won­der­ful­ly sane. And so am I. In fact, I would

    vol­un­teer in a mo­ment to bear the child of this next stage of Ho­mo sapi­ens. It would be a

    priv­ilege.”




    Mear­le blinked. “That’s what you want me to write? That you’re look­ing for a date?”




    Nao­mi’s shark-​fin face grew sharp­er. “That was very crude­ly put,” she said prim­ly.

    “This is sci­ence. This is the fu­ture.”




    “No,” re­turned Mear­le, shut­ting off his tape recorder as he got to his feet. “This is the

    front page of our next is­sue.”




    “Wait! Don’t you want to hear the rest of my hy­poth­esis?”




    “Lat­er. My ed­itor is sure to want fol­low-​up. Right now, I’ve got more than I need.”




    The door slammed af­ter him, stir­ring the mousy ten­drils of hair that framed Nao­mi

    Van­derk­loot’s nar­row fore­head like vene­tian-​blind cords.




    “I hope I haven’t made a big mis­take,” she mut­tered un­der her breath. “I’m up for tenure

    next year….”




    Bud­dy New­man was ex­pect­ing the gray man.




    On the third Tues­day of ev­ery month, the Sak-​N-​Sav where Bud­dy was a cashier ran a

    two-​for-​one spe­cial on cer­tain slow-​mov­ing prod­ucts, among them Flako Mag­ic Pota­to

    Mix. It was the Flako that brought the gray man in­to the store, where once a month he

    in­vari­ably stocked up, buy­ing as many as six box­es at a time.




    Af­ter three years of ring­ing up the gray man’s third-​Tues­day pur­chas­es-​all on sale

    and most un­fit for dis­crim­inat­ing stom­achs-​Bud­dy New­man looked for­ward to see­ing the

    gray man the way he looked for­ward to reg­is­ter­ing for the draft. Not as bad as a root

    canal, but it was no walk in the park ei­ther.




    So when the gray man came in through the pho­to­elec­tric doors and made a bee­line for the

    sale aisle, Bud­dy New­man groaned in­ward­ly.




    Bud­dy thought of him as the gray man even though he knew his name was Smith. Bud­dy knew

    that fact be­cause he lived on the same street as the man, in Rye, New York. The front-​door

    name­plate of the Tu­dor-​style house said: Smith. That was as much about him as Bud­dy New­man

    knew or want­ed to know.




    Smith was not ex­act­ly the kind of per­son you’d in­vite over for a bar­be­cue. He was a

    dry, lanky cut of a man who al­ways wore a gray three-​piece suit and the same striped school

    tie. His hair was the dirty white of a thin storm­cloud. His eyes were gray. Even his skin was

    gray. That was the tru­ly un­ap­pe­tiz­ing thing about the man, that lizardy gray skin.




    As the gray man named Smith emerged from the aisle, hug­ging ex­act­ly eight box­es of Flako

    Mag­ic Pota­to Mix un­der his bony Adam’s ap­ple, Bud­dy New­man gave out a lit­tle groan.




    There were six cashiers at the Sak-​N-​Save, and Bud­dy had the ex­press aisle. Eight items

    or less. He sighed.




    The gray man set the box­es down on the con­vey­or belt and reached in­to his pock­et,

    ex­tract­ing a worn leather wal­let. Bud­dy be­gan run­ning the box­es past the op­ti­cal

    bar-​code read­er, know­ing that even be­fore his reg­is­ter to­taled up the amount, the gray

    man would have ar­rived at the cor­rect fig­ure men­tal­ly. Bud­dy knew this be­cause the man

    in­vari­ably count­ed out the ex­act change be­fore Bud­dy had a ma­chine to­tal. Once the man

    had in­sist­ed that Bud­dy’s cash reg­is­ter was in er­ror. Bud­dy po­lite­ly told him that the

    bar-​code read­er did not make mis­takes.




    The gray man had in­sist­ed in a lemo­ny voice and Bud­dy had had to call the man­ag­er. It

    was Bud­dy’s first month on the job and he hadn’t yet learned how to deal with trou­ble­some

    cus­tomers. He hoped that the man­ag­er would toss the gray man out in­to the park­ing lot.




    In­stead, the gray man point­ed to a flawed bar code on one box and im­pa­tient­ly stood by

    while the man­ag­er en­tered the cost by hand. He then rep­ri­mand­ed Bud­dy for not hav­ing

    the sense to sim­ply hit the re­peat key af­ter the scan­ner picked the price off the first

    box.




    Bud­dy ac­tu­al­ly turned beet-​red at that, his first rep­ri­mand. He nev­er again for­got

    to use the re­peat key.




    But this time Bud­dy de­lib­er­ate­ly didn’t hit the re­peat key. Let the guy suf­fer, he

    thought, just as he him­self suf­fered ev­ery time the gray man pulled out his red change

    hold­er and count­ed out ex­act change with mad­den­ing care. That was the thing that drove

    Bud­dy crazy. Any­one else would be con­tent to slap down two or three quar­ters and ac­cept

    the change. The man in­sist­ed on count­ing out ev­ery last pen­ny, no mat­ter how much he had

    to scrounge in that ridicu­lous plas­tic change hold­er.




    So this time Bud­dy took his time to­tal­ing the bill. Maybe the gray man-​whose skin looked

    even gray­er than usu­al to­day-​would take his pur­chas­es to an­oth­er reg­is­ter next

    time.




    The man clutched his change in hand while Bud­dy pre­tend­ed to have trou­ble with the

    scan­ner. He knew from long prac­tice how to hold the box so that it would mis­read. He did

    this re­peat­ed­ly.




    “Hold the box flat­ter,” the gray man sug­gest­ed in a voice that sound­ed as if it had been

    squeezed from a lemon peel.




    “Sor­ry, sir,” Bud­dy said, se­cret­ly glad that he had touched a nerve. He fussed with the

    box, not­ing the thin­ning of the man’s blood­less lips. He no­ticed again the flat gray­ness

    of his skin. Nor­mal­ly it was the col­or of fish skin. Tonight it re­sem­bled pen­cil

    lead.




    As the gray man squirmed im­pa­tient­ly, his eyes wan­dered to the mag­azine rack, where the

    lat­est edi­tions of the wom­en’s mag­azines and var­ious tabloids screamed their

    cov­er­lines.




    The gray man did a com­ical dou­ble-​take. One gray hand reached out for the lat­est

    En­quir­er with shock­ing ur­gen­cy. He took in the cov­er with eyes that showed white all the

    way around be­hind the trans­par­ent shields of his rim­less glass­es. He tore the pa­per open,

    search­ing for some­thing. When he found what he sought, his skin went even gray­er, if

    any­thing, and his eyes wider.




    Bud­dy New­man was so sur­prised at this un­char­ac­ter­is­tic be­hav­ior that he

    ac­tu­al­ly stopped work­ing and looked at the man in won­der­ment. It was the short­est-​lived

    ex­pres­sion that Bud­dy New­man ev­er had on his face.




    For the gray man sud­den­ly clutched at his chest, the pages of the En­quir­er scat­ter­ing

    like origa­mi pi­geons. His mouth went wide. His lips and fin­ger­nails seemed al­most blue.

    His eyes strained from their sock­ets like hard-​boiled eggs from a clenched fist, and the gray

    man fold­ed like a lawn chair, land­ing on the con­vey­or belt. He was car­ried along un­til he

    jammed up against the coupon shelf in a wel­ter of limbs.




    Bud­dy New­man rec­og­nized the signs of a heart at­tack from his CPR class and hit the

    man­ag­er’s bell. With­out wait­ing, he flipped the gray man around so that he could get to his

    face. It was as gray as a corpse’s face now.




    Bud­dy pinched off the nose and pried open the man’s gasp­ing mouth, check­ing first to see

    that he hadn’t swal­lowed his tongue. He hadn’t. It lay in his mouth, a fat gray slug.

    Steel­ing him­self for the dis­taste­ful­ness of his task, Bud­dy pressed his mouth to the gray

    man’s lips. They were turn­ing a gray­ish-​blue. He ex­haled force­ful­ly, with­drew, then

    re­peat­ed the pro­ce­dure.




    The man­ag­er hur­ried up and Bud­dy shout­ed to him, “Call an am­bu­lance! He’s dy­ing!”

    Then he put his lips to those of the gray man named Smith. Smith’s lips were cold as fresh cod.

    And just about as tasty. Bud­dy forced more air in­to the un­re­spon­sive lungs, hot tears in

    his eyes.




    Af­ter the am­bu­lance at­ten­dants had wheeled the gray man out the elec­tric doors, Bud­dy

    sat on the con­vey­or belt that nor­mal­ly car­ried ap­ples and dough­nuts and pork chops to

    their ul­ti­mate des­tiny and lis­tened silent­ly to the man­ag­er’s dis­tant but re­as­sur­ing

    voice telling him that he would prob­ably re­ceive some kind of com­men­da­tion from the chain,

    if the cus­tomer sur­vived.




    Bud­dy didn’t think the man would sur­vive. The cold taste on his lips made him feel as if

    he’d kissed a corpse.




    Fi­nal­ly, af­ter Bud­dy had calmed down, the man­ag­er sent him home ear­ly. Bud­dy took

    with him a copy of the En­quir­er.




    There were sev­er­al head­lines, Bud­dy saw as he walked to his house. One of them, he felt,

    had caused the man to have a heart at­tack.




    Bud­dy in­stant­ly dis­missed the top head­line, which in­formed the world, STARTLING NEW

    EV­IDENCE! SAME AS­SAS­SIN KILLED ROY OR­BI­SON, LU­CILLE BALL, AND AY­ATOL­LAH KHOME­INI!”




    There was a box item that promised to re­veal the se­cret of the En­quir­er All-​Piz­za

    Weight-​Loss Pro­gram. Smith hadn’t looked as if he’d ev­er eat­en a piz­za in his life.




    That left on­ly one oth­er sto­ry. The head­line read: AMAZ­ING TRUTH RE­VEALED.

    EVO­LU­TION­ARY SU­PER­MAN LOOSE IN U.S.!




    Be­low that was an artist’s ren­di­tion of a man’s cru­el face. He had high cheek­bones and

    the dead­est eyes Bud­dy had ev­er seen. Even in the sketch, those eyes seemed to bore through

    Bud­dy’s shak­en soul like drill bits.




    He opened to the in­side page and by the lights of pass­ing street­lamps read about the

    be­ing whom the re­porter had dubbed “Dead Man,” who, if the re­ports could be be­lieved,

    roamed the streets of Amer­ica com­mit­ting ac­tions of in­de­scrib­able vi­olence. It sound­ed

    to Bud­dy like some­one’s idea for a bad com­ic book. Then he looked back at the dead eyes that

    stared out from the cov­er and shud­dered un­con­trol­lably.




    No won­der Smith had keeled over. The guy looked like death per­son­ified.




    Con­vinced he had solved the mys­tery of Smith’s ap­par­ent heart at­tack, Bud­dy New­man

    hur­ried to his par­ents’ house and had night­mares in which the ex­press-​line con­vey­or belt

    was choked with corpses who clutched alien coins while Bud­dy fran­ti­cal­ly tried to bag them

    be­fore they died on him.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo and the sound of the buzzer snapped him from sleep.




    He lay there, let­ting his slow-​to-​fo­cus brown eyes take in the un­fa­mil­iar

    sur­round­ings. He didn’t rec­og­nize the ceil­ing. It was too white. He blinked, and sat up

    slow­ly. His head hurt. There was a dull pain in back of his deep-​set eyes. It felt like the

    op­tic nerves had been seared and not quite healed.




    He rolled to the side of the lumpy cot and took his head in his hands. When he lift­ed his

    face, he looked around the cell, which was il­lu­mi­nat­ed by the strong light from out­side

    the bars.




    It was a bare cell. The walls were pink-​paint­ed cin­der block and in one cor­ner was a

    stain­less-​steel toi­let with a bro­ken sink atop the wa­ter tank. Oth­er than the cot and the

    toi­let, the cell was as bar­ren as a bald man’s scalp. And just as pink.




    Re­mo stood up in his box­er shorts and re­lieved him­self in­to the lid­less toi­let. He

    stared at the wall as if try­ing to com­pre­hend it. Af­ter he but­toned up, he found his blue

    work uni­form fold­ed on the floor, his leather state-​is­sue shoes rest­ing on the neat pile.

    He put on the pants first and then laced his shoes. They were new and felt like div­er’s

    weight­ed shoes when he took a ten­ta­tive step around the six-​by-​nine cell.




    Down the cor­ri­dor he heard the sound of men, like him­self, stir­ring in their con­fined

    spaces. A black voice cursed the new day bit­ter­ly. A younger voice sim­ply broke down and

    sobbed. Jeers replied with a cal­lous­ness that beg­gared un­der­stand­ing.




    And mixed in with those rude sounds were those of foot­steps. Boot­ed feet. Free feet. Feet

    walk­ing the cor­ri­dor un­fet­tered and head­ing in his di­rec­tion.




    “Head count!” an au­thor­itar­ian voice barked. “Sound off.”




    “Fuck you, man!” an­oth­er voice chal­lenged. The boot­ed feet stopped. There was a pause.

    Then the same voice an­swered again, this time more sub­mis­sive­ly: “Num­ber Eighty.”




    Oth­er voic­es called out: “Num­ber Fifty-​five.”




    “Num­ber Thir­ty-​sev­en.”




    “Num­ber one-​eighty-​one.” Fi­nal­ly, as Re­mo but­toned his short-​sleeved work­shirt, the

    feet stopped at the bars of his cell.




    There were two sets of them. The two men wore iden­ti­cal gray uni­form shirts with black

    epaulets and pock­et trim. Their pants were black, with char­coalgray stripes run­ning down the

    out­er seams. Their Smokey the Bear hats were black and shad­ed hard mean eyes.




    “How was your first night, Dead Man?” the taller of the two cor­rec­tion of­fi­cers asked

    with­out look­ing up from his clip­board.




    “Bend over and I’ll show you,” Re­mo snarled. Their ac­cents were all wrong. Too south­ern.

    And the uni­form col­ors were not right ei­ther. The thought sank in­to his mind slow­ly, like

    a wa­ter lily los­ing its buoy­an­cy.




    “Yeah,” the sec­ond C.O. said. He was near­ly as wide as he was tall, and he was not tall.

    “I heard you were a tough SOB.”




    “The name is Re­mo.”




    “You mean Con­vict Num­ber Six.”




    “That’s not my num­ber.”




    “Up in New Jer­sey, maybe. But down here, you’re Num­ber Six. Now, stand back from those

    bars, boy. The war­den wants to see you.”




    Re­mo let go of the bars and stepped back as the C.O. called down to the watch com­man­der

    to rack Cell Num­ber Two.




    The elec­tron­ic cell door buzzed as it rolled back. The pair of C.O.’s quick­ly stepped to

    ei­ther side of him and one knelt to at­tach the leg irons while the oth­er stood with his

    clip­board at his side and the oth­er hand rest­ing on his gun butt.




    Once the leg irons were in place, the C.O. rose, car­ry­ing the hand­cuffs linked to lengths

    of chain. The cuffs en­cir­cled his wrists and pinched off skin. “Dammit,” the squat C.O.

    mut­tered. “What is it?” the oth­er de­mand­ed.




    “Just look at this guy’s wrists. They’re thick as sus­pen­sion ca­bles. The cuffs don’t

    fit.”




    “Make ‘em fit.”




    Re­mo held his wrists out, his hands balled in­to fists. The C.O. strug­gled to lock one

    cuff over his right wrist. The tongue fell short of the lock­ing mech­anism by a

    half-​inch.




    “Try the oth­er wrist,” the tall C.O. said im­pa­tient­ly. “He’s prob­ably right-​hand­ed.

    The left wrist will be thin­ner. And snap it up. The war­den’s wait­in’.”




    The oth­er hand­cuff al­so fell short of its task by a good half-​inch.




    “What do we do?” the squat C.O. asked in ex­as­per­ation. “I nev­er saw a con with wrists

    like these.” Re­mo shot the guards a dark-​eyed grin.




    “What if I do this?” he sug­gest­ed, un­clench­ing his fists.




    The C.O. squeezed the cuffs. They clicked in­to place.




    “Cute,” he said, giv­ing Re­mo a shove. “Very cute. Let’s take your lit­tle mag­ic act to

    the war­den.




    As he stepped from his cell, Re­mo was urged to the right.




    “Don’t look back, boy. You don’t want to see what’s back the oth­er way.”




    A long row of cells stretched be­fore him. Hands, some fold­ed, oth­ers limp-​fin­gered and

    bored, hung out the bars all along the line. The cor­ri­dor was beige cin­der block, and

    ter­mi­nat­ed in a black elec­tron­ic door with a square glass win­dow.




    “Walk four steps be­hind me and hug the wall,” the tall C.O. said, lead­ing the way. The

    oth­er one fell in be­hind them. “Stay on the yel­low line.”




    Re­mo start­ed walk­ing heav­ily. As he passed the line of cells, hard un­fa­mil­iar faces

    peered out from be­tween the green-​paint­ed bars.




    “Hey, Sleep­ing Beau­ty! I’m Prince Charm­ing.”




    “Say, what’s your name, cutie?”




    There were cat­calls, a few wolf whis­tles. A washed-​out con with a gold ring in his ear

    won­dered aloud if Re­mo was a vir­gin. Re­mo stopped in front of his cell and fixed him with

    his dead-​look­ing eyes. The con shrank back from the bars in­vol­un­tar­ily.




    Re­mo walked on, one sec­ond ahead of the trail­ing C.O.’s un­com­plet­ed shove.




    As they were passed through a se­ries of elec­tron­ic doors and through a four-​way

    in­ter­sec­tion of floor-​to-​ceil­ing cell tiers, Re­mo asked a ques­tion.




    “Where am I?”




    “What do you mean?” the lead C.O. snarled. Then, re­cov­er­ing, he added, “That’s right. You

    came in se­dat­ed, didn’t you?”




    “You tell me,” Re­mo said as they came to the war­den’s of­fice. The lead C.O. knocked on

    the door while they wait­ed.




    “Boy, your new home is the state pen­iten­tiary in Starke.”




    “My ge­og­ra­phy isn’t so good,” Re­mo said as the oth­er C.O. poked his head in­to the door

    and an­nounced, “He’s here, sir.”




    “Flori­da,” the oth­er C.O. said flat­ly. “The land of sun­shine and al­li­ga­tors.”




    “Don’t for­get Flori­da juice,” the first guard added, push­ing the door open for Re­mo.




    Re­mo stepped in­to the war­den’s of­fice, his chains drag­ging on the floor. His hands hung

    man­acled be­low belt lev­el, but his head was up, his pos­ture de­fi­ant.




    “Sit down, Williams,” the war­den said in a nonon­sense but un­bel­liger­ent tone of voice.

    He waved for the guards to shut the door be­hind them. Re­mo slipped in­to a sim­ple wood­en

    chair. The hard chair made him feel in­stant­ly un­com­fort­able. He wasn’t sure why, but it

    stirred some vague, un­reach­able mem­ory.




    The war­den made a point of ig­nor­ing Re­mo as he leafed through a mani­la file fold­er. He

    was a short, pug­na­cious man with a smooth bald head. There was a small pit in the flesh along

    the bridge of his nose, as if some­one had chis­eled a chunk out of it.




    When the war­den looked up, he let the fold­er fall flat. He gave it a last glance be­fore

    turn­ing his full at­ten­tion to Re­mo.




    “Do you know why you’re here, Williams?”




    “The state says I killed a drug push­er.”




    “That’s why you were sent up to Tren­ton State Prison. I meant why you were trans­ferred to

    Flori­da State.”




    Flori­da, Re­mo thought. So the guards weren’t ly­ing. Aloud he said, “It must have slipped

    my mind some­how.” He won­dered what the war­den was talk­ing about.




    “You’re a very fool­ish in­di­vid­ual, Mr. Williams. You were bet­ter off back in New

    Jer­sey, where they don’t take ad­van­tage of their death penal­ty. Up there, you were just

    an­oth­er lif­er on death row. But you kept get­ting in­to trou­ble. Ac­cord­ing to your sheet,

    you maimed your cell­mate. Put out his eye over a cigarette. That was bad enough. But on top of

    that, you killed a guard. I imag­ine that guard had fam­ily who had high po­lit­ical

    con­nec­tions, be­cause some­one pulled a lot of strings to get you trans­ferred to my prison.

    It’s not le­gal, but when I protest­ed, I was told, in no un­cer­tain terms, to play along. So

    I am.”




    “Maybe I need­ed a change of scenery,” Re­mo said flat­ly. He won­dered where this bull­shit

    was go­ing.




    “You’re pret­ty ca­su­al now,” the war­den re­sumed. Re­mo no­ticed the name­plate in front

    of his desk said he was War­den Mc­Sor­ley. “But I’m told the Tren­ton of­fi­cials had to

    se­date you for the trans­fer. So you must know what you’ve got­ten your­self in­to.”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said cool­ly. “I got my­self in­to Flori­da. “




    “That’s true,” the war­den said hu­mor­less­ly. “But you’ve al­so got­ten your­self on­to

    Flori­da’s death row. You see, un­like New Jer­sey, this state does take full ad­van­tage of

    its death penal­ty. And since you’ve been trans­ferred in­to our ju­ris­dic­tion, you fall

    un­der Flori­da law.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing. His eye­brows drew to­geth­er, form­ing a deep notch.




    “I’m sor­ry,” the war­den said in a voice that was nei­ther sym­pa­thet­ic nor sar­cas­tic,

    but sim­ply a voice. “You were a po­lice of­fi­cer once, ac­cord­ing to your records. And I

    hold no truck with drug push­ers. Maybe you had your rea­sons for do­ing what you did, but

    killing a cor­rec­tions of­fi­cer … well, my re­spon­si­bil­ity is to the law.”




    “I want to talk to my lawyer,” Re­mo said tight­ly.




    “I un­der­stand that an ap­peal has al­ready been filed on your be­half. In the mean­while,

    you’ll be ex­pect­ed to obey the rules of this in­sti­tu­tion. You’ll be al­lowed out of your

    cell for two min­utes ev­ery oth­er day to show­er, and twice a week, on Mon­days and

    Thurs­days, for thir­ty min­utes of su­per­vised ex­er­cise in the prison yard. Oth­er­wise,

    you will be con­fined to your cell, where you will take your meals and do all your busi­ness.

    Giv­en your rather ex­ten­sive record of vi­olence against cor­rec­tions of­fi­cers and fel­low

    pris­on­ers, I will have no choice but to put you in­to seg­re­gat­ed de­ten­tion if you

    mis­be­have in any way.”




    “You make me sound like a bad lit­tle boy,” Re­mo said in a hard voice.




    “Be as­sured, Mr. Williams, I do not see you in that light at all. Now, do you un­der­stand

    ev­ery­thing I have just told you?”




    “Guess so.”




    “Do you un­der­stand what I mean by seg­re­gat­ed de­ten­tion?”




    “Sure. Soli­tary.”




    “Is that what they call it up at Tren­ton?”




    Re­mo had to think about that be­fore an­swer­ing. “They called it ad­min­is­tra­tive

    de­ten­tion,” he said at last.




    “And I’m cer­tain a man who’s star­ing at the death penal­ty will think twice about liv­ing

    out his last days in soli­tary con­fine­ment.” The war­den pressed a buzzer. The two C.O.’s

    en­tered the room and took their places on ei­ther side of Re­mo Williams’ un­flinch­ing

    face.




    “Be­fore these of­fi­cers es­cort you back to your cell, do you have any ques­tions?” the

    war­den want­ed to know.




    Re­mo stood up, send­ing his chains clack­ing. “Just one,” he said qui­et­ly.




    The war­den looked up quizzi­cal­ly.




    “Do you gas, in­ject, or fry in this state?”




    “We have a very ef­fi­cient elec­tric chair, Mr. Williams. If it comes to that, you won’t

    feel much more than a short-​lived jolt. It’s quite hu­mane, re­al­ly.”




    “Just the same, I think I’d pre­fer the nee­dle.” The war­den’s face reg­is­tered cu­ri­ous

    in­ter­est.




    “Re­al­ly?” he said. “If you don’t mind my ask­ing, why is that?”




    “They don’t shave your head be­fore the lethal in­jec­tion.”




    “Ah,” the war­den said as if un­der­stand­ing. But Re­mo could tell by the opac­ity in back

    of his eyes that he didn’t un­der­stand at all.




    Re­mo was silent as they led him away.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    They wait­ed un­til Re­mo was back in his cell be­fore they re­moved the chains and leg

    irons. Re­mo sat on the bunk as the barred door clanged shut. For the first time he no­ticed

    the white sign fixed to the cell doors: DAN­GER! STAND CLEAR WHILE GATE IS IN MO­TION in stark

    black death-​war­rant let­ters.




    It was the on­ly read­ing ma­te­ri­al in the cell, so Re­mo read it sev­er­al times

    slow­ly.




    A voice from the ad­join­ing cell broke his con­cen­tra­tion.




    “Hey, Jim. What’s hap­penin’?” The voice was black. South­ern.




    “The name’s Re­mo.”




    “Don’t be takin’ no at­ti­tude, man. I calls all white boys Jim. What’re you in for?”




    “None of your busi­ness.”




    “Suit your­self. I was just bein’ friend­ly. My name’s Mo­hammed.”




    “In that case, my name’s Al­lah.”




    “The Mus­lim broth­ers pro­nounces it Al-​lah, whitey. But if it suits you, you can call me

    Pop­corn. All the cons do. Just don’t you be puttin’ down my per­son­al god. Al­lah’s all that

    be get­tin’ me through the day till I got­ta walk down the line. I killed my old la­dy, don’t

    you know.”




    “Tough.”




    “Don’t I know it. Some­times I re­al­ly miss the wom­an. Wouldn’t have cut her, but I caught

    her in bed with some turkey I nev­er saw be­fore. And it was my birth­day. That was the

    un­for­giv­ing thing, you know.”




    “Spare me,” Re­mo said, throw­ing him­self back on the cot. He stared up at the

    ceil­ing.




    “I hear you was a cop once.”




    “Once,” Re­mo said tone­less­ly.




    “So what’s a cop doin’ in this emp­ty place?”




    “I for­got to Mi­ran­dize your moth­er.”




    “Hoo! You are some cold dude. But let me set you straight, bro. The cons, they know you’re a

    cop. The hacks, they know you offed a guard. That put you in a very bad place. I’d make all the

    friends I could get, I was you.”




    “You’re not me,” Re­mo re­turned, sud­den­ly wish­ing for a cigarette. Maybe it would clear

    the cob­webs from his mind. He felt like stale beer-​flat and too warm.




    “In that case, I just got one more piece of ad­vice for you, Jim.” When there was no

    an­swer, Pop­corn said, “Don’t eat the meat­loaf. It’s al­ways yes­ter­day’s ham­burg­er. And

    if they of­fer you meat­loaf stew, that’s not on­ly yes­ter­day’s meat­loaf, it’s al­so the day

    be­fore’s ham­burg­er. They don’t waste shit in this joint. They just re­heat it and slide it

    back in­to your sor­ry face all over again.”




    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Re­mo said, still star­ing at the ceil­ing. It was too smooth. In

    his old cell, the ceil­ing was cracked and peel­ing: He used to imag­ine the cracks were an

    earth­quake and the hang­ing flakes vol­canic erup­tions. He used to fol­low the cracks with

    his eyes for hours, imag­in­ing them-​no, will­ing them-​wider. Some­times, it seemed that they

    did widen, but they nev­er widened enough to let him out, now mat­ter how long he stared

    through the end­less gray days and months.




    Re­mo rolled to the side of his bunk. He found no en­ter­tain­ment in this flat

    un­blem­ished ceil­ing. Star­ing at his shoes, he thought about what the war­den had said.




    He couldn’t re­mem­ber killing any guard back at Tren­ton State. But his mind was still

    fuzzy from se­da­tion. Re­mo couldn’t re­mem­ber ev­er hear­ing of an in­mate be­ing shipped

    un­der se­da­tion. Not a sane one. He won­dered if he had cracked from the long years of

    im­pris­on­ment on death row.




    He let his mind roll back over the years. It was all a flat gray blur. How many since the

    day they came for him at his Newark walk-​up? Ten years? Twen­ty? Clos­er to twen­ty. Twen­ty

    long years since the judge-​what was his name, Harold some­thing? had sent him up the riv­er.

    In those days, New Jer­sey en­forced its death penal­ty. Re­mo had sweat­ed out over a year on

    death row-​a “Dead Man” in the par­lance of the oth­er in­mates-​while his lawyer filed ap­peal

    af­ter ap­peal.




    It was not so much the ap­peals pro­cess that saved his life as it was the trend against

    in­vok­ing the death-​penal­ty statutes that fi­nal­ly saved ex-​pa­trol­man Re­mo Williams’

    life. It wasn’t vin­di­ca­tion, but it was bet­ter than sit­ting on the chair.




    Now, twen­ty years lat­er, he was fac­ing the chair all over again.




    Re­mo stood up. His joints felt stiff. His not-​quite-​numb fin­gers stroked the stiff

    stub­ble of his chin and throat. There was no mir­ror in the cell. On death row a man might

    cheer­ful­ly slice open his throat rather than be dragged to the chair.




    Swal­low­ing re­mind­ed Re­mo of how dry his throat was. The wash­basin was dry, so Re­mo

    de­cid­ed to go in the oth­er di­rec­tion.




    “I could use a smoke,” he said aloud.




    There was no an­swer from the left-​hand cell, which Re­mo re­called had been emp­ty when he

    passed it. But from the oth­er side Pop­corn asked, “Camel do for you?”




    “Yeah.”




    “Well, here she come. One tai­lor-​made.”




    Out­side his cell door, a fil­ter­less cigarette rolled in­to view. Re­mo had to get down on

    his knees to snare it. But his wrists were too thick for the nar­row space be­tween the bars.

    He strained, his fin­gers near­ly brush­ing the pa­per cylin­der. He shift­ed to the oth­er

    hand, but on­ly suc­ceed­ed in push­ing the cigarette com­plete­ly out of reach.




    Re­mo re­turned to his bunk and sat down heav­ily, his face a mask of de­feat.




    Af­ter a while Pop­corn re­marked, “I don’t smell no smoke, Jim. And I had my heart set on

    sec­ond-​hand.”




    “It got away from me,” Re­mo told him with­out emo­tion.




    “That how I feel about my life, Jim. But you still owe me one.”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said flat­ly. He felt like shit.




    “Just don’t be wait­ing long for pay­back. Sparky own my ass, you know.”




    “Who’s Sparky? Your lawyer?” Re­mo won­dered in­to the air. He might as well have been

    com­mu­ni­cat­ing with the dead. Pop­corn’s next words told him that he was.




    “Sparky’s the chair, man. I walk the line next month if my ap­peal don’t stick. They tell

    you when you’re go­ing?”




    “I’m not go­ing,” Re­mo said flat­ly.




    “Do tell. I used to think that. The Man lets you think that for a while, him and his

    lawyers. Af­ter a while you get to be­lievin’ it your­self. Then they take it away from you an

    inch at a time. That’s the bitch of it. One day you be fly­in’, the next you’re scratchin’ in

    the dirt at your own damn feet, thinkin’ that the on­ly way out is to dig your way out. But

    ei­ther way you slice it, you be dig­gin’ your own grave.”




    “I’m not go­ing,” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    “You fig­ure ’cause you was once a cop, you got the juice. That it?”




    “They won’t fry me. They didn’t fry me in Jer­sey. They won’t fry me down here.”




    “Maybe so, Jim. But in this hole we in, Flori­da juice got a whole ‘nother meanin’. It ain’t

    or­ange and they got­ta strap you down be­fore you can get the ben­efit of it.”




    “They can’t trans­fer a man from one state to an­oth­er and fry him. My lawyer will see to

    that.”




    “I’m with that. My lawyer’s my last hope too.”




    “They won’t fry me,” Re­mo re­peat­ed. And sud­den­ly he re­mem­bered why he had felt so

    un­com­fort­able sit­ting on the hard­wood chair in the War­den’s of­fice. Elec­tric chairs

    were al­ways built of non­con­duct­ing wood.




    A door buzzed down the pas­sage­way dis­tant­ly. An­oth­er buzzed. And each time, the

    buzzing was loud­er as Con­trol opened door af­ter door. Then there came the clear, un­mu­flled

    sound of foot­steps.




    The guards stopped out­side Re­mo’s cell. They were the same guards as be­fore.




    “To­day’s show­er day, Williams,” one said, sneer­ing. Re­mo looked up from his bunk with

    dull eyes. He stood up. “Why not?” he mut­tered.




    This time they didn’t cuff him as they brought him out from the cell.




    “Am I the on­ly one who gets to wash off the dust?” Re­mo asked.




    The guard showed fierce teeth. “The oth­ers are al­ready get­ting nice and clean for you,

    Soap Boy. Now, get mov­ing.”




    Re­mo walked slow­ly past the range of death-​row cells. He met each glance in his

    di­rec­tion bold­ly.




    This time there were no cat­calls or jeers. In a way, it was a bad sign.




    They walked past the con­trol booth at the prison cross­roads, called Grand Cen­tral, where

    the watch com­man­der buzzed them in­to the show­er area. Re­mo stripped un­der the watch­ful

    eyes of the guards and stepped in­to the com­mu­nal show­er.




    Dozens of pairs of hard eyes drank in his lean, tiger­ish mus­cles, his ath­lete-​flat

    stom­ach and odd­ly thick wrists. Re­mo ig­nored them and stepped un­der the hot stream of an

    un­oc­cu­pied show­er head, lath­er­ing him­self with a dirty bar of soap that stood melt­ing

    in a gut­ter­like shelf that ran un­der the show­er heads the en­tire length of the room. He

    rubbed some of the lath­er in­to his brawn hair, scrubbed fu­ri­ous­ly, and, aware of the eyes

    on him, stepped back un­der the hot wa­ter un­til the last of the lath­er ran in­to the floor

    grates, to be car­ried away to the kind of free­dom Re­mo hadn’t known since he was half his

    cur­rent age.




    As Re­mo start­ed for the door, a man stepped in his path. He was white and built like a

    preg­nant lineback­er. His thick face was as ex­pres­sion­less as the Hoover Dam, ex­cept for

    the Fu Manchu mus­tache that had gone out of style when Ger­ald Ford was in the White House and

    a tiny dab of hair un­der his low­er lip called a pachu­co tuft. His black hair splayed all

    over his fore­head, drip­ping dirty gray soap lath­er. He looked like a Klin­gon with a bad

    hair­piece.




    “You the new Dead Man?” he growled.




    “The name’s Re­mo.”




    “Yeah. That’s you. Dead Man,” the man mut­tered as if Re­mo wasn’t there. Then loud­er he

    said, “I hear you were a cop.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing. There was a phrase in the joint: Do your own time. It meant to mind

    your busi­ness and stay out of trou­ble. Re­mo de­cid­ed he was go­ing to fol­low it. He let

    his gaze drop to the man’s soap-​mat­ted chest hair. Not in sub­mis­sion, but be­cause the man

    was so much taller than Re­mo that Re­mo sim­ply let his eyes rest at their nat­ural lev­el. He

    made his hard face still, be­tray­ing no emo­tion, nei­ther weak­ness nor chal­lenge.




    “I used to eat cops,” the man taunt­ed. “You tell ‘im, McGurk,” some­one shout­ed. McGurk

    leaned in­to Re­mo’s face. His breath was sour. Like week-​old but­ter­milk.




    “Maybe I’ll eat you.” When Re­mo didn’t re­ply, McGurk said, “Then again, maybe it’ll be the

    oth­er way around. I could pro­tect you, cop. If you treat me right.”




    At that, Re­mo’s gaze lift­ed. His eyes seemed to re­treat in­to their deep sock­ets. Their

    ex­pres­sion was un­read­able.




    “You do for me and I’ll do for you,” Me­Gurk said, low-​voiced. “What d’you say?”




    “I say,” Re­mo said flat­ly, “that your breath smells like you’ve been suck­ing on an

    ele­phant’s teat. Maybe you should stick with sat­is­fy­ing your­self that way.”




    McGurk’s jaw dropped, mak­ing his pachu­co tuft bris­tle.




    The on­ly sound in the room for a long time was the show­er heads eject­ing re­lent­less

    streams of wa­ter. Then a man re­leased an ex­plo­sive bark of a laugh. An­oth­er sucked in his

    breath. They moved in on Re­mo and the gi­ant called McGurk to see what would hap­pen next.

    Be­hind the big man, Re­mo could see the guards watch­ing through the square win­dow. Abrupt­ly

    they turned their backs, and Re­mo knew there would be no help from them.




    “All you swing­ing dicks stay out of this,” McGurk said. He looked down at Re­mo. Re­mo met

    his gaze un­flinch­ing­ly.




    “I’ll give you a choice, cop,” McGurk said in a taut voice. “Your mouth on my jones right

    now or my shank in your gut.”




    “If you’re pack­ing, prove it,” Re­mo said calm­ly. McGurk spread out im­pos­si­bly big

    hands and said, “No pock­ets, friend. But I’ll get you in the yard.”




    “Then I’ll see you in the yard,” Re­mo said, push­ing past the man and pulling open the door

    faster than McGurk could re­act.




    Re­mo grabbed a tow­el off a rack and be­gan dry­ing him­self as the ob­vi­ous­ly

    dis­ap­point­ed guards sep­arat­ed and took up po­si­tions by the out­er door. The odor of

    stale sweat was a per­ma­nent stench in the room. The oth­ers drift­ed out, naked and sullen,

    and claimed their tow­els. When they were done, they threw the tow­els in­to a laun­dry cart

    and put on their clothes slow­ly, as if don­ning the blue state-​is­sue dun­ga­rees made them

    less, not more, civ­ilized.




    As Re­mo reached for an iden­ti­cal uni­form, one of the guards said, “No prison blues for

    you. Here.” Re­mo ac­cept­ed an apri­cot-​col­ored T-​shirt. He pulled it over his head, and

    re­al­ized what it sig­ni­fied. Ev­ery man on the row had worn one. It was the badge of the

    con­demned.




    They formed a line, with Re­mo in the rear. The guards buzzed the door open and they walked

    out sin­gle file, their shoul­ders al­most touch­ing the right wall as they right-​an­gled

    around cor­ners un­til they passed the mul­ti­ple-​tier cell­blocks sur­round­ing Grand

    Cen­tral. The men ahead of Re­mo filed in­to their cells. They were gen­er­al pop­ula­tion.

    Re­mo con­tin­ued on, alone, in­to the Q Wing, death row.




    At a sig­nal, the ranges of cell doors rolled open. The si­mul­ta­ne­ous clan­gor was

    deaf­en­ing.




    Re­mo walked to­ward the beige cor­ri­dor to his open cell, just short of the last cell on

    death row.




    A rough voice called af­ter him, “In the yard, cop.” Af­ter the cell door buzzed shut with a

    tem­po­rary fi­nal­ity that Re­mo nev­er got used to, he spoke a ques­tion in­to the air. “Know

    a con named Me­Gurk?” Pop­corn’s voice was wry. “Yeah. He’s the dude they call Crush­er. Ain’t

    that a com­ic-​book name, man? Crush­er McGurk. They say his first name’s Del­bert. “




    “Fag­got?” Re­mo won­dered.




    “Yeah. Re­al butch. Why you ask? He take a shine to you?”




    “Yeah.”




    “That Crush­er, you got­ta watch out for him. He pitch­es, but he don’t catch. Know what I

    mean?”




    “Yeah. He says he’ll be look­ing for me in the yard.”




    “Then don’t go in­to the yard.”




    “Have to. I have to keep in shape.”




    “What for? Sparky suck you dry in the end, bro.”




    “Some­day I may get out of here,” Re­mo said. He no­ticed that some­one-​him­self or the

    guard-​had kicked the cor­ri­dor cigarette clos­er to the bars. He went over and put his hand

    through the bars. He forked the cigarette be­tween two fin­gers and with­drew to his cot.




    “Sure,” Pop­corn said as Re­mo ex­am­ined the white pa­per for dam­age. It had split at one

    end and was dirty where a boot sole had crushed it. But the oth­er end was clean. Re­mo flicked

    dust off it care­ful­ly. “Some­day you’ll get out,” Pop­corn was say­ing. “There’s a white

    hearse that’s gonna car­ry all us Dead Men out­side of these walls one fine day. You can count

    on that.”




    “No. Not that way,” Re­mo said, putting the clean end of the Camel in­to his mouth.

    “Some­day they’ll fig­ure out that I’m in­no­cent.”




    Re­mo ig­nored Pop­corn’s howl­ing laugh­ter as he searched his pock­ets for a match. He

    dis­cov­ered he had no pock­ets, and of course there was no match ei­ther.




    And Pop­corn kept laugh­ing as if Re­mo’s in­no­cence was the fun­ni­est thing on death

    row.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    For Re­mo Williams, con­vict­ed mur­der­er, his first day at Flori­da State Prison was not

    much dif­fer­ent than all the days he could re­mem­ber at Tren­ton State Prison. The guards

    came around for the ten o’clock head count. Lunch was served at twelve-​thir­ty. Re­mo’s food

    tray was placed on the shelflike slot in his cell door. It was meat­loaf stew. He smelled it,

    and al­though he felt hun­gry, he re­turned the tray to the slot. By the time the guard came

    back to re­trieve it an hour lat­er, the sur­face had con­gealed in­to cold grease.




    There was an­oth­er head count at three in the af­ter­noon, and again at eight. Lights-​out

    came at the stroke of eleven, and a fi­nal bed check came twen­ty min­utes lat­er as a lone

    guard strolled down the line, paus­ing to turn his big D-​cell flash­light on each cell. Once

    he called to a con to un­cov­er his head. On­ly then did the beam pause for a mo­ment; then its

    on-​and-​off ac­tiv­ity con­tin­ued.




    The light came on in Re­mo’s eyes and he turned over. The guard went on, re­peat­ed his

    rit­ual at Pop­corn’s cell, and then clumped away, his go­ing punc­tu­at­ed by the

    di­min­ish­ing loud­ness of the door buzzers as they closed in suc­ces­sion.




    Re­mo stared at the flat black­ness of his cell’s out­er wall, won­der­ing if the nights

    here would be as bad as those in Tren­ton.




    They were.




    Dis­tant­ly a voice called out, “Beam me up, Scot­ty,” and Re­mo al­most laughed. Ex­cept

    that the for­lorn tone of the man’s voice damp­ened the laugh­ter. He had not been jok­ing. In

    fact, he launched in­to an ex­tend­ed one-​man per­for­mance of an imag­inary Star Trek

    episode, play­ing in turn the parts of Cap­tain Kirk, Spock, Scot­ty, Mc­Coy, and even, in a

    ridicu­lous falset­to voice, Uhu­ra.




    “Shut your hole, chump!” a bass voice warned.




    “You shut your hole. Let the man be. He be en­ter­tain­ing us.”




    That last came from Pop­corn. Sigh­ing, Re­mo rolled out of bed.




    “Does this go on ev­ery night?” he asked.




    “Some nights,” Pop­corn told him. “That be Radar Dish. He know ev­ery Star Trek episode by

    heart. Says he seen ‘em sev­en­teen times each. So nat­ural­ly he get to the point where he

    roll his own, so to speak. You shoul­da heard the one he spun last Sat­ur­day. When it was

    over, Kirk had got his­self zapped by the Ro­mu­lans and Spock took over the bridge. First

    thing he do is to or­der re­treat and start ballin’ Uhu­ra. That Radar Dish, he re­al­ly gets

    in­to be­ing Spock. But he likes to put his own spin on things.”




    Re­mo sighed. Back at Tren­ton, there had been a con who did Drag­net im­per­son­ations all

    night long. His Joe Fri­day had been so ac­cu­rate that it prompt­ed one lif­er to stick a

    sharp­ened num­ber-​nine pen­cil in­to the con’s Adam’s ap­ple, with fa­tal re­sults. It seemed

    like a long time ago now. Re­mo couldn’t even re­mem­ber ei­ther man’s name.




    Fi­nal­ly the talk­ing aloud, the sob­bing, and the groan­ing ta­pered off and si­lence

    de­scend­ed over the hu­mid dark­ness of death row.




    Re­mo slept.




    In his sleep, he dreamed.




    And in his dream, he was free.




    Re­mo dreamed that he was rid­ing an el­eva­tor to the pent­house of a high-​rise apart­ment

    build­ing. He saw him­self framed in the gold-​wall­pa­pered el­eva­tor cage, as if hav­ing an

    out-​of-​body ex­pe­ri­ence. One hand was in his pock­et and the oth­er hung at his side,

    fin­gers snap­ping im­pa­tient­ly.




    The el­eva­tor doors slid open and he start­ed to step from the cage. He hes­itat­ed

    mo­men­tar­ily. The gleam that came in­to his eyes was short-​lived. Then, ca­su­al­ly tak­ing

    the hand from his pock­et, he stepped out in­to the cor­ri­dor. He whis­tled.




    From ei­ther side of the el­eva­tor doors, a burly man ap­peared. Each wore an ex­pen­sive

    Ital­ian silk suit. They car­ried com­pact lit­tle Mac-11 ma­chine pis­tols. One placed the

    muz­zle to Re­mo’s neck and the oth­er on his op­po­site side. Re­mo stopped whistling.




    In his sleep he cried, “Oh, shit!” But in the dream he looked as cool as an ac­tor star­ring

    in a TV movie of the week.




    One of the two men mum­bled, “Get off on the wrong floor, pal?”




    To which Re­mo heard him­self re­ply, “Not if this is Don Polipo Ten­ta­co­lo’s suite.”




    “Don Ten­ta­co­lo ain’t see­ing vis­itors tonight, pal.” This from the oth­er man, the one

    who start­ed pat­ting Re­mo down. The oth­er goon-​there was no bet­ter word for him-​kept his

    Mac-11 jammed in Re­mo’s side.




    What hap­pened next hap­pened so fast that it made Re­mo jerk in his sleep.




    The kneel­ing guard was check­ing Re­mo’s an­kles when one of Re­mo s feet snapped up. The

    toe seemed on­ly to tap the man’s chin, but his head flew back like it was on the end of a

    snapped ca­ble. The crack of splin­ter­ing ver­te­brae was as dis­tinct as thun­der.




    Then-​or per­haps it oc­curred si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly, be­cause Re­mo’s at­ten­tion was on the

    head snap­ping back and not else­where-​the dream Re­mo twist­ed his up­per body so that the

    pis­tol muz­zle point­ed at thin air. He took the oth­er goon by the wrist. In­stead of

    ex­ert­ing pres­sure against the nat­ural flex point of the joint as he’d been taught at the

    po­lice acade­my, Re­mo in­sert­ed his pinky fin­ger in­to the open muz­zle of the Mac-11. The

    sound of the bar­rel split­ting merged with the crack of the splin­ter­ing ver­te­brae.




    The Mac-11 fell apart as if ev­ery weld and screw had si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly dis­in­te­grat­ed,

    leav­ing the goon hold­ing a very shaky gun butt with the shiny lit­tle bul­lets vis­ible in

    the ex­posed top of the mag­azine clip.




    The goon looked down at his use­less weapon and then at his fall­en com­rade, whom Re­mo

    dis­lodged from his ex­pen­sive Ital­ian loafers with a ca­su­al flick of his an­kle.




    “May I?” Re­mo asked, smil­ing po­lite­ly. And with­out wait­ing, he ex­tract­ed a bul­let

    from the clip. An­oth­er bul­let sprang up to re­place it.




    Re­mo watched him­self take the tiny bul­let in one hand and place it against the goon’s

    fore­head. Then, with coiled fore­fin­ger, he tapped the primer cap on the end of the shell

    cas­ing. There came a fire­crack­er pop! and the stand­ing goon sud­den­ly be­came the prone

    dead goon with a black crater in the cen­ter of his fore­head.




    Re­mo ca­su­al­ly stepped over the bod­ies and walked up to a black door of fine wood. He

    knocked on the door and wait­ed, hands on hips.




    In his cell, Re­mo tossed in his sleep. He no­ticed for the first time how thin his arms

    were. He looked like he had lost all his nat­ural body fat and thir­ty per­cent of his

    mus­cu­la­ture. His wrists, how­ev­er, were un­usu­al­ly thick. The com­bi­na­tion made him

    think of Pop­eye the Sailor Man-​but less grotesque.




    Re­mo was star­ing at his own odd­ly ex­pand­ed wrists when a splin­tery hole jumped in­to

    the black door pan­el and his dream self sim­ply fad­ed back from the line of fire-​for the

    soli­tary hole had been made by a gun pressed to the op­po­site side of the door.




    The dream Re­mo lunged for­ward, the palm of his hand strik­ing the door­knob with such

    force that it shot from its sock­et and in­to the pent­house. An un­seen man howled in

    exquisite agony, and Re­mo ca­su­al­ly pushed the door open.




    He paused be­side a man hold­ing his groin with both hands in a dou­bled-​up stance on­ly

    long enough to poke him in the eyes. Be­fore he fell face-​for­ward, Re­mo caught a glimpse of

    the mashed jel­ly his eye sock­ets now con­tained. If he hadn’t been sleep­ing, he would have

    turned away.




    In the dream, Re­mo was mov­ing from room to room in an el­egant pent­house suite un­til he

    found a man cow­er­ing against a plate-​glass win­dow that gave him a panoram­ic view of some

    uniden­ti­fied city. There was neon pip­ing in the back­ground. It was not rolled in­to scroll

    or sign­work, but edged sev­er­al tall of­fice build­ings. That told Re­mo that the pent­house

    over­looked Dal­las, Texas.




    The fat man had his back to the glass as if he were stand­ing on a nar­row ledge and on­ly

    the fric­tion of the glass kept him from falling to his death.




    “If you’re a cop,” he was say­ing, “I can pay you.”




    “Wrong guess,” Re­mo heard him­self say.




    “If you’re a fed, I can roll over.”




    “Not even close.”




    “Then what do you want?”




    “Oh, a nice home, a pleas­ant wife, maybe a cou­ple of kids.”




    “Done! I’ll set it up.” The fat man was sweat­ing, even though he out­weighed Re­mo by an

    easy six­ty pounds.




    “Sor­ry,” Re­mo told him. “There are some things not even mon­ey can buy. It won’t buy me,

    and it won’t buy the life I want.”




    “There’s got­ta be some­thing we can do,” Don Ten­ta­co­lo said ur­gent­ly. “Some deal we

    can cut.”




    “Let me think about this,” Re­mo said dis­in­ter­est­ed­ly. He tapped the glass be­side the

    man’s head. The fat man winced as if Re­mo’s fin­gers were hy­po­der­mics.




    “Is this a sin­gle pane or a sand­wich?” Re­mo asked.




    “Sin­gle. Bul­let­proof.”




    “Good,” said Re­mo, trac­ing a ruler-​straight line over the fat man’s quak­ing head. The

    glass squealed as if scored by a glass cut­ter. Then Re­mo ran the fin­ger from one end of the

    line to the floor and re­peat­ed the ac­tion on the oth­er side.




    The ma­nip­ula­tion framed the fat man in a thin white rect­an­gu­lar line, rather like the

    out­line of a cof­fin.




    “What … what are you go­ing to do?” he qua­vered.




    “You look hot. Like you could use some air.”




    “Yeah,” Don Ten­ta­co­lo said, wip­ing his fore­head. “It’s roast­ing in here.”




    “Then per­mit me,” Re­mo said. He placed his hand on the man’s heav­ing chest and gave him

    what looked like a gen­tle shove.




    Ex­cept that there was noth­ing gen­tle about the way Don Polipo Ten­ta­co­lo went through

    the thick glass, tak­ing with him a door­like rect­an­gle of glass. His feet were the last

    things to dis­ap­pear in­to the dark­ness be­yond the win­dow.




    Re­mo saw him­self lean out of the open­ing in the glass, and his dream view­point

    sud­den­ly dol­lied to fol­low the mad­ly ges­tic­ulat­ing body as it fell twen­ty or thir­ty

    sto­ries to the hard pave­ment be­low.




    The glass struck first. It shat­tered in­to thou­sands of sep­arat­ing shards. The fat man

    shat­tered too, but the bag that was his fleshy en­ve­lope kept his dis­in­te­grat­ing bone

    struc­ture from be­com­ing or­gan­ic shrap­nel. With one no­table ex­cep­tion. A short length

    of fe­mur shot out of his trous­er seam to im­pale his left palm.




    Dust­ing off his hands as if hav­ing com­plet­ed a mi­nor but stub­born house­hold-​re­pair

    task, Re­mo’s dream self turned from the win­dow as if to go. But recog­ni­tion crossed his

    face and he gave a cocky half-​grin and asked an un­seen per­son, “How did I do?”




    The re­spond­ing voice was squeaky and queru­lous, like Daffy Duck af­ter a hard day on the

    set.




    “Your el­bow was bent,” it said bit­ter­ly.




    And the ex­pres­sion of dis­apoint­ment that spread over Re­mo’s dream face was trag­ic.




    Re­mo woke up with the iden­ti­cal ex­pres­sion on his true face. He just didn’t know

    it.




    Pop­corn’s voice whis­pered through the shell-​pink cin­der block to his ear, “You okay,

    Jim?”




    Re­mo sat up. “Had a bad dream,” he said qui­et­ly.




    “Got news for you. You still havin’ it. ‘Cept now your eyes are open. You dig me?”




    “I know where I am. It just seemed so re­al.” And for the first time, Re­mo’s voice had lost

    the hard edge that prison life had made sec­ond na­ture.




    “I got a sayin’, Jim: Dead Men dream deep­est. You be on death row awhile, you get to know

    what I’m sayin’.”




    Re­mo felt un­der his pil­low. The Camel was still there, on­ly now it had de­vel­oped a

    fis­sure and re­sem­bled a bent pa­per nail.




    “Don’t sup­pose you have a match?” Re­mo prompt­ed.




    “Not since Muham­mad Ali went soft in the head.”




    “That’s old.”




    “In stir, ev­ery joke is old. If I slip you a match­book, you gonna slide it back

    af­ter­ward?”




    “Sure.”




    “Okay, my man. Don’t screw up any worse than you did to get here.”




    The match­book slid in­to view like a dim hock­ey puck. It came to rest be­side a cell bar

    and Re­mo re­trieved it on the first try. He tore off a match and struck it. The flame caught

    the dirty end of the Camel in Re­mo’s mouth.




    Re­mo sat on his bunk and took a deep drag.




    The to­bac­co smoke hit his lungs like mus­tard gas. The urge to cough was over­pow­er­ing.

    He tried to choke it back, know­ing that it could bring the guards or, worse, wake up ev­ery

    man on death row. But the cough­ing re­fused to be sup­pressed.




    Re­mo went to his knees. He put his head un­der the cot and sur­ren­dered to a cough­ing

    fit. He hacked like a twelve-​year-​old try­ing to get through his first smoke.




    “You okay, Jim?” Pop­corn hissed. “You gonna bring down all kinds of shit on our sor­ry

    heads if you don’t sti­fle your­self.”




    Re­mo’s cough­ing spasms trailed off in­to a stran­gled moan.




    “Don’t you die on me, Jim,” Pop­corn plead­ed. “You got my last book a’ match­es. Don’t you

    die on me.”




    Through his own pain Re­mo heard the sin­cer­ity in Pop­corn’s voice. Prison

    sen­ti­men­tal­ity. Don’t die un­til I get back what’s mine. He nev­er got used to its cal­lous

    ruth­less­ness.




    Fi­nal­ly Re­mo crawled back in­to his bunk. “First time?” Pop­corn asked wry­ly.




    “I’m used to fil­tered cigarettes,” Re­mo said. His lungs felt like they were on fire.

    In­stead of clear­ing his head, the nico­tine dulled his brain even more. Maybe, he thought, he

    was hav­ing a re­ac­tion to the seda­tive that had kept him asleep dur­ing the trip from New

    Jer­sey. Still, he shouldn’t have a re­ac­tion like that. He was a pack-​a-​day man.




    “What about my match­es, man?”




    “In the morn­ing,” Re­mo shot back weak­ly. “I’m sick.”




    “You crazy if you think you’re gonna keep my match­es, suck­er,” Pop­corn hissed. “You hear

    me?” The speed with which Pop­corn’s easy so­lic­itude had turned hard and then nasty was

    el­emen­tal.




    Re­mo turned over and tried to find sleep, but it elud­ed him un­til the five-​o’clock

    buzzer, and then, too soon, it was the start of an­oth­er in­ter­minable gray day.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Be­fore the guard ap­peared with the break­fast trays, Re­mo set the match­book out­side the

    bars of his cell and gave it a sin­gle-​fin­ger shove.




    “There it is,” he called. “Got it?”




    “Yeah, man, I got it.” Pop­corn’s voice was wary. Re­mo imag­ined him open­ing up the cov­er

    to care­ful­ly count each match. He must have done it twice be­cause it was a while be­fore his

    voice, again suf­fused with cocky good hu­mor, came back.




    “That’s two you owe me, Jim,” he said. “One for the tai­lor-​made and the oth­er for the

    ig­niter.”




    “Catch you in the yard some­time,” Re­mo said. “If we get the yard on the same day.”




    Break­fast was cold corn­flakes in a sin­gle-​serv­ing pack­age and a sep­arate pint

    con­tain­er of low-​fat milk. Re­mo poured the milk over the flakes slow­ly. The smell of it

    was strong. He put his nose to the bowl. Not sour. Just strong. He had nev­er smelled milk this

    strong. Fun­ny. He had nev­er thought of fresh milk as hav­ing a smell be­fore.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed to skip the sug­ar and forced the first spoon­ful down his throat. It went

    down hard. The flakes felt like they were sand­pa­per­ing his esoph­agus. He got it down. Five

    min­utes lat­er he threw it up all over the floor.




    “You sure you done time be­fore, Jim?” Pop­corn’s voice was wary again. “You don’t seem to

    be ac­cli­ma­tizin’ none too good. Hate to think you was a fish. ‘Cause if you was a fish,

    that’d mean you was a rat. Though what the Man would be do­ing puttin’ a rat on the row is more

    than I can un­der­stand.”




    “You got any­thing to rat about?” Re­mo asked, spit­ting the last of the milk from his

    mouth. It tast­ed sour now, but that was stom­ach-​acid taste.




    “No. But you be act­ing like a first-​timer, not a lif­er.”




    “I haven’t smelled free air since . . .” Re­mo hes­itat­ed. When did he go in first? Was in

    ‘71. No, ear­li­er, ‘70. Maybe ‘69. No, it couldn’t have been ‘69. He re­mem­bered pound­ing a

    beat in ‘69, just an­oth­er beat cop on his way to a far­away pen­sion.




    The C.O. came around for the tray and saw the mess on Re­mo’s floor. His tight ex­pres­sion

    turned in­to a glow­er.




    “You do that on pur­pose?” he de­mand­ed hot­ly.




    “I threw up,” Re­mo told him.




    The guard looked clos­er. “Doesn’t look like vom­it to me.”




    “It wasn’t in my stom­ach more than two min­utes,” Re­mo said with the sul­len­ness that

    came to a pris­on­er af­ter be­ing in the joint for so long that all the pride had seeped out

    of the soul. It was a con­se­quence of be­ing treat­ed, for all in­tents and pur­pos­es, like a

    dan­ger­ous teenag­er.




    Pop­corn spoke up. “I can vouch for whitey, there,” he said. “I heard him throw. Man

    sound­ed like he was cough­in’ up his lungs. Kid­neys too.”




    “Shut up, Dead Man.”




    The guard went away, com­ing back with a mop and buck­et.




    “Rack Num­ber Two,” he called down the line. The door to Re­mo’s cell rolled aside. The C.O.

    shoved the mop and buck­et in through the half-​open door.




    “Clean it up,” he told Re­mo.




    Re­mo looked in the buck­et and said, “No wa­ter.”




    “Boy, you got end­less wa­ter,” the guard said, point­ing to the open stain­less-​steel

    toi­let.




    Re­mo dipped the mop in­to the open bowl, slopped it in­to the buck­et, and car­ried both

    over to the mess. He swabbed the floor un­til it was clean, emp­tied the buck­et in­to the

    bowl, and then brought buck­et and mop back to the cell door.




    “Wring it out first,” the guard in­sist­ed.




    “With what?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    “You got hands.”




    “I don’t show­er again un­til to­mor­row.”




    “I don’t make the rules,” the guard said. “I just en­force them. Maybe next time you feel

    like puk­ing, you’ll try hard­er to hold it down.”




    Scowl­ing, Re­mo wrung out the mop with his bare hands and emp­tied the buck­et in­to the

    toi­let bowl. The guard took the mop and buck­et and locked the door. He called down the line,

    “Rack Num­ber One.” He stepped up to the next cell, be­yond Re­mo’s sight. “Okay, Pop­corn,

    time to hose down your poor black ass.”




    “You just say­ing that ’cause you love me,” Pop­corn told the guard.




    The door buzzed open, and Re­mo, hold­ing his drip­ping hands in front of him, looked up

    with sud­den in­ter­est.




    He got a shock. The man who saun­tered by, flash­ing him an easy Ipana smile, was short and

    reedy, wear­ing a high-​top fade hair­cut that made his head look like a well-​used pen­cil

    eras­er. He was not much more than eigh­teen.




    “How ya do­ing, Jim?” he said, and just as quick­ly was gone.




    “Damn,” Re­mo mut­tered. “Just a kid. He’s just a kid. “




    Af­ter the ten-​o’clock check, Re­mo was told it was his day to ex­er­cise in the yard.

    Pop­corn had long since re­turned to his cell.




    The cell door buzzed open and Re­mo stepped out. There be­side him was Mo­hammed, alias

    Pop­corn. “Looks like we go to­geth­er,” the lit­tle con re­marked.




    “Looks like,” Re­mo said.




    “No talk­ing in line,” the guard snapped. It was a dif­fer­ent guard than the man who had

    forced Re­mo to wring his acid-​and-​milk break­fast from the mop. By this time Re­mo’s hands

    had dried to a milky tight­ness. He had got­ten so sick of the smell that he had, af­ter

    flush­ing the toi­let six or sev­en times con­sec­utive­ly, washed his hands in the bowl. It

    was de­grad­ing, but no more so than any of the oth­er in­dig­ni­ties that had hap­pened to him

    over the last two decades.




    They walked down death row, where the apri­cot T-​shirt­ed in­mates re­gard­ed them with

    un­blink­ing ser­pent­like eyes to C Block. One long-​haired blond man sat on the bot­tom of

    his bunk-​they had bunk beds in C Block-​his eyes blank, his head swivel­ing from side to side

    like a hu­man radar dish.




    “That be Radar Dish,” Pop­corn whis­pered to Re­mo. “They say he ate his moth­er. He be one

    fucked-​up dude.”




    High up on the sec­ond tier of cells that made up C Block, a grav­el­ly voice sang out. “In

    the yard,” it warned.




    “And you know who that be,” Pop­corn said. “Del­bert him­self. AKA the Crush­er.” Pop­corn

    pro­nounced the nick­name with ev­ident rel­ish, ex­tend­ing the last syl­la­ble as if tast­ing

    it.




    “McGurk car­ry a shank?” Re­mo asked. The C.O. grum­bled at them, but didn’t in­ter­fere

    with the con­ver­sa­tion.




    “Some days,” Pop­corn sup­plied. “But Del­bert, he don’t need no shank, you see. Heard it

    said of him he once cor­nered a man he like in the ma­chine shop and pinned him to the wall.

    Plant­ed a big wet one on the dude’s mouth. Man fight back, as is nat­ural with a man.

    Del­bert, he don’t like that. He want a piece of you, he fig­ure that be his right. So he pry

    open that man’s jaw with his thumbs and take hold of the dude’s tongue with his teeth. Bit down

    hard, did my man Del­bert. Took half of his tongue. Swal­lowed it like raw liv­er. Then he held

    that poor suf­fer­ing bas­tard’s face down on the floor un­til he done bleed to death.

    Least­ways, that’s the way I heard it told.”




    Rerno grunt­ed. He won­dered if Pop­corn was try­ing to scare him. Some cons took plea­sure

    in test­ing a new­com­er’s nerve.




    But Re­mo Williams was no new­com­er. He had done hard time. He was afraid, but he wasn’t

    fright­ened. That slim dis­tinc­tion of­ten was the mar­gin by which a man sur­vived

    im­pris­on­ment.




    They passed through the last door to the yard. It was emp­ty.




    Re­mo re­laxed. Then Pop­corn spoke up. “Don’t get com­fort­able,” he said. “The row al­ways

    get first crack at the yard be­fore they turn the pop­ula­tion loose.”




    And be­hind them, the ca­copho­ny of buzzers in­di­cat­ed that C Block was be­ing re­leased

    from their cages. They milled out like schoolkids at re­cess, ev­ery­one talk­ing but no

    sin­gle voice ris­ing above any oth­er.




    “Catch you lat­er,” Pop­corn said, edg­ing away from Re­mo. “If you live.”




    Re­mo hung back near a cor­ner of the yard. The in­sti­tu­tion was a lime-​green build­ing

    sur­round­ed by a dou­ble Cy­clone fence. Green watch­tow­ers thrust up in bat­tle­ment­like

    ex­ten­sions by the fence. The sun was high and it was warm, but mug­gy, as if they were near

    the ocean. Re­mo could al­most smell the salt air.




    The cons came out like a hu­man wave, but quick­ly sep­arat­ed in­to groups. Cel­lies paired

    off or split up, each ac­cord­ing to the ten­sion of the day. The lames-​those who couldn’t

    ad­just to prison life-​went off by them­selves. The ob­vi­ous queens gath­ered to­geth­er,

    talk­ing in high-​pitched voic­es. A bas­ket­ball game start­ed un­der a gin­gle for­lorn

    hoop.




    And tow­er­ing above even the tallest of the gen­er­al pop­ula­tion was the bul­let head of

    Crush­er McGurk. His eyes, small and mean and over­hung by bony brows, sought out Re­mo.




    Re­mo met the gi­ant’s gaze with frank con­tempt. Crush­er pushed a pair of squeal­ing

    queens apart and start­ed out of the crowd. In­stead of com­ing to­ward Re­mo, how­ev­er, he

    made a bound­ing, bellysway­ing bee­line for Pop­corn, who stood with his back to the

    pop­ula­tion, shad­ing his eyes from the over­head sun. His head was tilt­ed back. He was

    watch­ing a lone sea gull wheel­ing in long lazy cir­cles just over the north fence.




    He didn’t see or hear Crush­er come up on him with the steady flat-​foot­ed walk of a man

    who didn’t care where he stepped or what he stepped in-​or on. It was ob­vi­ous­ly all the same

    to Crush­er McGurk.




    One of Crush­er’s big ham­my paws lift­ed up and snared the top of Pop­corn’s hair­do and

    twist­ed his head around sharply. Pop­corn spun with the twist, al­most los­ing his

    foot­ing.




    “What you on me for, man?” Pop­corn said, his voice skit­ter­ing in­to a high fear­ful wail.

    One sec­ond his face was dry, the next it looked as if it had been smeared with oil. That’s how

    quick­ly the sweat oozed from his pores. “Leg­go my ‘do!”




    McGurk’s growled re­sponse was too low for Re­mo to catch. He de­bat­ed his best move. He

    de­cid­ed to sim­ply get this over with.




    He walked up be­hind McGurk. “Let him go,” Rerno said cold­ly.




    McGurk, not let­ting go, twist­ed his face around. A fierce ex­pres­sion crept over it.




    “Is this your wife come to res­cue you, Pop­corn?” McGurk growled, lift­ing Pop­corn’s

    elas­tic scalp. “Or maybe it’s the oth­er way around.”




    “I bare­ly know the dude, Crush­er,” Pop­corn in­sist­ed.




    “I said let him go,” Re­mo re­peat­ed, then adding tight­ly, “Del­bert.”




    “Crush­er’s my street name, moth­er­fuck­er.”




    “And Del­bert’s the name your moth­er gave you. She had you pegged bet­ter than the street.”

    Crush­er McGurk’s ex­pres­sion was mo­men­tar­ily stu­pe­fied. His bristling brows dropped

    low­er over his eyes. They nar­rowed so tight­ly that they start­ed to cross. Crush­er mus­cled

    Pop­corn around in front of him and gath­ered him in­to a head­lock. Pop­corn, his face

    drip­ping per­spi­ra­tion now, sim­ply ex­tend­ed his hands in ab­ject sur­ren­der.




    Crush­er squeezed. Pop­corn’s face dark­ened al­most im­me­di­ate­ly.




    “Look at me,” Crush­er taunt­ed. “I’m mak­ing the nig­ger turn col­ors. Hey, cop. Ev­er seen

    a nig­ger choke? First he gets dark­er, then he goes kin­da pur­ple. White folks turn blue. Not

    a nig­ger. They fa­vor pur­ple. Even the tongue goes pur­ple. Show the man, nig­ger.”




    Crush­er squeezed and Pop­corn gagged. His tongue lolled out of his mouth. He be­gan mak­ing

    stran­gling, hack­ing sounds. Pop­corn’s tongue was pink. But his lips were turn­ing faint­ly

    pur­ple.




    “Oooh, look at that long lap­ping tongue,” Crush­er said. “No won­der you don’t want no harm

    com­ing to this home­boy. I’ll bet he gives head al­most as good as the cop.”




    “The name is Re­mo,” Re­mo said, tak­ing a step for­ward. “Mc­Jerk.”




    Crush­er split his lips in a bes­tial grin. Abrupt­ly he re­leased Pop­corn. The wiry black

    teenag­er fell to his knees, clutch­ing his throat with one hand and sup­port­ing him­self with

    the oth­er.




    “Now I know what you care about,” McGurk said hot­ly, “I’ll give you time to think my of­fer

    over. You be­come my slave, or next time the nig­ger turns pur­ple. For­ev­er. Next time. In

    the yard.”




    And Crush­er swag­gered away in­to the pop­ula­tion. The oth­er cons gave him a wide

    berth.




    Re­mo of­fered Pop­corn his hand. It was a minute be­fore Pop­corn was con­scious of it. He

    ac­cept­ed the ges­ture and let Re­mo help him to his feet.




    “Don’t know whether to be thankin’ you or blamin’ you,” Pop­corn mut­tered. “So if it’s just

    the same, I’ll do nei­ther.”




    Re­mo looked up at the guard tow­ers. Their win­dows were smoked glass.




    “Don’t the hacks try to break up fights?” he asked.




    “Some­times. But they be afraid of Del­bert too. Del­bert, he take on any­one. Guard or con,

    it don’t mat­ter to him. He feels the same way about sex. A mouth is a mouth to Del­bert. A

    man’s ass­hole is just as snug as a wom­an’s. Be­sides, man, you offed a guard up in Jer­sey.

    Ev­ery­body know that. So don’t be look­ing to the hacks for no help.”




    “I don’t re­mem­ber killing any guard in Jer­sey or any­where. “




    “Say it again for luck,” Pop­corn said. “Am­ne­sia get me through most nights too.”




    Be­fore Re­mo could say an­oth­er word, Pop­corn saun­tered off. Re­mo let him go. He was

    star­ing in­to the guard tow­ers. He felt eyes on him. For all he knew, the guards were

    sight­ing on him down their tele­scop­ic ri­fle sights. They used to do that back at the oth­er

    prison. Just for prac­tice. On­ly there you could see them. Re­mo didn’t like the smoked glass.

    He pre­ferred to look his tor­men­tors in the eye.




    He shrugged and dropped to his hands and toes. He start­ed with push-​ups, then went in­to a

    flur­ry of leg lifts, with the right and then the left leg, re­vers­ing and do­ing equal

    num­bers of reps. On death row he’d have no ac­cess to the weight room-​as­sum­ing Flori­da

    State Prison even had a weight room-​so he had to make the best of his op­por­tu­ni­tites to

    main­tain his physique.




    While he ex­er­cised, Re­mo checked out the yard. It was set in what seemed to be the

    north­east cor­ner of the prison. Re­mo could see the front gate from his van­tage point. The

    tall Cy­clone fence was bro­ken by a sec­tion of chain-​link gate that moved on rollers. The

    gate sec­tion was taller than the main fence by a good three feet. Be­yond it was a lime-​green

    gate­house that looked like one of the watch­tow­ers had giv­en birth to an in­fant

    cor­rec­tion­al out­house. The ra­zor wire atop the fenc­ing was strung in wide loops. It

    wasn’t elec­tri­fied. That meant that the best way out was over the wall and past the guard

    tow­ers. It was hard­ly an op­tion, not with the guards in­vis­ible be­hind smoked glass; there

    was no way to tell when they were look­ing in an es­capee’s di­rec­tion and when they were

    not.




    The buzzer an­nounced an end to yard time, and Re­mo, not in a hur­ry, leisure­ly drift­ed

    back to­ward the main build­ing.




    At the en­trance, a guard stopped him with a white night­stick against his chest. It was the

    squat C.O. who had man­acled him the day be­fore.




    “You,” he said gruffly. “Dead Man. Step out of line.”




    Wood­en­ly Re­mo stepped out and took his place against the wall.




    “Strip and spread ‘em, boy.”




    “I didn’t do any­thing,” Re­mo protest­ed.




    “Not yet. Not here. But where you come from, you shanked a guard. I’m gonna see that you

    don’t shank me while you’re in sun­ny Flori­da. Now, strip and spread your cheeks.”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. To refuse would mean to go on re­port. Prob­ably go to soli­tary. No more

    yard time. Re­mo was con­sid­er­ing if it was worth it, when the cap­tain of the guards

    strolled out and point­ed to the guard who had Re­mo.




    “You!” he barked. “Pe­pone. Find Mo­hammed Di­la­day and bring him to

    in­ter­ro­ga­tion.”




    “Once I’m done with this one,” Pe­pone shot back.




    “No. Now.” The cap­tain of the guards stormed off: The guard’s face fell. He placed his hand

    on Re­mo’s shoul­der and walked him back in­to the march­ing line.




    “Next time,” he whis­pered in Re­mo’s ear. “Boy.” Re­mo said noth­ing. He kept walk­ing. He

    was a marked man now, and he knew it. The guards were out to get him-​if McGurk didn’t get him

    first. Soli­tary start­ed to look good.




    Re­mo watched the guard named Pe­pone move along the line un­til he found Pop­corn and

    pulled him out. Mo­hammed went along with more of the usu­al bounce to his step. Re­mo

    won­dered where he was go­ing and if it had any­thing to do with the al­ter­ca­tion in the

    yard.




    An hour lat­er, an­oth­er C.O. brought Pop­corn back to his cell. He walked with his head

    down and his eyes on the yel­low line. If he was aware of Re­mo, he gave no sign as he passed

    Re­mo’s cell. Tak­ing the hint, Re­mo left him in peace. He would open up in time.




    It was af­ter the din­ner trays had been col­lect­ed that Pop­corn fi­nal­ly made a sound.

    He didn’t speak. In­stead he broke down in­to an inar­tic­ulate sob and went on for ten

    rack­ing min­utes be­fore his an­imallike grunt­ing broke in­to a long wail of de­spair.




    Re­mo wait­ed un­til he fell silent and asked qui­et­ly, “Want to talk about it?”




    “I talked to my mouth­piece, man,” Pop­corn snif­fled. “They turned down my last ap­peal. I

    go Tues­day. Tues­day! You’d think they’d give a poor black man a month to get his shit

    to­geth­er. Or a week. I’d set­tle for a week. But I cook on Tues­day.”




    “Tough,” Re­mo said. The hard­ness in his voice be­lied his sym­pa­thy. Pop­corn had

    re­vert­ed from the cell­wise con he pre­tend­ed to be to what he tru­ly was-​a poor dumb

    teenag­er who had screwed up on his birth­day and was about to pay for it with his life.




    “What do they think this is?” Pop­corn de­mand­ed of the walls. “Chi­na? What did I do that

    was so bad? Sure, I killed her. But who’s to know she wouldn’t have died of can­cer by now

    any­way. Smoked like a chim­ney, that wom­an did. I may have done her a fa­vor by doin’ her

    quick. Yeah, that’s it, I did her a fa­vor, poor bitch. But jeez, man, I don’t wan­na fry.”




    “I heard it’s pain­less,” Re­mo said hol­low­ly.




    “You heard shit, man,” Pop­corn said ve­he­ment­ly. “Five dudes have gone since I come here.

    The Man say it don’t hurt, but how do they know? They ain’t sat there them­selves. Ain’t no one

    who sat on of Sparky ev­er came back to say, ‘Shit, man, it’s a cake­walk. Best way to go.’ You

    know what they do, Jim?”




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said, sur­prised that his ear­li­er crav­ing for a cigarette hadn’t re­turned.

    “I know.”




    “They strap you in so tight that if they rammed a red-​hot pok­er up your ass, you couldn’t

    even squirm. They hook you up fore­head, leg, and jones. Put a veil over your face to de­ny a

    last look at the world. It be cold, man. Cold. Then they zap you. If you be lucky, you cook

    fast. I hear of suck­ers who had to drink Flori­da juice twice be­fore the eyes turn white. The

    elec­tric­ity, you know, it cooks the eye­balls white. You die like a blind man. There’s

    noth­ing low­er, not even a dog dies so cru­el. Oh, Je­sus. Why me?”




    “Je­sus? What hap­pened to Al­lah?” Re­mo blurt­ed out.




    “That was for the broth­ers’ ben­efit. I die Tues­day. Je­sus is my sav­ior now. On­ly I

    don’t think he can save me now. “




    Re­mo shud­dered. Nei­ther of them said an­oth­er word for the rest of the night. Af­ter

    lights-​out, the row fell silent, as if out of re­spect for the con­demned man whose cell would

    be emp­ty in a few days.




    That night, Re­mo dreamed again.




    In the dream, they came for him in the mid­dle of the night. A monk came first. He had on­ly

    one hand and of­fered his cru­ci­fix for Re­mo to kiss. Re­mo sank to his knees and

    obliged.




    Then they walked him down the line. Re­mo was sur­prised, even in sleep, that the cor­ri­dor

    was of cold gay stone. It wasn’t Flori­da. It was Tren­ton. They strapped him in so tight he

    could bare­ly breathe. In­stead of a veil, they put a leather hood over his head. It was as

    heavy as a me­dieval tor­ture de­vice. Then they clamped the cop­per hel­met over his head and

    screwed the elec­trode un­til it touched his sweaty tem­ple. He al­ready felt the cold­ness of

    the elec­trode at his leg, where it was af­fixed through the split in his trous­er leg. He knew

    that cold­ness would snap sud­den­ly in­to a red-​hot bite when the switch was pulled by the

    ex­ecu­tion­er.




    Even though there were no eye holes in the leather, Re­mo could see the ex­ecu­tion­er-​a

    short non­de­script man with a solemn face. He could see him reach for the switch. The switch

    came down and Re­mo’s brain ex­plod­ed in­to a white burst of light. His body jerked against

    the straps and in his mouth was an acrid taste as he bit down on some­thing-​some­thing that he

    had been care­ful to keep un­der his tongue….




    He couldn’t re­mem­ber what it was.




    Re­mo snapped awake in the mid­dle of the night. He could hear Pop­corn’s ir­reg­ular

    breath­ing. Once the rhythms of his ex­ha­la­tions stopped, and re­sumed on­ly af­ter he let

    out a gusty sigh. Re­mo de­cid­ed to leave him alone with his thoughts.




    He had his own thoughts to think. The dream had seemed so re­al, just like the one of the

    pre­vi­ous night. But it was equal­ly pre­pos­ter­ous. Re­mo thought it was in­ter­est­ing that

    in the dream he had been ex­ecut­ed at Tren­ton State. But then he re­mem­bered that at

    Tren­ton he used to dream of be­ing in his Newark walk-​up. And be­fore that, when he was a

    free man, his dreams al­ways took him back to the or­phan­age where he was raised, Saint

    There­sa’s.




    It struck Re­mo that his dreams were al­ways be­hind the times. And he won­dered for­lorn­ly

    if he would ev­er see a time when he would dream of be­ing in Flori­da State Prison, and where

    he would be when that hap­pened.




    Even­tu­al­ly he drift­ed off. This time, he did not dream….


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Re­mo awoke be­fore the morn­ing buzzer. Grog­gi­ly he rolled out of his cot. To his

    sur­prise, in the next cell, Pop­corn was belt­ing out an old fifties doo-​wop song,

    “De­siree,” per­form­ing the lead vo­cals, har­mo­ny, and “wah-​wah” ac­com­pa­ni­ment not

    quite si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly, but close enough to be mu­sic.




    “You okay?” Re­mo asked dur­ing the fi­nal fad­ing “Oooo Oooo. “




    “Sure,” Pop­corn sang. “I got it all fig­ured out now.”




    “Yeah?”




    “The state taketh and the state giveth away,” Pop­corn said arch­ly, and burst out

    laugh­ing.




    “Glad you’re tak­ing it so well,” Re­mo grunt­ed, join­ing in the macabre mood.




    “Sure, I ain’t gonna die cook­ing on Sparky’s fry­pan.”




    “No?”




    “Crush­er’s gonna get me first, Jim. Told you I got it all fig­ured out. He done threat­ened

    to kill me if you don’t go down on him. So come yard time, you let him break my neck. You show

    him you ain’t afraid of noth­ing. Maybe he let you be.”




    “You’ll still be dead,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    Pop­corn snort­ed ex­plo­sive­ly. “A day ear­ly and a dol­lar short,” he ad­mit­ted. “But at

    least my death will count for some­thing. It don’t mean shit if I die sit­ting with state

    ghouls get­tin’ off the smoke pourin’ out my shoes, mouth, and armpits.”




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said tone­less­ly, won­der­ing if he meant it.




    “Don’t thank me. Thank my grin­nin’ corpse,” Pop­corn shot back. “Maybe I’ll take ol’

    Crush­er with me and do ev­ery­one a fa­vor. A man with noth­ing to lose can do most

    ev­ery­thing. ‘Cept live.”




    “I heard that,” Re­mo said tight­ly.




    Break­fast was run­ny eggs and fat strips with the shad­ow of ba­con meat on them. The

    ba­con was cold by the time it reached Re­mo, and the smell of it near­ly turned his

    stom­ach-​as if it were cooked hu­man flesh. There was a pint car­ton of or­ange juice and

    Re­mo tried that. It seared his tongue to taste and burned his throat go­ing down. But it

    stayed down. He ig­nored ev­ery­thing else.




    To­day was show­er day and Re­mo lay on his bunk wait­ing for the guards. He was get­ting

    tired of star­ing at the flat ceil­ing so he sat up and trans­ferred his at­ten­tion to the

    pink cin­der-​block walls.




    “Hey, Pop­corn,” he called.




    “Yo.”




    “What col­or are your walls?”




    “Same as yours. Pink as quiff. “




    “I hate pink.”




    “A hack once told me they paint­ed ev­ery cell on the row pink to keep us poor Dead Men

    down. Sci­en­tist dudes think pink keeps our ag­gres­sions paci­fied. Makes pussies of us.”




    “You’ve been here awhile. Does it work?”




    “Well,” Pop­corn said sad­ly af­ter a lengthy pause, “I can’t tell you the last time I got

    it up and kept it there.”




    Re­mo laughed out loud. When Pop­corn didn’t join in, Re­mo re­al­ized the lit­tle con had

    tak­en of­fense and was sulk­ing. Re­mo de­cid­ed to let him get over the mood on his own.




    When the guards came, Re­mo knew at once that they had not come to es­cort him to the

    show­er room.




    Al­though he had no watch, and no win­dow in his cell, he sensed it was too ear­ly for his

    show­er. On­ly af­ter they let him from his cell and walked him down the longest death row in

    the coun­try did it dawn on him that no one else was go­ing to a show­er ei­ther.




    “What’s this, Adopt-​a-​Con week?” Re­mo asked, look­ing nei­ther right nor left at the

    flank­ing C.O. s. “Your lawyer’s here,” one growled.




    Re­mo’s eye­brows lift­ed in sur­prise, but he said noth­ing.




    As they ap­proached the in­mate-​choked prison cross­roads, the oth­er guard called out,

    “Clear the hall! Dead Man walk­ing! Clear the hall!”




    In­stant­ly, den­im-​clad pop­ula­tion in­mates re­turned to their cells or gave way like

    hu­man traf­fic be­fore a fire en­gine. Re­mo felt like a lep­er. It had not been like this up

    in Jer­sey, but then, no one on the Tren­ton State death row ex­pect­ed to be ex­ecut­ed.




    Af­ter they had passed, the hu­man sea surged back in­to place. Re­mo felt count­less eyes

    on him. He saw no sign of Crush­er McGurk.




    Near the war­den’s of­fice, pro­tect­ed by bars of spe­cial­ty steel, was a suite of

    con­fer­ence rooms and out­side of it a bright yel­low cage. Not a cell. It was like an

    an­imal’s cage.




    Re­mo was placed in this. He took a seat on a hard­wood bench and wait­ed. The hours passed

    be­fore a guard came and opened the cage. It was the squat one who had tried to strip-​search

    Re­mo the day be­fore. Pe­pone. He gave Re­mo a wolfish grin.




    “Looks like I get to fin­ish what was in­ter­rupt­ed yes­ter­day,” he said. “Now,

    strip.”




    This time Re­mo didn’t hes­itate. If he re­sist­ed nor­mal pre­vis­ita­tion pro­ce­dure, he

    would be de­nied all vis­ita­tion rights and not see his lawyer. And if Pe­pone wrote up a

    re­port on him, he’d end up in soli­tary and prob­ably nev­er see his lawyer.




    Re­mo want­ed to see his lawyer. And so qui­et­ly he re­moved his apri­cot T-​shirt and

    dun­ga­rees.




    “Now drop your draw­ers, spread your cheeks, and crack a smile,” Pe­pone said.




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. Some spark flick­ered in his still­grog­gy mind. He looked Pe­pone

    straight in the eye and said, “I’m not car­ry­ing any con­tra­band. Take my word for it.”




    Pe­pone’s broad face dark­ened. “Think about it, Williams. It’s just you and me in this

    cage. No way out. “




    “For ei­ther of us,” Re­mo said, putting cold mean­ing in­to the pro­noun.




    “You know the rules of this fa­cil­ity.”




    “And you know my rep­uta­tion,” Re­mo coun­tered. Pe­pone stiff­ened. He looked around.

    There were no oth­er guards near­by.




    “Okay,” he said dul­ly. “Dress.”




    Re­mo dressed quick­ly, and on­ly then was he led in­to one of the con­fer­ence rooms.




    There was on­ly one oth­er per­son in the room, a curly-​haired young man who sat

    ner­vous­ly on one side of the glass-​par­ti­tioned con­fer­ence cu­bi­cle. Re­mo strode up to

    the cu­bi­cle and took the seat. He fixed the man with his deep eyes. “You’re not my lawyer,”

    he said sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “I’m lo­cal. Mr. Brooks asked me to man­age your ap­peal through the Flori­da court sys­tem,

    now that you’re un­der their ju­ris­dic­tion. My name is George Proc­tor. “




    “I didn’t hire you. I hired Brooks,” Re­mo said flat­ly.




    “In all fair­ness to Mr. Brooks, he doesn’t know his way around the Flori­da courts. I do.

    And you can’t ex­pect him to fly down here ev­ery time your ap­peal goes be­fore a judge, can

    you?”




    Re­mo said noth­ing. He didn’t know this man. He looked fresh out of Tu­lane. Worse, he

    looked ner­vous. And ner­vous men usu­al­ly don’t have the pres­ence of mind to do the right

    thing in a crunch.




    “Are we clear on this, Mr. Williams?” At­tor­ney Bar­ry Proc­tor was say­ing.




    “Where do I stand?” Re­mo asked at last.




    Proc­tor took a sheaf of le­gal briefs out of his flat leather valise and looked them over.

    It seemed to Re­mo as if he were look­ing at them for the first time. An­oth­er bad sign.




    “Flori­da isn’t New Jer­sey, Mr. Williams,” Proc­tor said at last. “We have the largest

    death row in the coun­try, and space is at a pre­mi­um. They pro­cess peo­ple through the

    sys­tem as fast as they can.”




    “They ex­ecute them, you mean.”




    “Er, yes. That’s what I mean. Be­cause we’re in a new state and a fresh le­gal sys­tem, I

    thought we’d start from scratch.”




    “The last I heard, my case would be ap­pealed to the Supreme Court,” Re­mo of­fered.




    “Frankly, Mr. Williams, ac­cord­ing to Brooks, he’s been car­ry­ing you these last few

    years. Your life sav­ings have been ex­haust­ed. Now, don’t get me wrong. I’m will­ing to go

    through the ap­peals court in Mi­ami on the grounds that hav­ing been trans­ferred against your

    will to an­oth­er state, you’re en­ti­tled to at sec­ond bite of the ju­di­cial ap­ple.




    “I’m in­no­cent,” Re­mo said.




    “The New Jer­sey au­thor­ities claim you killed one of their cor­rec­tions of­fi­cers.”




    Re­mo paused. His eyes went blank. It was start­ing to come back. The con­stant has­sling.

    The whis­pered threats. And the fight in the cell. He saw the hack’s weath­er-​beat­en face go

    shocked as the blade dug in­to his guts. “He was rid­ing me,” Re­mo said. “He wouldn’t get off

    my back. It was ei­ther him or me.”




    “Then you ad­mit to killing him.”




    “Re­mo sighed. “Yeah,” he said in a de­feat­ed voice. “I did the guard. But not the push­er

    in the al­ley. I was framed for that one.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Re­mo

    re­al­ized what he sound­ed like.




    He sound­ed ex­act­ly like ev­ery oth­er whiny con on the row.




    “You know what I think?” Proc­tor was say­ing. “I think New Jer­sey dumped you on Flori­da

    to save them­selves the cost of a new tri­al for that killing. They knew you would nev­er be

    ex­ecut­ed up there, no mat­ter how many guards you killed. But in Flori­da you have an

    ex­cel­lent chance of go­ing to the chair with­in the next five years.”




    “Can they do that? Legal­ly, I mean.”




    “It’s high­ly un­usu­al,” Proc­tor ad­mit­ted. “Frankly, I think the fix is in on you.”




    “They’re try­ing to rail­road me,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly. But his eyes were bleak. It was

    start­ing to sink in. Af­ter all these years, he might ac­tu­al­ly pay for a crime he nev­er

    com­mit­ted be­cause of an­oth­er killing that wouldn’t have hap­pened if he hadn’t been

    wrong­ly im­pris­oned.




    Proc­tor shoved the pa­pers back in­to his valise. “I’ll do what I can,” he said, start­ing

    to of­fer his hand in a farewell shake. His man­icured fin­ger­nails tapped the glass

    par­ti­tion and he with­drew the hand sheep­ish­ly.




    Proc­tor stood up and sig­naled to the guard. A C.O. took Re­mo away, again call­ing, “Clear

    the hall! Dead Man com­ing through!” over and over un­til Re­mo be­gan to feel very cold

    in­side.




    Half the cells on death row were emp­ty as Re­mo made his way through the end­less

    suc­ces­sion of con­trol doors to his cell. He had missed his show­er. And for the first time,

    he re­al­ized the sig­nif­icance of the black door which sealed off the cor­ri­dor two cells

    down from his own cell. Be­yond it was the elec­tric chair.




    Re­mo felt drained af­ter the cell door buzzed closed and the guard had de­part­ed.




    He paced the cell, feel­ing the crav­ing for a cigarette re­turn. But he re­mem­bered his

    last ex­pe­ri­ence. What was wrong with him? he won­dered. He was act­ing like a fish-​a man

    new to prison. It must have been the sud­den change in en­vi­ron­ment, he de­cid­ed. The last

    thing he re­mem­bered was go­ing to sleep in his old cell. They must have se­dat­ed him while

    he slept. Wak­ing up in a new prison had been quite a shock. He was still strug­gling with

    it.




    Lat­er, all along death row, cells buzzed open as those who had the lux­ury of show­ers

    re­turned to their cells. Pop­corn was the last. He shot Re­mo the V-​for-​vic­to­ry sign as he

    passed the cell. But the ges­ture was made iron­ic by the hunt­ed look deep in his dark

    eyes.




    Af­ter the guards were gone, Pop­corn asked, “What’s the good word, my man?”




    “Saw my lawyer,” Re­mo said in a re­mote voice.




    “I hope you got bet­ter news than I did.”




    “He told me I have an ex­cel­lent chance of get­ting fried in the next five years.”




    “Five!” Pop­corn guf­fawed. “Hell, man, he was jivin’ you! You’re next af­ter me.”




    Re­mo stopped pac­ing like a man who had been im­paled by an icy thought. He drift­ed up to

    the cin­der-​block wall that sep­arat­ed him from Pop­corn’s cell. Cell Num­ber 1.




    “Bull­shit,” Re­mo said hot­ly. But his voice was anx­ious.




    “Man, you know I’m next. That’s why they got me in the cell next door from ol’ Sparky. You

    got the next cell up. What that tell you?”




    “I can’t be ahead of ev­ery­one else on the row,” Re­mo said. “I just got here.”




    “Oh, yes, you can,” Pop­corn re­turned. “You done killed a hack. None of them oth­ers got

    that dis­tinc­tion in their jack­et. Truth to tell, my man, you got Ted Bundy’s old cell. Now,

    you think about that a spell.”




    Re­mo sat on his cot heav­ily. The col­or drained from his face like wa­ter down a

    porce­lain sink. Af­ter a while he asked a dull-​voiced ques­tion. “Who’s Ted Bundy?”




    “Shee-​it!” Pop­corn said in dis­gust. “Where you been livin’? In a cave?”


  




  

    Chapter 7




    That night, beef and rice were served for din­ner. The beef was gray and Re­mo de­cid­ed to

    pass it up. Al­though he want­ed to keep up his strength, he had no taste for meat. He

    won­dered if it was be­cause of the bad news he had re­ceived.




    But he ate all the rice and want­ed-​more. He found a sin­gle grain cling­ing to the side of

    his plas­tic tray and he greed­ily took it in his mouth, hold­ing it there, tast­ing its

    pris­tine starchy pu­ri­ty, un­til slow­ly, re­luc­tant­ly, he chewed it to a liq­uid and

    swal­lowed the taste.




    “How of­ten do they serve rice here?” Re­mo called out.




    “Two, three times a week,” Pop­corn told him. “Wish it was more. They screw up the pas­ta,

    can’t cook de­cent pota­toes no mat­ter how they do ‘em up, but rice is some­thing even a state

    cook can’t screw up.”




    “Amen,” Re­mo said. He start­ed feel­ing bet­ter; his head even felt clear­er. A calm­ness

    over­took him and he won­dered if it was the grotesque pink col­oration of the walls fi­nal­ly

    get­ting to him.




    Be­fore lights-​out, the C.O. who did the head count stopped at Re­mo’s cell and won­dered,

    “I know you from some­where?”




    Re­mo didn’t rec­og­nize the man and shrugged. The guard pressed on. “You look fa­mil­iar.

    Some­thing about the eyes. Ev­er been bust­ed in Coral Gables?”




    “I’ve nev­er been to Coral Gables. I’m from Newark.”




    “Nev­er been north of Delaware my­self,” the guard said in a puz­zled voice.




    “Maybe you be lovers in a past life,” Pop­corn put in loud­ly.




    He was ig­nored. The guard inched clos­er to the bars.




    “I’m go­ing to place you, Dead Man,” he said. His voice was nei­ther threat­en­ing nor

    in­sult­ing. He used the term from long habit. “I don’t sup­pose you’ve ev­er been on

    tele­vi­sion.”




    “No,” Re­mo said, end­ing the con­ver­sa­tion.




    The guard went away, the progress of his leav­ing marked by re­ced­ing door clang­ings.




    “What was that all about?” Pop­corn de­mand­ed af­ter the lights were out.




    “Search me,” Re­mo said as he stripped for bed. Sleep took him slow­ly. He had just start­ed

    to drift off when he saw a face. It was not re­al­ly a face so much as the im­pres­sion of a

    face. It was gray. Or the back­ground was gray. All Re­mo could clear­ly see was crisp white

    hair and a pair of rim­less eye­glass­es. There were no fea­tures un­der the hair and the eyes

    be­hind the glass­es. Just the out­line of an an­gu­lar face. Drowsi­ly Re­mo tried to peer

    clos­er. Just as the fea­tures start­ed to re­solve them­selves, he snapped awake.




    Ly­ing awake, Re­mo fought to hold that fad­ing im­age, as if, even awake, he could sum­mon

    up that amor­phous face in his mind’s eye and force its true fea­tures to come in­to

    fo­cus.




    But like a lamp burn on the reti­na, it re­mained blur­ry un­til it fad­ed. Fi­nal­ly Re­mo

    slept. He dreamed of rice. Huge moun­tains of steamed rice. It made his mouth wa­ter, even in

    sleep.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    “I been dwellin’ on it,” Pop­corn was say­ing in be­tween mouth­fuls of the same scram­bled

    eggs that Re­mo was dump­ing in­to the open toi­let bowl rather than smell them a sec­ond

    longer. “And I de­cid­ed I’m one lucky dude.”




    “How do you fig­ure that?” Re­mo asked, won­der­ing if he should try the hash browns. He

    brought a plas­tic fork­ful to his lips, touched it with his tongue, and de­cid­ed to pass. The

    toi­let flushed a sec­ond time.




    “This could be Red Chi­na and not Amer­ica.”




    “Uh-​huh.”




    “In Chi­na,” Pop­corn con­tin­ued solemn­ly, “they give you a bul­let to the back of the

    brain soon as they find you guilty. Then they send your folks a bill for the bul­let. You know

    what a bul­let costs in Red Chi­na? Thir­teen cents. Hell, the bul­let I used on Con­doleeza.

    couldn’t have set me back more than a nick­el. But that’s com­mu­nism for you. Even bul­lets

    cost more.”




    “I thought you said you cut her.”




    “I did. I cut her, then I shot her. I was honked off, okay?”




    Re­mo stared in­to his or­ange juice. This time, there were no lit­tle flecks of pulp, which

    told him it was prob­ably di­lut­ed from con­cen­trate. He de­cid­ed it was bet­ter than

    noth­ing and start­ed to sip it slow­ly, hop­ing it wouldn’t burn his tongue and throat.




    Pop­corn’s voice rose. “In France, they used to use a guil­lo­tine. It sup­posed to be

    quick, but I read once of a dude who had his head tak­en off for re­al, who died so quick and

    slick his brain didn’t know it. Chuck went that guil­lo­tine. Sluck went his ol’ head. Plop it

    go, in­to the bas­ket. And there it lay, blink­ing and try­ing to talk through the blood that

    come up from his poor mouth. Ex­cept the poor suck­er ain’t got no wind­pipe to blow his words

    out with.”




    Halfway through the or­ange juice, Re­mo won­dered how many times he’d have to flush the

    toi­let be­fore the wa­ter was fit to drink. He de­cid­ed, re­luc­tant­ly, that the an­swer was

    a dis­ap­point­ing nev­er.




    “Hang­ing’s worse, though,” Pop­corn went on in a mer­ry voice. “You hang, and not on­ly do

    you stran­gle to death, but your neck done break and you get a headache and a hard-​on at the

    same time. You prob­ably piss your pants to boot. No­body should die hang­ing, not even a

    Puer­to Ri­can.”




    By that re­mark, Re­mo took it to mean that as in New Jer­sey, Puer­to Ri­can in­mates were

    con­sid­ered the low­est rung of the prison so­cial lad­der. He could nev­er fig­ure out why

    that was. He had known an Es­ki­mo up in Tren­ton who was do­ing a dime for manslaugh­ter. A

    mi­nor­ity of one, but ev­ery­one liked him.




    “I am not a fan of gassin’, ei­ther,” Pop­corn was say­ing. His chip­per tone of voice rose

    in in­verse pro­por­tion to the cheer­ful­ness of his top­ic. “They strap you down in a lit­tle

    room and the cow­ards pull a lever in an­oth­er room, drop­pin’ these cyanide crys­tals in­to a

    bed­pan of acid. Least, I heard it said it was a bed­pan. That’s where you get your gas.

    Imag­ine sit­ting there with those clouds bil­low­ing up around your hang­dog face, knowin’

    that even if you held your breath, you were on­ly pro­lon­gin’ the agony.”




    “I hear you go quick that way,” Re­mo said.




    “Yeah?” Pop­corn said testi­ly. “Well, I hear your eyes bug out of your head, you go all

    pur­ply in the face and drool like fuckin’ Howdy Doo­dy. No way I wan­na go out drool­ing. I

    had my dig­ni­ty in life. I wan­na go the same way, with a lit­tle style, Jim. A touch of

    class. The chair ain’t so bad when you think about it. You get to sit down and you kin­da go

    out on your own throne.” He al­lowed him­self a dry chuck­le.




    “I take it you changed your mind about throw­ing your­self at Crush­er McGurk,” Re­mo said

    air­ily. “What, and cut my days short? No chance, Jim.” Down the cor­ri­dor, the elec­tron­ic

    doors be­gan to buzz and roll, pre­sag­ing ap­proach­ing guards. “Damn!” Pop­corn said. “He be

    ear­ly for these trays. I been talkin’ when I shoul­da been eatin’. You know, this ol’ prison

    food nev­er tast­ed as good to me as it does now.”




    The door sounds grew clos­er. Two pairs of foot­steps be­came au­di­ble through the

    re­main­ing door. Voic­es along the row, most­ly men talk­ing to them­selves, sud­den­ly

    hushed.




    “I don’t think they’re here for the trays,” Re­mo said.




    “I think you be right, Jim.”




    Re­mo drift­ed up to the bars of his cell. Maybe it was news of his ap­peal.




    Of­fi­cious­ly a guard swept past his cell. Ac­com­pa­ny­ing him was a heavy­set six­ty­ish

    man in a civil­ian work uni­form. The man moved furtive­ly, his hand up to his face to shield

    it, as if he were a con­vict­ed felon. He was not man­acled.




    The two men swept out of view.




    “No, man,” Pop­corn protest­ed. “It’s too soon. I don’t go till Tues­day. Tues­day, you

    hear!” His voice jumped to an ex­citable high C.




    “Pipe down,” the guard growled. “We’ll get around to you.”




    The sound of a wheel turn­ing told Re­mo that the iron door to the elec­tric-​chair room had

    been opened. It was closed by a huge wheel like on a sub­ma­rine hatch. There was a me­dieval

    sound to the door swing­ing on sel­dom-​used hinges.




    “Just tap on the glass when you’re done, Haines,” the guard said. “I’ll be right here.”




    The door squealed shut.




    “How you do­ing, Pop­corn?” the guard asked in good hu­mor.




    “I was fuckin’ chip­per un­til a minute ago, hack,” Pop­corn said un­easi­ly. “I was the

    chip­per­est Dead Man you ev­er saw. Now I don’t know.”




    “You’ll feel plen­ty hot, home­boy, once they got your throne all wired up.” The guard’s

    laugh was de­ri­sive, full-​throat­ed.




    “I was just think­ing that the chair ain’t a bad way to go,” Pop­corn mut­tered. “Now I

    ain’t so sure.”




    “Oh, it’s not bad. Lethal in­jec­tion is bet­ter, though.” The guard’s voice was

    mat­ter-​of-​fact, just slight­ly tinged with cheer­ful­ness.




    “You don’t say,” Pop­corn’s voice was say­ing as Re­mo set­tled back on his cot.




    “Yeah, once they can­nu­late the vein, the worst is over.”




    “What’s ‘can­nu­late’?”




    “It means they plug in an in­tra­venous line. It’s fas­ci­nat­ing to watch how they do it.

    They plug you in and the ex­ecu­tion tech­ni­cian stands on the oth­er side of a wall. First he

    pumps in some­thing to knock you out. Then they squirt in the cu­rare to par­alyze your

    mus­cles. And then comes the show-​stop­per, potas­si­um chlo­ride to ar­rest your heart

    ac­tion.”




    “Doesn’t sound all that quick to me,” Pop­corn said doubt­ful­ly.




    “It’s quick­er than Sparky. Some­times-“




    “Don’t tell me no more!” Pop­corn said quick­ly. “I know all about Sparky. They zap you and

    you breathe your last right then and there. If you lucky.”




    “They nev­er go that quick,” the guard said in­for­ma­tive­ly. “Re­mem­ber that big black

    buck, Shango?”




    “Now, don’t you be call­in’ Shango no buck!” Pop­corn snapped. “He was a righ­teous

    dude.”




    “Re­mem­ber when the lights flick­ered the morn­ing he went?”




    “Yeah.”




    “Re­mem­ber how many times?”




    “No! Stop talkin’ at me! I can’t think no more!”




    “Four times, Pop­corn, Count ‘em. Four. The first time the leather strap hold­ing the

    elec­trode to his leg burned clean away. They had to shut off the juice to fix it. And Shango

    sat there all strapped in for his last ride, his head lolling off to one side, and there was

    smoke com­ing out of his ears.”




    “No way! No way, man! Shango went out wearin’ a hood. No way you could tell if his ears be

    smokin’. You lyin’ to me, moth­er­fuck, you tryin’ to rat­tle me.”




    “Now that you men­tion it,” the guard ad­mit­ted, “the smoke was com­ing up out from un­der

    the hood. We on­ly found out af­ter they took the hood off that it was com­ing out of his ears.

    The ex­ecu­tion­er said it was the first time he’d ev­er seen it. Usu­al­ly smoke comes out of

    the mouth or up from the shirt col­lar. I guess the chest hairs burn or some­thing. But you

    don’t have to wor­ry about that, boy. You’re too young to have much chest hair.”




    Pop­corn said noth­ing.




    The guard went on. “Any­way, where was I? Oh, right. They jolt­ed him again once they

    re­placed the strap, but the doc found a heart­beat. So they had to hit him four times.”




    “Did he move?” Pop­corn asked in a pa­thet­ic voice. “Did he say any­thing while this was

    hap­penin’ to him?”




    “He couldn’t. The elec­tric­ity, it freezes the mus­cles. Par­alyzes your lungs too. You sit

    there, can’t move, can’t breathe, smelling the smoke of your own burn­ing hair while your

    brains cook like eggs.”




    Sud­den­ly the un­mis­tak­able sound of vi­olent vom­it­ing came from Pop­corn’s cell. And

    sud­den­ly Re­mo smelled the break­fast eggs he had flushed down the toi­let.




    “Did you have to do that?” Re­mo de­mand­ed in a loud voice.




    The guard sud­den­ly ap­peared in front of Re­mo’s cell. He was grin­ning broad­ly.




    “My mis­take,” he said. “I for­got they serve eggs on Mon­days. Well, one good thing came

    out of it. When your turn comes, Williams, I won’t have to waste my breath re­peat­ing all the

    gris­ly de­tails to you.”




    Re­mo grabbed the cell-​door bars tight­ly. “Why, you-“




    “Tem­per, tem­per,” the guard cau­tioned. “Oops, I think I hear the ex­ecu­tion­er man

    tap­ping on the Door of Doom.”




    The guard went away and opened the squeal­ing door.




    “All done?” he asked, sud­den­ly se­ri­ous-​voiced. “Good. Come on, then. Let’s get you out

    of here.” The two men went past Re­mo’s cell quick­ly, but not so quick­ly that Re­mo didn’t

    catch a glimpse of the ex­ecu­tion­er’s face. The sight trig­gered a cold shock in the pit of

    his stom­ach. There was some­thing fa­mil­iar about that furtive, weath­ered face. But the man

    passed from view be­fore Re­mo could see it clear­ly.




    “Sor­ry I had to take you in through the row,” the guard was telling the oth­er man, “but I

    fig­ured it would be quick­er.”




    The oth­er said noth­ing in re­ply, and the first door con­trol buzzed open.




    The guard’s voice rang back. “I’ll send some­one back with a mop,” he promised. “Un­less you

    want to con­sid­er it a sec­ond help­ing.”




    The guard’s laugh­ter was swal­lowed by the clos­ing doors and a re­newed spit­ting com­ing

    from Pop­corn’s cell.




    “If he comes back,” Re­mo said, “I’d throw it in his face. What have you got to lose?”




    “He won’t come back,” Pop­corn said mis­er­ably. “He know bet­ter than that.”




    “Prob­ably.”




    “Hey, Re­mo?”




    “Yeah?” Re­mo said, notic­ing the un­ex­pect­ed use of his first name.




    “Re­mem­ber what I said about the yard?”




    “Yeah. “




    “Well, it back on. I’ll take Crush­er over hav­ing my brains siz­zled any day.”




    “We go to the yard to­day, you know.”




    “To­day?” Pop­corn croaked.




    “To­day. “




    “Shit. I for­got it was to­day. Shit. I done ate my last meal, then.”




    “I wouldn’t go up against Crush­er if I were you.”




    “My life ain’t worth the squirt that brought me in­to the world, man. I want my death to

    amount to some­thing. You my on­ly friend in the joint, Re­mo. Shee-​it.”




    “What?”




    “I just re­al­ized I threw up for the last time. And now I’m gonna take me a last piss.” The

    zip­per sound came next.




    “Why don’t you save it?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed. “For what?”




    “For Crush­er.”




    “Good thinkin’. Uh-​oh, here come the man with the mop.”




    A guard pushed a steel-​wheeled cart with one hand and car­ried the mop in his oth­er. He

    had trou­ble man­ag­ing both tasks si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly. The mop slipped from his held-​high

    grasp and he cursed and let the yarn head fall. He was drag­ging it af­ter him as he passed

    Re­mo’s field of vi­sion.




    Pop­corn’s cell grat­ed open and the guard said, “I’ll trade you. A new mop for an old

    tray.”




    “Deal, suck­er,” said Pop­corn.




    “Hur­ry it up. I got­ta wait for the mop.”




    “Be just a sec­ond.” The mop made slop­py sounds in the ad­join­ing cell.




    Re­mo, con­tem­plat­ing the ceil­ing, was sud­den­ly aware of the guard star­ing at him

    through the bars of his cell.




    “The night shift has been talk­ing about you, Williams. “




    “Good for them.” Out of the cor­ner of his eye Re­mo no­ticed the guard clutched a fold­ed

    news­pa­per in his hand. His eyes kept go­ing back to the pa­per. It was a tabloid.




    “Ev­er been in Yu­ma, Williams?” he asked.




    “No.”




    “How about De­troit?”




    “Nev­er.”




    “Then you got a twin who should be on the Let­ter­man show or some­thing.”




    “I’m an or­phan.”




    “They call him Dead Man too,” the guard said.




    “Who?” Re­mo forced his voice to be bored. But cu­rios­ity was creep­ing in­to it.




    “Your twin. The one they call the Dead Man.”




    “We’re all Dead Men on this block,” Re­mo said. He shift­ed po­si­tion so that he could see

    the folded­down top of the news­pa­per. The up­side down head­line seemed to say: STARTLING NEW

    EV­IDENCE. SAME AS­SAS­SIN KILLED ROY OR­BI­SON, LU­CILLE BALL, AND AY­ATOL­LAH KHOME­INI!”




    Re­mo didn’t have to look any clos­er. The guard ob­vi­ous­ly had hold of a copy of the

    Na­tion­al En­quir­er. Re­mo in­stant­ly lost in­ter­est. On­ly mo­rons read the

    En­quir­er.




    “Well, this Dead Man makes Schwarzeneg­ger look like Rick Mora­nis,” the guard was say­ing

    as he opened the pa­per. “Says here he was sight­ed in Ari­zona break­ing tanks with his bare

    hands dur­ing the Japanese oc­cu­pa­tion.”




    “Can’t be me,” Re­mo said. “I was born af­ter World War II.”




    “The Japanese oc­cu­pa­tion of Yu­ma, Ari­zona. Last Christ­mas.”




    “If you be­lieve the Japanese in­vad­ed Ari­zona,” Re­mo grunt­ed, “then I guess you can

    be­lieve a man can break a tank with his bare hands.” He sighed. Some­times the guards had it

    worse than the pris­on­ers. Most pris­on­ers got out, one way or the oth­er. But most guards

    were lif­ers in their way. It of­ten took a toll. Some went mean. Oth­ers got sim­ple. This

    guard was ob­vi­ous­ly one of the sim­ple ones.




    “They must have buried you pret­ty deep in Jer­sey for you not to know about the Japanese

    thing last Christ­mas.”




    “Nev­er heard of it,” Re­mo said.




    Pop­corn’s voice broke in. “I’m done,” he said. The guard re­trieved the mop and then came

    to Re­mo’s cell for his tray.




    “Mind leav­ing that pa­per?” Re­mo asked ca­su­al­ly, his eyes on the pa­per wadded un­der

    the guard’s arm.




    “You know the rule. Dead Men aren’t al­lowed to read in their cells.”




    “We’re not al­lowed in the prison li­brary ei­ther.”




    “I don’t make the rules.” And the guard went on down the line, col­lect­ing trays.




    When the din be­gan to set­tle down, Pop­corn called out, “Why were you jivin’ him,

    man?”




    “I wasn’t jiv­ing him.”




    “You se­ri­ous? You mean you didn’t hear about the Jap thing last Christ­mas?”




    “We beat the Japanese near­ly fifty years ago.”




    “Maybe so. But a few of them snuck back and spit in Un­cle Sam’s face. Won­der what that

    Dead Man thing was he was run­nin’ off at the mouth about?”




    “Search me,” Re­mo said. Dis­in­ter­est crept back in­to his voice like a slug­gish tide

    on­to a mud flat. He won­dered if the guard had been try­ing to make a duck of him and if

    Pop­corn hadn’t joined in just to amuse him­self.




    The ten-​o’clock head count same swift­ly, and af­ter that lunch, which con­sist­ed of

    left­over beef and rice from the pre­vi­ous day. Re­mo flushed the beef away and at­tacked the

    rice with ea­ger­ness. Com­pared to the night be­fore, it tast­ed mushy, but it was rice. He

    ate ravenous­ly, sur­prised at how much he en­joyed the rice. He nev­er used to like rice all

    that much.




    At three o’clock the call came. “Head count. Line up for the yard!” Re­mo felt his blood run

    cold.




    “Show­time!” Pop­corn said jaun­ti­ly.




    “You’re not go­ing through with it?” Re­mo hissed.




    “Don’t know. Maybe I’ll fight. Maybe I’ll hit the fence. But we’ll both find out.”




    The cell doors all along death row buzzed open and the men stepped out in their apri­cot

    T-​shirts and formed short lines be­tween the sealed sec­tion-​con­trol doors. Then, all at

    once, these doors opened and they be­gan to march through Grand Cen­tral and out in­to the

    yard.




    Once out in­to the sun, Pop­corn start­ed for the fence. Re­mo grabbed him by the back of

    his T-​shirt. “Where are you go­ing?”




    “I said maybe I’ll hit the fence. Maybe I will.” Re­mo spun the lit­tle con around. “Don’t

    be a fool. Even if you make the first fence, the hacks’ll nail you be­fore you get to the

    sec­ond one.”




    Pop­corn’s eyes were bleak and flat as un­pol­ished onyx. “A lead pill’s bit­ter medicine,

    my man. But Flori­da juice is pure poi­son.”




    Pop­corn turned to pull away, but Re­mo on­ly tight­ened his grip.




    “Oh, al­most for­got,” Pop­corn said. He ex­tract­ed a mashed pack of Camels from his

    dun­ga­ree pock­et. A match­book was wedged in­to the cel­lo­phane wrap­per. He slapped it

    in­to Re­mo’s open hand.




    “No time for a last smoke,” he said with a wide, dev­il-​may-​care grin. “Don’t want to cut

    my breath for run­nin’.”




    Those were the last words that Mo­hammed “Pop­corn” Di­la­day ev­er spoke, be­cause so

    sud­den­ly that Re­mo re­ceived on­ly a mo­men­tary sense of an ap­proach­ing shad­ow, Crush­er

    McGurk sud­den­ly loomed up be­hind Pop­corn. He tow­ered over the lit­tle con like a hu­man

    moun­tain.




    Pop­corn’s eyes read the look on Re­mo’s face and start­ed to lift to the sky. His mouth

    opened to speak. He nev­er got the words out.




    For Crush­er McGurk gath­ered Pop­corn up bod­ily and turned him around. He brought his

    blub­bery mouth to Pop­corn’s own sur­prised lips and at­tacked it like a hu­man leech.




    Popocorn’s feet start­ed kick­ing. His fists flailed. Re­mo moved fast. But not fast enough,

    be­cause with a hor­ri­ble an­imal cry, McGurk sud­den­ly reared back, his mouth bloody. He

    dropped Pop­corn to the shim­mer­ing as­phalt and threw his head back, howl­ing.




    Re­mo froze, think­ing that McGurk had got­ten the worst of it. Then he saw Pop­corn,

    quiv­er­ing on the ground, try­ing to hold the squirt­ing blood in his mouth with both

    hands.




    And Crush­er McGurk, his head thrown back tri­umphant­ly, made a show of swal­low­ing what

    was in his mouth.




    “You son of a bitch!” Re­mo blazed. He lunged for the burly con. McGurk lift­ed one mas­sive

    paw and tried to swat Re­mo away. Re­mo ducked un­der the blow. He was con­scious of the oth­er

    in­mates clos­ing in, try­ing to keep the fight from the guards as long as pos­si­ble.




    “Take his head off, McGurk!” one hissed ve­he­ment­ly. McGurk’s oth­er hand swept around.

    Re­mo’s fore­arm, all lean mus­cle and bone, shot up to in­ter­cept it. McGurk’s fist struck

    and bounced off. McGurk howled and grabbed his in­jured hand. He froze, look­ing at his

    bone-​shocked arm with stu­pe­fied eyes. Their fo­cus passed his hand and locked on Re­mo.




    “I’m gonna have more than your tongue, cop,” he roared. Too loud­ly, as it turned out.




    “Ri­ot in the yard!” a guard howled.




    Re­mo knew he’d have on­ly a minute at most. He kicked McGurk in his huge beer bel­ly.

    McGurk dou­bled over and Re­mo broke his front teeth with his fist. McGurk spit out more blood.

    This time it was his own. He went down on one knee as the guards start­ed shov­ing and

    club­bing at the out­er cir­cle of in­mates. Re­mo knew he would have to fin­ish McGurk here

    and now if he want­ed to live to see the elec­tric chair.




    Then a strange thing hap­pened. Like sharks sens­ing blood, the oth­er in­mates turned on

    McGurk. He was kicked on all sides and rab­bit-​punched in the face.




    Shock must have par­alyzed the big con­vict, be­cause he sim­ply crouched there like a

    de­formed idol as blow af­ter blow rained down on him. But stub­born­ly, he wouldn’t fall.

    Re­mo came around to the side and, with­out think­ing, chopped at the back of his thick neck

    with the side of his open hand. The first blow sound­ed meaty; the sec­ond made a crunch­ing

    noise.




    Re­mo stepped back. Crush­er’s eyes rolled up in his head. His mouth went slack, but

    amaz­ing­ly, he held his po­si­tion, as if his body was un­able to com­pre­hend the dam­age

    done to it.




    Then a con­vict came out of the packed crowd car­ry­ing a weight­ed sock. And while two

    oth­ers held McGurk, he laid blow af­ter blow on McGurk’s dumb­found­ed face.




    In the time it took for Re­mo to step back two paces, Crush­er McGurk’s face had be­come a

    mask of chewed meat. But that didn’t stop his at­tack­er, a black man with on­ly four fin­gers

    on his left hand. He con­tin­ued to wield the weight­ed sock un­til it was torn apart, spilling

    its con­tents-​bro­ken ra­zor blades and old C bat­ter­ies.




    McGurk went down on his ru­in of a face, and the black con, hear­ing the guards’ ap­proach,

    hasti­ly tossed the ru­ined sock on Pop­corn’s heav­ing stom­ach, say­ing, “That’s for takin’

    my fin­ger off, dick­head.”




    The crowd dis­persed, giv­ing the guards room to move in.




    Re­mo hung back. Pop­corn lay on his back, his eyes wide and catch­ing the bright sun­light

    like black jew­els, blood ooz­ing up be­tween his dark fin­gers. Re­mo knelt be­side him.




    “Just hold on, okay?” he urged.




    Lit­tle red bub­bles broke over Pop­corn’s fin­gers, and Re­mo had to turn away.




    The guards swarmed over them then. Re­mo was rude­ly pulled off and shoved to one side.




    “What hap­pened here?” the cap­tain of the guards de­mand­ed.




    Be­fore Re­mo could re­spond, one of the in­mates called out, “Me­Gurk jumped Pop­corn. Bit

    his tongue off, just like he did last year. On­ly Pop­corn had a weapon. He paid McGurk

    back.”




    “Yeah, that right,” an­oth­er voice added.




    “McGurk picked the wrong fish this time. Serve the cock­suck­er right.” This from the black

    con who had at­tacked McGurk with the dead­ly sock.




    There were no dis­sent­ing ac­counts of the in­ci­dent and the guards quick­ly be­gan

    herd­ing the in­mates back to­ward the com­pound. The in­mates hes­itat­ed. More than a few

    want­ed to know how Pop­corn was. No one asked af­ter McGurk.




    The guards on the tow­er cat­walks fired shots in­to the air to get them mov­ing,

    im­me­di­ate­ly train­ing their weapons in­to the crowd once they had the yard’s

    at­ten­tion.




    Hasti­ly the in­mates formed three lines and filed in­to the main build­ing. A voice be­hind

    Re­mo whis­pered in his ear, “You done us all a good turn, tak­ing on McGurk. And we

    ap­pre­ci­ate it.”




    When his cell door clanged shut on Re­mo, he felt emp­ti­er than at any time since he’d

    found him­self in Flori­da State Prison.




    The prison re­mained un­der lock­down in­to lights-​out. Sup­per was not served, and Re­mo

    won­dered if Pop­corn had fi­nal­ly cheat­ed the chair.




    He hoped for Pop­corn’s sake it was true.


  




  

    Chapter 9




    In his dreams, Re­mo was a free man. Ex­cept for the old Ori­en­tal.




    He was scal­ing a sheer wall. The old Ori­en­tal looked down from the thir­ti­eth floor of

    the build­ing to the twen­ty-​eighth floor, where Re­mo clung to the tint­ed glass fa­cade like

    a hu­man spi­der.




    “You must move faster,” the old Ori­en­tal squeaked. “I am twice your age and you lag like

    an old wom­an on a hot day.” His face was a map of wrin­kles, like pa­pi­er-​mache dry­ing in

    the sun. His eyes were as clear as agates, and as hard. They looked at Re­mo with

    con­tempt.




    “I’m climb­ing as fast as I can,” Re­mo re­turned. The sharp­ness of the old Ori­en­tal’s

    gaze hurt him in an in­de­fin­able way.




    The old Ori­en­tal’s mouth thinned dis­ap­prov­ing­ly over the strands of strag­gly beard

    that flut­tered from his chin.




    “That is your mis­take,” he snapped. “I am not teach­ing you to climb this ed­ifice, but to

    use its in­ner strength to lift you to your goal. Arms that climb, tire. Build­ings do not

    tire. There­fore you will use the build­ing’s strength, not your own.”




    Re­mo want­ed to say that was bull­shit, but he had al­ready got­ten this far by fol­low­ing

    in­struc­tions. His feet were splayed out­ward on the quar­ter-​inch mold­ing around the big

    sand­wich-​glass win­dow. His palms pressed the glass, fin­gers flat, not clutch­ing, but

    al­low­ing the sur­face ten­sion of his skin against the smooth glass to hold him in place. He

    felt like a bug.




    And above him the old Ori­en­tal re­sumed his as­cent like a mon­key in a jet-​black silk

    robe. Even the bot­toms of his san­dals were black as old tires.




    Re­mo raised his hands over his head. He took hold of the mold­ing above the win­dow with

    bone-​hard fin­ger­tips. He pulled down­ward. And like a gar­gan­tu­an win­dow shade, the

    fa­cade seemed to drop un­der him. Ex­cept that the build­ing stayed on its foun­da­tion. It

    was Re­mo who went up, as ef­fort­less­ly as if climb­ing a help­ful glass lad­der.




    Floor by floor, he fol­lowed the old Ori­en­tal un­til they were to­geth­er on the rooftop.

    The old Ori­en­tal led him to a trap­door and they slipped down in­to a dim hall­way.




    “Do as I do,” the old Ori­en­tal whis­pered.




    Re­mo fol­lowed him as sound­less­ly as a drift­ing wind. The old Ori­en­tal moved to­ward a

    black met­al door in which a red pin­point light glowed where the key­hole should have

    been.




    “If we break it, it’ll trig­ger an alarm,” Re­mo warned.




    “Then I will not break it,” the old Ori­en­tal said. “Ob­serve, now.”




    The old man placed his fin­ger­tips over the red pin­point and drummed them silent­ly un­til

    the light turned green. He pushed the door open ca­su­al­ly and Re­mo fol­lowed him, a

    won­der­ing ex­pres­sion on his face.




    “How’d you do that? It’s sup­posed to be im­pos­si­ble with­out a mag­net­ic pass­card.”




    “It is elec­tri­cal,” the old man said.




    “Yeah?”




    “So. I am elec­tri­cal too. But my elec­tric­ity is stronger. “




    “That doesn’t make any sense,” Re­mo told the old Ori­en­tal as they moved down the

    cor­ri­dor, two shad­ows in a deep­er black­ness. Then: “When are you go­ing to teach me to do

    that?”




    “When I sense your nat­ural en­er­gies are equal to the task.”




    “What’s that in re­al time?”




    “Nev­er. “




    And Re­mo felt stung to his core.




    They turned a cor­ner and al­most walked in­to a brown-​uni­formed se­cu­ri­ty guard who

    stood be­fore an un­marked door with an as­sault ri­fle raised pro­tec­tive­ly be­fore him.




    Re­mo hung back. See­ing the old Ori­en­tal con­tin­ue his float­ing stride unchecked, he

    fol­lowed af­ter him. The guard was look­ing right at them, ev­ident­ly not reg­is­ter­ing

    their pres­ence.




    Then the guard looked away, and the old man froze. Re­mo froze too. And when the guard’s

    gaze stared in their di­rec­tion once more, he moved on, cross­ing the hall­way with Re­mo

    close be­hind him, like his shad­ow.




    Safe­ly in an­oth­er hall­way, Re­mo want­ed to know how it had been done.




    “A man, when he looks di­rect­ly at some­thing, will per­ceive on­ly some­thing out of the

    or­di­nary,” he was told. “You and I were part of the move­ment of air through this dark place,

    and there­fore part of the vi­bra­tion. But the cor­ners of the eye will reg­is­ter any

    move­ment. That is why we stopped when we did.”




    They came to an­oth­er pin­point red light.




    “Let me try this one, Re­mo of­fered. He placed his fin­ger­tips against the plate and

    start­ed tap­ping in a dis­syn­chronous rhythm.




    The light re­mained red.




    Im­pa­tient­ly the old Ori­en­tal stepped in and tapped the plate once. The light turned

    green.




    “Was that you or me?” Re­mo asked as they closed the door be­hind them.




    “It is all in the nails,” the old Ori­en­tal said, shak­ing his wide sleeves free of his

    thin wrists. His nails were like pale blades. “Come, we are al­most to our ob­jec­tive.”




    They en­tered a room filled with a low-​lev­el hum­ming. As Re­mo’s eyes ad­just­ed to the

    dark­ness, he saw the jerky move­ment of com­put­er tape reels be­hind plas­tic pan­els. An air

    con­di­tion­er ex­pelled chilled chem­ical­ly taint­ed air.




    “Which one do you think is our friend?’ Re­mo breathed.




    “It does not mat­ter. We will de­stroy them all.” Sud­den­ly a pair of pan­els glowed in

    dull green light. They looked like flat blank eyes.




    And a warm, gen­er­ous, but com­plete­ly un­hu­man voice spoke. “Wel­come. And

    good-​bye.”




    Then the cen­ter of the floor split down the mid­dle and sep­arat­ed in­to iden­ti­cal

    falling pan­els.




    Re­mo leapt for the on­ly safe­ty with­in reach. A hang­ing flu­ores­cent light. He felt a

    sud­den sharp weight on his right an­kle and looked down.




    Look­ing back up at him was the old Ori­en­tal’s seamed coun­te­nance. He had Re­mo’s an­kle

    in one bird­like claw. But far more ar­rest­ing was what was vis­ible be­yond the Ori­en­tal’s

    robed form.




    It looked like a gar­gan­tu­an elec­tron­ic well. It pulsed with a mil­lion lights and

    seemed to go down be­yond the foun­da­tion of the build­ing and in­to the bedrock it­self.




    The two halves of the floor lay flat against the north and south walls of the square

    well.




    “We goofed, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said. “The main com­put­er isn’t in this room. The whole

    build­ing’s a gi­ant main­frame.”




    “Do you have a firm grip?” the old Ori­en­tal de­mand­ed in a squeaky voice. He was star­ing

    down in­to the puls­ing lights of the abyss. A cold draft came up to flut­ter his hem­line.




    “I do,” Re­mo said, look­ing up at the cracks form­ing in the ceil­ing around the light

    fix­ture. “But this fix­ture doesn’t.”




    The old Ori­en­tal looked up with wist­ful fea­tures. “It is not strong enough to sup­port

    us both,” he said sad­ly.




    “I guess this is the end.”




    “For me. Not for you. You are the fu­ture, but I am the past. Farewell, my son.”




    And the old Ori­en­tal sim­ply let go. As Re­mo watched in hor­ror, the old man tum­bled

    past banks of lights, his face set, al­most serene in its fa­tal­ism.




    “Chi­un! No!” Re­mo screamed. And woke up. Re­mo rolled out of bed. He was soak­ing in cold

    sweat. His fin­gers clutched his pil­low in a death grip. He tried let­ting go, but they were

    like claws. He took a deep breath and start­ed to feel his fin­gers warm with blood. Feel­ing

    re­turned to them, and slow­ly, painful­ly, the pil­low dropped to the cold floor.




    In the dark­ness, Re­mo whis­pered a sin­gle name: “Chi­un. . . . “


  




  

    Chapter 10




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju took the shore road that led to the rock for­ma­tion in­scribed in

    the scrolls of his an­ces­tors as the Horns of Wel­come, which framed the nor­mal­ly

    for­bid­ding wa­ters of the West Ko­rea Bay.




    Here the shore was sand for a stretch. On ei­ther side, the sand gave way to grim gran­ite

    rocks, cov­ered with bar­na­cles, that jut­ted out to the pound­ing surf like bro­ken,

    pet­ri­fied fin­gers. The sun was set­ting in­to the wa­ter, turn­ing the gray chop­pi­ness of

    the sea the dull crim­son of co­ag­ulat­ing blood.




    It lacked ex­act­ly thir­ty min­utes to sun­set. The ap­point­ed hour. And as Chi­un,

    Reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, stepped on­to the sand, out be­yond the rocks a sub­ma­rine

    em­bla­zoned with the flag of the bar­bar­ian na­tion called, var­ious­ly, Amer­ica, the

    Unit­ed States, and the USA, broke the wa­ter with such vi­olence that it seemed as if the sea

    were hem­or­rhag­ing.




    The name on the bow was Harlequin. A hatch clanged and a sea­man in white clam­bered up. He

    brought a de­vice set with twin disks of ground glass to his eyes so that his weak white

    vi­sion could dis­cern the min­imal dis­tance from his ves­sel to the shore of Sinan­ju, pearl

    of Asia, birth­place of the sun source, and the home of Chi­un, in the north­ern reach­es of

    di­vid­ed Ko­rea.




    Chi­un placed a hand to his fore­head. It was a sign to the weak-​eyed white that he was not

    yet ready to leave his home vil­lage. The sea­man low­ered his glass­es and, like a fool,

    un­nec­es­sar­ily waved in re­sponse. Then he dis­ap­peared in­to his craft. Fi­nal­ly the

    ves­sel sub­merged, to sleep in the cold wa­ters of the West Ko­rea Bay an­oth­er night, un­til

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju placed his hand over his heart to sig­nal that he was ready to re­turn

    to his adopt­ed land.




    Chi­un was not ready to re­turn to the Unit­ed States. He spun about, his pur­ple robes

    press­ing against his spindly arms and legs in the per­sis­tent sea breeze. Even though the

    wind was com­ing off the wa­ter, still the nos­trils of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju picked up the

    scent of boil­ing rice from the cook­ing pots of his vil­lage. And mixed with that, the

    un­pleas­ant stink of burn­ing pork and beef.




    As the vil­lage square came in­to view, Chi­un saw the wom­en bent over their pots. They

    scarce­ly looked up at him, who had re­turned to Sinan­ju af­ter a long ab­sence, bear­ing new

    trea­sure for the glo­ry of the vil­lage. So much trea­sure this year that there was no room

    for it in the wood­en house on the hill called the House of the Mas­ters and Chi­un had had the

    strong men of the vil­lage put it in the spare trea­sure house, which was of rude stone and

    dec­orat­ed with sea shells.




    Yet, de­spite this abun­dance of rich­es, the men who were sweep­ing the square clear of the

    day’s dust paid him lit­tle heed.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju com­fort­ed him­self with the thought that they were busy. It was no

    slight when his in­dus­tri­ous vil­lagers went about their tasks with such fer­vor that they

    did not pause to en­gage him in con­ver­sa­tion or to thank him for the glo­ry he brought to

    the vil­lage.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked around his vil­lage. Where oth­er eyes might see mud huts or

    fish­ing shacks, he saw tra­di­tion. Where for­eign eyes might see an out­ward­ly poor

    vil­lage, he saw a cen­ter of cul­ture that had stood on this spot for five thou­sand years,

    in­hab­it­ed by a blood­line that had been un­bro­ken for al­most as long. It was rare when an

    out­sider was al­lowed to mar­ry in­to the vil­lage of Sinan­ju, rar­er still when one of the

    vil­lage dwelt in the out­side world for long pe­ri­ods of time as he had.




    The clear eyes of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju drank in the sight of his an­ces­tral vil­lage

    with pride. On­ly by his labors, his sac­ri­fice, did the peo­ple con­tin­ue to eat, de­spite

    the poor fish­ing and the ex­haust­ed farm soil. On­ly by his up­hold­ing of an­cient

    tra­di­tions did Sinan­ju live more se­cure than any vil­lage, nay, any city in North Ko­rea.

    It was safer even than Py­ongyang, the com­mu­nist cap­ital.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s search­ing gaze alight­ed on a cir­cle of chil­dren play­ing in

    the shad­ow of the Gong of Judg­ment. A hap­py smile wreathed his wrin­kled coun­te­nance.




    The chil­dren of the vil­lage. For as long as Chi­un lived, none of them would ev­er be sent

    home to the sea-​drowned in the bay for lack of food to nour­ish them. The adults might take

    that for grant­ed, but the chil­dren would not.




    Chi­un glid­ed to­ward the chil­dren, his eyes twin­kling with wis­dom to be shared.




    “Ho, chil­dren of my vil­lage,” cried the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in the low, quak­ing voice he

    used to re­cite tales of the House of Sinan­ju, the most feared as­sas­sins in his­to­ry.

    “Gath­er around me, for I have come to tell you sto­ries of the bar­bar­ian West.”




    The chil­dren con­verged on him like pi­geons af­ter corn.




    “More sto­ries!” a but­ter­ball boy squealed.




    “Come,” Chi­un said, shoo­ing them away so he could set­tle on­to a flat stone. The

    chil­dren sat, fold­ed their legs, and placed their tiny hands on their knees. They looked up

    at him with wide in­no­cent eyes. “Tonight,” Chi­un be­gan, “while the sun is still to be seen

    and our bel­lies await the evening meal, I will tell you the sto­ry of how the white men sailed

    to the moon.”




    A lit­tle girl stuck out her tongue. “It is not true. How could a white man sail to the

    moon? It is not in the ocean, ex­cept at day, and then it is un­der the ocean.”




    “I have told you of the hol­low birds that the whites use to go places in their far­away

    land,” Chi­un said, rais­ing long-​nailed fin­ger.




    “Yes!” the chil­dren of Sinan­ju cho­rused.




    “This is a sto­ry like that. Let me be­gin. ” Chi­un deep­ened his sto­ry­telling voice

    fur­ther.




    “Now, the days of which I speak were long ago,” Chi­un said. He touched a girl’s but­ton

    nose. “Be­fore any of you gath­ered around me were born. In those days I dwelt in this

    vil­lage, and the times were lean. In those days the ba­bies of Sinan­ju were those who,

    through my for­bear­ance, were al­lowed to grow up to be­come your moth­ers and fa­thers,

    in­stead of be­ing drowned, for in those days there was no work for the vil­lage and the mon­ey

    was al­most gone.”




    “What about the trea­sure?” the lit­tle girl asked.




    “The trea­sure is not for spend­ing,” Chi­un re­tort­ed. “It is the her­itage of the

    vil­lage.”




    “My moth­er says we would have fuller bel­lies if the trea­sure were spent and not

    hoard­ed.”




    “Who is your moth­er?” Chi­un snapped, his cheeks blow­ing out in sud­den fury.




    “Poo. “




    “Ah, I re­mem­ber Poo,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, gain­ing con­trol of him­self. He

    would see to that com­mon scold, Poo, lat­er. He went on with his sto­ry in a calmer voice.




    “I have al­ready told you about the day the white man with a hook for a hand came to this

    vil­lage in his iron boat that sailed un­der the seas. This man brought to me an of­fer of much

    rich­es if I would jour­ney to his far-​off land to train a per­son of his choos­ing in the art

    of Sinan­ju. Al­though it was a bur­den on my frail shoul­ders . . .” Chi­un paused to see if

    ap­pre­ci­ation light­ed the faces of the chil­dren. When he rec­og­nized won­der­ment, he

    de­cid­ed it was good enough and went on.




    “Al­though it was a bur­den, I ac­cept­ed this task and jour­neyed in the cold bel­ly of the

    ocean to do what was asked of me, for I knew that my tri­als would feed the ba­bies who are now

    your par­ents, and al­though I knew that some of them would nev­er achieve wis­dom enough to

    ap­pre­ci­ate that sac­ri­fice, I nev­er­the­less went on, for I knew even then that those

    chil­dren would one day bear chil­dren of their own. And no or­di­nary chil­dren ei­ther, but

    those who un­der­stood sac­ri­fice and ap­pre­ci­ate the gifts be­stowed on them. You

    chil­dren.”




    The chil­dren put their child­ish hands to their mouths and gig­gled. Chi­un took that as

    ap­pre­ci­ation. He would have pre­ferred re­spect­ful si­lence, how­ev­er. Bow­ing of heads

    would not have been amiss ei­ther.




    “Now, the days of which I am about to speak are the ear­li­est days of my time in the

    bar­bar­ian land of Amer­ica. It was the three hun­dred and thir­ty-​fourth day of the Year of

    the Drag­on, which was, ac­cord­ing to the com­pli­cat­ed dat­ing used by west­ern­ers, the

    third Tues­day of that sec­ond month, on the fes­ti­val known as Dairy Goat Ap­pre­ci­ation

    Day, dur­ing Na­tion­al Sec­re­tary’s Week, in the year that num­bered on­ly 1972, for this

    land is in truth much younger than Ko­rea.




    “On this day,” Chi­un went on, “the land of Amer­ica was in tur­moil, for one of their

    strange ves­sels was near­ing the moon. Hear­ing of this, I hur­ried to the throne room of the

    se­cret King of Amer­ica, Mad Harold. I have told you of Mad Harold be­fore. And pre­sent­ing

    my­self to this man, I said to him, ‘I have heard tales from the re­mote provinces of your land

    that some of your sub­jects were near­ing the moon.’ And Mad Harold replied that this was so.

    He was ex­ceed­ing­ly calm about this news, al­though I could de­tect a trace of pride in his

    tones.




    “Now, when I heard this news, I too grew ex­cit­ed. No man had been to the moon in

    thou­sands of years, since Mas­ter Shang had walked so far north that his feet ac­tu­al­ly trod

    up­on the cold wastes of the moon. And I shared this with Mad Harold, who seemed not sur­prised

    to learn that Ko­re­ans had jour­neyed to the moon be­fore whites. And Mad Harold told me that

    oth­er whites had been to the moon be­fore that time. I was sus­pi­cious of this, and

    ques­tioned Mad Harold about this close­ly, and he told me that the first whites to land on the

    moon did so in their year of 1969. To which I replied that Mas­ter Shang achieved the moon in

    our Year of the Heron. So, re­mem­ber, we were the first. And do not for­get that Shang

    walked.




    “Now, know­ing that the moon the Mas­ter Shang had vis­it­ed was all ice and snow

    in­hab­it­ed by white snow bears, I asked Mad Harold, King of Amer­ica, if they had found rich

    cities on the moon to con­quer, and he said no. I asked him if they had dis­cov­ered mines of

    sil­ver and gold, I asked him if there were slaves there, and he said no and he said no. I

    asked him if the meat of the white snow bears was the ob­ject of these ex­pe­di­tions, which I

    was told in con­fi­dence cost the ran­som of a Japanese prince, and he said no.”




    By this point, the chil­dren sat round-​mouthed. “These words of Mad Harold puz­zled me

    great­ly, for I could see no rea­son for these ex­pe­di­tions and I asked him what his brave

    sailors brought back from these per­ilous jour­neys that re­plen­ished the trea­sury the cost

    of un­der­tak­ing them. And his an­swer was so strange that I im­me­di­ate­ly re­turned to my

    scrolls and en­tered what he told me in the his­to­ries of Sinan­ju.




    “And do you know what these whites, these spendthrifts, brought back from the moon af­ter

    their fright­ful jour­neys of many days?” Chi­un asked.




    “What, O Mas­ter?” the chil­dren of Sinan­ju cho­rused.




    “Rocks,” breathed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Com­mon stones. I my­self was al­lowed to hold

    one of these in my very hands. They were nei­ther beau­ti­ful nor valu­able. And see­ing this,

    I re­turned to the cas­tle of Mad King Harold and I said to him, ‘I have seen with my wise old

    eyes the stones your moon ex­pe­di­tions have brought back on their ar­du­ous jour­neys and I

    am pre­pared to bring to you as many sim­ilar stones as you de­sire for half the mon­ey you

    squan­der on these moon voy­ages.’ ” Chi­un paused dra­mat­ical­ly. “And do you know what Mad

    King Harold said to me?”




    “What?” a dirty-​haired boy piped up.




    “He de­clined my gen­er­ous and in­tel­li­gent of­fer; say­ing that on­ly stones from the

    moon would do,” Chi­un said dis­dain­ful­ly.




    At that, the chil­dren of Sinan­ju burst in­to gig­gling. “Have you ev­er been to the moon,

    Mas­ter Chi­un?” the lit­tle girl who was the daugh­ter of Poo asked.




    “No,” Chi­un replied, “for soon af­ter this, the whites stopped send­ing their sailors to

    the moon, which shows that even whites can learn if they re­peat a stupid thing of­ten

    enough.”




    The chil­dren smiled. Ev­ery­one knew that whites were dense. Why else did the Supreme

    Cre­ator give them stupid round eyes which to be­hold the world, and ex­ile them to live across

    the sea?




    “When are you go­ing back to Amer­ica?” asked the daugh­ter of Poo, who Chi­un not­ed was

    cursed with her moth­er’s in­ces­sant tongue.




    “Why do you ask?” Chi­un asked.




    “Be­cause my moth­er said that when you re­turn to the vil­lage, you al­ways bring

    mis­for­tune. And you are stingy with your gold.”




    “Your moth­er said that?” Chi­un asked quick­ly. His hazel eyes nar­rowed. The lit­tle girl

    nod­ded. She was chub­by and in her round face Chi­un could see a hint of the fat face of Poo.

    “Your moth­er is very free with her tongue,” Chi­un said qui­et­ly.




    “She does yell a lot,” the lit­tle girl said vague­ly. An old­er boy raised his hand, and

    Chi­un nod­ded in his di­rec­tion.




    “Will you tell us a sto­ry of the white man whom you had ex­alt­ed to great­ness by

    teach­ing him the art of Sinan­ju?”




    “I have many tales of Re­mo,” Chi­un said proud­ly. “Let me think of a good one-“




    “Where is he now?” an­oth­er boy in­ter­rupt­ed. “Why did you not bring him?”




    Chi­un hes­itat­ed. How could he tell them the shame­ful truth-​that the one white in all

    the world who had been al­lowed to learn the art of the sun source now lan­guished in a prison?

    Chi­un bowed his old head. It was too shame­ful a sto­ry to tell to chil­dren. He searched his

    mind for a way to an­swer the ques­tion truth­ful­ly with­out bring­ing dis­grace on his

    head.




    Just then, the din­ner gong re­ver­ber­at­ed over the sleepy vil­lage of Sinan­ju, sav­ing

    the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju the trou­ble. He stood up and spanked the dust from his mag­nif­icent

    robes.




    “Come,” he said. “It is time to fill our bel­lies. I will tell you a sto­ry of Re­mo

    an­oth­er time.”




    And the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju strode off, lead­ing the chil­dren in­to the com­mu­nal eat­ing

    era. As he topped a hill, he saw the cor­pu­lent shape of Poo the Tart-​tongued, and his face

    hard­ened and his gait picked up as he hur­ried in her di­rec­tion.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    Re­mo lay awake the rest of the night think­ing about the old Ori­en­tal. The dream had

    shak­en him. There was some­thing al­most tan­gi­ble about the im­ages, par­tic­ular­ly the old

    Ori­en­tal. Even hours lat­er, his wiz­ened face hov­ered clear­ly in Re­mo’s mind’s eye.

    Ev­ery wrin­kle, ev­ery in­flec­tion in his voice. It was as if he had ac­tu­al­ly known the

    lit­tle man. But as Re­mo searched his mem­ory, he couldn’t re­call ev­er hav­ing seen him in

    re­al life.




    It was strange. In his dream, the lit­tle Asian had a name. Chi­un. Re­mo couldn’t

    re­mem­ber ev­er hav­ing had a dream in which one of the fig­ments of his imag­ina­tion had a

    name. Re­mo even knew how to spell it. There was an I that wasn’t pro­nounced.




    It was a pret­ty so­phis­ti­cat­ed con­cept for his sub­con­scious mind, Re­mo re­flect­ed.

    Why not Chang? He had heard the name Chang be­fore. Many Chi­nese were named Chang. It was like

    the name Jones over here. He had nev­er heard of a Chi­un, how­ev­er.




    Af­ter a while Re­mo drift­ed off. The morn­ing buzzer jolt­ed him awake too soon. Slow­ly

    Re­mo got in­to his dun­ga­rees and apri­cot-​col­ored T-​shirt. He hat­ed the T-​shirt al­most

    as much as the pink cell walls. He wished it was blue. Or the walls were blue. These pas­tels

    re­mind­ed him of a cheap de­part­ment-​store print.




    Be­fore break­fast was shoved through the slot, word raced down the row that Crush­er McGurk

    had died dur­ing the night.




    “What about Pop­corn?” Re­mo asked ur­gent­ly.




    A voice replied with a gruff, “Don’t no one know, man. But that boy, he got spunk. That how

    he got his name.”




    “How did he get his name?” Re­mo asked sud­den­ly. “When the lit­tle dude came down the line

    first time, he was jokin’ and jivin’, tellin’ the hacks that when his time come to set his ass

    on Sparky, he was bring­ing a thing of Jiffy Pop with him. Said it was for the row. Af­ter

    that, he was Pop­corn.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed. He won­dered if Pop­corn, wher­ev­er he was, had any of that spir­it left in

    him. Re­mo told the guard, “Thanks, but no thanks,” when he ap­peared with the tray. It was ham

    and beans. The C.O. shrugged and start­ed away, but Re­mo called af­ter him, “Hey, what’s the

    word on Pop­corn?”




    “Does it mat­ter? He’s sched­uled to go to­mor­row.”




    “Yeah, hack,” Re­ma growled. “It mat­ters to me.” He fell back in­to his bunk and sud­den­ly

    re­mem­bered the pack of Camels in his dun­ga­ree pock­ets. He fished them out and lit one

    up.




    The first puff sent him cough­ing. The sec­ond was a lit­tle less harsh. His lungs on­ly

    burned like sul­fur. Re­mo man­aged to smoke half of it be­fore his head start­ed aching. He

    snuffed the butt against the floor and care­ful­ly re­placed the re­main­ing half in the pack

    af­ter the tip had cooled. No telling how long the pack would have to last him.




    It was late af­ter­noon when two guards es­cort­ed Pop­corn to his cell. The lit­tle con

    walked in chains, with his head bowed low.




    Re­mo wait­ed un­til the guards were gone be­fore he hissed out a greet­ing. “How’s it

    go­ing, kid?”




    The sound that came back was mew­ing. Re­mo couldn’t make it out. Some­where down the line,

    a taunt­ing voice said, “Hey, Pop­corn, what’s the mat­ter? Pussy­cat got your tongue?”




    And from Pop­corn’s cell came a pro­tract­ed whim­per­ing that turned Re­mo’s blood cold. It

    went on for an hour. A pic­ture of Pop­corn, his face buried in his pil­low, un­able to speak,

    leapt in­to Re­mo’s head.




    Re­mo pulled out the half-​cigarette and a sin­gle match, then pushed the pack out in­to the

    cor­ri­dor. “Here. You need these more than I do,” he said gen­tly.




    Re­mo watched through the bars as Pop­corn’s thin brown fin­gers groped for the pack. They

    dis­ap­peared with it and Re­mo lin­gered by the bars while Pop­corn smoked in si­lence. For

    some rea­son, sec­ond­hand smoke seemed to suit him bet­ter these days.




    The rest of the day was gray and in­ter­minable. Ev­ery head count was the same. Even Radar

    Dish, once night fell, did the same Star Trek mono­logue he had done ear­li­er in the week.




    Af­ter lights-​out, the si­lence was eerie. There were no mid­night howls, no night ter­ror

    screams, no buzz of furtive con­ver­sa­tion.




    Ev­ery­one knew that to­mor­row was Tues­day. The day Pop­corn was sched­uled to go to the

    chair. Re­mo won­dered if the lit­tle guy would get any sleep, and then he won­dered how he

    him­self would sleep when his turn came.




    He lis­tened to Pop­corn toss and turn all night and won­dered if he should of­fer any words

    of com­fort. Then he re­al­ized he had none. What do you tell a Dead Man as his fi­nal min­utes

    tick by?




    The morn­ing buzzer was like a shank in the gut. The first vis­itors were a pair of C.O.’s

    and a priest. The ex­change was in­audi­ble and one-​sid­ed. The priest soon left, his face a

    shocked bone-​white af­ter he re­al­ized he could not hear the con­demned man’s con­fes­sion

    be­cause he had no tongue.




    Next came the bar­ber and the war­den.




    War­den Mc­Sor­ley spoke in flat, rote-​like tones over the buzz of the clip­pers that were

    whit­tling Pop­corn’s high-​top fade to mi­cro­scop­ic stub­ble.




    “Lis­ten care­ful­ly, Mo­hammed,” the war­den was say­ing. “Af­ter the bar­ber is done,

    you’re go­ing to step out of your shorts and we’re go­ing to pre­pare your body.”




    Pop­corn whim­pered.




    “Now, don’t be alarmed. It’s just a rub­ber band.” The clip­pers stopped. “Is he done? Good.

    All right, Mo­hammed, stand up. Don’t be afraid. The guard is just go­ing to wrap the band

    around your pe­nis. It’s just to pre­vent any ac­ci­dents while you’re un­der­go­ing the

    pro­cess.”




    Re­mo shud­dered at the word “pro­cess.” It sound­ed so clin­ical.




    “Now, bend over. Guard, in­sert this sup­pos­ito­ry in­to Mo­hammed’s rec­tum. There. That

    wasn’t so bad, was it? I’m sor­ry about the in­dig­ni­ty, but it saves the un­der­tak­er a lot

    of un­nec­es­sary work, not hav­ing to clean the body.”




    Pop­corn tried to speak, but all Re­mo could make out was a piti­ful muff muff of a

    sound.




    “What’s that?” the war­den was say­ing in a so­lic­itous tone. “What? Oh, yes.

    Cus­tom­ar­ily there is a last meal, but the doc­tor left spe­cif­ic in­struc­tions that you

    not eat while your tongue is stitched up like that. I’m sor­ry, but the doc­tor knows

    best.”




    “For Christ’s sake,” Re­mo ex­plod­ed. “You’re about to drag him off to the chair. Who gives

    a rat’s ass if his stitch­es pop!”




    “The per­son who would have to clean up the blood,” the war­den called back. “Guard, if that

    pris­on­er speaks out again, take him to soli­tary.”




    Re­mo start­ed to tell them where they could shove soli­tary, but sub­sid­ed, bit­ter that

    they had that to hold over him. But as they had told him the first time he walked through the

    Tren­ton State gates, he had for­feit­ed his civ­il rights.




    “All right, you may dress now,” the war­den went on qui­et­ly. The rus­tle of clothes came

    next. Then the cell door buzzed open and Re­mo could hear the soft padding of Pop­corn’s

    san­daled feet on the cor­ri­dor floor. For some rea­son it sound­ed loud­er than the shoes of

    the oth­ers.




    “So long, Pop­corn,” a man shout­ed sev­er­al cells away.




    “Give ‘em hell, my man.”




    “You goin’ to a bet­ter place, my man.”




    “Let me re­as­sure you that the pro­ce­dure is com­plete­ly pain­less,” War­den Mc­Sor­ley

    was say­ing as a guard un­locked the door to the elec­tric chair. Pop­corn whim­pered

    mis­er­ably. He was at­tempt­ing to speak, but on­ly an inar­tic­ulate blub­ber­ing came

    out.




    “Catch him!” the war­den shout­ed sud­den­ly. “He’s col­laps­ing.”




    “Don’t wor­ry, I got him. Here, let’s just haul him along.”




    Af­ter the com­mo­tion sub­sid­ed, the hush was pal­pa­ble. It was a hush Re­mo had heard

    be­fore. He was not sur­prised, then, when a man walked down the line. He wore a black hood

    over a sim­ple brown work­man’s uni­form. He looked like a com­mon re­pair­man.




    The ex­ecu­tion­er.




    Af­ter he passed Re­mo’s cell, the wheel on the thick door squealed shut. Then ab­so­lute

    si­lence blan­ket­ed the row.




    The next sev­er­al min­utes were in­ter­minable. Re­mo won­dered if Pop­corn was con­scious

    when they strapped him down. He hoped not. It seemed to take a long time. How long could it

    take to strap a man in? Re­mo fret­ted.




    Then, af­ter what seemed like for­ev­er, the lights flick­ered and Re­mo went cold. When the

    flick­er came, it seemed too sud­den. They flick­ered again. And a third time. Re­mo held his

    breath af­ter that. Then the lights flick­ered a fourth and fi­nal time. “Christ!” Re­mo said,

    sick­ened.




    The war­den reemerged, trailed by the guards and the hood­ed ex­ecu­tion­er.




    One of the guards was say­ing, “Imag­ine that. Four jolts. And such a lit­tle squirt,

    too.”




    “Be­fore I do this again,” the ex­ecu­tion­er said testi­ly, “I want to look that thing over

    again. I don’t want to ev­er go through an­oth­er one like that. I’m not up for this kind of

    thing. I’m semire­tired, dammit!”




    “I hope you feel that way when my time comes,” Re­mo mut­tered sot­to voce.




    The ex­ecu­tion­er glanced in his di­rec­tion, his eyes go­ing wide with­in his

    leather-​ringed eye holes.




    He stopped, came up to Re­mo’s cell. “Do I know you?” he asked vague­ly.




    “That’s a pop­ular ques­tion late­ly,” Re­mo shot back sourly.




    “I do know you,” the ex­ecu­tion­er said. “But I can’t place the face.”




    “Yours is a blank to me,” Re­mo said, flash­ing a wicked grin.




    “You’re a cold-​blood­ed son of a bitch, aren’t you? What’s your name?”




    “Look it up,” Re­mo fired back.




    “Don’t wor­ry, I will,” the ex­ecu­tion­er said, and walked on.




    “Guard,” the war­den said, “show Williams to his new cell.”




    “Damn! Now I’ve done it,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly, think­ing he had just earned a stint in

    soli­tary.




    “Williams!” the ex­ecu­tion­er said ex­plo­sive­ly. “Did you say his name was Williams?” The

    buzz of the con­trol door clos­ing cut off the war­den’s re­ply.




    The guard buzzed Re­mo’s cell open, and to Re­mo’s sur­prise, he was tak­en to Pop­corn’s

    old cell.




    “Take good care of it,” the guard told him as the cell door clanged in his un­hap­py face.

    “On the row, this is the Pres­iden­tial Suite.”




    As the guard start­ed away, Re­mo called af­ter him, “Did he die hard?”




    The guard stopped. His ex­pres­sion was stiff. “Know what his last words were?” he asked

    solemn­ly. “What?”




    “Mumph! Mumph. Un­quote.” And the guard broke in­to howl­ing laugh­ter.




    “He was just a kid, you bas­tard,” Re­mo hissed, his knuck­les whiten­ing on the cell

    bars.




    “Sure. A kid who blew away his own sis­ter, left her for dead in a swamp with mag­gots

    crawl­ing all over her.”




    Re­mo start­ed. “What?”




    “Sure. What’d he tell you?”




    “That he killed his girl­friend on his birth­day.”




    “I don’t know about the birth­day part, but he made a duck out of you. It was his sis­ter,

    and he killed her, all right. Af­ter he raped her. But he should have read up on mag­gots

    be­fore he poured them in­to her wounds. He thought they’d con­sume the body so it wouldn’t be

    rec­og­nized. In­stead, they ate away all the bad tis­sue. She was bare­ly alive when they

    found her, and lin­gered just long enough to fin­ger her broth­er. What­ev­er you thought of

    that lit­tle prick, he de­served what he got. Just as you will.” The guard strode away.




    Re­mo’s eyes looked in­to dead space. “Son of a bitch,” he mut­tered. “He lied to me.”




    Re­mo stum­bled back to his cot and looked around. The new cell was as pink as his old one,

    but it smelled dif­fer­ent. It smelled of sweat and some­thing else, some­thing in­de­fin­able.

    It smelled of fear. And cold re­al­iza­tion hit Re­mo Williams.




    “Damn,” he mut­tered emp­ti­ly, “I am next.” Re­mo felt very cold in­side and lay back on

    the cot to get a grip on him­self. His hand, ex­plor­ing un­der the pil­low, en­coun­tered

    some­thing soft and crush­able. He pulled it out.




    It was Pop­corn’s pack of Camels.




    Re­mo sat up and light­ed one. He took a long drag. He had less trou­ble this time and

    smoked it all the way down. As he smoked, he con­sid­ered how his life had turned around.

    Twen­ty years ago, Pop­corn and he would have been on op­po­site sides of the law. But be­hind

    bars, they had been friends of a sort.




    When he was through smok­ing, Re­mo whis­pered in­to the empti­ness, “Thanks, Pop­corn.”


  




  

    Chapter 12




    Harold Haines felt the war­den’s of­fice go dark around him. Dis­tant­ly he heard War­den

    Mc­Sor­ley’s voice call through the roar­ing in his ears.




    “Haines. What is it, man? You’re turn­ing white.” The war­den’s voice seemed far away, so

    Harold Haines didn’t both­er to an­swer it. The dark­ness seemed to ex­pand. All that Harold

    Haines saw, or cared to see, were the yel­low pages of the con­demned man’s rap sheet in his

    sud­den­ly cold hands. “Harold?”




    “It’s him,” Haines croaked, his eyes not wa­ver­ing from the pages. “It’s not just a guy

    with the same name. It’s him. Williams.”




    Then the fad­ing typed let­ters on the rap sheet start­ed to jig­gle un­con­trol­lably.

    Harold felt him­self shake. The world was a very small place as seen through the di­min­ish­ing

    tun­nel of his vi­sion.




    “Harold!”




    Haines looked up, his eyes opaque. The war­den’s heavy hands were on his shoul­ders and he

    was shak­ing Haines vi­olent­ly.




    “Snap out of it. Here, take a chair.”




    Haines felt him­self be­ing guid­ed to the hard wood­en chair that ex­cept for the leather

    straps and cop­per ha­lo was iden­ti­cal to the elec­tric chair Haines had just op­er­at­ed. He

    knew this be­cause a year ago he had sal­vaged an iden­ti­cal wood­en chair from stor­age to

    serve as a re­place­ment for the old chair, which had giv­en out. He sat down, un­mind­ful of

    the irony.




    War­den Mc­Sor­ley tow­ered over him, his arms fold­ed, his care-​seamed face

    con­cerned.




    “This is the guy,” Haines re­peat­ed. “Re­mo Williams.”




    “You said that be­fore. And you know how it sounds. Take a deep breath and let it out

    slow­ly. Maybe the work is get­ting to you.”




    “Stop talk­ing at me like I’m one of your god­damned cons!” Harold Haines shout­ed with

    sud­den ve­he­mence. “That man on death row shouldn’t be there. He’s al­ready dead!”




    “Non­sense. Williams is a trans­fer pris­on­er. He ar­rived last week from … well, it’s in

    the file you’re hold­ing.”




    “I know. He’s from Tren­ton State Prison, New Jer­sey. “




    Mc­Sor­ley showed emp­ty hands. “There it is.”




    “Ex­act­ly. “




    “So what’s the prob­lem, Harold?”




    “You don’t have a con in that cell, you have a ghost.”




    “Harold, I’ve known you a long time-” Mc­Sor­ley be­gan.




    Haines cut him off with a curt, “Long enough to re­mem­ber that un­til five years ago I was

    re­tired.”




    “Well, yes,” War­den Mc­Sor­ley said slow­ly.




    “I re­tired back around twen­ty years ago, when the death penal­ty fell out of po­lit­ical

    fa­vor. Forty-​five years old and I was out of work. The state give me a short-​mon­ey pen­sion

    be­cause af­ter a life­time of fry­ing felons, they know I’m not ex­act­ly go­ing to

    as­sim­ilate in­to an­oth­er line of work. Hell, who’s go­ing to hire an ex­ecu­tion

    tech­ni­cian? And to do what, rewire hous­es? So I come to Flori­da, live in a trail­er park,

    and watch game shows un­til I start to think about wiring up my easy chair as the best way

    out.”




    “Now, Harold . . “




    “Can I fin­ish? Thank you, I would have gone crazy, but the death-​penal­ty thing loos­ened

    up. And even though I see the faces of the men I put down in my sleep, I of­fer my ser­vices to

    the state of Flori­da. The rest you know.”




    “Yes, the rest I know,” MeSor­ley ad­mit­ted.




    “One of the faces in my dreams be­longed to that Williams guy,” Haines snapped. “Not

    ex­act­ly a com­mon name. Re­mo Williams. A name you’d re­mem­ber. Es­pe­cial­ly if it

    be­longed to a cop who beat a push­er to death back to Newark, New Jer­sey, so long ago I don’t

    even re­mem­ber the year. This rap sheet says your Re­mo Williams snuffed a push­er in an

    al­ley. He was a cop, too.”




    “You must be mis­re­mem­ber­ing. You’ve put down … how many men?”




    “I stopped count­ing long af­ter it was too late for my peace of mind,” Haines said sourly.

    “That guy you got in there, War­den, I did him. I re­mem­ber he went easy. One jolt. And it was

    over. I re­mem­ber feel­ing bad about it, too. Him be­ing a cop once. Snuff­ing a push­er.

    What’s that? Noth­ing. He should have got­ten off. Maybe life. Nev­er the chair. I felt sick

    about it for weeks af­ter. He was one of the last guys I burned up there.” Harold Haines’s eyes

    fo­cused in on them­selves. “One of the last guys, and now he comes back to haunt me. . .

    .”




    War­den MeSor­ley looked at Harold Haines with­out com­ment. He took the file fold­er from

    Haines’s trem­bling fin­gers and re­treat­ed to the so­lid­ity of his big desk. He flipped

    through the fold­er, read­ing silent­ly.




    When he was done, he laid the fold­er flat and placed his blunt hands atop it like a

    wor­shiper lay­ing hands on a prayer book. His ex­pres­sion was thought­ful as he spoke. “We’ve

    known each oth­er a long time, Harold. What I’m about to tell you, I will de­ny with my dy­ing

    breath.”




    Haines looked up, his brown eyes hunt­ed and dull. “The young man you just ex­ecut­ed,

    Mo­hammed Di­la­day,” Mc­Sor­ley went on. “Do you re­mem­ber re­mark­ing that we were do­ing

    him aw­ful­ly soon af­ter the last ex­ecu­tion?”




    “I think I said they were go­ing through here like shit through a goose.”




    The war­den winced. “Yes. Well, I’m bur­dened with the largest pop­ula­tion of con­demned

    men in the na­tion. I have to move them through the sys­tem as ef­fi­cient­ly as I can. The

    Di­la­day boy would nor­mal­ly have had a grace pe­ri­od of a month af­ter his last ap­peal had

    been turned down, ex­cept that I re­ceived a phone call from the gov­er­nor urg­ing me to

    ex­pe­dite his ex­ecu­tion. When I asked his hon­or for his rea­sons, he said some­thing vague

    about mov­ing the pro­cess along, which was no an­swer. But I rec­og­nized a cer­tain …

    con­cern in his voice.”




    War­den Mc­Sor­ley paused. His low­er lip crowd­ed up around his up­per lip. He went on. “I

    thought per­haps there was some­thing po­lit­ical, even per­son­al about his re­quest to

    ex­ecute Di­la­day so quick­ly. There was re­al­ly no need to hur­ry the pro­cess. Di­la­day

    had no chance of com­mu­ta­tion, un­less it came from the gov­er­nor’s own of­fice. But now I

    won­der.”




    “You think­ing what I’m think­ing?” Harold Haines asked.




    War­den Mc­Sor­ley picked up the Re­mo Williams file.




    “Williams is next, by virtue of the state of his ap­peal and the time he spent on death row

    up in Jer­sey,” he said thought­ful­ly. “It strikes me as I lis­ten to you that per­haps the

    gov­er­nor’s con­cern was not with Di­la­day, but with Williams.”




    “Poor bas­tard. They killed him once and now they want me to do it again.”




    “I don’t be­lieve in ghosts, Haines. And when you set­tle down, you’ll feel the same way,

    I’m sure. You may have thought you ex­ecut­ed this man-​and I be­lieve you’re sin­cere in that

    be­lief- but ob­vi­ous­ly you did not.”




    “I won­der,” Harold Haines mut­tered.




    “Hm­mm?”




    “Where has this guy been the last twen­ty years and what’s he been do­ing that they want to

    kill him all over again?”




    “I think I’ll make a call,” War­den Mc­Sor­ley said point­ed­ly. He di­aled the num­ber

    him­self af­ter con­sult­ing a thin leather-​bound di­rec­to­ry.




    “Yes, War­den Reeves, please. This is War­den Mc­Sor­ley down in Flori­da State…. Yes, I’ll

    wait…. Hel­lo? Sor­ry to both­er you this ear­ly, War­den Reeves. I’d like some in­for­ma­tion

    about a pris­on­er you had up there at one time. A Re­mo Williams.. . . Cer­tain­ly, call back

    any­time to­day.”




    War­den Mc­Sor­ley hung up. Harold Haines stood up.




    “Don’t you want to wait for the call­back?” Mc­Sor­ley asked.




    “I think I want to have a few words with Williams. This is driv­ing me crazy.”




    “That’s not wise. You’ll be dis­turb­ing a con­demned pris­on­er un­nec­es­sar­ily.”




    “If I ev­er want to sleep again, I got­ta do this. Please, Paul.”




    Mc­Sor­ley con­sid­ered silent­ly. “Very well. I can see this has af­fect­ed you deeply,” he

    re­lent­ed. “The guard will take you. Just re­mem­ber, Williams knows he’s the next to go. Even

    though his fi­nal ap­peal hasn’t been de­cid­ed on, he’s apt to be on edge.”




    The last con­trol door rolled shut and Harold Haines walked gin­ger­ly to the cell

    con­tain­ing Con­vict Six, Re­mo Williams.




    Williams was stretched out on his cot, his hands clasped be­hind his head, his eyes

    shut.




    Harold Haines cleared his throat nois­ily, but the pris­on­er’s eyes didn’t open.




    “I see you in my dreams,” he said, his voice hoarse. “And I see Bet­ty Page. Go away.”




    “You don’t un­der­stand, Williams. Your name is Williams, isn’t it?”




    “In here, I’m Con­vict Num­ber Six.”




    “You’re sup­posed to be dead.”




    “Dead Man’s my oth­er nick­name. So what?”




    “I ex­ecut­ed you.”




    “You did a lousy job of it.” Williams’ voice sound­ed bored, but his dark eyes opened. They

    re­gard­ed the ceil­ing.




    “It was a long time ago,” Haines con­tin­ued. “Up at Tren­ton. I used to work at Tren­ton

    State, where you were. “




    The pris­on­er took his time sit­ting up. He didn’t want to show any in­ter­est, but his

    move­ments were too ca­su­al. Harold Haines knew ev­ery trick in the con­vict book. Williams

    want­ed to get a clos­er look at him with­out be­tray­ing his in­ter­est. Ev­ery con­vict knew

    that once you let the man know what you want­ed, he’d use it against you.




    “Do you re­mem­ber me?” Haines asked.




    Re­mo’s eyes bored in­to his. They were flat, dead-​look­ing eyes. Bul­let holes in

    con­crete had more life in them than Williams had in his eyes. He looked old­er. Not twen­ty

    years old­er, just old­er. The dead eyes nar­rowed in­vol­un­tar­ily.




    “You look fa­mil­iar, yeah,” Williams said slow­ly. “But I don’t place the face

    ex­act­ly.”




    “Up at Tren­ton, I wore a hood that night,” Haines said tight­ly. “The night I pulled the

    switch on you. But I was the prison elec­tri­cian dur­ing the day. You might have seen me

    around.”




    “Sor­ry.”




    “But I re­mem­ber you re­al good. Where you been these last twen­ty years, Williams? What’ve

    you been do­ing?”




    Re­mo Williams said in a voice as dead as his eyes, “Time. I’ve been do­ing time.”




    “Well, you ain’t been do­ing it at Tren­ton State. Ev­ery­body up there knows, like I know,

    that you died way back when.”




    “You’re dream­ing. I’m here be­cause I killed a guard up at Tren­ton. His name was . .

    .”




    “Yeah?”




    Re­mo’s fore­head wrin­kled in thought. “Mac­Cleary or some­thing like that,” he said

    slow­ly. “Yeah, Mac­Cleary. He was has­sling me. So I offed him. Now I got­ta pay for it.”




    “I don’t know if I have the stom­ach to fry you a sec­ond time.”




    Re­mo gave out a sad grunt of a laugh. “Don’t you know?” he said air­ily. “Sec­ond time’s

    the charm with guys like me.”




    “But you don’t get it. You’re al­ready dead. I ex­ecut­ed you twen­ty years ago!”




    When, af­ter a long time, Re­mo Williams said noth­ing in re­ply, Harold Haines shuf­fled

    off down the line. He felt like a Dead Man him­self.




    Re­mo Williams stared out the bars of his cell, won­der­ing what was go­ing on. The

    ex­ecu­tion­er’s face had looked fa­mil­iar. Where had he seen it be­fore? And what was that

    crap about hav­ing been ex­ecut­ed up at Tren­ton State? Re­mo sud­den­ly re­mem­bered the

    dream of the oth­er night. The dream in which he had been ex­ecut­ed up at Tren­ton. But that

    was on­ly a dream. It had nev­er-​could nev­er have-​hap­pened.




    Then the buzzer an­nounced lunch and Re­mo sat up. His lungs felt like con­crete. He

    won­dered if it was the fear in his gut or the heavy cigarette smoke in his lungs. Fun­ny how

    he’d been re­act­ing to cigarettes.




    Harold Haines re­turned to War­den Mc­Sor­ley’s voice on lead­en feet.




    Mc­Sor­ley looked up sharply. “Have your lit­tle talk with the con­demned, Harold?”




    “He didn’t know what I was talk­ing about,” Haines said dul­ly.




    “Well, it may not an­swer all your ques­tions, but it set­tles some of them. If the man were

    dead, he’d cer­tain­ly know it.”




    Harold Haines did not re­turn War­den Mc­Sor­ley’s tight smile.




    The phone rang and Mc­Sor­ley an­swered it with a curt “Ex­cuse me.” Then: “Yes, War­den

    Reeves…. What’s that? … When?” Mc­Sor­ley’s face sud­den­ly tight­ened. “I … I see.

    Ac­tu­al­ly, War­den, it was just that his name came up in a death-​cell con­fes­sion. Yes, I

    agree with you. We can’t very well try a man who’s al­ready paid the state the ul­ti­mate

    penal­ty. Thank you for your time, War­den Reeves.”




    When War­den Mc­Sor­ley hung up the phone, his face was even paler than Harold Haines’s

    run­ning-​to-​fat fea­tures now.




    “He’s dead,” Mc­Sor­ley said in an arid tone. “He was ex­ecut­ed in 1971 for mur­der­ing a

    push­er. The War­den didn’t seem aware that it was his sig­na­ture on the re­lease that

    trans­ferred Williams to this fa­cil­ity.”




    Harold Haines sat up with a start. “Why don’t you say some­thing?”




    “Be­cause I val­ue my job and my pen­sion,” War­den Paul Mc­Sor­ley said flat­ly. “I’ve got

    a man on death row who’s sup­posed to be in his grave. I can’t send him back to Tren­ton.

    They’d nev­er ac­cept him and they’d be­gin in­ves­ti­gat­ing. I know how these things work,

    be­lieve me. Some­one hand­ed me a red-​hot pota­to know­ing if I ev­er found out the truth,

    I’d be the man with mi­crowaved fin­gers.”




    “But what are we-​you-​go­ing to do?”




    “If they turn down his last ap­peal-​and right now I’d wa­ger my home and life sav­ings that

    they do-​the gov­er­nor will sign his death war­rant, and you, Harold, will not on­ly car­ry it

    out, you’ll nev­er speak of this to any­one. Is that clear?”




    “For God’s sake!” Haines burst out. “The guy was a cop once. He was on our side.”




    “Ac­cord­ing to his sheet, he killed a prison guard named Con­rad Mac­Cleary in cold blood.

    I don’t know what’s re­al here and what’s not, but I’m sim­ply go­ing to do my job and I

    strong­ly urge you to do the same. We’re not young men, ei­ther of us. We know how the world

    works. Let’s deal with this un­pleas­ant­ness as qui­et­ly and quick­ly as good pub­lic

    ser­vants and get on with the rest of our lives. Now, I ex­pect you’ll want to go home, Harold.

    You killed a man to­day and you look like you could use a stiff belt.”




    “I don’t drink. You know that. I gave it up when I felt my­self slid­ing in­to the

    bot­tle.”




    “Harold,” War­den Mc­Sor­ley said, hand­ing him a file, “I’d give al­co­holism a sec­ond

    look were I you. Now, please ex­cuse me. And take this with you. On your way out, ask my

    sec­re­tary to kind­ly re­turn it to Cen­tral Files.”




    Harold Haines took the file marked “Re­mo Williams” and closed the door be­hind him

    silent­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    George Proc­tor per­spired in the stu­pe­fy­ing Flori­da heat as he left his parked car and

    ap­proached the prison gate­house, which, ex­cept for its pas­tel green col­or­ing and lack of

    a sign, might have been a for­got­ten Fo­tomat booth.




    “Busi­ness?” a guard wear­ing mir­rored sun­glass­es in­quired in a la­con­ic voice.




    “The usu­al,” Proc­tor said, flash­ing his ID. “Client.”




    “Pass on through,” the guard said, sig­nal­ing to the booth. An­oth­er guard hit a switch

    and the tall fence rolled back on creaky cast­ers. Proc­tor stepped through the open­ing,

    think­ing that to­day’s busi­ness was any­thing but usu­al.




    It had start­ed with an ap­pear­ance be­fore a judge at the Flori­da Supreme Court -a judge

    known to be sym­pa­thet­ic to death-​row ap­peals. The judge had gaveled the ap­peal down so

    fast that George Proc­tor was halfway down the court­house steps, briefs in hand, be­fore it

    dawned on him that the tele­phone call he had re­ceived the night be­fore was no prank. That,

    and the judge’s un­char­ac­ter­is­tic cold­ness, were some­how re­lat­ed.




    Proc­tor en­tered the main doors and iden­ti­fied him­self for the guard in the cramped

    con­trol booth and was es­cort­ed through the grow­ing din and in­to the con­fer­ence room.

    Af­ter a brief wait, Re­mo Williams was brought in.




    He sat down with an even dead­er look to his eyes than be­fore. Proc­tor had won­dered why

    those eyes had seemed so fa­mil­iar be­fore. Now, see­ing Williams again, he thought he

    un­der­stood. The man had cop eyes. The flat ex­pres­sion­less eyes that come to po­lice

    of­fi­cers af­ter too many years of see­ing too much of so­ci­ety’s dark un­der­bel­ly.

    Proc­tor nev­er con­nect­ed that flick­er of recog­ni­tion with the artist’s draw­ing he had

    seen in a su­per­mar­ket-​check­out-​line tabloid. He nev­er read those rags-​ex­cept when the

    per­son ahead of him paid with a check. And then he al­ways put the things back

    un­pur­chased.




    “It’s not good, is it?” Williams asked in a voice as dead as his eyes.




    “The State Supreme Court turned us down.” Proc­tor em­pha­sized the word “us” to let

    Williams think they were in this to­geth­er. In fact, he had al­ready de­cid­ed this would be

    their last meet­ing.




    “Then you’re go­ing up to the Supreme Court.” Proc­tor couldn’t lie. He took a deep

    breath.




    “I have to be hon­est with you, Williams,” he said. “I did file, but I don’t think I can

    con­tin­ue with this case.”




    Re­mo’s eyes tight­ened. “What?”




    “Look, I don’t know what’s go­ing on,” Proc­tor said mis­er­ably, “but I put this be­fore

    jus­tice Han­na­van, and he turned me down cold. The guy is an in­cur­able softy.” Proc­tor

    looked around the room be­fore speak­ing, even though it was emp­ty but for a sin­gle

    out-​of-​earshot guard. “I … I think they got to him.”




    “They? Who?”




    Proc­tor leaned for­ward, his eyes on the wood­en­faced C.O. Even though this

    con­ver­sa­tion fell un­der the client-​con­fi­den­tial­ity statutes, he dropped his voice.




    “The same ones that got you trans­ferred to this state,” he said. “The ones who called me

    last night.”




    “Be straight with me. Who?”




    “I don’t know who, but they have to be con­nect­ed on the fed­er­al lev­el. I was warned

    that I had been video­taped do­ing co­caine at a par­ty.”




    “Oh, that’s just peachy,” Re­mo said. “My lawyer, the coke­head.”




    “It was on­ly a line. Maybe two,” Proc­tor said quick­ly. “Strict­ly recre­ation­al. But

    they’re threat­en­ing to slap me with a pos­ses­sion-​with-​in­tent-​to-​sell beef But I’m

    in­no­cent. Re­al­ly!”




    “You sound like a con,” Re­mo said nas­ti­ly.




    “I feel like a po­lit­ical pris­on­er, Williams. This is scary po­lice-​state stuff.

    Some­one wants you dead. And they want you dead yes­ter­day. I had no soon­er left the hear­ing

    than I re­ceived no­tice that the gov­er­nor had signed your death war­rant. I filed for a stay

    with the U.S. Supreme Court and got us a short date.”




    “For when?”




    “The day af­ter to­mor­row.”




    “What do you think our chances are?”




    “Not great. Your ex­ce­cu­tion is set for to­mor­row morn­ing. “




    Proc­tor steeled him­self for the ex-​cop’s re­ac­tion. He didn’t know what to ex­pect.

    Re­mo’s cop eyes seemed to re­cede in­to his head. Ac­tu­al­ly, it was an il­lu­sion caused by

    a slight bow­ing of the man’s head. The over­head light threw his sock­et hol­lows in­to

    shad­ow, mak­ing them look like skull holes.




    I’m look­ing at a dead man, Proc­tor thought, sud­den­ly chilled. Poor bas­tard.




    “They can’t ex­ecute be­fore the ap­peal is de­cid­ed,” Williams said qui­et­ly, not

    look­ing up. “Can they?”




    “Nor­mal­ly, no. But in this case, I don’t know. Look, I’m sor­ry, I shouldn’t even be

    telling you any of this, but I would lose my prac­tice if I took an in­tent-​to-​sell fall. And

    for what? A pro bono ap­peal that was dumped in my lap? Put your­self in my place. What would

    you do?”




    “Put your­self in my place,” Re­mo said be­tween set teeth. “What would you ex­pect from

    your lawyer?”




    “I’m sor­ry. I re­al­ly am.”




    “The least you could do is re­fer me to an­oth­er lawyer,” Re­mo grat­ed. “Fast!”




    “That’s the oth­er thing,” Proc­tor added. “I called your for­mer lawyer, hop­ing to dump

    this on him. I got a del­icatessen. I re­di­aled, fig­ur­ing I had mis­read the let­ter­head,

    and got the same place. I checked with the Jer­sey bar. The man who rep­re­sent­ed you went out

    of busi­ness twelve years ago. He’s been dead four.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble. I saw him on­ly last … month. I think. “




    “Not un­less there are two of him. For God’s sake, Williams, who are you? No­body gets

    rail­road­ed like this. It wouldn’t sur­prise me if they had the Supreme Court rigged.”




    “I’m Re­mo Williams,” Re­mo said vague­ly. “Aren’t I?”




    “If you don’t know, who would?”




    George Proc­tor watched as his client seemed to shrink in his tight-​fit­ting apri­cot

    T-​shirt. His eyes were star­ing down at his hands, which lay flat on the counter in front of

    the glass par­ti­tion. He looked calm-​calmer than Proc­tor thought he had any right to

    look.




    “He said he had al­ready killed me,” Williams in­toned with­out look­ing up.




    “Who?”




    Williams raised his face, his eyes bleak. “The ex­ecu­tion­er. They buried Pop­corn this

    morn­ing.”




    “I have no idea what you’re bab­bling about.”




    “Mo­hammed Di­la­day. They called him Pop­corn. He was ex­ecut­ed this morn­ing.”




    “That’s odd. There was no press cov­er­age.”




    “The ex­ecu­tion­er walked by my cell,” Re­mo went on. “He did a dou­ble-​take. Said

    some­thing about hav­ing ex­ecut­ed me up in Tren­ton State twen­ty years ago.”




    “You’re not mak­ing this up, are you? I mean, it’s a lit­tle late for an in­san­ity

    plea.”




    “A few nights ago,” Re­mo went on as if talk­ing to him­self, “I dreamed that I had been

    ex­ecut­ed. At Tren­ton. It seemed re­al. And for some rea­son, the ex­ecu­tion­er’s face

    looked fa­mil­iar.”




    “Oh, Christ!” Proc­tor said hoarse­ly. He grabbed up his valise hasti­ly.




    “What does that tell you?” Williams asked tight­ly.




    “It tells me that I should get the fuck out of here. Sor­ry, Williams. You have my

    sym­pa­thy. But I want no part of you.”




    “What about my rights? What about the law?”




    “A few years ago I would have fought this tooth and nail, be­lieve me. But I’ve got a wife

    now. Two kids. A con­do. I get jammed up, she’ll leave me and take the kids with her. I’m not

    an ide­al­is­tic young guy any­more. Sor­ry. Good-​bye.”




    Re­mo Williams watched his last hope in the world walk off in a six-​hun­dred-​dol­lar suit,

    his in­sides feel­ing like chopped liv­er too long in the re­frig­er­ator. He didn’t hear the

    door be­hind him open and the guard shout­ing his name.




    “Williams!” the guard re­peat­ed, tak­ing him by the arm.




    Re­mo tensed, near­ly jumped to his feet and down the guard’s open throat. Then his eyes

    re­fo­cused and, head bowed, he al­lowed him­self to be led back to his cell.




    His biggest re­gret was that Pop­corn wasn’t there to talk to. Al­ready he missed the

    lit­tle con. But on this, the last day of his life, he had no in­ter­est in try­ing to start up

    a new friend­ship through pink cin­der block.




    Re­mo thought back to the night his fel­low of­fi­cers came to his apart­ment and

    apolo­get­ical­ly in­formed him he was un­der ar­rest for the mur­der of a black drug push­er

    whose name, over twen­ty years lat­er, Re­mo could no longer re­mem­ber. An im­por­tant fact

    like that, and he couldn’t sum­mon it up. The judge and the pros­ecu­tion must have re­peat­ed

    it a thou­sand times through­out the tri­al. What was the judge’s name? Harold some­thing.

    Smith, that was it. Smith. A sour­puss, with his starchy white hair and pu­ri­tan­ical mouth.

    The guy had worn rim­less glass­es, so he looked like a high-​school head­mas­ter gone old and

    sour.




    “Wait a minute,” Re­mo blurt­ed out. “That face!” Sud­den­ly he re­mem­bered. Judge Harold

    Smith. That was the face in one of his strange dreams. What did it mean?




    Din­ner was spaghet­ti with meat­balls. Re­mo re­fused it. His ap­petite had fled.




    “You sure?” the guard had asked. It was the one who had ques­tioned him over the Na­tion­al

    En­quir­er ar­ti­cle the oth­er day. His name tag said: Fletch­er. “I hear this could be your

    last sup­per.”




    “Then it’s true,” Re­mo said, hol­low-​voiced.




    “They’re keep­ing mum about it. But that’s the buzz. Par­don the ex­pres­sion.”




    “Look, I don’t want the food. But you can do me a fa­vor. “




    “And I could lose my job,” the guard said, his voice go­ing from so­lic­itous to crys­tal

    hard in midsyl­la­ble.




    “It’s noth­ing il­le­gal,” Re­mo as­sured him. “You had a news­pa­per the oth­er day. It had

    my face on it. How about let­ting me have it, huh? Just some­thing to read, to take my mind off

    my trou­bles.”




    The guard hes­itat­ed. He rubbed his un­der­shot jaw thought­ful­ly. “Can’t see that it’ll

    do any harm,” he ad­mit­ted. “Just do me a fa­vor. Af­ter you’re done with it, shove it un­der

    the mat­tress. I’ll get it af­ter . . . you know.”




    “It’s a promise,” Re­mo said as the guard snatched up the tray from the cell-​door slot.




    Re­mo had to wait un­til the guard was fin­ished feed­ing the row be­fore he wan­dered back.

    His first words made Re­mo’s heart sink.




    “I checked the prison li­brary,” he said. “Couldn’t find it. But the new one came in.” He

    stuffed the fold­ed pa­per in­to the slot. Re­mo had to use both hands to wres­tle it through

    with­out tear­ing it to pieces.




    “That do?” the guard asked.




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said as his eye caught sight of the head­line STARTLING FUR­THER REL­EVA­TIONS

    OF “DEAD MAN.”




    “Re­mem­ber that promise,” the guard said, walk­ing off.




    “Sure, no prob­lem,” Re­mo said vague­ly, fold­ing open the front page. There was a

    re­pro­duc­tion of the ear­li­er artist’s sketch of his face. It looked like a po­lice I.D.

    sketch, but be­side it was an­oth­er sketch. This one was of a wiz­ened old Asian man with a

    wisp of a beard hang­ing from his chin, and clear, pen­etrat­ing eyes.




    In a box be­side that face was the fol­low­ing: “First Look at Dead Man’s Spir­it Guide,

    Iden­ti­fied by En­quir­er Pan­el of Psy­chics as Lim Ting Tong, High Priest of the Lost

    Con­ti­nent of Mu. See Page 7.”




    Re­mo, read­ing this, sank on­to his cot heav­ily. The face of the old Asian was iden­ti­cal

    to the face from his dream. The one called Chi­un. Swift­ly Re­mo turned to page 7. He read so

    fast his eyes skipped over whole sen­tences as he searched for his own name. He found it.




    The gist of the ar­ti­cle was that En­quir­er read­ers from across the coun­try had writ­ten

    in to share sight­ings of Dead Man, who had been brought to the En­quir­er’s at­ten­tion by

    renowned Uni­ver­si­ty of Mas­sachusetts an­thro­pol­ogy pro­fes­sor Nao­mi Van­derk­loot.

    Ac­cord­ing to Van­derk­loot, Dead Man, by virtue of his su­per­hu­man feats, could be none

    oth­er than the van­guard of the next evo­lu­tion in Ho­mo sapi­ens.




    En­quir­er read­ers had come for­ward with their own ac­counts, many of which agreed that

    Dead Man was of­ten ac­com­pa­nied by an old Ori­en­tal in col­or­ful robes. No one knew Dead

    Man’s true name. Or at least no one could agree up­on it. A De­troit ho­tel man­ag­er had

    iden­ti­fied him as a for­mer guest of his es­tab­lish­ment who had signed the reg­is­ter book

    “Re­mo Mur­ray.” A Mal­ibu boat deal­er claimed that “Re­mo Robe­son” had pur­chased a Chi­nese

    junk from him on­ly last year and sailed away in it. And on and on the re­ports went, some

    sight­ings go­ing back over a dozen years. All the re­ports agreed that the man’s first name

    was Re­mo. The last name was al­ways dif­fer­ent. “Williams” was not one of the ex­am­ples.




    “My name,” Re­mo Williams mut­tered in the re­flect­ed pink glow of his bare cell. “My face.

    But how could I be in two places at once-​in prison and out on the street?”




    Re­mo read the ar­ti­cle over and over un­til he knew it by heart. Then he stuffed it un­der

    the mat­tress. Lights-​out came and Re­mo didn’t both­er un­dress­ing or get­ting un­der the

    cov­ers. To­mor­row at sev­en A.M. he would walk down the line, not for the killing he hadn’t

    com­mit­ted over twen­ty years ago, but for the mur­der of a Tren­ton guard he had been forced

    to kill on­ly be­cause he had been sent up for a killing he nev­er did in the first place. The

    guard had been an ass­hole. He had asked for it, Re­mo thought, but he was a cor­rec­tions

    of­fi­cer. The irony was that af­ter fight­ing to es­cape death row for some­one else’s crime,

    Re­mo Williams was about to pay the ul­ti­mate price for one he was forced to com­mit.




    Re­mo re­played the killing over and over in his mind. He re­mem­bered stick­ing the

    makeshift shank in the man’s stom­ach and “jug­ging” it-​twist­ing the rusty blade to max­imize

    the in­ter­nal dam­age. It re­played like a con­tin­uous loop film strip. He didn’t re­al­ize

    he was drift­ing off to sleep.




    Re­mo dreamed. He was walk­ing down a long tree­lined coun­try road. The fog hung low, as if

    in an old Uni­ver­sal hor­ror movie. Up ahead, the wrought-​iron gates of a sprawl­ing brick

    com­plex loomed. In his dream, Re­mo thought it was a prison, but as he ap­proached, he saw the

    brass plate gleam against a stone pil­lar topped by a se­vere li­on’s head.




    It read: FOL­CROFT SAN­ITAR­IUM.




    The gates were pad­locked. Re­mo leapt for them anx­ious­ly.




    “Let me in,” Re­mo cried, rat­tling the chain. He pulled on the fence. It rat­tled too, but

    wouldn’t budge. “Can any­one hear me? They’re com­ing to get me.”




    A splash of head­lights il­lu­mi­nat­ed him from be­hind. A long car turned the cor­ner, its

    wheels lost in fog. It was a hearse. A white hearse. Re­mo at­tacked the fence with re­newed

    fe­roc­ity.




    “Some­one an­swer me! Please!” he cried.




    And through the mists on the oth­er side of cel­llike fence float­ed a fig­ure in saf­fron

    robes. The old Ori­en­tal. Not Lim Ting Tong. His name was Chi­un and he point­ed at Re­mo with

    stern, long-​fin­gered nails.




    “Go back, white. I de­ny you. Nev­er again will you en­ter these hal­lowed halls.”




    “It’s me. Re­mo. Don’t you know me?”




    “I know you too well,” Chi­un in­toned. “You have shamed me. For­ev­er. I can bear to look

    up­on your dis­grace­ful form no longer.”




    “But why? What did I do?”




    “Your el­bow.” The voice rum­bled like doom.




    “What about it?” Re­mo said anx­ious­ly. Car doors slammed be­hind him. He was afraid to

    look back over his shoul­der.




    “It was bent!” The Ori­en­tal’s words dripped bit­ter­ness.




    And then, ma­te­ri­al­iz­ing from the mists was a tall vul­ture­like fig­ure in black robes.

    Not an Ori­en­tal ki­mono, but a judge’s fu­ne­re­al robes. The fig­ure looked at Re­mo with a

    dis­ap­prov­ing ex­pres­sion on his dry-​as-​dust fea­tures. Re­mo rec­og­nized the face. Judge

    Harold Smith.




    “He re­fus­es to leave us alone,” the Ori­en­tal told Smith.




    “Re­mo Williams,” the judge pro­nounced, “I have sen­tenced you to death.” Smith point­ed

    be­yond Re­mo. Re­mo turned. The white hearse was parked with its rear gate to him. It was

    open, and in­side was a leg­less elec­tric chair. And stand­ing be­side it, at­tired in a

    three-​piece gray suit, was the ex­ecu­tion­er, his head smoth­ered in a black leather

    hood.




    “Who are you?” Re­mo de­mand­ed.




    The ex­ecu­tion­er’s voice was chilly. “You know me. We have done this be­fore.”




    Im­pelled by some ir­re­sistible urge he could not ex­plain, Re­mo ap­proached the

    ex­ecu­tion­er.




    “Please take a seat,” the ex­ecu­tion­er said solemn­ly. His feet were en­veloped by

    low-​ly­ing ground fog, like a ghost.




    “I know your voice,” Re­mo said. Im­pul­sive­ly he reached for the hood. It came away,

    leav­ing the crag­gy, soft fea­tures of Harold Haines. But there was some­thing wrong with the

    face. It didn’t match the voice. Re­mo pulled at the man’s sud­den­ly ob­vi­ous false nose. The

    face came away, and the hair. A mask. And be­hind it were the aus­tere fea­tures of judge

    Harold Smith.




    “No!” Re­mo shrank from Smith’s cold, un­hu­man eyes. He made a break for the gate. The old

    Ori­en­tal bound­ed to in­te­cept him. He took the gates in his tiny hands as if to hold them

    in place against Re­mo’s as­sault.




    Re­mo shout­ed in mid-​course, feel­ing the ground push­ing against his run­ning toes. He

    ran in­to the stone wall and up the side, his toes shift­ing from the soft hor­izon­tal ground

    to the hard ver­ti­cal wall as eas­ily as from sand to black­top.




    At the top, Re­mo paused, read the dis­tance to the ground, and jumped. He float­ed to the

    grass as if weight­less. Re­mo ran past the old Ori­en­tal, away from judge Harold Smith’s

    grasp­ing hands, and in­to the build­ing. An el­eva­tor took him to the sec­ond floor and the

    door marked DI­REC­TOR. Re­mo pushed the door in.




    A man sat in a cracked leather chair be­hind a Spar­tan oak desk. The chair was turned to a

    big pic­ture win­dow that framed a large body of wa­ter, so that on­ly the back of the man’s

    head was vis­ible over the high seat back. His hair was white.




    Then the chair slow­ly swiveled and the sharp pro­file came in­to view, con­tin­ued un­til

    the shaky flu­ores­cent lights made the round rim­less eye­glass­es mo­men­tar­ily opaque, and

    then the gray eyes looked at him re­prov­ing­ly.




    Re­mo’s eyes jumped to the name­plate: “Harold W. Smith, Di­rec­tor.”




    With­out a word, Smith pressed an in­ter­com but­ton and sud­den­ly Re­mo was sur­round­ed

    by burly or­der­lies in hos­pi­tal green. They grabbed Re­mo by the arms and the legs and

    wres­tled him to the floor, try­ing to force his arms in­to a strait­jack­et. On­ly af­ter they

    had suc­ceed­ed in lock­ing Re­mo in­to the stran­gling gar­ment did he see the elec­tri­cal

    con­nec­tors on the jack­et front. Then, to his hor­ror, they were push­ing in­to the of­fice a

    com­pli­cat­ed elec­tron­ic de­vice on a wheeled stand. Swift­ly, grim­ly, they plugged heavy

    old-​fash­ioned jacks in­to the con­nec­tors, and the voice of Harold W. Smith, as as­trin­gent

    and piti­less as lemon dish­wa­ter de­ter­gent, was ask­ing Re­mo a dole­ful ques­tion. “Do you

    have any last words?”




    His last word was to scream the name “Chi­un” in an an­guished voice. And then a grin­ning

    or­der­ly threw an an­ti­quat­ed knife-​switch.




    “What’s wrong?” Smith asked over Re­mo’s howl of fear.




    “The damned jacks,” the or­der­ly barked. “We con­nect­ed them wrong. Have to try

    again.”




    “Do it!”




    Re­mo snapped awake. He was breath­ing like a drown­ing man. He couldn’t see past the cold

    sweat that dripped down his fore­head and in­to his eyes. His T-​shirt was soaked. And cold. It

    stuck to his skin.




    Re­mo rolled out of bed. None of it made sense, but it was adding up in a weird way. Dreams

    and re­al­ity. They were mixed up in his mind. What was re­al? What was it Pop­corn had said?

    Dead Men dream deep­est.




    Af­ter Re­mo got a grip on him­self, he walked over to the cell door. He placed his fin­gers

    against the elec­tron­ic lock. It had worked in the dream. He start­ed tap­ping. He felt

    fool­ish as he var­ied the rhythm of his fin­gers. He closed his eyes, try­ing to re­mem­ber

    ex­act­ly how it worked in the dream.




    Al­most at once, he felt some­thing. A cur­rent, a vi­bra­tion. He keyed in­to it like a

    con­cert pi­anist play­ing a half-​for­got­ten chord.




    Mirac­ulous­ly, the door rolled aside. Re­mo stepped out in­to the cor­ri­dor. He walked

    low, keep­ing to the far wall. The lights were out, which made it eas­ier. He came to the first

    sec­tion-​con­trol door, found the lock with his fin­gers, and start­ed tap­ping. He crouched

    un­der the glass win­dow of the door.




    The door rolled aside. There were no guards vis­ible be­yond.




    A gasp came from a cell. An­oth­er man snored. A third crept to his cell bars for a bet­ter

    look. Re­mo met his eyes in the dark­ness.




    The man shot Re­mo a thumbs-​up sign and said, “Good luck, Dead Man.”




    Re­mo nod­ded and moved to the next door. Be­yond the third door was a con­trol booth. Re­mo

    peered up and saw that the guard on du­ty was sit­ting be­hind the Plex­iglas read­ing a

    news­pa­per. His face was turned to­ward the cor­ri­dor. But Re­mo had got­ten this far. He had

    to go on.




    The door rolled open af­ter a brief ma­nip­ula­tion. Re­mo froze, ex­posed. In a dream, he

    re­mem­bered Chi­un’s ex­or­ta­tion to stay still when­ev­er he was with­in range of a man’s

    pe­riph­er­al vi­sion. Re­mo wait­ed till the guard fin­ished the pa­per and looked up. The

    door had rolled shut au­to­mat­ical­ly, and on­ly when the guard was star­ing di­rect­ly at him

    through al­most im­pen­etra­ble dark­ness did Re­mo ad­vance on him.




    For some rea­son, Re­mo could see through the dark­ness like a gray haze. He moved on the

    booth like a jun­gle cat stalk­ing, feel­ing the free­dom in his mus­cles, feel­ing some­thing

    else he hadn’t felt since the day he woke up on Flori­da’s death row: con­fi­dence.




    Re­mo saw that the on­ly door to the booth was on the oth­er side of the wall. There was no

    way in from this cor­ri­dor.




    He de­cid­ed on the bold ap­proach and walked right up to the glass. Re­mo knocked on the

    Plex­iglas. The guard jumped near­ly a foot.




    Re­mo smiled at him dis­arm­ing­ly, as if noth­ing was wrong. He opened his mouth and made

    shapes with it, but no words. The guard’s “What?” was dim but au­di­ble through the

    Plex­iglas.




    Re­mo re­peat­ed his pan­tomime, point­ing back to­ward the row.




    The guard gave him a terse, “Wait a minute,” and stepped through the ex­it door. Re­mo

    wait­ed tense­ly.




    A cor­ri­dor door rolled back and the guard hur­ried in, de­mand­ing, “What is it?”




    Re­mo decked him with a sharp fist to the jaw. Swift­ly he stripped the guard and ex­changed

    pants with him. He donned his jack­et over his apri­cot T-​shirt. Then he ducked back, not

    both­er­ing to hide the body. He knew that the quick­est way out was through Grand Cen­tral,

    and be­yond that, the yard. It was al­so the most dan­ger­ous way out of the fa­cil­ity.




    Walk­ing with an easy grace, Re­mo moved from door to door, un­til he was in the

    cathe­dral­like Grand Cen­tral. The tiers of C Block tow­ered above him like me­dieval

    dun­geons de­signed by a con­do-​men­tal­ity ar­chi­tect.




    He kept to the shad­ows un­til he got to the door lead­ing to the yard. It gave un­der his

    tap­ping fin­gers and Re­mo found him­self on the thresh­old of the yard, and free­dom.




    Out there, the lights were too bright for shad­ows to ex­ist. He took a deep breath.




    Con­fi­dent­ly Re­mo stepped out, know­ing that his guard uni­form would buy him a minute.

    Maybe more than a minute.




    He got on­ly four paces when a search­light swiveled in his di­rec­tion. Re­mo shield­ed his

    face with an up­raised fore­arm, a nat­ural eye-​pro­tect­ing ges­ture that al­so con­cealed

    his iden­ti­ty.




    “Who goes there!” a voice called down.




    “It’s me!” Re­mo said in a gar­gling voice. “Pe­pone.”




    “What’s the prob­lem, Pe­pone?”




    “Dead Man on the loose. We got him cor­nered in the show­er room. War­den says to watch the

    out­side walls for a car or ac­com­plice.”




    “Right,” the guard re­turned. The search­light oblig­ing­ly swiveled out of Re­mo’s eyes and

    be­gan to rake the grass be­yond the fence.




    Re­mo stepped back in­to the ex­it door, and then, af­ter a pause, he sprint­ed out for the

    wall.




    He ran stiffly at first, and then some­thing in him clicked over. He hit the in­ner fence

    like a mon­key go­ing up, vault­ing over the ra­zor wire to drop to the nar­row dirt cor­ri­dor

    be­tween it and the out­er fence. He raced to the out­er fence. A bul­let spanked a rock

    be­side his shoes.




    “Halt!” an emo­tion-​charged voice or­dered.




    Re­mo knew that the guards had stand­ing shoot-​to-​kill or­ders-​his uni­form

    notwith­stand­ing-​for any­one caught where he was now. Go­ing up the fence was sui­cide, so he

    went through the fence. He didn’t think about what he was do­ing. It was as if his body was on

    au­topi­lot. His hands took hold of fist­fuls of chain link un­til he had a group that felt

    soft. He twist­ed vi­olent­ly. To his as­ton­ish­ment, the fence un­rav­eled ver­ti­cal­ly,

    like a poor­ly knit sweater.




    Re­mo dashed through the open­ing. Shots cracked be­hind him. No one came close. He ran

    zigzag fash­ion, the way he had been taught in the Marines. Dis­tant­ly a shot­gun boomed once.

    Twice.




    Re­mo grinned wolfish­ly. He knew shot­guns. At this range, the guard could shove the

    close-​range weapon up his own ass for all the good it would do him.




    Re­mo could hear the cars start­ing up. The gate was or­dered opened. Elec­tric mo­tors

    hummed as the gates rolled aside. The es­capee warn­ing siren start­ed yowl­ing.




    In the dark­ness, Re­mo dou­bled back. They would nev­er ex­pect that. He eased in­to the

    shel­ter of the gate­house as one of the two guards on du­ty ran out, ri­fle in hand, and

    hopped in­to the first pa­trol car tear­ing out of the gate.




    While a pro­ces­sion of cars roared out and the siren wailed from the con­trol tow­er, Re­mo

    slipped in­to the guard box and up be­hind the un­sus­pect­ing guard. He took the man’s throat

    in both hands and squeezed un­til the blood to the brain was choked off long enough to cause

    un­con­scious­ness. He couldn’t re­mem­ber where he’d learned that trick, but as he low­ered

    the man’s limp body to the floor, it was ob­vi­ous he’d learned it well.




    Re­mo waved to the cars as they con­tin­ued spit­ting out of the prison gates. Hours lat­er,

    af­ter they still had not re­turned and dawn was a smoky red crack on the east­ern hori­zon,

    Re­mo ca­su­al­ly picked up a work­man’s lunch­box and walked up the prison road as if go­ing

    home af­ter a long night of work.




    None of the tow­er guards both­ered him. In his black and gray guard’s uni­form he was

    vir­tu­al­ly in­vis­ible.




    It was the morn­ing be­fore his ex­ecu­tion, but Re­mo felt, for the first time in a long

    time, like a free man. His first or­der of busi­ness, he de­cid­ed, was to find out how long

    that had re­al­ly been….


  




  

    Chapter 14




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sat in the House of the Mas­ters, sur­round­ed by the yel­low­ing

    scrolls of his an­ces­tors.




    Some­where in these his­to­ries, in­scribed by hand by one of his an­ces­tors-​the guardians

    of the House of Sinan­ju-​there must be a hint or clue as to how to deal with the prob­lem of

    Re­mo.




    Chi­un sighed. Af­ter many days of care­ful study, he had not found the an­swer he had

    re­turned to Sinan­ju to seek. It would have been so much eas­ier to blame this on Re­mo’s

    white­ness. He was the first white ev­er to be trained in the art of Sinan­ju. His for­eign

    birth, his mon­grel her­itage, ex­cused much of what was wrong with Re­mo Williams, his pupil

    and the on­ly heir to the Sinan­ju tra­di­tion oth­er than Chi­un him­self.




    No, this prob­lem with Re­mo was that he ful­filled the prophe­cy of Shi­va. His

    weak­ness­es were his strengths. The very thing that made him wor­thy of Sinan­ju was the thing

    that now threat­ened not on­ly to tear him from Chi­un but al­so to smash ir­re­vo­ca­bly the

    proud line that was the House of Sinan­ju, which stretched back in­to the mists of

    an­tiq­ui­ty.




    Tired­ly Chi­un gath­ered up the parch­ment scrolls. He would study them lat­er, for soon he

    must go down the shore road and treat with the wait­ing ves­sel of the Amer­icans.




    As Chi­un float­ed to his san­daled feet, there came a timid knock­ing at the door to his

    cham­bers. Gird­ing his skirts, he spoke up in a tone be­fit­ting a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “Who dares dis­turb my study?” he de­mand­ed.




    “It is I, Pullyang,” a qua­ver­ing old voice replied. “Your faith­ful ser­vant.”




    “It had bet­ter be im­por­tant,” Chi­un warned.




    “Two round-​eyed whites stand on our sand, O Mas­ter. They come from the iron fish. They

    bear an im­por­tant mes­sage for you.”




    Chi­un leapt to the door, but mea­sured his strides so that it would not seem to his

    faith­ful care­tak­er that he was in an un­seem­ly hur­ry to meet with the Amer­icans.




    “For­tu­nate­ly, you have come at a time when I could do with a walk,” Chi­un said

    im­por­tant­ly as he stepped out of the room.




    Pullyang, bent with age, a cold reed pipe in one hand, ex­ecut­ed a full bow at Chi­un’s

    ap­proach, get­ting down on all fours and touch­ing the floor with his fore­head.




    “I will car­ry word of your ap­proach to them.” Pullyang said.




    “No. There is no need to ex­pose your­self to their ug­ly big-​nosed, round-​eyed faces

    again. I will deal with them. No doubt they seek a boon, which I will of course de­ny them.

    Whites. They are for­ev­er seek­ing my wis­dom. Some­times even au­to­graphs.”




    “What are au­to­graphs?” Pullyang stum­bled over the un­fa­mil­iar for­eign word as they

    emerged from the House of the Mas­ters.




    “White Amer­icans val­ue them very high­ly,” Chi­un replied as he stepped down the hill to

    the wa­ter. “Yet they are mere­ly the names of unim­por­tant per­son­ages writ­ten on scraps of

    pa­per.”




    “The ways of the out­side world are those of the mad. “




    “Agreed,” said Chi­un, out­pac­ing old Pullyang with­out seem­ing to hur­ry. It was

    sev­er­al hours be­fore the agreed-​up­on con­tact time. Chi­un won­dered if word had come from

    his em­per­or.




    They reached the beach, where two men stood shiv­er­ing in si­lence.




    “Greet­ings, emis­saries of Harold the Gen­er­ous,” Chi­un told the two sea­men. They stood

    be­side a beached rub­ber craft. They ex­changed un­com­pre­hend­ing glances at Chi­un’s

    salu­ta­tion. Ob­vi­ous­ly they were men­tal de­fec­tives, like most who earned their

    liveli­hood by cross­ing the ocean’s face in­stead of fish­ing from it.




    “Our skip­per asked that we de­liv­er this to you,” one said, of­fer­ing a square of

    pa­per.




    Chi­un ac­cept­ed the en­ve­lope. It was sealed. In­side was a thin sheet of yel­low pa­per.

    The ma­chine-​typed mes­sage was short:




    Chi­un:




    Va­ca­tion Ex­tend­ed In­def­inite­ly. Do Not Re­turn Un­til Con­tact­ed. R. W.’s

    Un­der­cov­er As­sign­ment Tak­ing Longer Than An­tic­ipat­ed. Await Fur­ther Con­tact.




    The Di­rec­tor




    Chi­un’s wiz­ened face puck­ered so that his wrin­kles ap­peared to ra­di­ate even more

    wrin­kles. He looked up at the sea­man with clear, guile­less eyes.




    “This ur­gent mes­sage com­mands me to re­turn to Amer­ica at once,” he said brusque­ly.




    “We’re ready to fer­ry you back to the boat, sir.”




    “One mo­ment,” Chi­un said, turn­ing to the shore road, where Pullyang hung back, watch­ing

    with un­abashed cu­rios­ity.




    “Faith­ful Pullyang,” Chi­un called up in Ko­re­an. “Have the strongest men of the vil­lage

    bring me my green trunk. And then seal the House of the Mas­ters. I am re­turn­ing to Amer­ica

    this very hour.”




    “But what of the vil­lagers?” Pullyang said un­hap­pi­ly. “Will there be no farewell

    feast?”




    “In­form my peo­ple,” Chi­un said, eye­ing the Amer­icans for any hint that they

    un­der­stood his tongue, “that if they wish the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to pro­vide them with a

    feast, they had bet­ter show him more ap­pre­ci­ation in the fu­ture.”




    Pullyang de­part­ed in haste.




    Chi­un turned to the Amer­ican sea­men and he smiled placid­ly. “My lug­gage is be­ing

    brought to this very spot,” he ex­plained in their sparse, unlove­ly lan­guage. “Then we must

    de­part as quick­ly as pos­si­ble. If my faith­ful vil­lagers learn that I am leav­ing them so

    soon, they will shriek and rend their gar­ments and put up all man­ner of com­mo­tion to

    per­suade me to re­main, for they love me great­ly-​I, who am the cen­ter of the uni­verse to

    them.”




    “Maybe we should take you now and come back for your things,” one of the sea­men sug­gest­ed

    earnest­ly, while the oth­er cast un­easy glances out over the West Ko­rea Bay.




    “No, it will on­ly be a mo­ment,” said Chi­un, cock­ing a del­icate shell ear for the sound

    of shriek­ing and gar­ment-​rend­ing. Hear­ing noth­ing of the sort, he lapsed in­to a sullen

    si­lence. Had the peo­ple of Sinan­ju sunk in­to such in­grat­itude that they were go­ing to

    em­bar­rass him in front of the Amer­icans by al­low­ing him to take his leave with­out

    beg­ging and plead­ing?


  




  

    Chapter 15




    Harold Haines drove through the predawn dark­ness from his Starke, Flori­da, home with the

    bleary eyes of a man who had not slept. He had not. He popped caf­feine pills to keep him­self

    awake as the twin fun­nels of his head­lights bur­rowed through the thick hot air.




    In less than sev­en­teen hours he would press a but­ton and mon­itor the three me­ters, one

    marked “Head,” the oth­ers marked “Right Leg” and “Left Leg,” that mon­itored the am­peres

    go­ing through each elec­trode to the con­demned man, re­peat­ing the pro­cess as many times as

    it took for the at­tend­ing physi­cian to pro­nounce him dead.




    Harold Haines in­tend­ed to spend all day mak­ing cer­tain that on­ly one press of the

    but­ton would be nec­es­sary.




    This would be the last one, Haines de­cid­ed. No more. He had elec­tro­cut­ed more than his

    share of men. And for what? Flori­da on­ly paid one hun­dred and fifty dol­lars per sub­ject.

    It wasn’t worth this. He felt … burnt out. That was the on­ly word for it.




    Burnt out. Just like the men who had sat on the hot seat. On­ly Harold Haines still

    lived.




    A few more hours. And he would re­tire for good. The on­ly rea­son he didn’t quit

    im­me­di­ate­ly, he told him­self, was that Re­mo Williams rep­re­sent­ed un­fin­ished

    busi­ness. As much as he felt no stom­ach to cook him again, he was more afraid not to. He

    didn’t un­der­stand why. He was a pro­fes­sion­al ex­ecu­tion tech­ni­cian. Peo­ple in his line

    of work couldn’t af­ford to be su­per­sti­tious. And he had nev­er had a su­per­sti­tious

    thought in his life.




    Tonight, Harold Haines felt haunt­ed.




    The road twist­ed ahead. It was like driv­ing through hot, sod­den cot­ton. He put an­oth­er

    bit­ter caf­feine pill in his mouth and swal­lowed it dry. His eyes held the road with

    dif­fi­cul­ty.




    And then, so sud­den­ly that it was like a ma­te­ri­al­iza­tion, a lean man emerged from the

    side of the road, wav­ing a C.O.’s jack­et. A man wear­ing graystriped guard pants and the

    apri­cot T-​shirt of the row.




    “Oh, Je­sus!” Harold Haines cried. He hit the ac­cel­er­ator. The man leapt in­to his

    head­lights and van­ished.




    “It’s him!” Haines moaned. “Williams. My God, I ran over him.”




    Haines hit the brakes and his car fish­tailed wild­ly, scat­ter­ing the road­side pal­met­to

    bugs, swapped ends, and came to a stop, its grille point­ing away from the prison, not far

    dis­tant in the suf­fo­cat­ing night.




    Harold Haines stum­bled from his car. His head­lights im­paled the dirt road with

    in­sect-​busy il­lu­mi­na­tion. He couldn’t see a body. Maybe he hadn’t hit him af­ter all.

    There hadn’t been any im­pact sound. Un­less the guy went un­der the chas­sis and be­tween the

    wheels. Haines’s mind flashed back to an in­ci­dent many years ago when he had run over a

    cat.




    The cat had un­ex­pect­ed­ly leapt from a road­side hedge, di­rect­ly in the path of

    Haines’s car. There had been no place to swerve on the nar­row one-​way road. The cat it was a

    com­mon tab­by-​dis­ap­peared un­der his bumper. No crush of bones. No thud of im­pact.




    In his rearview mir­ror Harold Haines had seen the cat rolling in the wake of his car,

    ap­par­ent­ly un­harmed. He pulled over and ran back to the poor crea­ture. It was on its back,

    its paws shak­ing vi­olent­ly, as if it were ward­ing off an un­seen preda­tor.




    Care­ful­ly, be­cause it looked so help­less, Harold Haines used his shoe to nudge the

    ag­itat­ed fe­line to the curb and out of the way of on­com­ing traf­fic. It stopped squirm­ing

    when it nudged the curb. But its paws con­tin­ued that spas­mod­ic fran­tic twitch­ing. And

    then the blood be­gan to seep from its open, silent mouth. On­ly then did Harold Haines

    re­al­ize it was dy­ing-​or dead, its brain neu­rons caus­ing that fu­ri­ous elec­tric

    spas­ming.




    Many years ago, but as fresh as the pal­met­to bugs that scur­ried from his path.




    As Harold Haines loped down the road, he half-​ex­pect­ed to see the con­demned man ly­ing

    in the dirt, on his back, his eyes wide and un­see­ing, his arms and legs twist­ing vi­olent­ly

    like … like an elec­tro­cu­tion vic­tim’s.




    In­stead, an apri­cot-​hued flash came up­on him in the dark­ness to chop him down with the

    hard edge of a hand to the side of Harold Haines’s thick neck. He went down hard. He didn’t

    know he twitched un­til he woke up-​he had no inkling how much lat­er-​to find him­self alone

    in the dark, his car gone, his hands and feet work­ing jerk­ily, as if fight­ing off an aeri­al

    preda­tor.




    Harold Haines dragged him­self to the side of the road and sobbed qui­et­ly. When he found

    his courage, he be­gan a stub­born lope to the gates of Flori­da State Prison.




    Haines was al­lowed through the gate by a tightlipped C.O.




    “I was am­bushed,” he told the guard. “Williams. He must have es­caped.”




    “We know. See the war­den. Right now.”




    War­den Mc­Sor­ley was on the phone when Harold Haines was brought in­to his of­fice.

    Mc­Sor­ley waved him to a seat im­pa­tient­ly and turned his at­ten­tion back to his call.




    “Yes, Gov­er­nor. I do un­der­stand, Gov­er­nor. But we can’t hush some­thing like this up.

    He was sched­uled for ex­ecu­tion”-Mc­Sor­ley looked at his watch-“ex­cuse me, is sched­uled to

    walk down the line ex­act­ly two hours from now.”




    Mc­Sor­ley lis­tened in si­lence for so long Harold Haines was forced to pop an­oth­er

    caf­feine pill. He was start­ing to feel light-​head­ed. He tried to fol­low the

    con­ver­sa­tion from the war­den’s side, and al­though the words were clear, Haines was still

    not re­ceiv­ing. His fin­ger­tips vi­brat­ed like harp strings.




    When Mc­Sor­ley fi­nal­ly put down the tele­phone, he hit an in­ter­com but­ton and spoke to

    his sec­re­tary. “Tell the watch com­man­der to call off the search. No, no ex­pla­na­tion. But

    I want the en­tire fa­cil­ity to re­main on lock­down un­til we find out how the pris­on­er

    es­caped.”




    Then Mc­Sor­ley looked up with tired eyes.




    “Looks like you don’t work to­day, Harold,” he said.




    “I quit,” Harold Haines re­turned dul­ly.




    “I may join you. I had the most pe­cu­liar con­ver­sa­tion with the gov­er­nor. He told me

    in no un­cer­tain terms not to pur­sue Williams. He es­caped. I guess you know.”




    “He am­bushed my car. Stole it.”




    “I wish you hadn’t told me that. Look, Harold, I don’t know what this is about. I may end up

    be­ing hung out to dry, po­lit­ical­ly, but the gov­er­nor said to aban­don the search and make

    sure no word of this leaks. He wouldn’t say why. Can I count on you?”




    “I’m afraid,” Haines said sin­cere­ly. His fin­gers twined like mat­ing worms.




    “Of what?”




    “He’s gonna come back to get me,” Harold Haines said, bury­ing his head in his hands. “I

    just know he is. You should have seen his eyes in the head­lights. They were like tiger eyes.

    They glowed. His eyes were dead, but they glowed.”




    “Put it out of your mind,” Mc­Sor­ley said, ris­ing. “Who­ev­er or what­ev­er that boy

    is-​or was-​he’s well on his way out of Flori­da and I doubt that he’s ev­er com­ing back. Now,

    if you’ll ex­cuse me, I have to go down to Cen­tral Files, per­son­al­ly burn the Re­mo

    Williams file, and spit on the ash­es.”


  




  

    Chapter 16




    Out­side Charleston, South Car­oli­na, Re­mo Williams’ stolen car ran out of gas. He

    coast­ed it to a stop in the break­down lane of Route 95 North.




    There was no point in putting up the hood as a dis­tress sig­nal. Re­mo had no I.D., no

    driv­er’s li­cense, no reg­is­tra­tion, and no mon­ey. And for all he knew, the state po­lice

    had been alert­ed to his de­scrip­tion. Al­though he was start­ing to won­der about that. He

    had en­coun­tered no road­blocks leav­ing Flori­da, no cruis­ing state po­lice in Geor­gia. It

    seemed too easy.




    Re­mo left the car and start­ed walk­ing back­ward, his thumb hooked hitch­hik­er-​style. He

    didn’t ex­pect to be of­fered a ride and was not dis­ap­point­ed. He was wait­ing for the first

    long-​haul truck to come his way.




    An eigh­teen-​wheel­er even­tu­al­ly rum­bled up, and Re­mo, not think­ing that what he was

    about to at­tempt was dan­ger­ous, if not im­pos­si­ble, leapt in­to the wake of its ex­haust.

    He caught the tail­gate in his hands and lev­ered him­self in­to sit­ting on it with a

    twist­ing spring of his feet. It was that easy.




    Re­mo sat perched on the tail­gate, watch­ing the fol­low­ing cars. He was still too

    con­spic­uous. He tried the lock­ing lever of the truck gate. It creaked open. Re­mo let the

    fold­ing gate rise enough to ad­mit him, and rolled in­side.




    The truck in­te­ri­or smelled of or­anges. They re­mind­ed Re­mo that he was hun­gry. Af­ter

    pulling down the gate, he broke open a wood­en crate and be­gan peel­ing a dozen or­anges with

    his hard fin­gers. He ate in­tent­ly. Then Re­mo found a clear space and fell asleep, grate­ful

    for his full stom­ach and his life. He was liv­ing on bor­rowed time now, but all he cared

    about was sleep.




    The truck stopped sev­er­al times along the way, but the car­go door wasn’t opened. The

    stink of diesel ex­haust be­gan to be a prob­lem. Re­mo was hav­ing trou­ble breath­ing.




    Al­though the dark­ness of the truck in­te­ri­or didn’t seem to change, Re­mo could sense,

    some­how, that night had fall­en. The truck was rum­bling along, speed­ing up and slow­ing down

    as the driv­er man­aged the fast flow of su­per­high­way traf­fic. Re­mo hoped the truck was

    con­tin­uing north.




    He knew that there was more to the chain of events that had buf­fet­ed him since he woke up

    at Flori­da State than he un­der­stood. The an­swers, he felt, were some­how con­nect­ed with a

    place called Fol­croft San­itar­ium.




    The trou­ble was, he had no idea where Fol­croft San­itar­ium was-​or if it ac­tu­al­ly

    ex­ist­ed.




    But find­ing the Uni­ver­si­ty of Mas­sachusetts and an an­thro­pol­ogy pro­fes­sor named

    Nao­mi Van­derk­loot should be no great chal­lenge….




    The drone of the eigh­teen wheels put Re­mo to sleep again.


  




  

    Chapter 17




    In his of­fice over­look­ing Long Is­land Sound, the di­rec­tor of Fol­croft San­itar­ium

    watched as the cur­sor raced back and forth on the desk­top com­put­er screen, mak­ing

    phos­pho­res­cent green let­ters like a high­speed snail lay­ing a trail of slime.




    There were no re­ports of a man an­swer­ing the de­scrip­tion of the es­caped death-​row

    in­mate Re­mo Williams com­ing in from any of the usu­al sources. A man like Williams was

    un­pre­dictable. But with­out mon­ey or iden­ti­fi­ca­tion, he shouldn’t get very far.




    The di­rec­tor leaned back in the chair, which was so old it felt like the springs would

    break un­der the pres­sure of his weight. He steepled his tent­ed fin­gers un­der his chin and

    half-​closed his eyes in thought.




    “Now, where would I go were I he?” he said aloud. “The man has no home, no rel­atives, no

    friends. He can­not come here, there­fore Fol­croft is safe.”




    His eyes dart­ed to a new line ap­pear­ing on the com­put­er screen. It was some er­rant

    non­sense about a se­cu­ri­ty threat em­anat­ing from the Chi­nese em­bassy in Wash­ing­ton.

    Time enough for such mat­ters lat­er.




    “Per­haps he will flee the coun­try,” the di­rec­tor of Fol­croft mused. “Per­haps that

    would not be a prob­lem. He dis­ap­pears. He was meant to dis­ap­pear. Eu­rope is not as fi­nal

    as the grave, but it is suf­fi­cient for my im­me­di­ate needs.”




    His small lips pursed un­hap­pi­ly, shrink­ing to an ob­scene wet sphinc­ter.




    “No. Too un­tidy,” he said af­ter a time. “Where would he go? Where could he go?” Pos­si­bly

    not or­der­ing an all-​points bul­letin was a mis­take, af­ter all. But Re­mo Williams

    of­fi­cial­ly did not ex­ist. Putting out a na­tion­wide alert for his ap­pre­hen­sion would

    raise more ques­tions than it would an­swer. It was for­tu­nate that among the net­works of

    in­form­ers he con­trolled, one was a guard at Flori­da State Prison who be­lieved he was

    ac­tu­al­ly feed­ing crim­inal in­tel­li­gence to the FBI branch of­fice in Mi­ami. His

    month­ly bonus check en­sured that he would con­tin­ue to do so. It had been the guard who had

    tipped off the FBI-​or so he be­lieved-​of the es­cape of the pris­on­er named Re­mo Williams

    in the predawn hours.




    The di­rec­tor of Fol­croft had moved swift­ly. He had phoned the Flori­da gov­er­nor and

    ap­plied the req­ui­site pres­sure to have the state sim­ply ig­nore the jail­break. It was an

    ex­traor­di­nary de­mand, but this was an ex­traor­di­nary cir­cum­stance. For­tu­nate­ly the

    gov­er­nor had a skele­ton in his clos­et, ac­cord­ing to the Fol­croft database. A very

    ex­ploitable skele­ton. It would have ru­ined his as­pi­ra­tions to high­er of­fice. He had

    been most com­pli­ant in the mat­ter of Re­mo Williams, a seem­ing­ly unim­por­tant death-​row

    in­mate who should have been put down decades ago.




    But con­tain­ing this sit­ua­tion was not the same as man­ag­ing it to a suc­cess­ful

    con­clu­sion. He must lo­cate Williams.




    “Where would he go?” he re­peat­ed soft­ly. His wa­tery eyes stared at the shini­ness of his

    well-​man­icured fin­ger­nails. “Where?”




    An­oth­er line of text ap­peared on the com­put­er screen. It length­ened. He wait­ed un­til

    the read­out was com­plete be­fore read­ing it.




    It was a fol­low-​up to the prison-​guard in­for­mant’s re­port. Con­tra­band read­ing

    ma­te­ri­al had been dis­cov­ered un­der the es­caped con­vict’s mat­tress. An

    in­ves­ti­ga­tion was un­der way. The con­tra­band was the cur­rent edi­tion of the Na­tion­al

    En­quir­er.




    The di­rec­tor of Fol­croft San­itar­ium’s thick hand raced to the top desk draw­er. There,

    fold­ed neat­ly, were two copies of the En­quir­er. He ex­am­ined the most re­cent of the

    two.




    “I won­der,” he ru­mi­nat­ed slow­ly. “Would he seek out the Van­derk­loot wom­an? It might

    be worth mon­itor­ing. “




    He reached for one of the blue tele­phones on the desk and made a quick call, is­su­ing low,

    care­ful or­ders.




    Af­ter he hung up, the in­ter­com buzzed. “Yes, Mrs. Mikul­ka?” he purred.




    “It’s Dr. Doo­ley. I’m afraid there’s been a re­lapse. He said you’d want to know

    im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “Ah, thank you. I will be down di­rect­ly, Mrs. Mikul­ka.”




    “Yes, Mr. Ran­some.”


  




  

    Chapter 18




    Wak­ing up was the hard­est part of Nao­mi Van­derk­loot’s day.




    It was a life that had, since she’d joined the fac­ul­ty of the Uni­ver­si­ty of

    Mas­sachusetts, fall­en in­to a rhyth­mic monotony of teach­ing two semesters with a break in

    Jan­uary and the sum­mer months off. She was a shoo-​in for tenure, which would guar­an­tee her

    fre­quent sab­bat­icals. Her salary was good, her Cam­bridge apart­ment was rent-​con­trolled,

    yet in spite of her best ef­forts, she spent more time out of re­la­tion­ships than in

    them.




    Hence the tragedy of wak­ing up to an un­de­mand­ing life and an al­ways emp­ty pil­low

    be­side her own. Namoi Van­derk­loot roused out of sleep re­luc­tant­ly. She buried her face in

    the Crate and Bar­rel pil­low to keep out the sun­light com­ing through the fern-​choked

    win­dow. One long-​toed foot peeped out from un­der the cov­er to touch the pol­ished hard­wood

    floor be­side her im­port­ed Japanese fu­ton.




    She didn’t hear the foot­steps in the long hall­way out­side her bed­room, nor the faint

    grind­ing of met­al against paint as her bed­room door hinges swung. A cro­cheted throw rug

    wrin­kled un­der silent foot­steps and the hand that reached for her throat was care­ful to

    avoid the stray ten­drils of her long hair un­til she felt them dig in­to her wind­pipe … and

    by then it was too late.




    “Don’t move,” a hard male voice hissed.




    “Mumpph.”




    “Not a word. I won’t hurt you.” The voice was as splin­tery as bam­boo. Nao­mi felt her

    heart beat­ing. She opened her eyes, but saw on­ly pil­low.




    The hand was joined by an­oth­er hand. This one pulled her head back by her straight hair to

    ex­pose her face. Then it shift­ed to her mouth be­fore she could scream.




    When Nao­mi Van­derk­loot’s eyes flew open and she saw the up­side-​down face hov­er­ing

    over her, she no longer want­ed to scream. She want­ed to ask his name.




    “Mumph!” she re­peat­ed.




    “You know me?” the man asked. Nao­mi nod­ded briskly. He had those same drill-​bit eyes, the

    high cheek­bones and cru­el mouth. His shoul­ders were not as broad as she would have liked,

    but shoul­ders weren’t ev­ery­thing.




    “Are you Pro­fes­sor Nao­mi Van­derk­loot?” he de­mand­ed.




    Nao­mi’s nod was ea­ger this time. She bat­ted her eyes.




    “Lis­ten up, then. I’m go­ing to let go of your mouth, but I’ll still have my oth­er hand on

    your throat. Un­der­stand?”




    Nao­mi al­most dis­lodged both hands with the en­thu­si­asm of her nod­ding. The hand

    with­drew.




    “It re­al­ly is you!” she breathed, sit­ting up. “I can’t be­lieve it. I’ve dreamed of this

    mo­ment. This is in­cred­ible. You have no idea what this means to-​Mummph.” The hand

    re­turned. This time it pinched her lips shut. Her tongue, caught be­tween them, touched his

    fin­ger­tips. They tast­ed like or­anges. smelled like them too.




    “Stop drool­ing,” he was say­ing. “I’m not here for your ben­efit. But for mine. Short

    an­swers, okay? And spare me the girl­ish en­thu­si­asm. I’m hav­ing a bad week.”




    Nao­mi nod­ded de­mure­ly, her eyes drink­ing in her cap­tor’s strong white teeth. He

    pos­sessed or­di­nary hu­man ca­nines, which sur­prised her. She had ex­pect­ed the next

    evo­lu­tion to pro­duce her­bi­vores with small blunt­ed teeth adapt­ed for grind­ing sal­ads,

    not tear­ing meat.




    The hand with­drew ten­ta­tive­ly, hov­er­ing over her face. The fin­gers were long, but

    blunt at the tips. Usu­al­ly a sign of a slow sug­ar burn­er. She frowned.




    “Now, do you know who I am?” he asked in­tent­ly.




    “Yes,” she said, hop­ing that was short enough for him-​not that she would mind his strong

    mas­cu­line hands back on her body.




    “My name is Re­mo Williams. Does that name mean any­thing to you?”




    “No. I mean, yes! The let­ters-​some of them-​said your first name was Re­mo.”




    “Let­ters?”




    “From the En­quir­er read­ers. I thought they were ridicu­lous­ly un­sci­en­tif­ic, un­til

    so many of them came in say­ing your name was Re­mo. Most of them de­scribed the old Mon­goloid

    to a T.”




    “Mon­gol? How do you know he’s Mon­gol?”




    “A Mon­goloid, not a Mon­go­lian,” Nao­mi lec­tured. “A Mon­goloid is sim­ply an Asian. From

    cer­tain geno­typ­ical clues-​pri­mar­ily the bone struc­ture of the face and the Mon­goloid

    eye fold-​I’ve ten­ta­tive­ly clas­si­fied him as a mem­ber of the Al­ta­ic fam­ily, which

    in­cludes the Turk­ish, Mon­go­lian, and Tun­gu­sic peo­ples. I’m lean­ing to­ward Tun­gu­sic,

    which would make him Ko­re­an. Al­though he could be Japanese. His­tor­ical­ly, there’s been a

    lot of racial in­ter­min­gling be­tween those groups. The Japanese aren’t part of the

    Tun­gu­sic fam­ily, of course, but-“




    The hand start­ed to move in again, and Nao­mi shut up like a con­sti­pat­ed clam.




    “I want to see these let­ters,” Re­mo said.




    “They’re in the den. I can show you. If you’ll let me up.”




    Both hands then with­drew, and Nao­mi com­posed her night­gown be­fore get­ting up. She

    pulled on her owlish glass­es.




    “Hi!” she said, bat­ting her eyes at his un­re­spon­sive face. He was near­ly six feet tall.

    Prob­ably of Mediter­ranean stock. His eyes were deep­er than the de­scrip­tions. Like shark’s

    eyes. They were mer­ci­less. They made Nao­mi shiv­er de­li­cious­ly.




    “Lead the way,” he or­dered.




    Nao­mi start­ed for the door, but her bare feet en­coun­tered the throw rug. It slid on the

    slick floor, up­set­ting her. She ex­pe­ri­enced an in­stant of flung-​limbed im­bal­ance. Her

    knees clicked to­geth­er, her feet bend­ing side­ways at the an­kles. She blinked, won­der­ing

    why she wasn’t falling.




    Then Nao­mi no­ticed the steel-​hard pres­sure at the back of her neck, which raised her to

    her feet.




    “Oh, you caught me,” she gasped as Re­mo re­leased her from his one-​hand­ed grasp. “Great

    re­flex­es. You must burn your sug­ar re­al­ly, re­al­ly fast.”




    “What are you talk­ing about?” Re­mo de­mand­ed pee­vish­ly.




    “I’ll ex­plain lat­er. Come on. I’ll show you my files. They’re much more in­ter­est­ing

    than those semilit­er­ate let­ters.”




    “If you say so.”




    “Can I ask you some ques­tions?” Nao­mi asked as they walked down the hall.




    “No.”




    “Who were your par­ents?”




    “No idea. I’m an or­phan.”




    “Re­al­ly?”




    “I don’t re­mem­ber it be­ing all that spe­cial,” he growled.




    “But you could come from any­where. I don’t de­tect an ac­cent.”




    “I was raised in Newark, New Jer­sey. By nuns.” Nao­mi made a sym­pa­thet­ic face.




    “How ter­ri­ble for you.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “It wasn’t so bad.”




    They came to the den, where con­crete-​block-​and-​ply­wood book­shelves held scores of

    vol­umes. A cop­per fil­ing cab­inet stood be­side a small desk.




    “Top draw­er. Un­der H,” Nao­mi said help­ful­ly.




    “H for what?”




    “Ho­mo cras­si carpi. That’s the species name for you. I de­vised it my­self. It’s Latin for

    ‘man the thick-​wrist­ed.’ Do you like it?”




    “Not re­al­ly. But it beats ‘Dead Man.’ “




    “That was that hor­rid En­quir­er per­son’s idea. He was hope­less­ly eth­no­cen­tric.”




    “Sit and be qui­et.”




    Nao­mi sat. “Where are you from?” she asked. “I mean, af­ter Newark. My files show no clear

    sub­sis­tence pat­terns. No ter­ri­to­ri­al lo­cus,”




    Re­mo pulled out a thick file and be­gan leaf­ing through close­ly typed pages. There were

    many ty­pos. “While you’re just stand­ing here do­ing noth­ing, can I mea­sure your cephal­ic

    in­dex?” Nao­mi asked hope­ful­ly.




    “What?” Re­mo asked with­out look­ing up.




    “It will take on­ly a sec­ond. I have a tape mea­sure on my desk.” Nao­mi plucked a cloth

    mea­sure in her fin­gers and stood up. She start­ed to loop it around Re­mo’s fore­head, but

    one hand came up ab­sent­ly and snapped it with­out con­scious ef­fort.




    “Wow! You re­al­ly do burn your sug­ar,” she said, blink­ing at the two dan­gling lengths of

    cal­ibrat­ed cloth. “I didn’t even see your hand move.”




    “Sit down.”




    Nao­mi sat. “Mind if I take notes?” she asked meek­ly.




    “Just do it qui­et­ly.”




    Nao­mi be­gan writ­ing on a notepad. Ob­vi­ous­ly a ho­minid, she not­ed. Good pos­ture and

    bipedal lo­co­mo­tion. Cra­nial de­vel­op­ment nor­mal for a twen­ti­eth-​cen­tu­ry male. It

    was odd. Ex­cept for the overde­vel­oped wrists, there were no out­ward­ly dis­tinc­tive

    di­ver­gences from genus Ho­mo sapi­ens. Maybe if she could get him to take off his clothes

    …




    Lean­ing clos­er, she got her first close look at those wrists. They were tremen­dous­ly

    thick. A strange qual­ity to pos­sess. There were no mus­cles in the wrists to de­vel­op like

    that. Maybe it was a mu­ta­tion. Yet the rest of him was so lean. Lit­tle body fat. He must eat

    very in­tel­li­gent­ly. Lots of sal­ads.




    “Tell me about your di­et,” Nao­mi prompt­ed.




    “Huh?”




    “What was the last thing you ate?”




    “Or­anges. I stole them off a truck.”




    “A for­ager! I ex­pect­ed a hunter-​gath­er­er be­cause of your ob­vi­ous­ly no­madic

    mi­gra­to­ry pat­terns. Do you eat meat?”




    “I’ve been los­ing my taste for it.”




    “Just as I thought,” Nao­mi said, scrib­bling on a notepad. “Ex­cel­lent. Mov­ing away from

    your bes­tial car­ni­vore fore­bears. Isn’t evo­lu­tion grand?”




    Re­mo looked up sud­den­ly. “What are you bab­bling about?”




    “I’m an an­thro­pol­ogist. I’m just try­ing to un­der­stand you.”




    “And I’m try­ing to un­der­stand these dip­py re­ports. They have me-​or some­one who looks

    like me-​run­ning from hell and gone like a ma­ni­ac. De­stroy­ing this. Break­ing that.”




    “I’ve been try­ing to fath­om your be­hav­ioral pat­terns. I came to the con­clu­sion that

    you’re try­ing to dis­man­tle our stupid twen­ti­eth-​cen­tu­ry tech­nolopo­lis. To pave the

    way for the reign of your own kind, am I right?”




    “My kind?”




    “Ho­mo cras­si carpi.”




    “La­dy, I don’t swing that way. Not even af­ter twen­ty years on the row.”




    “I said ‘thick-​wrist­ed,’ not ‘limp-​wrist­ed.’ And what do you mean by ‘the row’? Is that

    the name of your kin­ship group? Do you be­long to some kind of cer­emo­ni­al clan?”




    “That’s what I can’t fig­ure,” Re­mo mut­tered grim­ly. “If this is me in these re­ports,

    how could I have been in two places at once?”




    Nao­mi blinked. “Now I don’t un­der­stand you.” Re­mo shook the files un­der Nao­mi’s

    nar­row nose.




    “I’ve been on death row for the last twen­ty years,” he snapped. “I haven’t been out­side

    prison walls since I broke jail last night.”




    “Jail? Those fas­cists!”




    “What fas­cists?” Re­mo said, dumb­found­ed.




    “The gov­ern­ment. This is ob­vi­ous­ly a gov­ern­ment plot. They learned of your

    ex­is­tence-​you, the next stage in hu­man evo­lu­tion-​and they im­pris­oned you un­just­ly.

    Oh, you poor Ho­mo cras­si carpi.”




    “Gov­ern­ment plot?”




    “Yes, this fas­cist regime is com­mit­ted to de­stroy­ing any­thing it doesn’t

    un­der­stand.”




    “La­dy, I’ve been do­ing time for killing a push­er. I didn’t do it, but that’s why I was

    do­ing time.”




    “You were framed. It all fits.”




    “Read my lips. I said twen­ty years. I’ve been on death row for twen­ty years, not run­ning

    around the coun­try with a crazy old Mon­gol.”




    “Mon­goloid. And who is he? I couldn’t fig­ure him out ei­ther.”




    “Damned if I know. But he’s dead.”




    “Dead?”




    “At least I think so. I saw him die in a dream. It seemed as re­al as those oth­er dreams,

    the ones where I was do­ing stuff like you have in these files. But I don’t re­mem­ber be­ing

    in any of these places or do­ing these things. Hell, be­fore I was sent away, I’d bare­ly ev­er

    been out of New Jer­sey. Un­less you count a tour in Viet­nam.”




    Nao­mi Van­derk­loot touched Re­mo’s arm ten­der­ly. “Don’t try to sort it all out at once,”

    she said. “You’ve been through a tremen­dous or­deal.”




    Re­mo slapped the files in her so­lic­itous hands. “There’s noth­ing in these to help me.

    Thanks for your time.”




    Nao­mi shot to her feet. Her eyes were plead­ing. “Wait! I can help you.”




    “Yeah, how? I’m in pret­ty deep.”




    “By of­fer­ing you a place to stay for a start. Here. Then we’ll help you find your­self.

    That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Find­ing your­self.”




    “I know who I am. Re­mo Williams.”




    “And Re­mo Durock. And Re­mo De­Fal­co. And Re­mo Weeks. Don’t you see? These re­ports can’t

    all be co­in­ci­dence. You may think you’ve been in jail, but some­one with your face and first

    name has been do­ing all these bizarre de­struc­tive things.”




    “Maybe I have a twin broth­er,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “Maybe. If so, then you and he are the same species. I want to study you. Please al­low me.”

    Nao­mi Van­derk­loot watched the chang­ing ex­pres­sions flick­er across Re­mo Williams’

    trou­bled face. The doubt, the con­fu­sion, oh, he was ev­ery­thing she’d ev­er want­ed in a

    man. Or a study spec­imen. He was per­fect.




    See­ing him wa­ver, she reached up and re­moved her glass­es. In movies, this was al­ways

    the mo­ment when the hand­some hero fell for the brainy wom­an who, un­der the glass­es and

    school­marm bun, was se­cret­ly gor­geous. And pas­sion­ate. She wet her lips to com­mu­ni­cate

    the pas­sion­ate part. And wait­ed for his re­ac­tion.




    “Can you cook?” Re­mo asked at last.




    Nao­mi’s face fell. She strug­gled to get it aloft again.




    “Yes,” she said brave­ly.




    “Good. I’m starv­ing. Got any rice?”




    “As much as you want. Plain white or wild?”




    “Ei­ther of ‘em.”




    “Let’s con­tin­ue this in the kitchen,” Nao­mi sug­gest­ed, smil­ing.




    In the kitchen, Nao­mi asked, “Care for a Dove Bar while you wait?”




    “I’ll show­er af­ter we eat,” Re­mo said se­ri­ous­ly, watch­ing in hor­ri­fied

    fas­ci­na­tion as Nao­mi Van­derk­loot took a pack­age from the freez­er marked “Dove Bar” and

    be­gan nib­bling.




    Lat­er, over two heap­ing bowls of rice, she lis­tened to Re­mo Williams’ life sto­ry. It

    was not ex­act­ly a bi­og­ra­phy. More of a hard-​luck sto­ry.




    “And you say you sim­ply woke up in Flori­da State Prison?” she asked when he was through.

    “And they said you’d killed a guard?”




    “I did kill a guard,” Re­mo said. “It took a while for it to come back to me, but I

    re­mem­ber it dis­tinct­ly. He pushed me to the break­ing point. I guess I was treat­ed like a

    crim­inal for so long, I be­came one.”




    Nao­mi placed a re­as­sur­ing hand on Re­mo’s mas­sive wrist.




    “Prison turns men in­to killers, even evolved men like you,” she said sim­ply. She squeezed

    and felt hard wrist bones.




    “Why do you keep say­ing that? Men like me?”




    “Be­cause you’re dif­fer­ent. I’ve an­alyzed these re­ports. You’re not like oth­er men.

    You’re a step ahead. I the­orize that you’re the leap ahead in hu­man evo­lu­tion. A

    mu­tant.”




    “Bull­dookey. I was a beat cop who got jammed up in the jus­tice sys­tem. End of sto­ry.” He

    yanked free from her hands. He didn’t like the creepy way she was feel­ing up his wrist.




    “That doesn’t ex­plain how you es­caped death row. How you ma­nip­ulat­ed elec­tron­ic locks

    with your fin­gers. “




    Re­mo had no re­sponse to that. He chewed his food slow­ly, care­ful­ly, be­fore

    swal­low­ing. Nao­mi wrote that down on the pad be­side her plate and be­gan to chew her food

    slow­ly for just as long as Re­mo. She wait­ed un­til he swal­lowed be­fore she did. By then,

    her rice had the con­sis­ten­cy of liq­uid.




    She wrote that down too.




    “The way I fig­ure it,” she said at last, “we sim­ply back­track all the things you

    re­mem­ber un­til we find a link.”




    “The name Fol­croft San­itar­ium seems to mean some­thing. And a guy named Har­ry Smith. I

    thought he was the judge who sen­tenced me, but he seems con­nect­ed to Fol­croft some­how. If

    it ex­ists.”




    “I think your dreams are tap­ping on the door of your sub­con­scious. They’re try­ing to

    tell you some­thing. Yes, Fol­croft would be an ex­cel­lent place to start.”




    “But how would we find it? It could be any­where.”




    “Just a mo­ment,” Nao­mi said, go­ing to her tele­phone stand. She pulled out the white

    pages and brought the book to the ta­ble.




    “What we’ll do is call in­for­ma­tion for ev­ery area code in the coun­try and ask if they

    have a list­ing for Fol­croft. If it’s out there, even­tu­al­ly we’ll hit it.”




    Re­mo’s eye­brows shot up in sur­prise. “Smart,” he said.




    “Thank you,” Nao­mi said, pleased. “We’ll start with New Jer­sey, be­cause that’s where you

    think you lived.”




    “That’s where I did live,” Re­mo said firm­ly.




    “You think.”




    Re­mo frowned as Nao­mi went to the tele­phone. There was no Fol­croft San­itar­ium in New

    Jer­sey, ac­cord­ing to the in­for­ma­tion op­er­ator. Nao­mi then di­aled New York State.




    “I got it!” she cried, clap­ping her hand over the re­ceiv­er. “It’s in Rye, New York. Write

    this num­ber down. “




    Re­mo wrote the num­bers Nao­mi called out, won­der­ing what this stuff on the pad about

    chew­ing food to a liq­uid was all about.




    Nao­mi ac­cept­ed the pad from Re­mo and di­aled Fol­croft San­itar­ium. “Yes, hel­lo. Could

    you con­nect me with Har­ry Smith?” Pause. “Oh, I see. No, I’m not a rel­ative. The new

    di­rec­tor? What is his name, please? … I see…. No, that won’t be nec­es­sary. Thank you.”




    Nao­mi hung up and turned to Re­mo with a tri­umphant smile, mak­ing her face re­sem­ble a

    hun­gry clown mask.




    “What’d you learn?” Re­mo asked anx­ious­ly.




    “We’re on­to some­thing. There is a Harold Smith there. But he’s a pa­tient. They asked if I

    was a rel­ative.”




    Re­mo’s hope­ful ex­pres­sion de­flat­ed. “Co­in­ci­dence.”




    “Could be,” Nao­mi said thought­ful­ly. “But you know, af­ter I told them I wasn’t a

    rel­ative, they asked if I want­ed to talk to the new di­rec­tor. That might mean Smith is the

    old di­rec­tor.”




    “Strange. Harold Smith was the judge who put me away. I re­mem­ber it as plain as day.”




    “Maybe he switched ca­reers?” Nao­mi sug­gest­ed.




    “Maybe. What was the new di­rec­tor’s name?”




    “Norvell Ran­some. Does it ring a bell?”




    “No. Nev­er heard of the guy. I guess we’re at a dead end.”




    “Let’s leave that line of in­ves­ti­ga­tion for the mo­ment. It’ll keep.” Nao­mi be­gan

    di­al­ing again.




    “Who’re you call­ing now?” Re­mo want­ed to know. “New Jer­sey in­for­ma­tion. Hel­lo? …

    Yes, could I have the num­ber of Tren­ton State Prison?” Nao­mi looked over at Re­mo. What

    could it hurt? her ex­pres­sion said.


  




  

    Chapter 19




    Dr. Alan Doo­ley was ner­vous­ly hov­er­ing around his pa­tient when Norvell Ran­some

    wad­dled in­to the green hos­pi­tal room on the third floor of Fol­croft San­itar­ium. He did

    not look up as Ran­some’s prodi­gious shad­ow fell over the pa­tient’s corpse-​gray face. Smith

    lay un­der an oxy­gen tent, in­tra­venous tubes taped to one dead-​look­ing arm.




    “He’s tak­en a turn for the worse, but I have him sta­bi­lized,” Doo­ley said flat­ly.




    “That is most un­for­tu­nate,” Ran­some said unc­tu­ous­ly.




    “What?” Doo­ley asked queru­lous­ly. “That Smith’s con­di­tion has wors­ened or that he’s

    sta­bi­lized?”




    “I re­sent that un­called-​for re­mark, sir,” Ran­some said, bend­ing over the death mask of

    a face that be­longed to Dr. Harold W. Smith. “You are for­get­ting your place.”




    “Sor­ry,” Dr. Doo­ley said qui­et­ly.




    “Per­haps your heart is no longer in your work. Hm­mm?”




    “You have my loy­al­ty, and you know it.”




    “I have your gen­itals in my vise grips, Doc­tor. That is not loy­al­ty. That is servi­tude,

    but it suits me and it be­fits you.”




    “You cold bas­tard,” Doo­ley snapped. “I’d love to know where you learned about my …

    in­dis­cre­tion.”




    “A fond­ness for pre­pubescent girls is not an in­dis­cre­tion, sir. It is a dis­ease. As

    for my sources, let us say that I have ac­cess to a great many se­crets. Your slimy lit­tle

    foibles be­ing among the least of them. Now, up­date me on Dr. Smith’s con­di­tion.”




    Dr. Doo­ley wiped his per­spir­ing fore­head. “He’s still in a co­ma. His heart be­gan

    fib­ril­lat­ing, but it sta­bi­lized by it­self.”




    “He ap­pears even more corpse­like of vis­age than be­fore, eh?”




    “Il­lu­sion. When you haven’t been here for a few days, it just seems that way be­cause he’s

    near­ly the col­or of lead. We call the con­di­tion cy­nanosis. In Smith’s case, the gray

    col­oration is due to a con­gen­ital heart de­fect. There’s a flaw in the wall of his left

    ven­tri­cle. I ex­am­ined his med­ical records. Smith was a blue ba­by. The con­di­tion-​which

    was the re­sult of in­suf­fi­cient oxy­gena­tion of the blood-​cleared up when he was still an

    in­fant, al­though the root cause ob­vi­ous­ly did not. Over the years, his heart has be­come

    en­larged. His wife tells me that his skin col­or had grad­ual­ly dark­ened over the years. The

    shock that stopped his heart sim­ply made the leaden­ness that much more pro­nounced.”




    “I see. And what, if any­thing, can you do for him?”




    “It’s touch and go. I’ll con­tin­ue to mon­itor him around the clock. If he re­laps­es

    fur­ther, nat­ural­ly I’ll re­sus­ci­tate.”




    “Hm­mm,” Norvell Ran­some said soft­ly. “I would pre­fer that you do not do that.”




    Dr. Doo­ley shot the fat man a glar­ing glance.




    “I can’t do that,” he said heat­ed­ly. “You know that. No mat­ter what you threat­en me

    with.” Siz­ing up the fire in the physi­cian’s eyes, Norvell Ran­some nod­ded. His pursy low­er

    lip pro­trud­ed like a hem­or­rhoid.




    “I can see that, Doc­tor. Very well. Let me re­lieve you for a few days. You’ve ob­vi­ous­ly

    been un­der great strain.”




    “Not un­til you bring in an­oth­er doc­tor,” Dr. Doo­ley said firm­ly.




    “I as­sure you that the Fol­croft med­ical staff will be equal to the task. No, please. You

    have my word. Or would you pre­fer that I re­port your ‘in­dis­cre­tions’ to the AMA?”




    “You’ve made your point,” Dr. Doo­ley said grudg­ing­ly.




    His shoul­ders droop­ing, Dr. Doo­ley trudged from the hos­pi­tal room. Af­ter he had

    de­part­ed, Norvell Ran­some rum­maged through a cab­inet and found an or­di­nary box of

    Band-​Aids. He se­lect­ed a broad one and care­ful­ly peeled the back­ing as he walked over to

    Dr. Smith’s still form. Smith’s bluish lips were part­ed slight­ly, re­veal­ing dull dry teeth.

    His fold­ed hands showed blued fin­ger­nails.




    Reach­ing un­der the oxy­gen tent, Ran­some af­fixed the Band-​Aid across the pa­tient’s

    slate-​gray fore­head. The con­trast with the flesh-​col­ored Band-​Aid was ghoul­ish. Then,

    ex­tract­ing a foun­tain pen with a sol­id gold nub, he be­gan to write on the Band-​aid in a

    loop­ing florid script, hold­ing Smith’s head still as he did so.




    When he was done, he stepped back and read the re­sult: DO NOT RE­SUS­CI­TATE.




    Notic­ing that he had for­got­ten to dot the I in “re­sus­ci­tate,” Ran­some placed a

    pre­cise dot in the prop­er place and, cap­ping the pen, left the room.




    To the floor nurse, he said, “Dr. Doo­ley will be tak­ing a few days off. Please see that

    Dr. Smith is at­tend­ed to by our top physi­cian, won’t you?”




    “Yes, Mr. Ran­some.” She hur­ried off to do her du­ty.




    Norvell Ran­some al­lowed him­self to ad­mire the play of the nurse’s wom­an­ly but­tocks

    un­der the starched white uni­form be­fore wad­dling to­ward the el­eva­tor. He liked the way

    she had hur­ried to do his bid­ding. Like the gov­er­nor of Flori­da. And un­like Dr.

    Doo­ley.




    Soon, many would do his bid­ding. Not to­mor­row, or next month, per­haps. Great plans took

    time to ger­mi­nate. Ran­some stabbed the down but­ton, and hap­pi­ly, the el­eva­tor

    re­spond­ed in­stant­ly.




    He stepped aboard and pressed two. The cage sank and Norvell Ran­some felt the thrill of

    mo­men­tary weight­less­ness in his 334-pound be­ing.




    It had been an in­ter­est­ing week. On­ly sev­en days ago, Norvell Ran­some had been a GG-18

    with the Na­tion­al Se­cu­ri­ty Agen­cy, the De­part­ment of De­fense’s crit­ical

    com­mu­ni­ca­tions se­cu­ri­ty arm, work­ing in its Fort Meade com­put­er sec­tion, when he was

    sum­moned to the of­fice of the NSA di­rec­tor, known in the agen­cy’s par­lance as

    DIRN­SA.




    Ran­some took the el­eva­tor that day too, en­joy­ing the buoy­an­cy of the ride. He loved

    el­eva­tors, and the ef­fect they had on his nor­mal­ly pon­der­ous body.




    The blue-​uni­formed Fed­er­al Pro­tec­tive Ser­vice guard that day had checked the

    lam­inat­ed plas­tic pho­to I.D. card dan­gling un­der Ran­some’s three-​ply chin and al­lowed

    him to wad­dle un­mo­lest­ed down Ma­hogany Row, the ninth-​floor ex­ec­utive of­fices, to the

    bright blue door at the cor­ri­dor’s end, em­bla­zoned with the NSA seal, an ea­gle clutch­ing

    a skele­ton key.




    Ran­some en­tered Room 9A197, checked in with the ex­ec­utive sec­re­tary, and was

    in­stant­ly buzzed in­to the di­rec­tor’s com­fort­able but busi­nesslike of­fice.




    The di­rec­tor waved Ran­some to a leather arm­chair, then, catch­ing him­self, said, “The

    couch, if you pre­fer.”




    “Thank you sir,” Ran­some said un­self-​con­cious­ly. The arm­chair had looked

    sub­stan­tial, but Ran­some had been known to burst the rear tires on a taxi sim­ply by

    climb­ing in­to the back seat.




    “I am hold­ing up a file,” the di­rec­tor said crisply. “Do you see the code on front?”




    “TOP SE­CRET CURE,” Ran­some said, frown­ing. He was fa­mil­iar with most NSA codes. Top

    Se­cret Um­bra, for ex­am­ple. Or the Gam­ma class-​Gy­ro, Gilt, Gout, etc.-which was re­served

    for mat­ters per­tain­ing to So­vi­et in­tel­li­gence.




    “This is so you rec­og­nize it when it ar­rives at your home by Fed­er­al Ex­press

    to­mor­row morn­ing.” Ran­some blinked.




    “Why not sim­ply hand it to me?”




    “Too risky. I can’t have ev­ery FPS of­fi­cer from here to the Cy­clone fence try­ing to

    trace it back to its source. Of­fi­cial­ly this file does not ex­ist. Of­fi­cial­ly we nev­er

    had this meet­ing. Is that un­der­stood?”




    “Yes, sir.” But of course Norvell Ran­some had not un­der­stood.




    “I doubt that,” DIRN­SA said. “I don’t un­der­stand any of this my­self. This was

    mes­sen­gered over here from the White House. I was told if I opened the file, it would be my

    neck.”




    “Who would threat­en you, sir?”




    “The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States,” the di­rec­tor said flat­ly. “And I may be known as

    a wheels-​up ball­sy SOB, but the Pres­ident is ex-​CIA. As much as it galls me to do so, this

    time I’m just fol­low­ing or­ders. To­mor­row morn­ing at ten-​thir­ty, Fed­er­al Ex­press will

    de­liv­er this to your door. Sign for it. Study it. Then de­stroy it. As soon as you have done

    so, you will go di­rect­ly to the air­port and board a plane for what­ev­er des­ti­na­tion is

    in­di­cat­ed in this file. You will re­main on sta­tion in­def­inite­ly, un­less you are

    re­lieved. Un­til such time, con­sid­er your­self on leave from all NSA du­ties.”




    “On leave? Where?”




    “I do not know. And you will not tell me. We will nev­er dis­cuss this mat­ter once you

    leave my of­fice. The Pres­ident per­son­al­ly asked me to as­sign this mat­ter to my most

    trust­wor­thy com­put­er en­gi­neer.”




    “Thank you, sir.”




    “Don’t thank me. This whole thing reeks of plau­si­ble de­ni­abil­ity. There’s a good

    rea­son for the Pres­ident not to as­sign this to the CIA, and I don’t want to think what that

    rea­son might be.”




    Norvell Ran­some swal­lowed un­com­fort­ably. He re­al­ized im­me­di­ate­ly that he could be

    an ex­pend­able com­po­nent in a larg­er op­er­ation. He did not en­joy con­tem­plat­ing that

    no­tion.




    “Do I have the op­tion to de­cline this as­sign­ment?” he asked.




    “I frankly do not know. But if this is as crit­ical as it sounds, I’d say you al­ready know

    too much to turn it down.”




    “I be­lieve I shall ac­cept, then,” Ran­some had said quick­ly.




    “Wise ca­reer move.”




    Norvell Ran­some pushed him­self to his tiny feet. It took three tries be­fore he

    suc­cess­ful­ly lev­ered him­self up in­to a bandy-​legged stand­ing stance.




    He walked away trem­bling from head to toe. The di­rec­tor hadn’t even both­ered to say

    good-​bye.




    The Fed­er­al Ex­press pack­age ar­rived at ex­act­ly 10:28 A. M. the next day. Ran­some

    signed for it and pulled open the en­ve­lope flap. In­side was the fold­er stamped TOP SE­CRET

    CURE. Be­fore leav­ing the of­fice the day be­fore, he had run down ev­ery code name in the NSA

    da­ta base. CURE was not one of them. He won­dered what it could mean, but there was no point

    in pon­der­ing the mat­ter. DOD code names nev­er re­flect­ed their ac­tu­al mean­ing or

    sub­ject mat­ter.




    In­side the file was a de­scrip­tion of an elec­tron­ic lis­ten­ing post set up in a

    pri­vate fa­cil­ity known as Fol­croft San­itar­ium in Rye, New York. There was a brief

    de­scrip­tion of its com­put­er sys­tem and pass­words. Noth­ing about its mis­sion.




    A sim­ple note on pres­iden­tial sta­tionery said: “Con­tin­ue op­er­ations un­til

    no­ti­fied.” It was not signed. Norvell Ran­some ar­rived at Fol­croft by air­port limou­sine

    less than five hours lat­er. He was met by a flus­tered sec­re­tary, a Mrs. Mikul­ka, who

    hand­ed him a sealed en­ve­lope and told him Dr. Smith’s con­di­tion had not changed.




    Ran­some had won­dered who Dr. Smith was as he was led to the sec­ond-​floor of­fice marked

    “Harold W. Smith, Di­rec­tor.” He opened the en­ve­lope in the pri­va­cy of the man’s of­fice.

    The desk chair was stur­dy. It would sup­port his weight, he thought as he read through the

    let­ter signed by Smith.




    The let­ter left out more than it re­vealed. It told of a hid­den stud un­der the lip of the

    desk. Ran­some found and de­pressed it. A com­put­er ter­mi­nal sud­den­ly rose from a

    con­cealed well on his left.




    With the skill of a pro­fes­sion­al pro­gram­mer, Ran­some brought up the sys­tem and was

    met by a scrolling se­ries of news and in­for­ma­tion di­gests. He had no idea where they were

    com­ing from. They were to­tal­ly ran­dom facts. Word that an il­le­gal hos­tile takeover was

    in progress against a de­fense-​crit­ical in­dus­try. A CIA burn no­tice warn­ing of a So­vi­et

    mole in the U.S. State De­part­ment. Statis­tics, and what he fi­nal­ly de­duced were

    NSA-​style “gists” of tele­phone in­ter­cepts that con­clu­sive­ly showed that a high-​lev­el

    politi­cian was ar­rang­ing for a co­caine ship­ment to en­ter his city. The politi­cian was

    not iden­ti­fied ex­cept by tele­phone num­ber.




    Ran­some called the num­ber and got the gov­er­nor’s man­sion in Flori­da. He hung up

    with­out speak­ing. What­ev­er Fol­croft was, Norvell Ran­some re­al­ized, its ap­par­ent

    mis­sion was sim­ilar to the NSA mes­sage-​traf­fic in­tel­li­gence gath­er­ing. Here was

    elec­tron­ic in­tel­li­gence gath­er­ing at its finest. With a start, Ran­some re­al­ized that

    some of this in­for­ma­tion was fa­mil­iar. He had passed it through the dozen acres of

    com­put­ers-​that was how they mea­sured com­put­er ca­pac­ity at NSA, in acres-​on­ly

    yes­ter­day.




    “My God. This is be­ing si­phoned off our sys­tems,” he said hoarse­ly.




    Not on­ly NSA com­put­ers, it turned out, but CIA, FBI, DIA, IRS, Pen­tagon, and

    un­count­able busi­ness and pri­vate sources.




    The enor­mi­ty of that re­al­iza­tion was just sink­ing in when a muf­fled ring­ing

    in­ter­rupt­ed. He picked up the blue stan­dard tele­phone, but there was just a di­al tone in

    his ba­by-​shiny ear. The ring­ing con­tin­ued. He looked around. There was no oth­er phone.

    Ran­some had reached out to buzz the sec­re­tary when he re­al­ized it was com­ing from the

    up­per-​right-​hand desk draw­er.




    Ran­some pulled out the draw­er, and there, amid a pro­fu­sion of as­pirin and antacid

    bot­tles, was a bright red tele­phone with a flat blank area where the di­al should have been.

    Puz­zled, Ran­some plucked up the re­ceiv­er.




    “Who am I speak­ing with, please?” a dry fa­mil­iar voice asked. The ac­cent was a jum­ble

    of clipped New Eng­land con­so­nants and Texas twang.




    “Norvell Ran­some.”




    “This is your Pres­ident, Mr. Ran­some. Are you up and run­ning?”




    “In­deed I am, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “Please en­ter the pass­word RE­STORE. Shall I spell that?”




    “No, I have it,” Ran­some had said, com­ply­ing in­stant­ly. His fin­gers were shaky on the

    keys. The scrolling da­ta ex­tracts van­ished. A cur­sor be­gan spin­ning out blocks of text.

    He read along in si­lence, his eyes be­com­ing white-​edged eggs in his fleshy pear of a

    face.




    “Are you pre­pared to ex­ecute the or­ders sum­ma­rized?” the Pres­ident had de­mand­ed.




    “Yes, sir.”




    “When you have suc­ceed­ed, sim­ply pick up the re­ceiv­er you are hold­ing and so in­form

    me. Oth­er­wise, con­tin­ue op­er­ations. Do you un­der­stand?”




    “Yes. “




    “What is the lat­est on Dr. Smith?”




    “The staff is wor­ried about him,” Ran­some an­swered truth­ful­ly.




    “No­ti­fy me of any changes in his prog­no­sis. Good luck, Ran­some.” The click was soft but

    quite fi­nal. Ran­some re­placed the re­ceiv­er wood­en­ly. This was a field op­er­ation, and

    not what he had en­tered the NSA for. True, his qual­ifi­ca­tions were ad­mirably suit­ed to

    the task of con­tin­uing ELINT mon­itor­ing, but this oth­er thing …




    Ran­some read the in­struc­tions sev­er­al times, un­til he had his nerve up, and then he

    be­gan to in­put the com­mands that would set in­to mo­tion the first phase of his first task

    as … He didn’t know what he was, oth­er than the new di­rec­tor of Fol­croft.




    With­in twen­ty-​four hours he had be­gun to get an inkling. He had dis­cov­ered sev­er­al

    lev­els of cod­ed com­put­er files with­in the Fol­croft sys­tem which he could not en­ter. As

    a grad­uate in the NSA’s Na­tion­al Cryp­to­log­ical School, he was pre­sent­ed with a

    chal­lenge he could not re­sist. He moist­ened his bud lips and plunged in.




    It turned out to be a chal­lenge be­yond his abil­ities, de­spite his hav­ing earned the

    Na­tion­al Se­cu­ri­ty Medal and the Travis Tro­phy for crypt­anal­ysis work. Not with­out

    help.




    The di­rec­tor of the NSA had cho­sen wise­ly when he chose Norvell Ran­some, grad­uate of

    Prince­ton and ex­pert code break­er. He was per­fect for this job. He was al­so,

    un­for­tu­nate­ly, a man driv­en to solve prob­lems and dis­man­tle mys­ter­ies by virtue of an

    un­con­trol­lable cu­rios­ity. The very im­pen­etra­bil­ity of the Fol­croft com­plex was

    sim­ply too great to ig­nore. He di­aled a num­ber that tied the Fol­croft sys­tem in­to the

    NSA main­frames and com­mand­ed the agen­cy’s bat­ter­ies of su­per­com­put­ers to at­tack the

    Fol­croft code. He chose the so-​called “brute-​force” method, where­by vir­tu­al­ly ev­ery

    un­oc­cu­pied NSA com­put­er at­tempt­ed pos­si­ble so­lu­tions at a rate of thou­sands of

    cy­cles per sec­ond.




    No code, no mat­ter how el­egant, could re­sist such a de­crypt­ing as­sault for very long,

    he knew. The Fol­croft com­put­ers re­sist­ed for an as­tound­ing sev­en­ty-​two hours, but

    fi­nal­ly, at 5:33 on a Thurs­day af­ter­noon, it was all there for Norvell Ran­some to

    di­gest.




    Fol­croft was the cov­er for a su­per­secret U.S. gov­ern­ment agen­cy called CURE. It was

    bril­liant, Ran­some thought. The code name was ac­tu­al­ly the agen­cy name. Had he made the

    con­nec­tion in­de­pen­dent­ly, he would have dis­missed it as sim­ple co­in­ci­dence.




    Ac­cord­ing to the files, CURE had been set up in the ear­ly 1960’s by a now-​de­ceased

    pres­ident. The coun­try was tear­ing it­self apart. So­cial an­ar­chy lay ahead. Declar­ing

    per­ma­nent mar­tial law and re­peal­ing the Con­sti­tu­tion seemed the on­ly op­tion. But the

    young Pres­ident had found a third al­ter­na­tive. So CURE was cre­at­ed. At first run by an

    ex-​CIA bu­reau­crat named Harold W. Smith, it was an in­for­ma­tion clear­ing­house for

    crim­inal ac­tiv­ity. Work­ing off and through or­di­nary law-​en­force­ment agen­cies, Smith

    had or­ches­trat­ed coun­ter­force as­saults against the grow­ing crim­inal el­ement, there­by

    keep­ing Amer­ica from plung­ing in­to the abyss. But it was not enough.




    Af­ter sev­er­al years, a new pres­ident de­cid­ed that CURE would need an en­force­ment

    arm. One man was se­lect­ed. An or­di­nary man who would be trained in an ob­scure mar­tial art

    that Ran­some had nev­er even heard of. One man. A po­lice of­fi­cer named Re­mo Williams, whom

    the world had long be­lieved dead thanks to a CURE-​en­gi­neered mur­der frame-​up and a rigged

    ex­ecu­tion. The man whom Ran­some had got­ten out of the way through Project RE­STORE, he

    re­al­ized. It made sense. Still, one man?




    That puz­zle could be solved lat­er. It was the op­er­ational de­tails of CURE that

    in­trigued Ran­some. The Pres­ident did not con­trol CURE, al­though he could or­der it

    dis­band­ed. There was no over­sight. Its an­nu­al bud­get was enor­mous, yet it was so

    se­cret, it nev­er ap­peared in con­gres­sion­al bud­gets. It was not black-​bud­get, like NSA

    and cer­tain de­fense pro­grams. It was to­tal­ly off-​the-​books. It sim­ply didn’t ex­ist.

    None of it ex­ist­ed.




    Yet some­how, for near­ly thir­ty years, it had func­tioned in se­cret, hold­ing the na­tion

    to­geth­er-​un­til the day its di­rec­tor, Dr. Harold W. Smith, had had a heart at­tack while

    shop­ping.




    It was this ac­ci­dent, un­ex­pect­ed but fore­seen, as were a num­ber of oth­er emer­gen­cy

    con­tin­gen­cies, that had forced the Pres­ident to turn to the NSA, and the DIRN­SA to turn to

    Norvell Ran­some.




    It all made sense. Ran­some would run CURE un­til Smith re­cov­ered. Or, fail­ing that,

    un­til the Pres­ident chose to re­place Smith or, more con­ceiv­ably, shut down CURE

    al­to­geth­er.




    Seat­ed in Dr. Smith’s cracked leather chair, the deep­est, ugli­est se­crets of the na­tion

    wash­ing his face in phos­pho­res­cent green, Norvell Ran­some vowed to him­self that he would

    be­come the next di­rec­tor of CURE, no mat­ter what it took.




    All he had to do was elim­inate Smith and the en­force­ment arm. And for­tu­nate­ly, Smith

    him­self had pro­vid­ed an el­egant so­lu­tion to the lat­ter prob­lem.




    Now, a week lat­er, the Re­mo Williams mat­ter had resur­faced. Dr. Smith would take care of

    it him­self. The man was nev­er go­ing to re­cov­er. But Williams’ es­cape was un­tidy.




    Re­turn­ing to his of­fice, Ran­some walked past Mrs. Mikul­ka and whis­pered soft­ly, “It

    does not look good.”




    Where­upon Mrs. Mikul­ka reached for a hand­ker­chief and buried her face in it.




    Dr. Smith’s chair groaned un­der Ran­some’s set­tling weight. He briefly glanced at the

    ELINT da­ta on the ter­mi­nal screen. There was an alert light flash­ing. Frown­ing, Ran­some

    tapped a key.




    Elec­tron­ic tran­scripts popped on­to the screen. There had been an­oth­er call made to

    Tren­ton State Prison in­quir­ing about a for­mer pris­on­er named Re­mo Williams. Ran­some had

    pro­grammed the com­put­er’s tele­phone-​traf­fic in­ter­cepts to key-​off Williams’ name.

    War­den Mc­Sor­ley’s call had been a po­ten­tial prob­lem, but had set­tled it­self. But who

    was this new per­son? Ran­some lined up the cur­sor with the iden­ti­fy­ing tele­phone num­ber

    and hit a key.




    He was an­noyed, but not sur­prised, to read that it be­longed to Pro­fes­sor Nao­mi

    Van­derk­loot, the an­thro­pol­ogist who had bro­ken the Re­mo Williams sto­ry to, of all

    places, the Na­tion­al En­quir­er. It was, Ran­some had de­ter­mined through back­track­ing,

    the prob­able in­ci­dent that had trig­gered Dr. Smith’s heart fail­ure. When he had learned of

    that, Ran­some had elect­ed to al­low the mat­ter to run its nat­ural course. Who read the

    En­quir­er? Cer­tain­ly no one who could pos­si­bly be a play­er on the na­tion­al stage.




    Un­for­tu­nate­ly, that had been a mis­take, for through a fluke, Re­mo Williams had seen a

    copy.




    This con­firmed Ran­some’s sus­pi­cion that Williams would make con­tact with the

    Van­derk­loot wom­an. A cross-​ref­er­ence light blinked. There was an ear­li­er tele­phone

    in­ter­cept, Ran­some found. This one was even more trou­bling. The same Nao­mi Van­derk­loot

    had called Fol­croft to in­quire about Dr. Smith. How could she have known about Fol­croft? Not

    from Williams. Williams knew on­ly what Project RE­STORE al­lowed him to re­mem­ber. Williams’

    train­er, the Ko­re­an known as Chi­un, was in Ko­rea, obliv­ious of the events of the past

    week. And Smith was co­matose.




    Norvell Ran­some steepled his blunt fmgets. His eye­brows drew to­geth­er like fur­ry

    cater­pil­lars kiss­ing. This was un­fore­seen. And un­for­tu­nate. He must think this through.

    He had han­dled Project RE­STORE ex­pert­ly, as if he were born to such tasks. He would han­dle

    this with equal aplomb. He must not rush in­to a rash ac­tion. He knew where Re­mo was.

    Per­haps there was a way to lure him back to Fol­croft, where he could be at­tend­ed to.




    There was no rush. First, it would be nec­es­sary to al­low Dr. Smith to pass from this

    world of nat­ural caus­es. The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States would no doubt rec­og­nize the

    ex­em­plary job Norvell Ran­some was do­ing and ask him to stay on as di­rec­tor of Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium and the se­cret in­stal­la­tion it con­cealed. Dur­ing that time, he would

    qui­et­ly groom the gov­er­nor of Flori­da for the White House. He was ex­cel­lent

    pres­iden­tial tim­ber. Pro­vid­ed his co­caine-​traf­fick­ing ac­tiv­ities re­mained sole­ly a

    CURE se­cret.




    Then and on­ly then would Amer­ica be­come the vas­sal of Norvell Ran­some.




    Re­mo Williams would be just a bump on that ex­ceed­ing­ly smooth road.




    Ran­some hunched over the CURE com­put­er. It would all fall in­to place in time. But first

    there was the ul­ti­mate se­cret of Fol­croft to un­cov­er. What did the acronym CURE stand

    for? It was a nag­ging piece of in­tel­li­gence not found in any of the files. Per­haps there

    were deep­er lev­els to plumb. If so, Norvell Ran­some would de­scend in­to them. The mean­ing

    of CURE might not be ger­mane to its fu­ture, but Norvell Ran­some was de­ter­mined to fath­om

    it.


  




  

    Chapter 20




    Re­mo Williams paced the floor as Nao­mi Van­derk­loot sat at the kitchen ta­ble, her back

    to him, the tele­phone to her ear.




    “Any­thing?” he snapped.




    “I’m still on hold. Why don’t you just sit down?”




    “This is driv­ing me crazy,” Re­mo said. His hands, hang­ing idle from his thick wrists,

    brushed his dun­ga­ree pock­ets. He felt the bulge there, and re­mem­bered the pack of

    Camels.




    Re­mo pulled them out. They were man­gled, but smok­able. He fished one out and took the dry

    pa­per be­tween his lips. For­get­ting that match­es were no longer pre­cious, he turned on the

    gas stove and bent down to light the cigarette.




    Al­most im­me­di­ate­ly, he felt him­self gag. Nao­mi turned.




    “You’re smok­ing!” she cried, aghast.




    “I’m ner­vous. Okay?”




    “Smok­ing. I can’t be­lieve it. It’s so … so third-​world. Al­most no one smokes these

    days.”




    “Well, I do,” Re­mo said rack­ing­ly, won­der­ing what was wrong with him that he couldn’t

    smoke a sim­ple un­fil­tered cigarette.




    “What’s that?” Nao­mi said in­to the phone as she bat­ted bluish smoke away from her face.

    “Yes, I’m still here…. Where? … Are you cer­tain? … Yes, thank you.” She hung up and turned to

    Re­mo.




    “I just spoke with the care­tak­er of a place called Wild­wood Ceme­tery in New Jer­sey. He

    sound­ed a hun­dred years old. He con­firms what the Tren­ton ad­min­is­tra­tion of­fi­cial

    told me. A con­vict named Re­mo Williams was buried there af­ter his ex­ecu­tion by

    elec­tro­cu­tion. “




    “Then he was right,” Re­mo said, sick-​eyed.




    “Who?”




    “The Flori­da ex­ecu­tion­er. He said he al­ready did me. How can I be here if I’m buried in

    New Jer­sey?”




    “Look. You’re not dead. That’s ob­vi­ous. You’re the vic­tim of some kind of … plot, I don’t

    know. This sounds ex­act­ly like the kind of thing the CIA would do.”




    Re­mo leaned against the kitchen wall, run­ning one hand through his hair. The cigarette

    smol­dered in his oth­er hand un­no­ticed. An­noyed, Nao­mi waved the smoke away with swipes of

    her hand.




    “I dream dreams that seem more re­al than when I’m awake,” Re­mo said in a baf­fled

    mono­tone. “My head feels heavy. I can’t think straight. What the hell hap­pened to me?”




    Nao­mi came to her feet and ap­proached him, her face sud­den­ly ten­der.




    “Look, don’t try to sort it all out at once. You’re here. You’re with me. And you’re safe.

    I’ll help you sort the pieces. Just, let’s take our time. I have more ques­tions. “




    “Okay, okay,” Re­mo said ir­ri­ta­bly, al­low­ing him­self to be led in­to the liv­ing room

    and on­to the couch. He frowned when he no­ticed Nao­mi lift a pen­cil to her ev­er-​present

    notepad.




    “Let’s start with your sex life,” she be­gan ea­ger­ly.




    “What sex life?” Re­mo growled. “I’ve been on death row so long I for­got where to put

    it.”




    Nao­mi wrote “Crude” on her notepad. Read­ing that, Re­mo fold­ed his arms an­gri­ly.




    “Be­fore you went to jail, then,” Nao­mi went on. “How did you do it?”




    “What kind of ques­tion is that? I just did it.”




    “I’m on­ly in­ter­est­ed in the cour­ship and pre­cop­ula­tion rit­uals you re­lied

    up­on.”




    “The what? Look, ding­bat, get this through your head: I’m an or­di­nary guy. I don’t do it

    any dif­fer­ent­ly than any­one else. Bet­ter, maybe. Not dif­fer­ent.”




    Nao­mi in­scribed some­thing un­read­able on her notepad and asked, “I don’t sup­pose you

    hap­pen to know how long your pe­nis is?”




    “I nev­er thought to mea­sure it,” Re­mo said acid­ly. “Why?”




    “As man de­vel­oped from the prim­itive stage, his sex or­gans have en­larged and be­come

    more spe­cial­ized. As the next stage in hu­man de­vel­op­ment, it’s im­por­tant to know if

    there have been any fur­ther … spe­cial­iza­tions.”




    “Im­por­tant to whom?” Re­mo asked sourly.




    “Sci­ence,” Nao­mi stut­tered. “This is the pur­suit of knowl­edge. If I can cod­ify the

    traits that make you unique, we would be able to iden­ti­fy oth­ers on the van­guard of

    evo­lu­tion, and if they can be per­suad­ed to mate, a new, im­proved race would emerge

    gen­er­ations ear­li­er than oth­er­wise.”




    “So?”




    “So then we can study you and your kind.”




    “La­dy, it wouldn’t work that way. It would be the Eu­ro­peans and the In­di­ans all over

    again. Some­one would win and some­one would lose. Why push it along any faster? Let it

    be.”




    “You don’t un­der­stand sci­ence.”




    “I don’t want to. I’m try­ing to un­der­stand my life.”




    “Does that mean you won’t let me mea­sure your pe­nis?”




    “Good guess. I’m an es­caped felon, re­mem­ber?”




    Nao­mi smiled. “I find that ex­tra-​ex­cit­ing.”




    Re­mo rolled his eyes. “You would.”




    She leaned clos­er. “You in­ter­est me,” she breathed, her mouth smelling of cof­fee

    yo­gurt.




    “I’m a killer,” Re­mo re­mind­ed her.




    Nao­mi inched clos­er on the so­fa. She tossed back her hair and low­ered her face so that

    she had to give Re­mo an up-​from-​un­der look. She pushed her glass­es up on­to her

    fore­head.




    “You prob­ably haven’t had sex in twen­ty years,” she said.




    “I def­inite­ly haven’t had sex for twen­ty years,” Re­mo said.




    “Well,” Nao­mi Van­derk­loot said with what she hoped was a sexy smile, “now’s your gold­en

    op­por­tu­ni­ty. “




    Re­mo Williams’ glance took in the fool­ish smile that came over Nao­mi Van­derk­loot’s thin

    face, went down to her flat chest, lin­gered on her whale­bone hips, and de­cid­ed beg­gars

    couldn’t be choosers.




    “You’re on,” he said, tak­ing her by the hand. Re­mo led her to the bed­room, un­aware that

    her oth­er hand still clutched her notepad and pen­cil.




    “What are you do­ing with that?” Re­mo asked mo­ments lat­er. Nao­mi Van­derk­loot lay

    un­der him, her face flushed, one hand reach­ing down to his crotch. The hand clutched a

    pen­cil.




    “Umm. Noth­ing,” she said ab­sent­ly.




    “You’re hold­ing a pen­cil against my tool,” Re­mo point­ed out in a rea­son­able voice. “I

    don’t ex­act­ly call that noth­ing.”




    Nao­mi with­drew the pen­cil and used it to scrib­ble a sin­gle-​dig­it num­ber on­to the

    notepad by her pil­low. “Are you through?” Re­mo de­mand­ed. “Can we get on with this?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly.” Nao­mi closed her eyes. Re­mo no­ticed she fold­ed her hands over her

    stom­ach as if steel­ing her­self for an or­deal. He en­tered her slow­ly, watch­ing the play

    of ex­pres­sions on her nar­row face. They be­gan with con­cern, soft­ened to de­light, and

    tight­ened up again as Re­mo fell in­to a slow, build­ing rhythm.




    Just when Re­mo was get­ting in­to it, Nao­mi’s right eye peeked open. Re­mo stopped in

    mid-​stroke. “What are you look­ing at?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “I want­ed to see if your body was flushed. It’s a sex­ual re­sponse found on­ly in the

    high­er pri­mates.”




    “And?”




    “Looks nor­mal.”




    “Hooray for high­er pri­mates,” Re­mo mut­tered. “Can we re­sume now, or would you like to

    take my tem­per­ature?”




    “I al­ready know your tem­per­ature,” Nao­mi said arch­ly. “You’re hot. Like me.”




    “Thank you.” Re­mo start­ed again. He was just get­ting his con­cen­tra­tion back when

    sud­den­ly Nao­mi’s eyes flew open and her hands clutched his naked chest.




    “Oh, my God. You’ve been in prison!”




    Re­mo stopped. “Is that just dawn­ing on you?”




    “You could have AIDS. I for­got all about it.”




    “What’s AIDS?” Re­mo asked se­ri­ous­ly.




    Nao­mi frowned. “Don’t tell me you nev­er heard of AIDS.”




    “Nev­er.”




    “Get off.”




    “I was just get­ting start­ed.”




    “Get off! We’ll fin­ish lat­er,” Nao­mi said in a brisk, busi­nesslike voice. She gath­ered

    up her pad and pen­cil and as­sumed a seat­ed po­si­tion on the fu­ton. With a dis­gust­ed look

    on his face, Re­mo did the same.




    “AIDS is a sex­ual­ly trans­mit­ted dis­ease,” Nao­mi said of­fi­cious­ly. “It’s the biggest

    news sto­ry of the last ten years. And you nev­er heard of it.”




    “Nev­er,” Re­mo said solemn­ly. He raised his right hand for ef­fect, hop­ing to get this

    over with quick­ly.




    “What if I told you that Ronald Rea­gan was pres­ident?”




    “I’d ask of what?”




    “The Unit­ed States of Amer­ica,” Nao­mi said flat­ly.




    “When did that hap­pen?”




    “Ten years ago. He’s out of of­fice now.”




    “Can’t be. I know who’s pres­ident. It’s . . .” Re­mo stopped.




    “Nev­er mind. Who is Pee-​Wee Her­man?”




    “A base­ball play­er?”




    “What does the phrase ‘Made in Japan’ mean to you?”




    “A joke.”




    “You are out of touch.”




    Re­mo felt his man­hood shrink as the ques­tions came on. Fi­nal­ly Nao­mi looked up from

    her pad. “You say you’ve been on death row for twen­ty years, but you don’t know some of the

    most ba­sic facts of Amer­ican so­cial life that have oc­curred over that span of time.”




    “We don’t get to read much on death row,” Re­mo said de­fen­sive­ly.




    “How much do you re­mem­ber of your time at Tren­ton?”




    “Stuff. Dif­fer­ent peo­ple. It all kin­da runs to­geth­er. You live in the same cell most

    of the time. What’s to re­mem­ber, ex­cept the walls?”




    “Tell me ev­ery con­crete mem­ory you can dredge up,” Nao­mi prompt­ed.




    Re­mo sighed. His re­spons­es were slow, halt­ing. When he was through, Nao­mi looked at the

    frag­men­tary an­swers in­scribed in her notepad.




    “Your mem­ory has been tam­pered with,” she said firm­ly. “You have some kind of weird

    am­ne­sia. I’m no psy­chol­ogist, but you seem to have mem­ories of things that may nev­er have

    hap­pened, yet at the same time, you don’t re­mem­ber things that you ob­vi­ous­ly were

    do­ing.”




    “How can that be?”




    “I don’t know,” Nao­mi Van­derk­loot said, look­ing down at Re­mo’s lap with one eye closed

    and her thumb and fore­fin­ger poised like a pin­cer.




    Re­mo looked down at him­self. “What are you do­ing?”




    “Mea­sur­ing it. It’s called An­thro­pom­etry.”




    “You al­ready did that.”




    “That was tumes­cent. This is flac­cid.”




    “This is crap,” Re­mo said, get­ting to his feet. He drew on his black guard’s pants and

    T-​shirt.




    “Wait! Where are you go­ing?” Nao­mi cried.




    “To Fol­croft. I’m not get­ting did­dly here.”


  




  

    Chapter 21




    For the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, the long jour­ney end­ed at the closed gates of what was known

    in the scrolls he main­tained as Fortress Fol­croft, wrong­ly be­lieved by some to be a

    lu­natic asy­lum.




    The taxi stopped at the gate un­der the brood­ing faces of the stone li­on heads that looked

    down from the wrought-​iron gate.




    “Why do you stop here?” Chi­un, Reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, de­mand­ed queru­lous­ly.




    “The freak­ing guards won’t open the gate,” the cab­by com­plained.




    Chi­un low­ered his head to see be­yond the driv­er’s wit­less head. He saw that the

    wrought-​iron portcullis was closed. Two guards stood be­yond it, their weapons raised.




    Chi­un’s wiz­ened vis­age pinched up in sur­prise. These were true guards, not the fee­ble

    old men Smith had for­mer­ly em­ployed. Had some threat to his em­per­or reared up in his

    ab­sence?




    “I will speak with them,” Chi­un told the driv­er. “Re­move my be­long­ings from the

    trunk.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped from the back and strode, his hands tucked in­to the sleeves

    of his saf­fron ki­mono, to the locked gates.




    “I am Chi­un,” he said stern­ly to the hard-​faced guards. But with­in his heart he was

    pleased. Smith had ob­vi­ous­ly dou­bled the guards dur­ing his ab­sence. It was a trib­ute to

    his em­per­or’s re­gard for the ser­vices of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “Are you a pa­tient?” one of the guards asked.




    Chi­un drew him­self up haugh­ti­ly. “I serve Harold Smith.”




    The oth­er guard looked at the one who had asked the im­per­ti­nent ques­tion. They nod­ded

    in uni­son, gazes locked.




    Chi­un al­lowed a pleased smile to over­take his wrin­kled face. They un­der­stood.




    The gates opened au­to­mat­ical­ly. It was an­oth­er new se­cu­ri­ty in­no­va­tion,

    an­oth­er trib­ute to the es­teem in which Amer­ica held Sinan­ju.




    Chi­un turned to the taxi driv­er, who was heav­ing his lug­gage from the taxi trunk with

    huff­ing sounds. “Have a care with my prop­er­ty, white,” he warned. Then he felt an

    un­mis­tak­able preat­tack warn­ing. He turned in a swirl of ki­mono skirts to be­hold the

    un­be­liev­able sight of the two guards bear­ing down on him with hos­tile in­tent.




    Chi­un al­lowed them to feel the fine­ness of his ki­mono for a brief space of time as they

    at­tempt­ed-​and this was the tru­ly un­be­liev­able part-​to take him in their naked,

    weapon­less hands.




    “There now-” one of them start­ed to say.




    And then he fell silent as he tried to clutch his own of­fend­ing hand. The oth­er guard’s

    eyes went wide. Pain sig­nals must have be­come con­fused in the first guard’s tiny brain, for

    he at­tempt­ed to grasp his un­in­jured hand with the oth­er, not re­al­iz­ing-​un­til he

    lift­ed to his shocked face the erupt­ing red stump it had be­come-​that he no longer had

    fin­gers with which to grasp.




    Both guards stum­bled off in silent fright. Chi­un turned to the driv­er, who had wit­nessed

    none of this.




    “Re­turn my lug­gage to your ve­hi­cle,” he com­mand­ed.




    “What? You change your mind?”




    “No. The guards did. They have gra­cious­ly con­sent­ed to al­low your ve­hi­cle to en­ter

    these walls.” Un­hap­pi­ly, the driv­er re­stored Chi­un’s steam­er trunks and got be­hind the

    wheel. He drove through the gates, un­aware that the splin­ter­ing sounds un­der his wheel were

    not branch­es, but fin­ger bones. Seat­ed in back, Chi­un de­cid­ed that the guards were not a

    to­ken of es­teem af­ter all. The phys­ical pres­ence of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was not

    nec­es­sary to de­ter en­emies. Mere­ly the knowl­edge that Sinan­ju stood by a king­dom was

    enough. Chi­un would so in­form Smith-​af­ter he scold­ed him for the rude­ness of his new and

    un­nec­es­sary guards.




    The lob­by-​re­cep­tion-​desk per­son was al­so new. He de­clined to al­low the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju to see Dr. Smith.




    “Dr. Smith isn’t al­lowed vis­itors,” he said firm­ly. “Un­less you are fam­ily, which I can

    see you are not.”




    “What! Smith de­nies me!” Chi­un flared. “I, who have been like a fa­ther to him.” The

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju wait­ed for the func­tionary’s re­ac­tion. It was a white ex­pres­sion he

    had heard used to good ef­fect on day­time tele­vi­sion dra­mas in the days when they were

    wor­thy of his at­ten­tion.




    “You can’t be se­ri­ous,” the func­tionary said.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had heard that ex­pres­sion on TV as well. It was usu­al­ly

    fol­lowed by the laugh­ter of un­seen peo­ple-​the same ones who laughed at ev­ery bad joke yet

    sat silent dur­ing the tru­ly hu­mor­ous por­tions of cer­tain of­fen­sive pro­grams called

    sit­coms.




    Chi­un de­cid­ed that this per­son was unim­por­tant and glid­ed past him to the

    el­eva­tors. The func­tionary called out the word “Guard!” once and Chi­un lis­tened to the

    yelling of the con­verg­ing guards as the el­eva­tor door closed on his stern vis­age.

    Some­thing was amiss at Fortress Fol­croft. Smith had much ex­plain­ing to do.




    Emerg­ing on the sec­ond floor, Chi­un was pleased to see the same wom­an hold­ing forth at

    Smith’s re­cep­tion desk. She was known as Smith’s sec­re­tary, an odd des­ig­na­tion, Chi­un

    thought, for she knew none of Smith’s se­crets.




    “Hail, ser­vant of Smith. Please in­form him of my ar­rival.”




    “I … that is … you haven’t heard. I mean-“




    “Why do you bab­ble so, wom­an? Do this!”




    “One mo­ment.” She stabbed at an in­ter­com but­ton and said, “There is a … per­son here who

    is ask­ing about Dr. Smith. I be­lieve he’s a for­mer pa­tient. “




    “Yes, I have been ex­pect­ing him. Al­low him to en­ter, Mrs. Mikul­ka.”




    Chi­un’s parch­ment wrin­kles scat­tered at the sound of the un­fa­mil­iar voice. Be­fore

    the wom­an could rise from her seat, he hur­ried to the door and closed it be­hind him so

    rapid­ly it seemed to Mrs. Mikuk­la he melt­ed through the un­opened pan­el.




    “I am Chi­un, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un an­nounced in a cold voice. “And if you do not

    present to me a cer­tain doc­ument, I will lay your en­trails at your very feet.”




    The fat man sit­ting be­hind Dr. Smith’s desk lost his com­posed ex­pres­sion. Tiny

    glob­ules-​that was the on­ly word for them-​of sweat erupt­ed from his cor­ru­gat­ed brow.




    “Yes. Of course. I have it right here,” he said quick­ly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ac­cept­ed the prof­fered doc­ument. His hazel eyes glanced over it;

    then he re­turned to the fat man.




    “What has be­come of Smith?” he asked, stiff voiced.




    “I am Norvell Ran­some. I am the new di­rec­tor of Fol­croft. “




    “And I do not care. Where is Smith?”




    “Dr. Smith is ill. I have tak­en his place by pres­iden­tial di­rec­tive, as that let­ter

    im­plies. I was in­formed by the Harlequin’s cap­tain that you had re­turned to Amer­ica

    pre­ma­ture­ly. May I in­quire why?”




    “No, you may not. I will see Smith.”




    “That is quite im­pos­si­ble right now. As your su­pe­ri­or, I must ask you-“




    “You are my su­pe­ri­or on­ly in body fat, gross one,” Chi­un snapped.




    “I beg your par­don!” Norvell Ran­some ex­plod­ed. In­dig­na­tion sent spit­tle spew­ing out

    of his round mouth.




    “I do not serve you. On­ly Smith. No Mas­ter of Sinan­ju is per­mit­ted to serve a

    suc­ceed­ing em­per­or, lest it be thought that Sinan­ju ar­ranged the down­fall of the first

    em­per­or. Now, I ask again: Where is Smith?”




    “I promise you that you will see him short­ly. And I have not suc­ceed­ed Smith, as you so

    quaint­ly put it. I am mere­ly re­plac­ing him un­til he is well. I be­lieve that gets around

    your an­ces­tral in­junc­tion against suc­ceed­ing, er, em­per­ors, does it not?”




    “One does not get around cor­rect think­ing,” Chi­un sniffed. “One fol­lows it. Now,

    Smith.”




    “As you please,” Ran­some said ner­vous­ly. “Come with me.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju fol­lowed the cor­pu­lent man to the el­eva­tor, up to the third

    floor, and to a hos­pi­tal­room door.




    “Please wait here while I see if Smith is pre­sentable.”




    “Be warned, I will not wait long.”




    “I’ll on­ly be a mo­ment.” And true to his word, Ran­some re­turned short­ly to open the

    door for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. The man’s body reeked. Ev­ery pore ex­ud­ed min­gled food

    odors that each move­ment re­newed.




    Chi­un drift­ed to the bed­side of his em­per­or. At a glance, he could see that Smith was

    dy­ing. The death­li­ness of the skin. The ragged breath­ing.




    “The doc­tors say his prog­no­sis is quite good,” Ran­some purred.




    “The doc­tors are wrong,” Chi­un snapped. “He is fail­ing. “




    “Oh, dear. I sin­cere­ly hope not.” Ran­some’s voice was plain­tive. “I have a very

    im­por­tant as­sign­ment for you, which must be un­der­tak­en im­me­di­ate­ly.”




    “I will hon­or my con­tract,” Chi­un said sim­ply. Ran­some’s jow­ly face perked up. “While

    Smith lives,” he added.




    Ran­some’s face sagged like taffy un­der a heat lamp. “I wish a few mo­ments with Smith,”

    Chi­un said.




    “Why?”




    “Re­spect. A word you should com­mit to mem­ory.”




    “I shall be out­side,” Ran­some said arid­ly.




    Af­ter the man had gone, Chi­un lift­ed the oxy­gen tent and felt Smith’s neck artery. The

    pulse was thready. He no­ticed the show­er cap over Smith’s sparse hair and won­dered if a

    brain op­er­ation-​a bar­barism whites prac­ticed be­cause they lacked knowl­edge of the

    cor­rect herbs-​had been per­formed on Smith. Push­ing the plas­tic back, Chi­un saw no marks

    of bone saw or su­ture. On­ly a plas­tic ban­dage on the fore­head with the words DO NOT

    RE­SUS­CI­TATE in­scribed in ink.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­moved the Band-​Aid be­fore he re­placed the show­er cap. He laid

    a bony hand over Smith’s heart. Its mus­cles beat very close to the ribs. En­larged. There was

    a gur­gle in each beat, in­di­cat­ing dam­aged cham­bers.




    Chi­un laid both hands over Smith’s heart. He closed his eyes, mov­ing his fin­gers

    ex­plor­ing­ly. When he found a cer­tain vi­bra­tion, he struck. His fist lift­ed, fell.

    Smith’s body jumped. Chi­un’s eyes flew open. He lift­ed one of Smith’s eye­lids. His

    ex­pres­sion reg­is­tered dis­ap­point­ment.




    He laid an ear to Smith’s heart, and then, his face sad, he re­placed the oxy­gen tent.

    Solemn­ly Chi­un re­turned to the cor­ri­dor.




    “He is grave­ly ill,” Chi­un in­toned.




    “He is re­ceiv­ing the best of care, I as­sure you,” Ran­some said. “Now, shall we con­clude

    our lit­tle get-​ac­quaint­ed ses­sion in my of­fice?”




    Back in Smith’s for­mer of­fice, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stood in si­lence as Ran­some

    pulled a copy of the Na­tion­al En­quir­er from a draw­er. He dis­played it so that the

    like­ness of Re­mo Williams faced the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “I be­lieve you know what this means,” he said. “It means that Smith’s ma­nia for se­cre­cy

    does not sleep with him.”




    “No. The wom­an who’s re­spon­si­ble for this out­rage called Fol­croft on­ly hours ago,

    ask­ing ques­tions. We don’t know what she wants. Or how much she knows about CURE. With Re­mo

    still on as­sign­ment, you are my on­ly re­source.”




    “Re­mo’s as­sign­ment. It is not go­ing well?”




    “There are some prob­lems. I be­lieve I ex­plained in my first mes­sage that Re­mo had gone

    un­der­cov­er in a prison.”




    “That mes­sage was from you?”




    “Ah, yes. I signed it ‘Smith’ so you would not be con­cerned.”




    “The sec­ond mes­sage was not signed at all,” Chi­un point­ed out.




    “A lapse on my part.”




    “I see,” Chi­un said vague­ly. “Tell me of this as­sign­ment of Re­mo’s. It is very

    un­usu­al?”




    “It’s too com­pli­cat­ed to ex­plain,” Ran­some as­sured him. “But I ex­pect him to re­main

    there at least an­oth­er three weeks, gath­er­ing ev­idence.”




    “I un­der­stand,” Chi­un said soft­ly. But he thought: What mad­ness is this? Re­mo is not a

    com­pil­er of ev­idence. Such du­ties are for file clerks and de­tec­tives. Re­mo’s task to is

    elim­inate en­emies.




    “Here,” Ran­some was say­ing as he trans­ferred his gaze from his com­put­er screen to a

    notepad. He wrote fu­ri­ous­ly and hand­ed the top sheet to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “Her name is Nao­mi Van­derk­loot. That is her ad­dress. Elim­inate her. To­day.”




    “Do you wish it to ap­pear as an ac­ci­dent, or would some­thing more pub­lic be

    pre­ferred?”




    Ran­some’s mouth be­came a red rose­bud. “Pub­lic?”




    “Yes. Some­thing to warn your en­emies that such will be their fate should they dare

    un­cov­er your se­crets. “




    “No. That would be coun­ter­pro­duc­tive. But I don’t mind if it’s messy. In fact, why don’t

    you make it look like a rape?”




    Chi­un stiff­ened. “A rape?”




    “No, bet­ter,” Ran­some said, lick­ing his pursy mouth. “Like she was gang-​banged to death.

    Can you ar­range that?”




    “I will con­sid­er it,” Chi­un said dis­taste­ful­ly.




    “Ex­cel­lent. By tonight. There’s no telling what that wom­an is up to. I will make the

    ar­range­ments for your trav­el. Please wait in the down­stairs lob­by.”




    “As you wish,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said, bow­ing for­mal­ly. He no­ticed that the

    ges­ture went un­heed­ed as Norvell Ran­some picked up the tele­phone and be­gan di­al­ing.




    Chi­un with­drew. As he rode the el­eva­tor down, he looked again at the ad­dress on the

    sheet of pa­per Ran­some had giv­en him. He was not read­ing the ad­dress. He had mem­orized it

    at first glance. He was com­par­ing the loops and swoops of the hand­writ­ing with the

    no­ta­tion on Smith’s fore­head. They were the same. Chi­un placed the scrap of pa­per in a

    hid­den pock­et of his ki­mono as he stepped in­to the lob­by.




    The guards looked at him war­ily, and he ig­nored them, for he was deep in thought.




    It was un­for­tu­nate. If Smith died, it would be the end of Chi­un’s work in Amer­ica,

    rich­est of Sinan­ju clients. The man called Norvell Ran­some was hard­ly wor­thy of Sinan­ju

    ser­vice, but in time he could be ed­ucat­ed in king­ly ways. He was, in some re­spects-​both

    good and bad-​very much like Nero the Good. Too bad. There were so few Neros in the mod­ern

    world….


  




  

    Chapter 22




    “Please don’t leave me, I beg of you,” Nao­mi Van­derk­loot wailed.




    “Do you mind?” Re­mo Williams said im­pa­tient­ly. “I need that foot to walk with. Let

    go.”




    “Not un­til you promise to stay. I want you.”




    “I can tell. I can’t re­mem­ber the last time I had a wom­an get down on her knees like

    this. Don’t you feel em­bar­rassed-​you, a pro­fes­sor?”




    “No. It’s my mat­ing strat­egy. In pri­mate court­ing be­hav­ior, the fe­male with­holds her

    fa­vors un­til she finds a male pri­mate with whom she’s will­ing to mix gene pools. You’re

    him. For me, I mean. Take my genes. They’re yours.”




    “I don’t want your genes,” Re­mo said, bend­ing down and pry­ing her fin­gers off his

    an­kle. They jumped to his calf. Re­mo rolled his eyes ceil­ing­ward. “I’ve heard of wom­en who

    fall for cons, but I nev­er thought it would hap­pen to me.”




    “That’s not it at all,” Nao­mi protest­ed, hurt.




    “Look. If I stay, will you be­have? No more note­books or pen­cils?”




    “I swear.”




    “Okay. “




    Nao­mi Van­derk­loot jumped to her feet. Her face was a quar­ter-​inch from Re­mo’s. Her

    eyes were wide with ap­peal.




    “Now?” she asked breathi­ly. “I’m feel­ing very labi­al all of a sud­den.” That goofy smile

    came on again. On­ly this time it was more like a leer.




    “Labi­al?” Re­mo said.




    ” ‘Horny,’ to you.”




    ” ‘Horny’ I un­der­stand,” Re­mo said. He was sur­prised at him­self as they walked back to

    the bed­room. He was not look­ing for­ward to this at all….




    An hour lat­er, it was grow­ing dark. Re­mo was ly­ing back on the pil­low, smok­ing

    thought­ful­ly. He was han­dling it bet­ter now.




    “You prob­ably think I’m some kind of space cadet, don’t you?” Nao­mi asked qui­et­ly.




    “Maybe. If I knew what a space cadet was.”




    “I’m not some ivory-​tow­er type, you know. I don’t just teach. My work at the In­sti­tute

    for Hu­man Po­ten­tial Aware­ness is im­por­tant. We even do con­tract work for

    in­dus­try.”




    “In­dus­try try­ing to de­sign a bet­ter man these days?” Re­mo asked in a dry voice.




    “No, hu­man ho­mo­ge­neous­ness is not stat­ic. Pop­ula­tion group stud­ies show def­inite

    phe­no­typ­ical trends. For ex­am­ple, peo­ple’s rumps are get­ting wider.”




    “I hadn’t heard that,” Re­mo said, think­ing: What a space cadet.




    “It’s no joke. We did work for the air­line in­dus­try, mea­sur­ing fan­nies so they would

    know how much to widen the next gen­er­ation of air­line seats.”




    “Can’t have peo­ple get­ting stuck, now, can we?”




    “Be­fore that,” Nao­mi went on brit­tley, “I did field­work. You prob­ably nev­er heard of

    the Moom­ba tribe.”




    “Not me. I can’t even do the mam­bo.”




    “They were a cul­tur­al­ly iso­lat­ed group of hunter-​gath­er­ers dis­cov­ered in the

    Philip­pines. I was the first wom­an-​the first per­son, re­al­ly-​to be ad­mit­ted in­to the

    Moom­ba se­cret rit­uals.”




    “Oh, yeah?” Re­mo said, in­ter­est flick­er­ing in his voice. “What was it like?”




    “I was hop­ing you wouldn’t ask,” she said, pick­ing through his chest hair. “Do you know in

    low­er pri­mates what I’m do­ing now would be the post­cop­ula­tion check­ing for lice?”




    “No, and I wish I was still in ig­no­rance of that ar­rest­ing fact.”




    “There are a lot of car­ry­overs from pri­mate be­hav­ior.”




    “Tell me about the rit­uals.”




    “Well, I’ve nev­er told any­one this,” Nao­mi said, look­ing up at him. “I re­fused to write

    a mono­graph about it. The head of the an­thro­pol­ogy de­part­ment at my last teach­ing

    po­si­tion thought I had be­come ini­ti­at­ed in­to some kind of prim­itive mag­ic so­ci­ety,

    but it wasn’t any­thing like that. I was a young, ide­al­is­tic an­thro­pol­ogist then. I guess

    I couldn’t get along in the mod­ern world that well. I thought do­ing field­work with

    prim­itive cul­tures, which I had more em­pa­thy for, would work for me.”




    “Didn’t, huh?”




    “It took six months to gain the con­fi­dence of the Moom­ba tribe. Then one night we went

    in­to the rain for­est to this cir­cle of banyan trees. We all got naked to­geth­er.”




    “Group sex?”




    “I wish. Start­ing with the chief, we all took turns squat­ting in the cen­ter of the

    cir­cle and . . . defe­cat­ing in­to shal­low wood­en bowls.”




    “Sounds like that would be worth six months of prepa­ra­tion, yeah,” Re­mo said dry­ly.




    “That wasn’t the worst of it. When ev­ery­one was done-​and that in­clud­ed me-​the chief

    took a so-​called mag­ic stick and mea­sured each stool. Mine was the largest.”




    “Con­grat­ula­tions. Did you win a prize?”




    “You might say so. They pre­sent­ed me with the mag­ic stick and ex­plained that I was now

    the con­se­crat­ed mea­sur­er of stools.”




    “You lucky an­thro­pol­ogist, you. What hap­pened af­ter that?”




    “That was it. That time. At the next meet­ing of the so­ci­ety, we did the same thing, on­ly

    I did the mea­sur­ing. Then we all sat around dis­cussing the rel­ative mer­its of one

    an­oth­er’s turds. Oh, God, this sounds so ridicu­lous now.”




    “Now?” Re­mo asked.




    “I had got­ten my­self in­duct­ed in­to a prim­itive shit-​ap­pre­ci­ation so­ci­ety. That’s

    all they did. Mea­sure and dis­cuss stools. When they got bored with that, they dis­cussed

    col­or and tex­ture and firm­ness of stools. Not to men­tion leg­endary stools of their

    an­ces­tors. It was de­press­ing. For years an­thro­pol­ogists had been spec­ulat­ing on the

    prob­able mean­ing of the rit­ual. It would have made my rep­uta­tion, but I was too ashamed to

    pub­lish my find­ings.”




    “I can see where you might be,” Re­mo said, blank-​faced.




    “I was crushed. I had ide­al­ized these peo­ple as clos­er to na­ture than civ­ilized

    peo­ple, im­bued with el­emen­tal wis­dom, and all that. And for recre­ation, they played with

    their fe­ces like tod­dlers. That was it. I gave up field­work and end­ed up at U Mass with the

    oth­er un­em­ploy­able aca­demics.




    “Well, your sto­ry ex­plains one thing,” Re­mo re­marked.




    “What’s that?”




    “Why you keep try­ing to mea­sure me,” Re­mo said. “Must be a car­ry­over from your pri­mate

    an­ces­tor ex­pe­ri­ences.”




    Nao­mi Van­derk­loot had no an­swer to that, and Re­mo smiled for the first time that

    day.




    His smile lived as long as it took him to in­hale, for he hap­pened to glance through the

    fern-​choked win­dow and saw a silent fig­ure pass on the street like a fig­ment from a

    dream.




    See­ing the col­or seep from Re­mo’s face, Nao­mi gasped. “What is it? What do you see?”




    “A ghost,” Re­mo said, reach­ing for his clothes. “As yel­low and wrin­kled as a raisin, and

    com­ing up your walk.”




    The door chimes rang and Nao­mi fran­ti­cal­ly scram­bled for her clothes. She and Re­mo

    were dressed by the time the chimes sound­ed a third time. Be­fore there could be a fourth, the

    rip-​squeal of tor­tured hinges told them that they needn’t both­er to an­swer the door. It was

    open.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had de­cid­ed that he would not kill the wom­an known as Nao­mi

    Van­derk­loot im­me­di­ate­ly. First he would ques­tion her about the source of her knowl­edge

    of Re­mo. The Nero-​like Ran­some had not con­sid­ered that an im­por­tant mat­ter, but the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju knew that Smith would have made it a pri­or­ity. And so would Chi­un, who

    con­sid­ered him­self to be still work­ing for Smith.




    When the wom­an did not both­er to an­swer the front bell, even though the sound of her

    res­pi­ra­tion came clear­ly through the thick oval-​win­dowed door, Chi­un de­cid­ed not to

    both­er with the door. He sent it in­ward with a short-​armed punch and stepped over it,

    care­ful not to in­jure his san­dals on the bro­ken glass. A thin-​faced wom­an with a long

    nose peered around a door­way mold­ing. Her mouth flew open and she cried, “It’s him! The

    Mon­goloid!”




    “Still your tongue. I am no horse Mon­gol come to loot and pil­lage. I am Ko­re­an.”




    “That’s what I said. A Mon­goloid. Do you know you car­ry Japanese genes?”




    Chi­un’s eyes made wal­nuts at the base in­sult. Be­fore he could speak, an­oth­er face

    joined hers at the door. And this time it was Chi­un s mouth that flew open in sur­prise.




    “Re­mo!” he gasped.




    The pair came out of the room. They walked out with their round white eyes even rounder than

    nor­mal, giv­ing them, to Chi­un’s eyes, com­ical­ly iden­ti­cal ex­pres­sions. The girl

    cow­ered be­hind Re­mo, as if for pro­tec­tion.




    “You’re Chi­un, aren’t you?” Re­mo asked in an un­cer­tain voice.




    “No. I am not Chi­un,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju snapped. Even for Re­mo, it was a stupid

    ques­tion. But to Chi­un’s amaze­ment, the re­tort did not bring a like re­sponse. In­stead,

    Re­mo de­scend­ed in­to im­be­cil­ity.




    “Well,” he said, “what­ev­er your name is, I thought you were dead.”




    “Who told you that?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “No­body. I saw it in a dream.”




    “I have been in Sinan­ju. And why are you not in prison?”




    “You know about that? Then you do know me?”




    “Cer­tain­ly I know you. You are Re­mo.” Chi­un hes­itat­ed. His slit eyes nar­rowed. Had it

    hap­pened again? The thing he most dread­ed? Had the spir­it of Shi­va once again sup­plant­ed

    Re­mo’s true per­son­al­ity? But no, his face lacked the stern de­mon­ic cast. And he was

    bab­bling. Shi­va, the Hin­du God of De­struc­tion, would nev­er bab­ble. Still, some­thing was

    amiss.




    “So you hear me, O Shat­ter­er of Worlds?” he asked loud­ly.




    Re­mo and the white wom­an looked at one an­oth­er and then be­hind them­selves. See­ing

    noth­ing, they re­turned their stupid gazes to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “Who are you talk­ing

    to?” Re­mo asked.




    “I wish to speak with Shi­va, the De­stroy­er.”




    “That’s a Hin­du god,” Nao­mi whis­pered. “I think.”




    “Nev­er heard of him, or it,” Rerno hissed back. Chi­un tensed. Cer­tain­ly Re­mo knew of

    Shi­va. He did not re­mem­ber the last time Shi­va had over­tak­en his per­son­al­ity, dur­ing

    the time of the Japanese oc­cu­pa­tion of Ari­zona. And it soon had passed. But it was the fear

    of an­oth­er such spell that had sent Chi­un back to Sinan­ju to seek a rem­edy in his

    scrolls.




    Re­mo would not know that ei­ther. But he knew that Shi­va dwelt with­in him.




    “You do not know Shi­va?” Chi­un asked padding for­ward. “Yet you know that you are

    Re­mo.”




    “Of course I’m Re­mo,” Re­mo said, shak­ing a cigarette from his pack.




    “What are you do­ing?” Chi­un screeched, point­ing to the cigarette dan­gling from Re­mo’s

    mouth.




    “Smok­ing a Camel,” Re­mo replied cool­ly.




    “You smell like you have been smok­ing camels-​as well as cows and oth­er mal­odor­ous

    crea­tures. But I was re­fer­ring to the to­bac­co thing in your mouth.”




    Re­mo struck a match and lit the cigarette. Chi­un re­act­ed. He flew at Re­mo and plucked

    the cigarette from his sur­prised lips. He shred­ded it with fu­ri­ous fin­ger mo­tions.




    Re­mo stood there in sur­prise. Nao­mi screeched and leapt be­hind Re­mo.




    “Pro­tect me, Re­mo!” she yelled. “He burns his sug­ar faster than any­thing I’ve ev­er

    seen!”




    “Em­per­or Smith is grave­ly ill,” Chi­un said, ig­nor­ing the wom­an’s ob­vi­ous­ly

    de­ment­ed bab­bling.




    “Em­per­or?” Re­mo’s voice was blank.




    “I won­der if he means Harold Smith?” Nao­mi said sud­den­ly, peer­ing out from be­hind

    Re­mo.




    “Of course I mean Harold Smith,” Chi­un snapped. “And what do you know of Smith?”




    It was Re­mo who an­swered. “He’s the judge who sent me away.”




    Chi­un blinked. In a mock-​calm voice he said, “So you re­mem­ber that much.”




    “I’ve had twen­ty years on death row to re­flect on it,” Re­mo said tart­ly, his tone so

    dis­re­spect­ful that Chi­un was tempt­ed to dis­ci­pline him. But the vi­bra­tions Re­mo gave

    off, as Chi­un stood close to him, were wrong. They were not Re­mo’s vi­bra­tions, nor

    Shi­va’s. They were … off.




    “Twen­ty years,” Chi­un said. “You mean twen­ty days, do you not?”




    “No, I mean twen­ty years.”




    “I have had the mis­for­tune to train you for more than twen­ty years, and I know where you

    have been. And it is not in prison.”




    “Then it’s true. The dreams.”




    “Tell me of these dreams,” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “You and I. We were do­ing in­cred­ible, im­pos­si­ble things. And Smith was in the dreams.

    And a place called Fol­croft.”




    “Those were not dreams, but a re­al­ity you have some­how lost,” Chi­un said sage­ly.




    “If that’s so, then why did you let me lan­guish in prison?”




    “I re­turned to Sinan­ju to at­tend cer­tain mat­ters, and while I was so­journ­ing there,

    the new em­per­or in­formed me that you had re­turned to prison on an un­der­cov­er

    as­sign­ment.”




    “Un­der­cov­er!” Re­mo burst out. “I was al­most buried there.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “I was on death row!” Re­mo said hot­ly. “They had me sched­uled for ex­ecu­tion at sev­en

    o’clock this morn­ing. I went over the wall.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in­di­cat­ed the wom­an with a fin­ger­nail like an ivory spear.




    “And this wom­an,” he said slow­ly. “How is she part of this wild sto­ry of yours-​aside

    from your usu­al rea­son?”




    “What’s my usu­al rea­son?”




    Chi­un’s nose wrin­kled in dis­taste. “Sex.”




    “I re­sent that in­sin­ua­tion,” Nao­mi Van­derk­loot said sharply. “I’ll have you know that

    I’m a full pro­fes­sor.”




    “Al­though I must ad­mit that she is more at­trac­tive than your usu­al cow­like con­sorts,”

    Chi­un added.




    Re­mo looked at Nao­mi. “She is?” he said in­cred­ulous­ly. Nao­mi shot him a hurt look.




    Chi­un asked, “You are the wom­an Nao­mi Van­der­floot?”




    “Kloot. Van­derk­loot. It’s Dutch.”




    “I do not dif­fer­en­ti­ate be­tween peas,” Chi­un sniffed, “al­though some are less green

    than oth­ers. It is the same with Eu­ro­peans. You have for­bid­den knowl­edge of Fol­croft,

    which you are spread­ing in news­pa­pers. How did you come in­to pos­ses­sion of this

    knowl­edge? Speak truth­ful­ly, for your life de­pends up­on this.”




    “He told me,” Nao­mi said, in­di­cat­ing Re­mo.




    “Yeah, I told her,” Re­mo said. “What is Fol­croft any­way? I keep dream­ing of it. And

    you.”




    “Do you re­mem­ber Sinan­ju, Re­mo?”




    “No. What is it?




    “A gift,” Chi­un said sad­ly. “Of which you are sel­dom wor­thy.” And the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju be­gan to turn in place, his saf­fron ki­mono skirts belled up and out like a

    parachute. He caught flash­ing glimpses of Re­mo sim­ply stand­ing there like any com­mon white

    oaf, the wom­an cow­er­ing be­hind him.




    And Chi­un struck.




    Re­mo’s hands shot up in­stinc­tive­ly as he dropped in­to a de­fen­sive crouch. One of

    Chi­un’s san­daled feet snapped out, and al­though the blow was re­strained, it sent Re­mo

    spin­ning. At the last pos­si­ble mo­ment, Re­mo had par­ried the blow with one wrist.




    Chi­un alight­ed and pushed his skirts down as Re­mo, his face shocked white, slow­ly gained

    his feet. He bowed.




    “Your mind may not re­mem­ber Sinan­ju,” he said solemn­ly, “but your body does. And for

    that I give thanks to my an­ces­tors.”




    “Know any­thing about what he’s say­ing?” Re­mo asked Nao­mi, not tak­ing his eyes off the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    “Asians are cul­tur­al­ly fix­at­ed on an­ces­tor wor­ship,” Nao­mi said qui­et­ly. “But the

    rest of it must be some be­lief sys­tem. That’s cul­tur­al an­thro­pol­ogy. I don’t do

    cul­tur­al an­thro­pol­ogy any more.” Rais­ing her voice, she asked, “What do you want

    here?”




    “I have been sent to kill you.”




    “Over my dead body,” Re­mo snapped, re­turn­ing to his crouch as Nao­mi slipped be­hind him.

    She grabbed the back of his T-​shirt in ner­vous fist­fuls, and Chi­un no­ticed for the first

    time that it was nei­ther stark white nor jet black, but a pleas­ing saf­fron. He won­dered if

    this Re­mo might not be an im­prove­ment over the old.




    “Your body is al­ready dead,” Chi­un said. “For you are the dead night tiger of Sinan­ju

    leg­end, the avatar of Shi­va. I could, if you wish, show you the grave where your gov­ern­ment

    buried you.”




    “I knew it!” Nao­mi snapped. “It’s a gov­ern­ment plot. It’s-” Her face went white. Her

    mouth made shapes but no sounds.




    “Spit it out,” Re­mo prompt­ed. “What are you try­ing to say?”




    “A clone!” Nao­mi shrilled. “The re­al Re­mo is dead, and you’re a ge­net­ic clone of him

    cre­at­ed by the CIA. Not an evo­lu­tion­ary mu­tant. You’re prob­ably filled with yucky

    ar­ti­fi­cial in­gre­di­ents. Oh, my God, I slept with a clone. What will my moth­er

    think!”




    Re­mo looked to­ward Chi­un. “Any idea what a clone is?”




    “No, but it does not mat­ter. Lis­ten to me, Re­mo. Do you wish to know the truth about

    your­self?”




    “Yeah.”




    “Will you ac­com­pa­ny me to Fol­croft, where the an­swers lie?”




    “What do you think, Nao­mi?”




    Nao­mi backed away. “Don’t even speak to me, you … you im­pos­tor!”




    “What about her?” Re­mo asked.




    “If she agrees to ac­com­pa­ny us, she will not be killed.”




    “Well, I’ve come this far,” Nao­mi said abrupt­ly. “I’ll see this through to the end.”




    “That is laud­able,” Chi­un said with a tight wise smile. “Come, let us be on our way while

    there is still light.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped aside for the two whites to lead. They hes­itat­ed, then,

    see­ing the elfin twin­kle that he al­lowed to come in­to his clear hazel eyes, they stepped

    past him. Re­mo pushed the ner­vous wom­an along with his hands on her shoul­ders.




    At the pre­cise mo­ment that they passed him, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju tripped Re­mo. Re­mo

    went down like a sack of pota­toes. The wom­an shrank back but she was not swift enough to

    elude the talon­like fin­gers that reached up for her long-​necked throat.




    A mo­ment’s pres­sure on the base of the neck was suf­fi­cient. Her eyes rolled up in her

    head and she vent­ed a sigh. Then she col­lapsed to the floor like a de­flat­ing bal­loon.




    Chi­un stepped back and put his hands in­to his joined sleeves as Re­mo, his face

    hor­ri­fied, knelt at the wom­an’s side.




    “You lit­tle fraud, she’s not breath­ing!” Re­mo said, look­ing up in anger.




    “She breathes poor­ly, but she breathes,” Chi­un told him un­con­cerned­ly.




    Re­mo placed a hand over her heart, and feel­ing a beat, let out his pent breath. The

    tight­ness in his face loos­ened.




    “Now what?” he de­mand­ed tight­ly. “Are you go­ing to sand­bag me next?”




    “Now that she will not in­ter­fere, you and I will go to Fol­croft.”




    Re­mo stood up, his hands bone-​white fists of ten­sion. “No more tricks?”




    “Not from me,” Chi­un said lofti­ly.




    “Then you go first,” Re­mo said, mo­tion­ing for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju to lead the way,

    which Chi­un was on­ly too hap­py to do. For night was com­ing on, and miles away, at Fol­croft

    San­itar­ium, there was much to be done, and many mat­ters to set­tle.




    Par­tic­ular­ly with the new di­rec­tor of CURE, Norvell Ran­some.


  




  

    Chapter 23




    Norvell Ran­some’s wa­tery eyes reg­is­tered mo­men­tary shock as Re­mo and Chi­un en­tered

    his of­fice. Then a stud­ied calm­ness dropped over them like a dingy veil.




    “Re­mo Williams, dear boy!” he ex­claimed. “What an as­ton­ish­ing turn of events. You two

    have ob­vi­ous­ly found one an­oth­er.”




    “I found Re­mo,” Chi­un said, clos­ing the door. Re­mo stepped off to one side, his dark

    eyes un­read­able.




    “And the Van­derk­loot wom­an?” Ran­some in­quired. It was al­most a purr.




    “I dealt with her as Smith would have wished,” Chi­un said. “She will trou­ble us no

    longer.”




    “Smith was-​I mean is-​an ex­ceed­ing­ly ef­fi­cient ad­min­is­tra­tor. I know he would be

    pleased.” Ran­some cleared his throat with a rum­ble of phlegm. He touched the con­cealed stud

    un­der the lip of the desk and the CURE ter­mi­nal dis­ap­peared silent­ly, a blank pan­el

    slid­ing over its well.




    “I imag­ine, Re­mo, that you would like an ex­pla­na­tion for your re­cent

    in­car­cer­ation,” Ran­some said unc­tu­ous­ly.




    Re­mo start­ed to speak, but the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju shushed him with a knife­like

    ges­ture.




    “We would like an ex­pla­na­tion,” Chi­un said point­ed­ly.




    “To be sure.” Norvell Ran­some laid his pudgy fin­gers flat­ly on the desk. This was a

    crit­ical mo­ment. Chi­un had found Re­mo and brought him back, as he had ex­pect­ed. The

    ques­tion re­mained, how much did Re­mo re­mem­ber? And how would he re­act?




    “You are aware that the se­cu­ri­ty of this op­er­ation re­quires ex­traor­di­nary

    mea­sures,” Ran­some be­gan. “Es­pe­cial­ly mea­sures in the event of com­pro­mise or

    catas­troph­ic fail­ure. Fail­ure such as the com­pro­mis­ing of this fa­cil­ity, or the death

    or ex­po­sure of one of its op­er­atives.”




    “We know this,” Chi­un in­toned.




    Care­ful­ly Ran­some lift­ed a copy of the Na­tion­al En­quir­er from the desk draw­er and

    held up the front page, show­ing the artis­tic like­ness of Re­mo’s face.




    “You both know of Smith’s un­for­tu­nate sit­ua­tion,” he con­tin­ued. “It was brought about

    by this re­gret­table dis­play of jour­nal­is­tic ex­cess. Hence the need to re­move the

    Van­derk­loot wom­an. This pre­sent­ed the Pres­ident with a co­nun­drum. To shut down CURE

    op­er­ations? Or to await Smith’s re­cov­ery and de­cide up­on a course of ac­tion lat­er? The

    Pres­ident, I am pleased to re­port, re­sort­ed to the lat­ter op­tion. That is where I came

    in. My first in­struc­tion was to set in­to mo­tion Op­er­ation RE­STORE, which is one of

    Smith’s rather in­ge­nious, ah, re­tire­ment pro­grams. I must say that this pre­sent­ed me

    with an un­ac­cus­tomed chal­lenge, but it was made much eas­ier by your for­tu­itous ab­sence,

    Mas­ter Chi­un.”




    “Are we go­ing to lis­ten to this wind­bag all night?” Re­mo de­mand­ed. “He’s not giv­ing

    us squat.”




    “Hush,” Chi­un ad­mon­ished. “For­give my pupil. He has been testy since his re­cent brush

    with death.”




    Ran­some let that pass with a sim­ple “Ah.” He con­tin­ued, “It was as sim­ple as wait­ing

    un­til Re­mo was in the com­fort of his very own domi­cile. A home which, I am sor­ry to

    in­form you at this late date, Dr. Smith had the fore­sight to tam­per with in cer­tain sub­tle

    ways. In short, Mr. Williams, you were gassed in your sleep.”




    “Im­pos­si­ble!” Chi­un snapped. “No va­por could catch Re­mo un­awares.”




    “A col­or­less, odor­less gas that in­sin­uat­ed it­self in­to his bed­room while he slept,”

    Ran­some quick­ly in­sert­ed. “Re­mo was re­moved here to Fol­croft by am­bu­lance, where,

    still se­dat­ed, his mem­ory was, I re­gret to say, tam­pered with. It is very com­pli­cat­ed,

    but it in­volves a cer­tain drug that wipes the mem­ory clean, go­ing back to any point the

    ad­min­is­tra­tor-​and I use the term ad­vis­ed­ly-​choos­es. Rather like eras­ing a por­tion

    of au­dio tape. Ar­ti­fi­cial mem­ories are sub­sti­tut­ed via posthyp­not­ic sug­ges­tion. For

    Smith ev­ident­ly felt that some mem­ories might not sup­press suc­cess­ful­ly. So they were

    trans­formed. I re­viewed the com­put­er­ized mem­ory sim­ula­tions be­fore the Fol­croft

    doc­tors-​who thought they were con­duct­ing a mod­est ex­per­iment and was quite stunned.




    If you re­mem­bered Smith, you would re­call him as judge Smith. A de­ceased CURE

    op­er­ative named Mac­Cleary be­came the fod­der for a sim­ulat­ed mem­ory in­volv­ing the

    mur­der of a prison guard who nev­er ex­ist­ed. And if you re­mem­bered Chi­un-​Smith’s

    great­est fear-​you would trig­ger a mem­ory of his un­for­tu­nate demise. Af­ter that, you

    were trans­ferred from here, us­ing al­tered doc­uments. The rest you know. You woke up on

    Flori­da’s un­par­al­leled death row, un­aware that you had not spent the pre­vi­ous two

    decades at the New Jer­sey cor­rec­tion­al fa­cil­ity, which was the last true rec­ol­lec­tion

    you were al­lowed to re­tain.”




    “You smarmy bas­tard!” Re­mo said, start­ing for­ward. Chi­un stopped him with a hand placed

    to his chest.




    “Please,” Norvell Ran­some said, “re­strain your­self. This was Dr. Smith’s pro­gram. I

    mere­ly, ah, ex­ecut­ed it.”




    “And the state of Flori­da near­ly ex­ecut­ed me,” Re­mo snarled.




    “What?”




    “I was sched­uled to die this morn­ing.”




    “Dear me. Is this true, Mas­ter Chi­un?”




    “If Re­mo says it is true, it is true,” Chi­un re­turned cool­ly.




    “This was most un­for­tu­nate. Some bu­reau­crat­ic malfea­sance, for which the

    re­spon­si­ble par­ties will pay dear­ly, let me as­sure you. You see, it was all very

    el­egant, but quite harm­less. Re­mo, with­out mem­ory of CURE or Fol­croft or any of it, was

    sim­ply de­posit­ed back in the place where he came from-​death row. A fa­cil­ity oth­er than

    Tren­ton State was man­dat­ed, of course, be­cause Re­mo Williams had been ex­ecut­ed at

    Tren­ton. Or so it is be­lieved.”




    “Then Haines was telling the truth,” Re­mo gasped. Ran­some’s open face con­tract­ed

    sud­den­ly.




    “Haines?”




    “The state ex­ecu­tion­er who was to pull the switch on me. The same one who did it years

    be­fore,” Re­mo said.




    “Re­al­ly? The same ex­ecu­tion­er? Re­mark­able.”




    “Dread­ful,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. “We near­ly lost Re­mo. “




    “That was not the in­tent of Project RE­STORE, let me as­sure you.” Glob­ules of sweat were

    break­ing out on Ran­some’s fore­head now. One ran down one side of his nose and dripped in­to

    his open mouth. He swal­lowed it ab­sent­ly. “The plan was sim­ply to keep Re­mo out of the

    pub­lic eye while Dr. Smith’s sit­ua­tion be­came clear. For you see, this par­tic­ular plan

    suit­ed both prob­lems: Smith’s ill­ness and the En­quir­er ex­po­sure. “




    “What was sup­posed to hap­pen to me if Smith didn’t re­cov­er?”




    “My dear man, you must un­der­stand me when I tell you that the an­swer to that ques­tion is

    clas­si­fied. Who knows, but Dr. Smith or I may have to im­ple­ment it at some fu­ture point.”

    And Norvell Ran­some broke out in­to bub­bling laugh­ter. It shook his bulky toad­like form,

    but left the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and Re­mo un­moved. Ran­some sub­sid­ed.




    “Truth­ful­ly, that would be up to the Pres­ident,” Ran­some said in a sub­dued voice.

    “Re­mo’s mem­ory is eas­ily re­stored in the event Smith’s pos­si­ble demise does not

    ef­fec­tive­ly shut us down.”




    “Well, now that we’re all here,” Re­mo said sus­pi­cious­ly, “what now?”




    “Now,” Ran­some said; glanc­ing at his wrist­watch, “it is grow­ing late.” He pushed

    him­self up from his desk. “I an­tic­ipat­ed Mas­ter Chi­un’s re­turn, but not yours, Re­mo. A

    room has been pre­pared for you, and let me sug­gest you take ad­van­tage of it. For the night

    is no longer young.”




    “I’m not sure I trust this guy,” Re­mo said, caus­ing a hurt ex­pres­sion to set­tle over

    Ran­some’s cor­pu­lent face.




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un hissed. “Shame on you. You have heard this man’s rea­son­able

    ex­pla­na­tion.” Ran­some’s face bright­ened. “Let us take ad­van­tage of his gen­er­ous

    hos­pi­tal­ity. To­mor­row will be time enough to dis­cuss the press­ing mat­ter of our

    fu­ture. And CURE’s.”




    “Ex­cel­lent. Let me es­cort you to your room per­son­al­ly. Would you ob­ject to tak­ing

    the el­eva­tor down? It’s on the first floor.”




    With­out wait­ing for an an­swer, Norvell Ran­some led the way. The floor­ing shook with his

    thun­der­ous tread.




    “I’ve seen fat be­fore,” Re­mo whis­pered to Chi­un, “but this bag of lard is an ele­phant.

    And his ex­pla­na­tion may seen rea­son­able to you, but it sounds fishy to me. Take it from a

    guy who knows all there is to know about cons and con jobs.”




    Chi­un said noth­ing as they rode the el­eva­tor to the first floor.




    “Whew!” Re­mo said as they stepped out. “Good thing we had the el­eva­tor. Walk­ing down an

    en­tire flight of steps is more than I’m up to tonight.”




    His sar­casm was ig­nored by Chi­un and Ran­some. Ran­some led them to a room in the

    pa­tient wing. It was large, but sparse­ly fur­nished. Chi­un rec­og­nized it as quar­ters he

    had oc­cu­pied in times when he lived at Fol­croft.




    “There are sleep­ing mats and a tele­vi­sion, as you can see,” Ran­some was say­ing. “I will

    have din­ner sent down if you wish. Would you like a menu?”




    “Just rice for me,” Re­mo said, bring­ing a de­light­ed smile to Chi­un’s parch­ment

    vis­age.




    “And rice for me as well,” Chi­un added.




    “Ex­cel­lent,” Norvell Ran­some said, “it will be served present­ly. Now, if you will

    ex­cuse me, I must bid you both a pleas­ant good night.”




    Af­ter Ran­some had gone, Re­mo looked at the soli­tary sleep­ing mats and, think­ing of

    Nao­mi’s fu­ton, asked, “Doesn’t any­one sleep on beds any­more?” Chi­un’s an­swer was lost in

    hiss­ing white clouds spurt­ing from the wall­boards on ev­ery side.




    It looked like steam but it bit the skin like dry ice. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju re­act­ed

    in­stant­ly. But in­stant­ly was too late, for his limbs were quick-​frozen at once, like a TV

    din­ner. He fell, one el­bow and a bent knee pre­vent­ing his rigid body from touch­ing the

    floor.




    Re­mo fell straight back, his hands on his hips. He hit like a board, still and

    un­yield­ing. His face was as white as a snow­man’s. He’s still-​open eyes stared blind­ly, the

    pupils frozen with a dust­ing of opaque ice.




    And out in the cor­ri­dor, Norvell Ran­some turned the hand wheel marked “Liq­uid

    Ni­tro­gen” and closed the wall pan­el con­ceal­ing it.




    He took the el­eva­tor back to his of­fice, sud­den­ly re­gret­ting that he had not thought

    to ask ei­ther of them what the acronym CURE had stood for. Well, the night was young. Per­haps

    the com­put­ers would fi­nal­ly give up that most stub­born se­cret.




    Af­ter all, CURE had sur­ren­dered ev­ery­thing else of val­ue. In­clud­ing its most po­tent

    hu­man weapons. The too-​brief sen­sa­tion of weight­less­ness ceased and brought Norvell

    Ran­some’s bulk back down to earth. He stepped past the slid­ing el­eva­tor doors and in­to the

    dim cor­ri­dor, where he spied a pe­riph­er­al flick­er of move­ment and felt a slight breath

    of dis­turbed air.




    A fire door was clos­ing, and be­yond it came the soft pad of feet on stairs. Norvell

    Ran­some went to the door and opened it. He peered down. The stair­well was emp­ty.




    “Se­cu­ri­ty guard, no doubt,” he told him­self. Then he wad­dled back to the of­fice,

    in­tend­ing to call the cap­tain of the guards about the an­noy­ing ir­reg­ular­ity.




    He had or­dered rig­or­ous­ly timed tours of the build­ing and grounds.




    Norvell Ran­some eased him­self in­to the cracked leather chair and reached for the blue

    tele­phone. He stopped, his hand frozen over the re­ceiv­er. It quiv­ered as his eyes drank in

    the sight of the CURE ter­mi­nal screen, up from its well like a blank-​faced robot.




    “What the dev­il,” he said un­der his breath. He was cer­tain he had re­turned it to its

    well be­fore leav­ing. It was stan­dard CURE se­cu­ri­ty pro­ce­dure, which he ad­hered to

    re­li­gious­ly.




    Ran­some blinked. In the ex­act mid­dle of the screen, a short string of glow­ing green

    let­ters float­ed. Ran­some leaned clos­er. When he read the words, ev­ery mus­cle in his face

    went slack. His jaw dropped, giv­ing him two ex­tra chins. He swore aloud, but all that came

    out was a frog­gy croak.




    For the words on the screen con­sti­tut­ed a sim­ple mes­sage: I AM BACK.


  




  

    Chapter 24




    Dr. Alan Doo­ley crept down the third-​floor cor­ri­dor to Fol­croft’s hos­pi­tal wing. He

    slipped in­to Dr. Smith’s room, his eyes haunt­ed.




    Smith lay un­der the oxy­gen tent. He was the col­or of fish skin, Dr. Doo­ley saw. His lips

    and fin­ger­nails were gray. Not blue. They had been a faint blue just min­utes ago. Smith was

    im­prov­ing. Doo­ley couldn’t un­der­stand how.




    He stepped up to the plas­tic tent­ing and rus­tled it. Smith’s eyes flut­tered open. “It’s

    me, Doo­ley,” Doo­ley told him. “I did ex­act­ly as you asked. It was easy, once I lo­cat­ed

    the sta­tus key.”




    “What did com­put­er say?” Smith’s words were a croak.




    “The words were PAL­LIA­TIVE. RE­STORE. FREEZE-​DRY”




    “PAL­LIA­TIVE,” Smith mut­tered dry­ly. “That means he’s sanc­tioned. And you say he

    or­dered you to ig­nore my med­ical needs?”




    “Not in so many words,” Doo­ley ad­mit­ted. “But it was clear that he pre­ferred that you

    nev­er re­cov­er. He for­bade any sig­nif­icant med­ical in­ter­ven­tion, such as an

    op­er­ation. When I in­sist­ed, he sent me away. But my con­science both­ered me. I re­lieved

    the oth­er doc­tor.”




    “You are not part of the Fol­croft staff,” Smith said.




    “I was on staff of New York City Hos­pi­tal. Ran­some con­tact­ed me. In­sist­ed I re­sign

    and come to work here. He … he knew some things about me. I don’t know how it’s pos­si­ble, but

    he did.”




    “The com­put­er told him,” Smith said.




    “What kind of com­put­er would know-“




    “-that you are a sus­pect­ed child mo­lester?” Dr. Doo­ley start­ed. “The less you know,”

    Smith added, “the bet­ter off you will be. Now let me think. RE­STORE means that Re­mo is out

    of the pic­ture. FREEZE-​DRY can on­ly mean he’s used the liq­uid-​ni­tro­gen room. He’s very

    smart. He must have neu­tral­ized Chi­un.” Smith’s voice lift­ed. “Doo­ley. Lis­ten

    care­ful­ly. Go to the first floor, the dor­mi­to­ry wing. You will find a wall pan­el out­side

    Room Fifty-​five. Open it and de­press the red but­ton. Wait one hour and Room Fifty-​five will

    open au­to­mat­ical­ly. As­sist the in­di­vid­ual you will find in­side. In­form him that you

    are act­ing on my be­half. Then bring him to me. Is that un­der­stood?”




    “Yes. I think.”




    “Now, go. Ran­some will be puz­zled by the mes­sage you left on the ter­mi­nal. This will be

    the first place he will look.”




    Dr. Doo­ley with­drew from the room. He start­ed for the el­eva­tor, but the in­di­ca­tor

    light winked on. Some­one was about to step off the lift. Doo­ley ducked back and slipped

    through a fire ex­it lead­ing to the stair­well.




    Norvell Ran­some stepped off the el­eva­tor. It was most dis­tress­ing, he ru­mi­nat­ed. The

    CURE com­put­er had been ac­cessed. Re­mo and Chi­un were out of the pic­ture. That left on­ly

    Smith.




    Ran­some hes­itat­ed out­side Smith’s door. What if this was a lure of some kind? Phys­ical

    dan­ger was not one of Norvell Ran­some’s loves in life. It was the rea­son why, when the

    gov­ern­ment combed Ivy League uni­ver­si­ties in the 1960’s for mem­bers of promi­nent

    old-​line fam­ilies, Norvell Ran­some of the Vir­ginia Ran­somes opt­ed for the NSA and not the

    CIA. Guns were the first re­sort of the in­tel­lec­tu­al­ly lim­it­ed.




    Tak­ing a deep breath, Ran­some pushed open the door. Smith lay in­ert, ap­par­ent­ly

    un­changed from hours be­fore. He ap­proached the bed­side cau­tious­ly, notic­ing the ab­sence

    of blue from Smith’s lips and nails. They gave him a death­li­er cast, but a glance at the

    heart mon­itor os­cil­lo­scope in­di­cat­ed a steady heart­beat. Smith’s sunken chest

    con­tin­ued to rise and fall with his faint breath­ing.




    No, Norvell Ran­some de­cid­ed, Dr. Harold W. Smith had not been the in­ter­lop­er. It was

    not his na­ture to bold­ly pro­claim his re­turn with the child­ish state­ment “I am back.”




    Ran­some hur­ried from the room, think­ing: Who? On­ly four per­sons were sup­posed to know

    of CURE’s ex­is­tence. Its three op­er­atives were con­tained. That left on­ly the Pres­ident,

    but he was hard­ly a like­ly can­di­date. Yet some­one with knowl­edge of CURE was prowl­ing

    Fol­croft. It must be one of the se­crets in the hid­den files, along with the mean­ing of the

    acronym CURE.




    This time Ran­some im­pa­tient­ly suf­fered through the el­eva­tor de­scent. There was

    noth­ing to make the blood course through the body like a good mys­tery.




    Dr. Alan Doo­ley was sur­prised when at last the door to Room 55 opened and he found two

    in­di­vid­uals on the floor. They lay there like grotesque dis­card­ed man­nequins. The walls

    ra­di­at­ed a strong warmth. Doo­ley had no­ticed the hand wheel marked “Liq­uid Ni­tro­gen”

    and un­der­stood. These men had been quick-​frozen by the on­ly sub­stance known to do it

    safe­ly with­out cel­lu­lar dam­age. They prob­ably nev­er knew what hit them. Doo­ley

    shiv­ered in the warmth as he knelt and raised their eye­lids. He passed a hand over their

    pupils, in­ter­cept­ing the light. He got re­ac­tions from both men. Good.




    “Wake up,” Doo­ley hissed, slap­ping the white man. “Come on,” he urged. The white man did

    not re­spond, but the Asian be­gan to stir on his own. He sat up sud­den­ly, his eyes

    fierce.




    “I’m Dr. Doo­ley. Smith sent me.”




    “I am in­ter­est­ed in the one called Ran­some,” the Asian said cold­ly. Then he no­ticed

    the oth­er man. “Re­mo!” he said, shocked.




    “He’s okay. It’s just tak­ing him longer to come around. You were quick-​frozen.”




    As the Asian min­is­tered to the oth­er man, he said, “And I promise you that the fate that

    awaits that ele­phant will not be quick, but in­finite­ly slow.”




    Faster than Doo­ley thought was pos­si­ble, the Asian brought the man he called Re­mo

    around. Re­mo sat up, blink­ing dul­ly.




    “What hap­pened?” Re­mo de­mand­ed. “I re­mem­ber a kind of fog, then noth­ing.”




    “I will ex­plain lat­er. We must go with this man. Come.”




    They made their way up the stair­well to Smith’s bed­side.




    Smith didn’t re­act un­til Doo­ley rus­tled the oxy­gen tent. On­ly then did his eyes snap

    open.




    “Mas­ter Chi­un,” he said. Then, star­tled: “Re­mo! What are you do­ing here?”




    “I broke jail,” Re­mo said cold­ly. “Chi­un ex­plained who you re­al­ly are. I work for you,

    he says. But I re­mem­ber you as the guy who sent me to death row. “




    “There will be time enough for ex­pla­na­tions lat­er,” Smith said un­com­fort­ably.




    “Not for me. I’ve had enough of this crazi­ness. I here­by give my no­tice. See you in the

    want ads.” Re­mo start­ed for the door. He found him­self on his stom­ach in­stead, the old

    Ori­en­tal stand­ing on his so­lar plexus. He bounced slight­ly, forc­ing air in and out of

    Re­mo’s lungs. It hurt, but sur­pris­ing­ly, his brain be­gan to clear. He de­cid­ed he liked

    breath­ing through the stom­ach.




    “Do not lis­ten to Re­mo, Em­per­or,” Chi­un was say­ing. “He has not been him­self since he

    was near­ly ex­ecut­ed again.”




    “Again?” Smith asked, look­ing to­ward Doo­ley. The doc­tor’s brow fur­rowed.




    “The pre­tender called Ran­some ar­ranged for Re­mo to be ex­ecut­ed in my ab­sence,” Chi­un

    ex­plained.




    “Then he is a rogue el­ement,” Smith mut­tered. “Sanc­tioned or not, he must be

    stopped.”




    “I will be hap­py to at­tend to that de­tail,” Chi­un said.




    “No!” Smith hissed. “He is still the Pres­ident’s man. Elim­inat­ing him would on­ly cre­ate

    prob­lems. It must ap­pear to be an ac­ci­dent.”




    “I have many ex­cel­lent ac­ci­dents in my reper­toire,” Chi­un said, beam­ing.




    “No. I have a con­tin­gen­cy plan for this sit­ua­tion, as well. I want one of you to

    pen­etrate my of­fice while the oth­er dis­tracts Ran­some. Lift the blue tele­phone and push

    the loud­ness lever un­der­neath to the high­est po­si­tion.”




    “Re­mo can do that. It is sim­ple enough,” Chi­un said quick­ly. He looked down. “Is that

    all right with you, Re­mo?”




    “It is if some­one will get off my stom­ach,” Re­mo replied.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped off and Re­mo got to his feet. His eyes were clear­er.




    “I meant what I said about quit­ting,” Re­mo told Smith. “Judge.”




    Smith ig­nored him and ad­dressed Chi­un. “I am told there are spe­cial guards now at­tached

    to Fol­croft.”




    “I have al­ready dealt with the worst of them.”




    “Kill them all,” Smith croaked.




    “Good God,” Dr. Doo­ley blurt­ed. “What is this all about?”




    “We can­not take a chance that Ran­some has al­lowed them to know too much,” Smith

    added.




    “How much is too much?” Dr. Doo­ley said hoarse­ly, look­ing from face to face. He stopped

    and did a dou­ble-​take on Re­mo. “Have I seen you be­fore?” he asked. “Your face looks

    fa­mil­iar.”




    “Ev­er read the Na­tion­al En­quir­er?” Re­mo asked.




    “Of course not!”




    “Liar,” Re­mo snapped.




    “Dr. Doo­ley,” Smith in­ter­rupt­ed, “I will re­quire a tele­phone and a wheelchair.”




    “I’m sor­ry. As your physi­cian, I strong­ly ad­vise against ex­ert­ing your­self.”




    “You are an em­ploy­ee of this fa­cil­ity,” Smith said cold­ly. “And I am its di­rec­tor.

    You will do as I say.”




    The force in Smith’s voice stopped Dr. Doo­ley’s next words. The long fin­ger­nails of the

    Asian called Chi­un sud­den­ly float­ing up to his face helped too. Doo­ley left

    hur­ried­ly.




    “Well, what are you wait­ing for?” Smith asked Re­mo.




    “Di­rec­tions. How the hell would I know where your of­fice is?”




    “Oh,” Smith said. “I had for­got­ten. Mas­ter Chi­un, will you di­rect him, please?”




    “Yes. We will re­turn short­ly,” Chi­un said, bow­ing. Re­mo and Chi­un left. Af­ter the

    door closed, Dr. Harold W. Smith closed his eyes. It was a strain to speak, but de­spite the

    ex­pen­di­ture of ef­fort, he was feel­ing bet­ter.




    From the cor­ri­dor, Re­mo’s voice drift­ed back. “Ex­plain some­thing to me, will you? If

    you work for Smith, why does he call you mas­ter?”




    Norvell Ran­some ig­nored the beep­ing lights on his com­put­er, warn­ing of de­vel­op­ing

    na­tion­al-​se­cu­ri­ty and do­mes­tic con­cerns. Time enough for those mat­ters lat­er. There

    must be a hid­den file in the Fol­croft database. He brought up the sys­tem’s di­ag­nos­tic

    pro­gram and be­gan scan­ning the dump. Lines of raw da­ta sped by his ea­ger eyes, show­ing a

    mix­ture of hex­idec­imal codes and plain ASCII-​read­able text.




    To his be­fud­dle­ment, he found no hid­den files, no breath of a clue to the iden­ti­ty of

    the mys­te­ri­ous in­ter­lop­er. And worst of all to his in­quis­itive mind, the rid­dle of the

    CURE acronym re­mained un­ex­plained.




    The in­ter­com buzzed. An­noy­ance on his face, Ran­some reached for the but­ton.




    “What is it, Mrs. Mikul­ka?” he asked petu­tant­ly. And then it hit him. Eileen Mikul­ka,

    Smith’s sec­re­tary. Per­haps she …




    But all such sus­pi­cions fled his mind when Mrs. Mikul­ka said breath­less­ly, “The

    cap­tain of the guards is re­port­ing a dis­tur­bance in the gym, Mr. Ran­some.”




    “Or­der all se­cu­ri­ty per­son­nel to deal with it,” he barked.




    “That’s the prob­lem. The guard force are al­ready in the gym. And they’re re­quest­ing

    re­in­force­ments. Should I call the po­lice?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly not! What is the na­ture of the dis­tur­bance?”




    “They’re so fran­tic I can’t get that out of them.”




    “I see,” Ran­some said slow­ly. “Thank you for bring­ing this to my at­ten­tion, Mrs.

    Mikul­ka. I shall see to the mat­ter per­son­al­ly.”




    Norvell Ran­some ig­nored her as he bound­ed past her desk. His tread made the wa­ter in her

    desk­top flow­er vase slop over the lip and on­to the Rolodex.




    Mrs. Eileen Mikul­ka felt ner­vous. Since Dr. Smith’s heart at­tack-​if that was in­deed his

    prob­lem-​noth­ing had seemed to go right. She thought the whole mat­ter of Norvell Ran­some

    him­self was very strange. The lech­er­ous way he looked at the nurs­es. She had even caught

    him look­ing at her in a dis­turbing­ly car­nal way.




    Then a stranger thing hap­pened. A man she knew on­ly as Re­mo, who had worked at Fol­croft

    in some cus­to­di­al ca­pac­ity months be­fore, emerged from the stair­well, look­ing lost.




    “Hi!” he said ner­vous­ly. “Is this Dr. Smith’s of­fice?”




    “Of course,” she replied. “You know that, Mr…. I’m afraid I’ve for­got­ten your name.”




    “Thanks. Just check­ing,” he said, slip­ping in­to the of­fice.




    “Wait!” she called af­ter him. “You can’t go in there.” She start­ed to rise from her desk,

    but the door lock clicked. He had locked it af­ter him. Some­thing was dis­tinct­ly wrong, but

    Mrs. Eileen Mikul­ka was not about to do any­thing to get her­self fired. She com­posed

    her­self and wait­ed for Mr. Ran­some’s re­turn.




    In­side Dr. Smith’s of­fice, Re­mo walked up to the desk and lift­ed the or­di­nary blue

    tele­phone. It was a stan­dard AT nderneath there was a sil­ver lever. He slid it to the end of

    the slot marked “Loud­er. “




    That done, he paused for a look around the Spar­tan of­fice. There was a big pic­ture

    win­dow be­hind the desk, show­ing Long Is­land Sound. None of it looked fa­mil­iar to him. But

    it ex­act­ly matched the of­fice Smith had oc­cu­pied in one of his dreams. Puz­zled, Re­mo

    hur­ried to the door.




    Norvell Ran­some ap­proached the big black dou­ble doors to the Fol­croft gym. He put his

    ear to the cold met­al. There was ab­so­lute­ly no sound on the oth­er side. Ran­some

    pro­cras­ti­nat­ed. This was not to his taste at all. Deal­ing with phys­ical prob­lems like a

    com­mon field agent. That was why he had hired a fresh com­ple­ment of guards. But sum­mon­ing

    the po­lice was out of the ques­tion.




    With painstak­ing slow­ness he pushed the door open a crack. He peered in­side.




    There was a guard ly­ing on his back on the Nau­tilus ma­chine. His hand clutched the bar of

    the de­vice that was weight­ed with heavy met­al slabs. Ran­some wait­ed for him to push them

    up. But the guard sim­ply held that po­si­tion.




    Ran­some pushed the door open all the way. He saw the oth­er guards. Two hung from gym­nast

    hoops. Not by their hands, but by their necks, their faces a smoky laven­der. Ran­some gasped

    in spite of him­self.




    His en­tire guard force was dead. Some grotesque­ly so. The hang­ing guards, for ex­am­ple,

    had had their heads some­how forced through the alu­minum rings. The rings were ob­vi­ous­ly

    too small for their necks, which was why their faces were pur­ple, yet their heads had

    ev­ident­ly gone through with­out crush­ing their skulls. The guard un­der the weights was

    lit­er­al­ly un­der them. His head had been crushed, his hands clutch­ing the han­dles in a

    death grip.




    The oth­ers were worse. Yet there was no blood any­where. Just man­gled bod­ies. And

    nei­ther was there any in­di­ca­tion of who-​or what-​had dec­imat­ed them.




    Ran­some hur­ried from the gym. This wing of Fol­croft lacked an el­eva­tor, forc­ing him to

    run. He was puff­ing by the time he reached the main build­ing. The re­cep­tion-​area guard was

    ab­sent. Ran­some as­sumed he had been the un­for­tu­nate with the mashed cra­ni­um.




    Ran­some reached the el­eva­tor in safe­ty and stabbed the but­ton marked two.




    Mrs. Mikul­ka start­ed like a fright­ened an­imal when Ran­some ap­peared on the sec­ond

    floor.




    “What is it now, Mrs. Mikul­ka?” he snapped.




    “A man barged in­to your of­fice. I couldn’t stop him.”




    Ran­some stopped in his tracks. “Where is he now?”




    “I don’t know. He left just mo­ments ago.”




    “Is any­one in there now?” Ran­some de­mand­ed ner­vous­ly.




    “No.”




    “Then be good enough to in­form any callers that I am out for the day.”




    “Of course, Mr. Ran­some.”




    Norvell Ran­some locked the of­fice door af­ter him. He lum­bered for the com­put­er, which

    was up and run­ning. Then he re­al­ized he had for­got­ten to con­ceal it this time. He

    frowned. Such slop­pi­ness was un­for­giv­able.




    “Must get a grip on my­self,” he said, slid­ing be­hind the desk. He at­tacked the

    key­board. Some­where there must be a hid­den file. He ini­ti­at­ed an­oth­er di­ag­nos­tic

    dump.




    The in­ter­com buzzed and Ran­some shout­ed, “I told you I am not ac­cept­ing calls!”

    with­out both­er­ing to trip the in­ter­com.




    “I … I think you should take this one,” Mrs. Mikul­ka shout­ed back.




    Ran­some blinked. He eyed the blue tele­phone. Gin­ger­ly he lift­ed it.




    “Hel­lo?” he said cau­tious­ly.




    An un­fa­mil­iar lemo­ny voice spoke in­to his ear. “It is over, Ran­some. I am back.”




    “Who … who are you?”




    “That you will nev­er know. There is a con­tin­gen­cy for ev­ery­thing in this

    or­ga­ni­za­tion. You should know that by now. Af­ter all, ev­ery se­cret of this

    in­sti­tu­tion is at your fin­ger­tips.”




    “Not quite,” Ran­some blurt­ed out. “There is you, and the mean­ing of the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion’s code name. I don’t sup­pose I can pry that out of you?”




    There was a pause on the oth­er end. Then the lemo­ny voice re­sumed speak­ing. “The an­swer

    to that and oth­er ques­tions you have may be ob­tained by call­ing a cer­tain num­ber.”




    “I have a pen in my hand,” Ran­some said quick­ly. The lemo­ny voice gave a phone

    num­ber.




    Then, abrupt­ly, the man hung up, say­ing, “Good-​bye, Ran­some. “




    “Wait! What about-?”




    Ran­some re­placed the re­ceiv­er. He looked at the tele­phone num­ber. It bore a lo­cal

    ex­change. In fact, it seemed fa­mil­iar some­how, but he couldn’t quite place it. Af­ter

    tak­ing a few deep breaths to calm him­self Norvell Ran­some be­gan punch­ing the key­pad with

    his fat stub­by fin­gers.




    He clapped the re­ceiv­er to his ear and wait­ed for the first ring. As his wa­tery eyes

    jerked around the room ner­vous­ly, he no­ticed the num­ber in the plas­tic win­dow un­der the

    blue tele­phone’s key­pad.




    It was iden­ti­cal to the num­ber he had di­aled. “What on earth!” he mut­tered. Then, fear

    ris­ing from his Brob­ding­na­gian bel­ly, he hasti­ly let go of the re­ceiv­er.




    The prob­lem was that he could not. His mus­cles would not re­spond. There was a sud­den

    sharp whiff of some­thing burn­ing in his nose. He nev­er re­al­ized that it was his own

    nos­tril hairs be­cause the neu­rons of his brain had died and his corneas turned cataract

    white from the two thou­sand volts cours­ing through his blub­bery body. He con­tin­ued

    jerk­ing and spas­ming even af­ter he had been cooked to death.




    Then the lights blew and his face hit the desk edge with a mushy whump!


  




  

    Chapter 25




    Fol­croft San­itar­ium was blacked out for no more than forty-​five sec­onds be­fore the

    emer­gen­cy gen­er­ators came on, fill­ing Dr. Smith’s hos­pi­tal room with harsh white light.

    The os­cil­lo­scope beeped in­to life, but it did not reg­is­ter Smith’s heart rate, for Smith

    was no longer hooked up to it.




    In­stead, he was sit­ting on an alu­minum wheelchair, a robe cov­er­ing his thin legs.




    “What hap­pened?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “Ran­some used the tele­phone,” Smith said terse­ly.




    “You re­al­ly should have bet­ter wiring,” Re­mo re­marked.




    “The wiring is fine. Now, would one of you please push me to the el­eva­tor. We are go­ing

    to re­claim my of­fice. “




    Chi­un turned to Re­mo. “Re­mo, do as Em­per­or Smith says.”




    “Em­per­or?” Re­mo and Dr. Doo­ley said si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly.




    “Now,” Chi­un added sharply.




    Oblig­ing­ly Re­mo got be­hind Smith and start­ed push­ing. Chi­un and Dr. Doo­ley fol­lowed

    them to the el­eva­tor. They rode one floor down in si­lence.




    Mrs. Eileen Mikul­ka jumped to her feet at the sight of her em­ploy­er be­ing wheeled up to

    her desk. “Dr. Smith!” she ex­claimed.




    “Mrs. Mikul­ka, you have the rest of the day off,” Smith said firm­ly, his gray eyes on the

    closed door to his of­fice.




    Mrs. Mikul­ka didn’t ask ques­tions. She grabbed her purse and ran.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju took the lead. He found the door locked. He placed both palms to the

    pan­el and ex­ert­ed what seemed to the oth­ers like test­ing pres­sure.




    In re­sponse, the door groaned metal­li­cal­ly and fell in­ward.




    Re­mo rolled Smith over the hor­izon­tal pan­el, re­mark­ing to Chi­un, “You re­al­ly have a

    way with doors, you know that?”




    “It is Sinan­ju,” Chi­un re­turned. “Some­thing ob­vi­ous­ly be­yond your white

    men­tal­ity.”




    Once in­side, ev­ery­one fell silent as they ab­sorbed the sight of Norvell Ran­some

    col­lapsed be­hind the desk.




    Re­mo smelled the air. “Smells like burn­ing hair.”




    “That is one re­sult of death by elec­tro­cu­tion,” Smith said while Dr. Doo­ley placed a

    hand over Ran­some’s fat-​sheathed heart. Feel­ing noth­ing, he shift­ed to the carotid artery.

    He looked up.




    “This man is dead,” he said hoarse­ly.




    Notic­ing that Ran­some clutched a half-​melt­ed tele­phone re­ceiv­er in one hand, Re­mo

    asked of Smith, “What hap­pened to him?”




    “He di­aled the wrong num­ber.”




    “Yeah?” Re­mo said slow­ly. “I don’t sup­pose this has any­thing to to with that lever you

    had me throw?”




    “It armed the tele­phone.”




    “Armed?” Re­mo said blankly. “How do you arm a tele­phone?”




    “By push­ing the lit­tle lever, of course,” Chi­un said im­pa­tient­ly. “Em­per­or, shall I

    re­move the garbage?”




    “How can you talk of garbage at a time like this?” Re­mo asked.




    No one an­swered him. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped be­hind the desk. He plucked

    some­thing from one vo­lu­mi­nous sleeve and lift­ed Ran­some’s slack face up by the hair.

    Chi­un af­fixed a Band-​Aid to the still-​steam­ing fore­head. Writ­ten across it were the

    words Do NOT RE­SUS­CI­TATE. He pushed the leather chair away and in­to a clos­et, Norvell

    Ran­some’s cor­pu­lent body-​still clutch­ing the half-​melt­ed re­ceiv­er-​jig­gling with an

    al­most bone­less an­ima­tion.




    “Looks like he got the same medicine he tried to feed me,” Re­mo said as the clos­et door

    was shut on the corpse.




    At Smith’s sig­nal, Chi­un pushed the wheelchair be­hind the desk. Smith word­less­ly opened

    a draw­er and pulled out a red tele­phone. He lift­ed the re­ceiv­er and wait­ed.




    Present­ly he said, “Mr. Pres­ident, this is Harold W. Smith. I am call­ing to in­form you

    of the ac­ci­den­tal death of my tem­po­rary re­place­ment, Norvell Ran­some.” Smith paused.

    “He was elec­tro­cut­ed at­tempt­ing to tam­per with ar­eas of our com­put­er sys­tern he was

    not au­tho­rized to ac­cess…. Yes, it is re­gret­table. Yes, I am pre­pared to re­sume my

    for­mer re­spon­si­bil­ities if you will sanc­tion con­tin­ued CURE op­er­ations.”




    Smith lis­tened as he wait­ed. “Thank you, Mr. Pres­ident, I will re­port as soon as all the

    loose ends are cleared up.”




    Smith hung up, grim-​faced.




    “Mas­ter Chi­un,” he said cold­ly. “How com­pro­mised are we?”




    “The wom­an named Van­derk­loot knows of Fol­croft, but not of CURE.”




    “I see.”




    Smith’s gray eyes fell up­on Re­mo Williams. “And you, Re­mo. Who knows you still

    ex­ist?”




    Re­mo con­sid­ered. “Nao­mi. Haines. He’s the guy who ex­ecut­ed me once and al­most got a

    sec­ond chance. The prison war­den. And I’d say, oh, maybe two thou­sand hard­ened con­victs,

    give or take a few.” Re­mo’s smile was dark and taunt­ing.




    “Hm­mmm,” Smith was say­ing. “Oth­er than Haines, how many of these know you were ex­ecut­ed

    years ago?”




    “Just Haines, as far as I know. Why?”




    “Be­cause all se­ri­ous se­cu­ri­ty risks must be neu­tral­ized as rapid­ly as pos­si­ble,”

    Smith said. He was look­ing past Re­mo. Re­mo turned around. Dr. Alan Doo­ley stood

    help­less­ly, his eyes sick.




    “Chi­un,” Smith said qui­et­ly.




    “As you wish, Em­per­or,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said, ad­vanc­ing on Dr. Doo­ley.




    “What’s he go­ing to do?” Re­mo asked anx­ious­ly. Dr. Doo­ley shrank back against a

    wall.




    “Wait, you can’t do this. I helped you, Smith. I saved your life.”




    “No,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. “I saved his life. I im­part­ed new strength so that his heart

    could heal it­self.”




    “But I’m on your side, Smith!” Dr. Doo­ley whim­pered. He was afraid of the old Asian. He

    didn’t know why. He was an­cient. Frail. But those oblique hazel eyes filled him with

    dread.




    “Wait a minute,” Re­mo said, hor­ri­fied. He ad­dressed Smith. “How can you kill him? What

    did he ev­er do ex­cept help you out?”




    “Make it quick and pain­less,” Smith said, “even though the man is a child mo­lester.”




    “A de­filer of chil­dren!” squeaked Chi­un. He was stand­ing be­fore the cow­er­ing doc­tor

    now.




    “But I helped you!” Doo­ley screeched. “All of you!”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s hands, nail-​head­ed hy­dras, trans­fixed Dr. Alan Doo­ley. One

    homed in on his star­ing face. It filled his vi­sion. He nev­er saw the oth­er hand

    dis­ap­pear. It drove in once, in­to his heart, and pulled back so fast the nails were clear of

    blood. Dr. Doo­ley’s face reg­is­tered un­com­pre­hend­ing shock. He looked down. Over his

    heart, five bright scar­let dots grew in­to spots and spread in all di­rec­tions, form­ing an

    un­stop­pable red stain.




    Dr. Alan Doo­ley crum­pled at the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s un­con­cerned feet.




    “Je­sus Christ!” Re­mo said, turn­ing on Smith. “You are the most cold-​blood­ed son of a

    bitch I’ve ev­er seen out­side of the can. That guy saved your butt. Or doesn’t that count for

    any­thing?”




    “He knew too much. And he had been tar­get­ed for ex­po­sure and prob­able prison. This was

    a bet­ter fate than prison would have been, don’t you agree?”




    “What­ev­er hap­pened to due pro­cess?” Re­mo want­ed to know. His fists were clenched in

    anger.




    “Some­times cir­cum­stances force us to make ex­cep­tions,” Smith told him sad­ly, “so that

    due pro­cess can be main­tained for the ma­jor­ity of Amer­icans. That is the pur­pose of CURE.

    Ran­some, for all his ac­cess to our se­crets, missed that point. He thought CURE was an

    acronym. It is not. CURE is sim­ply that -a cure for Amer­ica’s ills. If our work is al­lowed

    to con­tin­ue to its ul­ti­mate end, CURE will cease to ex­ist be­cause the need for CURE will

    have end­ed. That is our goal. No one must be al­lowed to stand in the way of that goal.”




    “So what about me?” Re­mo said an­gri­ly. “Back to prison-​or are you go­ing to snuff me

    too?”




    “Chi­un,” Smith said tone­less­ly, look­ing Re­mo in the eye. “You know what to do.”




    “Not with­out a fight,” Re­mo warned. He whirled. He nev­er com­plet­ed the turn. A hand at

    the back of his neck squeezed and his vi­sion cloud­ed over like a fast-​mov­ing line

    squall….




    Re­mo awoke sud­den­ly. He was strapped down in a big steel-​and-​leather chair stud­ded

    with di­als and ca­bles. And look­ing at him with clin­ical de­tach­ment, sit­ting in his

    wheelchair, was Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    Oh, Christ, he thought. That bas­tard Smith is go­ing to fry me him­self. Re­mo tried to

    turn his head. When it wouldn’t move, he be­came con­scious of a band of met­al en­cir­cling

    his neck, re­strain­ing him. He frowned, won­der­ing what kind of elec­tric chair went around

    the neck, not the tem­ple.




    “See you in hell, Smith,” he grat­ed. Smith ges­tured in such a way that Re­mo be­came aware

    that there was some­one be­side him, hov­er­ing at the edge of his field of vi­sion.




    Then the neck­band popped. Re­mo jerked his head free. Some­one reached over and lift­ed the

    dome­like hel­met that had cov­ered his head. It was an un­fa­mil­iar man in hos­pi­tal green.

    A doc­tor. Word­less­ly he un­did the straps that pin­ioned Re­mo’s wrists, bi­ceps, and

    an­kles.




    Re­mo looked around. The room was filled with com­pli­cat­ed elec­tron­ic equip­ment,

    com­put­ers, and wheeled con­trol sta­tions. Ev­ery­thing, it seemed, was con­nect­ed to the

    chair by coax­ial ca­ble or wiring.




    Chi­un stood off to one side, watch­ing him with the cocked head in­quis­itive­ness of a

    ter­ri­er.




    “Please leave us alone with the sub­ject, Doc­tor,” Smith said tone­less­ly.




    The doc­tor com­plied and swift­ly left the room. Re­mo got out of the chair, rub­bing his

    wrists. “What do you re­mem­ber, Re­mo?” Smith asked dry­ly.




    Re­mo blinked. It was as if his brain had been cleaned of the fog­like heav­iness that he

    hadn’t been able to shake since Flori­da State.




    “All of it,” Re­mo said bit­ter­ly. “Most­ly how you rigged my very own house so you could

    dis­pose of me like used fa­cial tis­sue.”




    “When you joined the or­ga­ni­za­tion, you un­der­stood that we were all ex­pend­able.”




    “Ex­cept me, of course,” Chi­un put in smug­ly.




    “You’re sid­ing with Smith on this?” Re­mo ac­cused. “I don’t be­lieve it. Af­ter all we’ve

    been through to­geth­er.”




    “I serve Smith, as do you,” Chi­un re­joined. “Smith serves his pres­ident. What more is

    there to be said?”




    “Thank you. Now I know where I stand. And what I said ear­li­er still goes. I quit.”




    “Re­mo, let me ex­plain,” Smith said quick­ly. “First, what you went through was a

    con­tin­gen­cy op­er­ation. De­signed sim­ply to get you out of cir­cu­la­tion in the event of

    my be­ing in­ca­pac­itat­ed. Up­on my re­cov­ery, you would have been sal­vaged.”




    “I love your choice of words,” Re­mo growled, fold­ing his arms.




    “It was Ran­some’s do­ing that brought you to the brink,” Smith went on. “And he has been

    paid back in his own coin. You did that your­self. That is the end of that. But I have a

    high­er re­spon­si­bil­ity to Amer­ica. As you know, in the ear­ly days of our as­so­ci­ation,

    I had an ar­range­ment with Chi­un. Were CURE com­pro­mised, and I forced to swal­low the

    poi­son pill I car­ry at all times”-Smith ex­tract­ed a cof­fin-​shaped pill from a pock­et of

    his bathrobe-“it would be his re­spon­si­bil­ity to end your life quick­ly and painless­ly and

    then qui­et­ly re­turn to Ko­rea. CURE would dis­ap­pear as if it had nev­er been. No one would

    ev­er know that democ­ra­cy had sur­vived the twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry be­cause of our im­por­tant

    work.”




    “Do me a big fa­vor,” Re­mo shot back. “Skip the lec­ture. My mem­ory’s fine now. Too

    fine.”




    “If you wish, we can … ah … ed­it out all rec­ol­lec­tions of your re­cent death-​row

    ex­pe­ri­ences. There is no need for you to suf­fer from them.”




    “No, I’m keep­ing them. They’ll re­mind me what a prince of a fel­low you are, Smith.”




    Smith cleared his throat. “I de­vised this con­tin­gen­cy plan af­ter the cri­sis of a few

    years ago when the So­vi­ets learned of our ex­is­tence and black­mailed the last pres­ident

    in­to turn­ing Chi­un over to them.”




    “I re­mem­ber it well,” Re­mo said acid­ly.




    “As do I,” Smith said with­out ran­cor. “It was the first time I had been called up­on to

    or­der you ter­mi­nat­ed. An or­der which Mas­ter Chi­un re­fused point­blank.”




    “I did not feel like killing Re­mo that day,” Chi­un said of­fi­cious­ly. “Not in front of

    my vil­lagers. They fool­ish­ly be­lieve that Re­mo will sup­port them af­ter I am dust. They

    would not un­der­stand.”




    “On that day, I took my poi­son pill. I would have died had it not been for you,” Smith said

    tone­less­ly.




    “I like your con­cept of reci­procity,” Re­mo re­marked dry­ly.




    “You brought me back from the brink of death, but the prob­lem re­mained. We solved it, you

    and I. Not as friends, but as un­easy al­lies. Do not mis­un­der­stand our re­la­tion­ship,

    Re­mo. I have or­ders and obli­ga­tions to my coun­try which come be­fore ev­ery­thing. I will

    nev­er shirk them as long as I live. But the events of that af­fair showed me with­out doubt

    that the old con­tin­gen­cy plan was no longer valid. You have grown be­yond your deep-​seat­ed

    pa­tri­otism. You are per­haps more Sinan­ju now than Amer­ican. And Mas­ter Chi­un sees you as

    the heir to Sinan­ju. You mean more to him than his loy­al­ty to me.”




    “I could be per­suad­ed to re­con­sid­er that at­ti­tude,” Chi­un said hope­ful­ly. “For

    ad­di­tion­al gold.” Nei­ther Re­mo nor Smith looked in Chi­un’s di­rec­tion. The Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju watched them in­tent­ly. “CURE can­not op­er­ate with­out safe­guards to pre­vent our

    ex­is­tence from be­com­ing pub­lic knowl­edge,” Smith went on. “It is not pleas­ant, but it is

    nec­es­sary. I hope you will see the events of the last week in that light.”




    “What I said be­fore still goes,” Re­mo snapped. “I quit. C’mon, Chi­un.” Re­mo start­ed for

    the door. A squeaky voice stopped him in his tracks.




    “Write if you get work,” Chi­un called pleas­ant­ly. Re­mo turned, his face hurt. “You

    aren’t com­ing?”




    “Alas,” Chi­un said in a for­lorn voice, “I am un­der con­tract to Em­per­or Smith. But do

    not let that stop you.”




    Re­mo hes­itat­ed. “I’m re­al­ly go­ing,” he said.




    “It is al­ways sad when a child takes off on his own. But per­haps one day you will

    re­turn.” Chi­un turned to Smith. “If Re­mo changes his mind, Em­per­or, will you for­give him

    the heart­break he is caus­ing us both?”




    Smith nod­ded. “Now, if you’ll ex­cuse me,” he said, “I must re­turn to my of­fice. My

    ex­am­ina­tion of Ran­some’s mes­sage-​traf­fic files in­di­cates that our ex­po­sure ex­tends

    to the gov­er­nor of Flori­da. I have a very dif­fi­cult de­ci­sion to make.”




    Smith spun his wheelchair about.




    “Maybe we should dis­cuss this first,” Re­mo said slow­ly.




    At the door, Smith stopped and turned his head.




    “Would you two please take your dis­cus­sion else­where?” he asked. “The tech­ni­cians need

    this room.” Smith sent the wheelchair in­to the swing­ing door and was gone.




    “So,” Re­mo asked Chi­un, “where do I stand with you?”




    “I will tell Smith what­ev­er he needs to hear, for I ac­cept his gold. But you are the

    fu­ture of my vil­lage.”




    “I’ll ac­cept that,” Re­mo said. “For now. You know, he prob­ably has a con­tin­gen­cy plan

    with your name on it too.”




    Chi­un beamed hap­pi­ly. “I am not wor­ried. And rest as­sured that should any harm be­fall

    you due to any ac­tion by Smith, he will pay dear­ly.”




    “I think Smith un­der­stands that.”




    “You see?” Chi­un said, his elfin smile widen­ing.




    “And I think he’s count­ing on that,” Re­mo said flat­ly. “He al­ready took his poi­son pill

    once. And he didn’t like it. He prob­ably fig­ures you’ll be quick­er.”




    Chi­un’s beam­ing face quirked. His smile col­lapsed. “The fiend!” Chi­un flared. “Is there

    no lim­it to his crafti­ness? Come, let us dis­cuss this un­pleas­ant­ness where the walls do

    not have ears. And I would like to ex­am­ine our house for more of Smith’s in­fer­nal de­vices.

    The man is tru­ly a sneak. In­vad­ing our very home to work his un­der­hand­ed schemes.”




    “All right,” Re­mo said. “I could use a good meal. You wouldn’t be­lieve the kind of slop

    they serve in prison. “




    “No brown rice?” Chi­un asked, aghast. “On­ly white?”




    As they left the room, they passed an at­ten­dant wheel­ing a bun­dled wom­an in a

    wheelchair. Her face was shad­ed un­der a wide sun­hat.




    “Hey!” Re­mo called as he watched the wom­an be­ing wheeled in­to the mem­ory-​al­ter­ing

    room. “I think that was Nao­mi. Smith’s go­ing to-“




    Re­mo start­ed back. Chi­un stopped him.




    “It is bet­ter than elim­inat­ing her,” he cau­tioned. Re­mo hes­itat­ed.




    “Guess you’re right,” he agreed re­luc­tant­ly. “Be­sides, she was a twit. Hell of a

    busi­ness we’re in, isn’t it?”




    Chi­un shrugged. “It puts duck on the ta­ble.”




    In Starke, Flori­da, Harold Haines sat in his easy chair, a load­ed .38 re­volver in his

    lap. The TV was off. He had not watched it in days. He had not slept in days. His eyes were

    fixed on the triple-​locked door as if on his own tomb­stone.




    “He’s com­ing back,” Haines mut­tered. “I know he is. It’s just a mat­ter of time.”




    He was all alone now. The scut­tle­butt was that War­den Mc­Sor­ley had been trans­ferred to

    Utah. Haines did not be­lieve that. He knew he would be next to dis­ap­pear. He looked at the

    weapon in his lap. He picked it up. He won­dered if a .38 had enough stop­ping pow­er to kill a

    dead man. Did any­thing have enough stop­ping pow­er to kill Re­mo Williams? He shud­dered. The

    an­swer, of course, was no.




    Slow­ly he placed the oily bar­rel of the .38 in­to his mouth. He bit down hard and with his

    thumb pushed on the trig­ger.




    The re­port was loud in the tiny mo­tor home. The win­dow in back of Harold Haines’ head

    shat­tered. Haines looked down the smok­ing bar­rel of the weapon he had yanked from his mouth

    at the last pos­si­ble mo­ment. It was like star­ing down a tun­nel with­out an­oth­er end.




    “I … I can’t do it!” he sobbed.




    Then Harold Haines re­mem­bered some­thing he could do. He laid aside the weapon and got his

    tool­box out from un­der the sink.




    He spent the last evening of his life wiring his fa­vorite easy chair to the portable

    gaso­line gen­er­ator that sat out in the sul­try, mosquito-​in­fest­ed Flori­da night. For

    once, he let the mosquitoes bite him. For it no longer mat­tered.




    A week lat­er, Re­mo burst in­to the front room of his Rye, New York, home wav­ing a

    news­pa­per. “Hey, Chi­un, check this out!” he called.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju emerged from the kitchen. His hazel eyes lit up. Re­mo’s face was

    free of care. He was re­cov­er­ing. In time, even the foul to­bac­co smoke would be gone from

    his breath.




    “What it is, Re­mo?” he asked, ad­vanc­ing hap­pi­ly.




    “Nao­mi made the front page,” Re­mo said. He held up the Na­tion­al En­quir­er. The

    head­line read: SPACE ALIENS STEAL RENOWNED AN­THRO­POL­OGIST’S MEM­ORY! Re­mo turned to an

    in­side page and be­gan read­ing. ” ‘Not­ed an­thro­pol­ogist Nao­mi Van­derk­loot was

    dis­cov­ered wan­der­ing dazed through the sci­ence build­ing of the Uni­ver­si­ty of

    Mas­sachusetts last Thurs­day. When ques­tioned by lo­cal au­thor­ities, she claimed not to

    re­mem­ber any­thing that had hap­pened dur­ing the last five years. An En­quir­er pan­el of

    psy­chics spec­ulate that space aliens ab­duct­ed her and sucked out her mem­ory cells. It is

    be­lieved that these be­ings come from a dis­tant galaxy where the tur­bu­lent at­mo­sphere

    pre­vents or­di­nary tele­vi­sion re­cep­tion, and are forced to steal earth­ling mem­ory

    cells, which they play back on VCR-​like ma­chines. Sim­ilar mem­ory wipes have been re­port­ed

    in Swe­den, Rio de Janeiro and-’ “




    “Enough,” Chi­un said. “I do not need to hear any more of this non­sense. If it amus­es you,

    that is enough for me.”




    “Wait,” Re­mo said bright­ly. “I was just get­ting to the best part. Lis­ten: ‘Ques­tioned

    about her plans, Pro­fes­sor Van­derk­loot said that she’s or­ga­niz­ing a field trip to the

    re­mote Philip­pine jun­gles, where she in­tends to be­friend the semi­le­gendary Moom­ba tribe

    in hopes of solv­ing the rid­dle of their se­cret mag­ic rites.’ Isn’t that per­fect?” Re­mo

    asked, laugh­ing un­con­trol­lably.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ex­am­ined his pupil close­ly and de­cid­ed Re­mo was not

    nec­es­sar­ily de­ment­ed. “White hu­mor,” Chi­un said, re­turn­ing to the kitchen. “I will

    nev­er un­der­stand it.”
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