
         [image: Cover] 


  The Destroyer





  Shooting

  Schedule




  

  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.


  




  

    Pro­logue




    Ne­muro Nishit­su knew that the em­per­or would one day die.




    Many Japanese re­fused to think about it. Al­most no one be­lieved in Em­per­or

    Hi­ro­hi­to’s im­mor­tal­ity any­more. That he was im­mor­tal was no more log­ical than the

    be­lief that the em­per­or’s fa­ther had been im­mor­tal or his grand­fa­ther be­fore him and

    on back to the fa­bled Jim­mo Ten­nu, the first of his line to sit on the Chrysan­the­mum

    Throne. And the first Japanese em­per­or to die.




    That the em­per­or was di­vine was with­out ques­tion. Ne­muro Nishit­su be­lieved it on the

    day he left for Bur­ma on a troop trans­port in 1942. He be­lieved it all through the mon­soon

    rains that beat on his hel­met and his re­solve through the end­less days fight­ing the British

    and Amer­icans.




    He be­lieved it in 1944, when Mer­rill’s Ma­raud­ers cap­tured Gen­er­al Tana­ka’s

    Eigh­teenth Army. Then-​Sergeant Ne­muro Nishit­su man­aged to es­cape. He took his faith in

    his em­per­or in­to the jun­gles, where he would fight on, even if he was the last Japanese to

    hold out. He would nev­er sur­ren­der.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su learned to eat from the mon­keys. What they ate, he knew was safe. What

    they avoid­ed, he as­sumed was poi­son. He learned to sub­sist on bam­boo shoots and stolen

    yams, and to use the jun­gle mag­gots to clean out the pus from the ul­cers that in­fect­ed his

    legs. Some­times he would eat the mag­gots af­ter they had done their du­ty to the

    em­per­or.




    He killed any­one wear­ing an un­friend­ly uni­form. Months passed and the uni­forms be­came

    few­er and few­er. But Ne­muro Nishit­su fought on.




    They found him in a ditch dur­ing mon­soon sea­son.




    The wa­ter cas­cad­ing around his body was an un­healthy di­ar­rhea yel­low. Nishit­su had

    malar­ia.




    British sol­diers took him to an in­ter­ment camp, where he re­cov­ered well enough to

    en­ter the gen­er­al POW pop­ula­tion.




    It was in this camp that Ne­muro Nishit­su first heard the whis­pers among his unit-​the

    traitorous sug­ges­tion that Japan had sur­ren­dered to the Amer­icans af­ter some mighty

    mil­itary blow.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su had scoffed at such a thing. No blow could bring the em­per­or to

    sur­ren­der. It was not pos­si­ble. The em­per­or was di­vine.




    Then they were told they were go­ing home. Not as the vic­tors, but as the van­quished.




    Japan was no longer Japan, Ne­muro Nishit­su dis­cov­ered, to his hor­ror. The em­per­or had

    re­nounced his birthright. Japan had sur­ren­dered. It was un­think­able. Amer­icans ran the

    coun­try un­der the man­date of an Amer­ican Con­sti­tu­tion that pro­hib­it­ed the mere

    ex­is­tence of a Japanese army. Tokyo was a sea of rub­ble. And his home town, Na­gasa­ki, was

    a des­ola­tion of shame.




    What as­ton­ished Ne­muro Nishit­su more than any­thing else was the meek­ness of his

    for­mer­ly proud coun­try­men.




    He dis­cov­ered this the day in late 1950, the twen­ty-​fifth year of the em­per­or’s reign,

    when a drunk­en SCAP bu­reau­crat near­ly ran him over while Nishit­su was cross­ing the

    ru­ined Gin­za to the lit­tle stall where he sold san­dals in or­der to eat.




    Nishit­su was not hurt. A Japanese po­lice­man came up­on the ac­ci­dent scene, and in­stead

    of be­rat­ing the ob­vi­ous­ly drunk­en Amer­ican, asked him if he want­ed to press charges

    against Nishit­su. Or would he set­tle for resti­tu­tion?




    The drunk­en Amer­ican set­tled for Nishit­su’s san­dal stock and ev­ery yen on his

    per­son.




    On that day, Ne­muro Nishit­su tast­ed the bit­ter­ness Japan had spread through­out Asia,

    and it galled him. “Where is your rage?” he would ask his friends. “They have hum­bled us.”




    “That is the past,” his friends would say in furtive whis­pers. “We have no time for that.

    We must re­build.”




    “And af­ter you have re­built, will you find your anger then?”




    “Af­ter we re­build, we must build up­on our ac­com­plish­ments. We must catch up to the

    Amer­icans. They are bet­ter than us.”




    “They have con­quered us,” Nishit­su had re­tort­ed hot­ly. “That doesn’t make them

    su­pe­ri­or, on­ly for­tu­nate.”




    “You were not here when the bombs fell. You do not un­der­stand. “




    “I un­der­stand that I fought for my na­tion and my em­per­or and I have re­turned to find

    my peo­ple have lost their man­hood,” he spat con­temp­tu­ous­ly.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su was dis­gust­ed by all he saw. Shame blan­ket­ed Japan like the smog that

    came as the in­dus­tries were re­built and re­vi­tal­ized. When he awoke in the morn­ing, he

    could smell it-​in the air. It etched the faces of the young men, and the fine wom­en. No

    Japanese could es­cape it. Yet they all tried. And their faith was not Bushi­do, not Shin­to,

    but Amer­ican. Ev­ery­one want­ed to be like the Amer­icans, who were so mighty that they had

    hum­bled the once-​in­vin­ci­ble Japanese.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su knew that he nev­er want­ed to be like the Amer­icans. He al­so

    un­der­stood that the des­tiny of Japan lay not in the past, but in the fu­ture. He joined his

    coun­try­men in build­ing that fu­ture un­til even he grad­ual­ly lost his bit­ter­ness and

    ha­tred in the great re­build­ing fren­zy.




    It took years. The great Za­it­bat­su com­pa­nies had been dis­mem­bered by the

    Oc­cu­pa­tion gov­ern­ment. Work was hard to come by. But op­por­tu­ni­ties await­ed the bold.

    Slow­ly Nishit­su start­ed a ra­dio busi­ness to fill the man­ufac­tur­ing void. It grew,

    thanks to Amer­ican tran­sis­tors. It pros­pered, thanks to Amer­ican mar­kets. It

    di­ver­si­fied, thanks to Amer­ican mi­crochips-​un­til Ne­muro Nishit­su’s bit­ter­ness fad­ed

    as he was hailed as one of the re­builders of Japan’s post­war econ­omy, friend of the

    em­per­or, and win­ner of Japan’s high­est hon­or, the Grand Cor­don of the Or­der of the

    Sa­cred Trea­sure. He be­came an oy­aji, an “old man with pow­er.” And he was con­tent.




    The bit­ter­ness all came back when the em­per­or died.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su was in his Tokyo of­fice, with its view of the Ak­ihabara area, the

    elec­tron­ics dis­trict he had helped turn in­to one of the most ex­pen­sive stretch­es of

    re­al es­tate in the world, when his sec­re­tary came in and bowed twice be­fore in­form­ing

    him of the em­per­or’s death. He was sur­prised to see the tears in her eyes, for she was of

    the younger gen­er­ation who nev­er knew a time when the em­per­or was uni­ver­sal­ly be­lieved

    di­vine.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su took the news in si­lence. He wait­ed un­til the sec­re­tary had left the

    room be­fore suc­cumb­ing to weep­ing.




    He wept un­til he had no tears left.




    The in­vi­ta­tion to at­tend the fu­ner­al was not un­ex­pect­ed. He turned it down. He

    pre­ferred, in­stead, to watch the fu­ner­al pro­ces­sion from the street, with the

    mul­ti­tudes. As the one-​ton cedar cof­fin rolled by, car­ried by black-​gowned pall­bear­ers,

    he let the rain fall on his face. And in his heart, he felt that it had wiped away the years

    since he had gone off to war in his em­per­or’s name.




    It was not too late to re­deem his faith, Ne­muro Nishit­su de­cid­ed as tears of re­lease

    mixed with the soft­ly falling rain.




    He spent the next week go­ing through the em­ploy­ment records of the Nishit­su Group. He

    spoke with his of­fice man­agers and vice-​pres­idents in qui­et, force­ful tones. Those who

    gave the cor­rect an­swers to his art­ful­ly craft­ed ques­tions were asked to find oth­ers who

    thought as they did.




    Months went by. The wis­te­ria blooms of spring gave way to the heat of the sum­mer. By

    fall, he had culled the most trust­wor­thy em­ploy­ees of the Nishit­su group, from the

    high­est of­fi­cers to the lowli­est salary­men.




    They were called to a meet­ing. Some came from the halls of the Nishit­su Group world

    head­quar­ters in Tokyo, on the is­land of Hon­shu. Oth­ers came from Shikoku or Kyushu. Some

    came from abroad, even as far away as Amer­ica, where they man­aged Nishit­su car fac­to­ries.

    They had many names, as many faces, and skills in plen­ty, for the Nishit­su Group was the

    largest con­glom­er­ate in the world, and it hired on­ly the best.




    The cho­sen ones sat on the floor in their iden­ti­cal white shirts and black ties. Their

    faces were im­pas­sive as Ne­muro Nishit­su stepped up to the bare floor at the head of the

    room. The room was the con­fer­ence as­sem­bly hall of the Nishit­su Group, where ev­ery

    morn­ing the work­ers joined in morn­ing cal­is­then­ics.




    “I have called you here,” Ne­muro Nishit­su said in his throaty but sub­dued voice,

    “be­cause you are all right thinkers. “




    Heads bowed in ac­knowl­edg­ment.




    “I am of the gen­er­ation that re­stored Japan to the eco­nom­ic state that it en­joyed in

    the world. I re­mem­ber the old days. I do not cling to them. But nei­ther will I for­get

    them.




    “You are the gen­er­ation that made Japan strong again. I salute your in­dus­tri­ous­ness.

    For my gen­er­ation was the gen­er­ation that al­lowed it­self to be hum­bled by Amer­ican

    mil­itary pow­er. Your gen­er­ation is the gen­er­ation that will hum­ble Amer­ica

    eco­nom­ical­ly.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su paused, his head quiv­er­ing with age.




    “In two months,” he con­tin­ued, “it will be the first an­niver­sary of the em­per­or’s

    pass­ing. What a gift to his spir­it it would be if we were to erase for­ev­er the shame of our

    mil­itary de­feat. I have de­vised a way to do this. It will sum­mon no re­tal­ia­tion on our

    shores, for like you, I would do noth­ing to bring the ter­ri­ble nu­cle­ar fist down on our

    peo­ple again.




    “Give me your faith, as I gave my em­per­or my faith when I was as young as you men. Give me

    your trust, and I will hand Amer­ica a mil­itary de­feat so shame­ful they will dare not ad­mit

    it to the world.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su looked up­on the sea of faces be­fore him. They were set, res­olute. There

    was nei­ther joy nor fear ev­ident in their fea­tures. But he knew from their eyes that they

    were with him. He al­so knew that they had doubts, though they were un­will­ing to voice

    them.




    “I have giv­en much thought to my plan. I have se­lect­ed a man who will as­sist us in

    im­ple­ment­ing it. You know his name. You will rec­og­nize his face. Some of you have met him,

    for he has worked as a Nishit­su spokesman in the past.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su point­ed his cane at a wiry young man stand­ing off to one side of a

    mas­sive pro­jec­tion screen.




    “Jiro,” he said.




    The Japanese ad­dressed as Jiro quick­ly hit a switch. The lights dimmed. In the rear a

    slide pro­jec­tor blinked on, throw­ing a dusty beam over the heads of the squat­ting

    as­sem­blage.




    And over the head of Ne­muro Nishit­su ap­peared a still im­age of a bare-​chest­ed

    mus­cu­lar man with flow­ing black hair held in place by a head­band. He cra­dled a portable

    Nu­cle­ar mis­sile in his arms. Above his head, in En­glish, was a leg­end in red block

    let­ters:




    BRONZI­NI IS GRUNDY




    The stony faces of the Japanese re­act­ed in­stant­ly. They broke in­to smiles of

    recog­ni­tion. Some clapped, a few whis­tled.




    And through the crowd raced a name. It was re­peat­ed over and over again un­til it be­came

    a chant. “Grundy! Grundy! Grundy!” they shout­ed.




    And Ne­muro Nishit­su smiled. All around the world, in palaces and jun­gle huts, peo­ple

    uni­ver­sal­ly re­act­ed that way. The Amer­icans would be no dif­fer­ent.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    When it was all over, af­ter all the bod­ies had been buried and the last for­eign sol­diers

    had been driv­en from what was, for three days in De­cem­ber, Oc­cu­pied Ari­zona, world

    pub­lic opin­ion was in agree­ment on on­ly one thing.




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was not to blame.




    The Unit­ed States Sen­ate passed a for­mal res­olu­tion declar­ing Bronzi­ni’s in­no­cence.

    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States award­ed Bronzi­ni a posthu­mous Con­gres­sion­al Medal of

    Hon­or, as well as buri­al in Ar­ling­ton Na­tion­al Ceme­tery. This de­spite the fact that

    Bronzi­ni had nev­er served in any branch of the Unit­ed States Armed Ser­vices, served had

    ev­er held pub­lic of­fice.




    Var­ious groups protest­ed the Ar­ling­ton buri­al of­fer, but the Pres­ident hung tough. He

    knew the con­tro­ver­sy would blow over. Un­less some­one re­cov­ered Bronzi­ni’s re­mains,

    which no one ev­er did.




    On the day that be­gan the last week of his life, Bartholomew Bronzi­ni sent his Harley

    David­son blast­ing through the gates of Dwarf-​Star Stu­dios with the wind tear­ing at his

    long black pony­tail and a plas­tic-​cov­ered script tucked in­to his black leather

    jack­et.




    He was not stopped at the gate. The guard knew his face. Ev­ery­one knew his face. At one

    time or an­oth­er, it had been on ev­ery su­per­mar­ket tabloid cov­er, mag­azine, and

    bill­board in the world.




    Ev­ery­one knew Bartholomew Bronzi­ni. Yet no one did. The re­cep­tion­ist asked for his

    au­to­graph at the front desk. Bronzi­ni grunt­ed ami­ably when she slid a mus­tard­stained

    pa­per nap­kin across the desk.




    “Got any­thing white?” he asked in his flat, slight­ly nasal voice.




    The re­cep­tion­ist jumped up from her chair and slid out of her panties.




    “White enough for you, Mr. Bronzi­ni?” she asked bright­ly.




    “They’ll do,” he said, sign­ing his name on the warm cloth.




    “Make it out to Karen.” Bronzi­ni paused.




    “That you?”




    “No, my girl­friend. Re­al­ly.”




    Bronzi­ni au­to­mat­ical­ly added a “For Karen” above his sig­na­ture. He passed the

    un­der­pants back to the re­cep­tion­ist with a shy smile but ab­so­lute­ly no read­able

    emo­tion in his brown eyes.




    “I hope your girl­friend has a sense of hu­mor,” he said as the re­cep­tion­ist read the

    in­scrip­tion with daz­zled gray eyes.




    “What girl­friend?” she asked dazed­ly.




    “Nev­er mind,” Bronzi­ni sighed. They nev­er ad­mit­ted it was for them. On­ly kids did

    that. Some­times Bartholomew Bronzi­ni thought that his on­ly true fans were chil­dren.

    Es­pe­cial­ly these days.




    “Mind telling Bernie I’m here?” he prompt­ed. He had to snap his fin­gers to get her

    at­ten­tion again.




    “Yes, yes, of course, Mr. Bronzi­ni,” she said, com­ing out of her trance. She picked up the

    phone and hit a but­ton. “He’s here, Mr. Ko­rn­flake.”




    The re­cep­tion­ist looked up. “Go right in, Mr. Bronzi­ni. They’re ready for you now. ‘




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni pulled the script from his jack­et as he walked down the

    fern-​dec­orat­ed cor­ri­dor. The ferns were fes­tooned with ex­pen­sive Christ­mas

    or­na­ments. De­spite be­ing hand­craft­ed of sil­ver and gold, they looked tacky, Bronzi­ni

    thought. And there was noth­ing tack­ier than Christ­mas in South­ern Cal­ifor­nia.




    He was, Bronzi­ni thought for not the first time in his long ca­reer, a long way from

    Philadel­phia. Back home, the snow didn’t scratch your skin.




    Bronzi­ni didn’t knock be­fore he en­tered the sump­tu­ous Dwarf-​Star Stu­dios con­fer­ence

    room. No one ev­er ex­pect­ed Bartholomew Bronzi­ni to knock. Or to speak flu­ent French, or to

    know his sal­ad fork from a shell­fish fork, or do any­thing a civ­ilized per­son would do. His

    im­age had been in­deli­bly burned in­to the con­scious­ness of the world, and noth­ing he

    could say or do would ev­er change that im­age. If he could have cured can­cer, they would have

    whis­pered that Bronzi­ni had hired some­one to cure can­cer just to hog the cred­it. Yet if he

    start­ed swing­ing from the chan­de­lier, no one would have bat­ted an eye.




    Ev­ery head came up when he en­tered the room. Ev­ery eye was on him as he paused at the

    open door. Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was ner­vous, but no one would guess that. Their

    pre­con­ceived ideas would rein­ter­pret ev­ery­thing he said or did to fit their im­age of

    him.




    “Hi,” he said qui­et­ly. That was all. The men in the room would read a world of mean­ing

    in­to that one word.




    “Bart, ba­by,” one of them said, rush­ing to his feet to guide Bronzi­ni to the on­ly emp­ty

    chair, as if he was too stupid to sit down with­out as­sis­tance. “Glad you could make it. Take

    a seat.”




    “Thanks.” Bronzi­ni took his time walk­ing to one end of the con­fer­ence ta­ble. Ev­ery eye

    fol­lowed him.




    “I think you know ev­ery­one,’ the man at the op­po­site end of the ta­ble said in a

    too-​bright voice. He was Bernie Ko­rn­flake, the new pres­ident of Dwarf-​Star Stu­dios. He

    looked about nine­teen years old. Bronzi­ni swept the faces at the ta­ble with his sullen,

    heavylid­ded eyes. A birth ac­ci­dent had dam­aged his fa­cial nerves so that on­ly year­ly

    plas­tic surgery kept them from clos­ing com­plete­ly. Wom­en found them fas­ci­nat­ing, and

    men, threat­en­ing.




    Bronzi­ni no­ticed that ev­ery one of the ex­ec­utives was un­der twen­ty-​five. Their faces

    were as un­lined and de­void of char­ac­ter as Play-​Doh fresh from the can. Their hair was

    moussed in­to a va­ri­ety of rock-​gar­den shapes, and red sus­penders showed from un­der their

    un­but­toned Ar­mani coats. The busi­ness had come to this. Fe­tus­es in ex­pen­sive silk

    suits.




    “So, what can we do for you, Bart?” Ko­rn­flake asked in a voice as smooth and col­or­less

    as veg­etable oil.




    “I have this script,” Bronizi said slow­ly, flop­ping it on the im­mac­ulate table­top. It

    slow­ly un­curled like a Venus’s fly­trap. Ev­ery eye went to the script as if Bartholomew

    Bronzi­ni had laid down a soiled di­aper in­stead of four ag­oniz­ing months of writ­ing.




    “That’s great, Bart. Isn’t it great?”




    Ev­ery­one agreed that it was great that Bartholomew Bmnzi­ni had brought them a script. The

    phoni­ness in their voic­es made Bronzi­ni want to puke. Fif­teen years ago ev­ery one of these

    pan­sies had cheered him on in one of his now-​clas­sic roles, each one of them burn­ing with a

    sin­gle de­sire: to make movies.




    “But, Bart, ba­by, be­fore we get to your per­fect­ly won­der­ful script, it just so

    hap­pens we have this idea we think would, re­al­ly, re­al­ly fit your cur­rent pro­file,”

    Bernie Ko­rn­flake said.




    “This script is dif­fer­ent,” Bronzi­ni said slow­ly, an edge creep­ing in­to his voice.




    “So’s our idea. You know, we’re about to turn the cor­ner in­to the nineties. It’ll be a

    whole new ball game in the nineties.”




    “Movies are movies,” Bronzi­ni said flat­ly. “They haven’t changed in one hun­dred years.

    Sound came in and ti­tle cards went out. Col­or re­placed black and white. But the prin­ci­ple

    is still the same. You tell a sol­id sto­ry and peo­ple will pack the the­aters. Movies will be

    the same in the nineties as they were in the eight­ies. Take my word for it.”




    “Wow! That’s pro­found, Bart. Isn’t that pro­found?” Ev­ery­one agreed that it was

    pro­found.




    “But we’re not here to talk to you about movies, Bart, ba­by. Movies are out. We fig­ure by

    1995, 1997 tops, movies are go­ing to be passe.”




    “That means old,” a grin­ning blond man on Bronzi­ni’s right said help­ful­ly. Bronzi­ni

    thanked him for the clar­ifi­ca­tion.




    “TV is the next big thing.” Bernie Ko­rn­flake beamed.




    “TV is old,” Bronzi­ni coun­tered. His face, flat-​cheeked and sad, grew stony. What kind of

    a game were they try­ing to run on him?




    “You’re think­ing of old TV,” Ko­rn­flake said pleas­ant­ly. “The new tech­nol­ogy com­ing

    in means ev­ery home will have wide-​screen high-​def­ini­tion tele­vi­sion. Why go to a

    sticky-​floored movie house when you have the next-​best thing in the pri­va­cy of your own

    home? This is the new trend, stay­ing home. It’s called co­coon­ing. That’s why Dwarf-​Star is

    open­ing a new home-​video op­er­ation. And we want you to be our first big star.”




    “I’d like to talk about the script first.”




    “Okay, let’s. Give me the con­cept.”




    “There’s no con­cept,” Bronzi­ni said, slid­ing the script across the ta­ble. “It’s a

    Christ­mas movie. An old-​fash­ioned-“




    Ko­rn­flake’s hands came up like pale flags. “Whoa! Old is out. We can’t have old. It’s too

    retro.”




    “This is clas­sic old. This is qual­ity. That means good,” Bronzi­ni added to the blond man.

    The blond man thanked him through per­fect­ly set teeth.




    Dwarf-​Star pres­ident Bernie Ko­rn­flake leafed through the script. Bronzi­ni could tell by

    his glazed eyes that he was sim­ply check­ing to see that there were words on the pages. His

    eyes had that shine that comes from pulling white pow­der in­to the brain through the

    nos­trils.




    “Keep talk­ing, Bart,” Ko­rn­flake said. “This script looks good. I mean, check out all

    these words. A lot of scripts we see these days, they’re most­ly white space.”




    “It’s about this autis­tic boy,” Bronzi­ni said in­tent­ly. “He lives in a world of his own,

    but one Christ­mas he wan­ders out in­to the snow. He gets lost.”




    “Hold up, I’m get­ting lost. This sounds com­pli­cat­ed, not to men­tion heavy. Think you

    could give this to me in six or sev­en words?”




    “Sev­en words?”




    “Five would be bet­ter. Just. give me the high con­cept. That’s what it’s all about now. You

    know, like Nun on a Skate­board. I Was a Teenage Dump­ster Div­er. House­wife Hook­ers in

    Viet­nam. Like that.”




    “This isn’t a con­cept film. It’s a sto­ry. About Christ­mas. It’s got feel­ing and emo­tion

    and char­ac­ter­iza­tion.”




    “Does it have tits?” some­one asked.




    “Tits?” Bronzi­ni said in an of­fend­ed tone.




    “Yeah, tits. Boobs. Knock­ers. You know, if there’s enough boom-​cheechee in this thing we

    can maybe get around the fact that the au­di­ence has to sit through a sto­ry. You know, kin­da

    take their mind off it. We ex­pect es­capism to be very ma­jor in the nineties.”




    “What do you think I built my ca­reer on?” Bronzi­ni snarled. “Bal­let? And I don’t want

    them to take their minds off the sto­ry. The sto­ry is what they’re pay­ing to see. That’s what

    movie mak­ing is about!” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni’s voice rose like a ther­mome­ter in

    Au­gust.




    Ev­ery man in the room got very, very still. A few edged their chairs away from the ta­ble

    in or­der to give them leg room so they could bolt if, as some of them imag­ined, Bartholomew

    Bronzi­ni pulled an Uzi from un­der his black leather jack­et and start­ed spray­ing the room.

    They knew he was ca­pa­ble of such atroc­ities be­cause they had seen him mow down en­tire

    armies in his Grundy films. It could not have been act­ing. Ev­ery­one knew what a ter­ri­ble

    ac­tor Bronzi­ni was. Why else was he the top-​gross­ing ac­tor of all time, but had nev­er won

    a best-​ac­tor Os­car?




    “All right, all right,” Bronzi­ni told them, throw­ing up his hands. A few peo­ple ducked,

    think­ing he had tossed a grenade.




    When no one ex­plod­ed, the room re­laxed. Bernie Ko­rn­flake ex­tract­ed a plas­tic

    nasal-​spray bot­tle from his coat pock­et and took a cou­ple of hits. His blue eyes were

    six­ty can­dle­pow­er shinier af­ter he put it away. Bronzi­ni knew that it was not filled with

    a com­mer­cial an­ti­his­tamine.




    “I want to make this movie,” Bronzi­ni told them se­ri­ous­ly.




    “Of course you do, Bart,” Ko­rn­flake said sooth­ing­ly. “That’s what we’re all here for.

    That’s what life is about, mak­ing movies.”




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni could have told them mak­ing movies was not what life was about. But

    they wouldn’t have un­der­stood. Ev­ery man in the room be­lieved that mak­ing movies was what

    life was about. Ev­ery one of them was in the movie-​mak­ing busi­ness, as was Bartholomew

    Bronzi­ni. There was just one dif­fer­ence. Ev­ery man at the ta­ble had the drive and

    am­bi­tion and con­nec­tions to make movies. None of them had the tal­ent. They had to steal

    their ideas, or op­tion books and change them so much that the au­thors no longer rec­og­nized

    them.




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, on the oth­er hand, knew how to make movies. He could write

    screen­plays. He could di­rect them. He could star. He could al­so pro­duce-​not that that was

    even a skill, nev­er mind a tal­ent.




    None of the men in the room could do any of those things. Ex­cept pro­duce, which in their

    case was the same as un­skilled la­bor. And each of them hat­ed Bartholomew Bronzi­ni be­cause

    he could.




    “I have an idea!” Ko­rn­flake cried. “Why don’t we cut a deal? Bart, come in with us on this

    TV thing, and dur­ing the sum­mer hia­tus we can knock out this lit­tle East­er film of

    yours.”




    “Christ­mas. And I’m not some frig­ging TV ac­tor.”




    “Bart, ba­by, sweet­heart, lis­ten to me. If Mil­ton Berle had said that, he’d nev­er have

    be­come Un­cle Miltie. Think of it.”




    “I don’t want to be the next Berle,” Bronzi­ni said. “Then you can be the next Lu­cille

    Ball!” some­one shout­ed with the en­thu­si­asm usu­al­ly re­served for sci­en­tif­ic

    break­throughs.




    Bronzi­ni fixed the man with his sad eyes.




    “I don’t want to be the next any­one,” he said firm­ly. “I’m Bartholomew Bronzi­ni. I’m a

    su­per­star. I’ve made over thir­ty films. And ev­ery one of them made mil­lions.”




    “Uh-​uh, Bart, ba­by. Don’t kid us. You for­got Gem­stone.”




    “That one on­ly broke even. So shoot me. But Ringo grossed over fifty mil­lion bucks at a

    time when no­body went to prize­fight films. Ringo II topped that. Even Ringo V out­grossed

    nine out of any ten films you could name. “




    “That’s if you in­clude for­eign mar­kets,” Ko­rn­flake point­ed out. “Do­mes­ti­cal­ly

    speak­ing, it was a dud.”




    “Half the world’s pop­ula­tion saw it, or will.”




    “That’s won­der­ful, Bart. But the Fil­ipinos don’t give Os­cars. Amer­icans do.”




    “I don’t pick my fans. And I don’t care who they are or where they live.”




    “You know, Bart,” Ko­rn­flake said so­lic­itous­ly, “I think you made a mis­take killing off

    that box­er of yours in that last Ringo. You could have rid­den him an­oth­er five se­quels.

    Ex­tend­ed your film ca­reer a lit­tle.”




    “You make me sound dead,” Bronzi­ni chal­lenged.




    “You’ve peaked. Va­ri­ety said so last week.”




    “I’m sick of Ringo,” Bronzi­ni re­tort­ed. “And Grundy and Viper and all these oth­er

    ac­tion-​film char­ac­ters. I spent fif­teen years do­ing ac­tion films. Now I want to do

    some­thing dif­fer­ent. I want to do a Christ­mas film. I want to do the next It’s a

    Won­der­ful Life.”




    “I nev­er heard of that one,” Ko­rn­flake said doubt­ful­ly. “Did it hit?”




    “It was filmed back in the for­ties,” Bronzi­ni told him. “It’s a clas­sic. They show it

    ev­ery Christ­mas week. You could turn on your TV right now, and some­where, on some chan­nel,

    they’re show­ing it.”




    “Back in the for­ties?” one of the oth­ers asked. “Did they have movies then?”




    “Yeah. But they were no good. All in black and white. “




    “That’s not true,” a third man said. “I saw a film like that once. Co­pablan­ca, or

    some­thing. It had some gray in it. A cou­ple of dif­fer­ent shades of it, too.”




    “Gray isn’t a col­or. It’s a … What is gray, any­way. A tone?”




    “Nev­er mind,” Ko­rn­flake snapped. “Look Bart, tell you what. I have a bet­ter idea. We can

    do your Christ­mas sto­ry here. What’s it called?” He flipped to the cov­er. It was blank. “No

    ti­tle?” he asked.




    “You have it up­side down,” Bronzi­ni told him. Ko­rn­flake flipped it over. “Oh, so I did.

    Let’s see . . . John­ny’s Christ­mas Spir­it. Stun­ning ti­tle.” Bronzi­ni leaped for­ward.




    “It’s about a lit­tle autis­tic kid. He gets lost in a bliz­zard. He can’t speak or tell

    any­one where he lives. The whole town is look­ing for him, but be­cause it’s Christ­mas Eve,

    they give up too soon. But the Spir­it of Christ­mas saves him.”




    “The Spir­it of Christ­mas?”




    “San­ta Claus.”




    Ko­rn­flake turned to his sec­re­tary. “Find out who owns the rights to San­ta Claus, Fred.

    There may be some­thing in this.”




    Bronzi­ni ex­plod­ed. “What’s the mat­ter with you peo­ple? No­body owns San­ta Claus. He’s

    pub­lic do­main.”




    “Some­body prob­ably got fired for let­ting that prop­er­ty go pub­lic do­main, huh?” a

    sandy-​haired ex­ec­utive co-​pro­duc­er said.




    “San­ta Claus is uni­ver­sal. No­body cre­at­ed him.”




    “I think that’s true, Bernie,” a co-​ex­ec­utive pro­duc­er said. “Right now, back east

    there’s a guy run­ning around in a San­ta suit chop­ping off the heads of lit­tle kids with an

    ax. It’s on all the talk shows. I think it’s in Prov­idence. Yeah, Prov­idence,

    Mas­sachusetts.”




    “Prov­idence is in Rhode Is­land,” Bronzi­ni said.




    “No, no, Bart,” the co-​ex­ec­utive pro­duc­er said. “I beg to dif­fer. This is hap­pen­ing

    in an Amer­ican city, not some noth­ing for­eign is­land. I read it in Peo­ple.”




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni said noth­ing. These were the very peo­ple who laughed at him be­hind

    his back at cock­tail par­ties. The ones who dis­missed him as a lucky mus­cle­head. Five

    best-​pic­ture Os­cars and they were still call­ing him lucky….




    “I read about it too,” Bernie Ko­rn­flake said. “You know, maybe we could bring that in.

    What do you say, Bart? Do you think you could change your script a lit­tle? Make this

    Christ­mas Spir­it an evil de­mon. He kills the kid. No, bet­ter, he kills and eats a bunch of

    kids. It could be the next ma­jor trend. Ma­ni­acs killing teenagers is get­ting stale. But

    pre­teens, even in­fants . . When was the last time any­body did a movie where ba­bies were

    be­ing de­voured?”




    Ev­ery­one took a minute out to think. One man reached for a leather-​bound book

    con­tain­ing the syn­opses of ev­ery movie plot ev­er filmed, cross-​ref­er­enced to theme and

    plot. He looked in the in­dex un­der “Ba­bies, de­voured.”




    “Hey, Bart may have some­thing here, Bernie. There isn’t even a list­ing.”




    At that, ev­ery­one sat up straight.




    “No list­ing?” Ko­rn­flake blurt­ed. “How about re­vers­ing it? Any killer-​ba­by

    movies?”




    “No, there’s noth­ing un­der ‘Ba­bies, Killer.’ “




    “How about ‘Ba­bies, Can­ni­bal’?”




    There were no can­ni­bal ba­bies list­ed in the in­dex. Ev­ery man was out of his chair at

    that point. They crowd­ed around the book, their eyes fever­ish.




    “You mean we got some­thing en­tire­ly new here?” Ko­rn­flake de­mand­ed. His eyes were as

    wide as if he’d found a taran­tu­la on his shell-​pink lapel.




    “It’s not based on any­thing I can find.”




    Twelve heads turned with a sin­gle silent mo­tion. Twelve pairs of eyes looked at

    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni with a mix­ture of new­found re­spect and even awe.




    “Bart, ba­by,” Bernie Ko­rn­flake croaked. “This idea of yours, this killer-​ba­by thing.

    I’m sor­ry, babe, but we can’t do it. It’s too new. We can’t do some­thing this orig­inal. How

    would we mar­ket it? ‘In the tra­di­tion of noth­ing any­body’s ev­er seen be­fore’? Nev­er hit

    in a mil­lion years.”




    “That’s not my idea,” Bronzi­ni grat­ed. “It’s yours. I want to do a fuck­ing Christ­mas

    movie. A sim­ple, warm sto­ry with no guns and a hap­py fuck­ing end­ing.”




    “But, Bart, ba­by,” Ko­rn­flake protest­ed, notic­ing that Bronzi­ni’s street up­bring­ing

    was creep­ing in­to his man­ner, “we can’t take a chance. Look at your track record

    late­ly.”




    “Thir­ty films. Thir­ty box-​of­fice suc­cess­es. Three of those are among the top

    mon­ey-​mak­ers of all fuck­ing time. I’m a su­per­star. I’m Bartholomew Bronzi­ni. I was

    mak­ing movies while you ass­holes were count­ing the first hairs in your crotch­es and

    won­der­ing if you’d seen too many were­wolf flicks!”




    Ko­rn­flake’s voice be­came stern. “Bart, Grundy III bombed. Do­mes­ti­cal­ly. You should

    nev­er have used that Iran-​Iraq sto­ry line. The war was over by the time you got in­to the

    the­aters. It was yes­ter­day’s news. Who need­ed it?”




    “It still made eighty mil­lion world­wide. They can’t keep it in the video stores!”




    “Tell you what,” Ko­rn­flake said, slid­ing the script back across the pol­ished ta­ble.

    “Put Grundy or Ringo in­to this script and we’ll read it. If, af­ter we kick it around, we

    don’t think it will fly the­atri­cal­ly, we’ll talk about turn­ing it in­to a sit­com. We’re

    go­ing to need a gang of sit­coms for our new TV ven­ture. Nor­mal­ly we on­ly of­fer a

    thir­teen-​week guar­an­tee, but for you, Bart, be­cause we love you, we’ll com­mit to a full

    sea­son.”




    “Lis­ten to me. I can act. I can write. I can di­rect. I’ve made mil­lions for this

    in­dus­try. All I am ask­ing is to do one lousy Christ­mas movie, and the best you can of­fer

    me is a sit­com!”




    “Don’t sneer at sit­coms. Do you know that Gilli­gan’s Is­land has grossed over a bil­lion

    dol­lars in syn­di­ca­tion? A bil­lion. That’s a mil­lion with a B. None of your films ev­er

    did that, did they?”




    “I’m not in Bob Den­ver’s league. So sue me. You’re talk­ing to a su­per­star, not some

    com­edy re­ject. My films kept this in­dus­try afloat dur­ing the sev­en­ties.”




    “And we’re about to turn the cor­ner in­to the nineties,” Ko­rn­flake said flat­ly. “The

    pa­rade is march­ing on. You got­ta get on the train or walk the tracks.”




    Bronzi­ni jumped on­to the ta­ble. “Look at these mus­cles!” he shout­ed, tear­ing off his

    jack­et and shirt to ex­pose the lean tiger­ish mus­cles that had sold fifty mil­lion posters.

    “No­body has mus­cles like these! No­body!”




    The men in the room looked at Bartholomew Bronzi­ni’s physique, then at one an­oth­er.




    “Think about re­do­ing the script, Bart,” Bernie Ko­rn­flake said, flash­ing a

    good-​rid­dance smile.




    “Go piss down your leg and drink from your sneak­er,” Bronzi­ni snarled, scoop­ing up his

    script.




    As he stormed down the cor­ri­dor, Bartholomew Bronzi­ni heard Ko­rn­flake call af­ter him.

    He half-​turned, his dark eyes smol­der­ing.




    Ko­rn­flake ap­proached Bronzi­ni fawn­ing­ly and flashed him a capped-​tooth smile.

    “Be­fore you go, Bart, ba­by, could I get your au­to­graph? It’s for my moth­er.”




    When Bartholomew Bronzi­ni kicked the stand down on his Harley again, he was in his ten-​car

    Mal­ibu garage. He walked in­to his liv­ing room. It looked like an art-​de­co church. One

    en­tire wall was cov­ered with cus­tom-​made hunt­ing knives. Three of them he had used as

    props in the Grundy movies. The oth­ers were for dis­play. The op­po­site wall was cov­ered in

    au­then­tic Cha­galls and Magrittes, pur­chased as tax shel­ters.




    No­body be­lieved that Bartholomew Bronzi­ni had se­lect­ed them be­cause he ap­pre­ci­at­ed

    them too, but he did. To­day, he didn’t even no­tice them.




    Bronzi­ni sank in­to his Span­ish leather couch, feel­ing like a man at the end of his rope.

    Movies were his life. And now the pub­lic laughed at the much-​larg­er-​than-​life roles that a

    decade ago they had ap­plaud­ed him in. And when he did a com­edy, no one laughed. And

    ev­ery­one won­dered why this street-​kid-​turned-​mil­lion­aire-​ac­tor was so un­hap­py.




    Wood­en­ly he no­ticed that his mes­sage-​ma­chine light was on. He flipped a switch. His

    agent’s voice boomed out.




    “Bart, ba­by, it’s Shawn. I’ve been try­ing to get you all af­ter­noon. I may have

    some­thing for you. Call me soon­est. Re­mem­ber, you’re loved.”




    “I’m fuck­ing half your in­come, too,” Bronzi­ni growled. Bartholomew Bronzi­ni came to

    life. He lunged for the phone and hit the speed-​di­al but­ton marked “Agent.”




    “Yo! Got your mes­sage. What’s the deal?”




    “Some­one wants to film your Christ­mas movie, Bart.”




    “Who?”




    “Nishit­su.”




    “Nishit­su?”




    “Yeah. They’re Japanese.”




    “Hey, I may be hav­ing a bad streak, but I haven’t sunk to do­ing cheap for­eign films. Yet.

    You know bet­ter than that.”




    “These guys aren’t cheap. They’re big. The biggest.”




    “Nev­er heard of them.”




    “Nishit­su is the biggest Japanese con­glom­er­ate in the en­tire world. They’re in­to

    VCR’s, home com­put­ers, cam­eras. They’re the ones who land­ed the con­tract to pro­duce the

    Japanese ver­sion of the F-16.”




    “The F-16!”




    “That’s what their rep­re­sen­ta­tive told me. I think it’s a cam­era.”




    “It’s a fight­er jet. Top-​of-​the-​line Air Force com­bat mod­el. “




    “Wow! They are big.”




    “Damn straight,” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni said, notic­ing for the first time that his mes­sage

    ma­chine had the word NISHIT­SU on the front.




    “They have mon­ey to burn and they want to go in­to films. Yours will be the first. They

    want to take a meet­ing with you soon­est.”




    “Set it up.”




    “It’s al­ready set up. You’re on the red-​eye to Tokyo.” I am not go­ing to Tokyo. Let them

    come to me.”




    “That’s not how it’s done over there. You know that. You did those ham com­mer­cials for

    Japanese TV.”




    “Don’t re­mind me,” Bronzi­ni said, winc­ing. When his film ca­reer had start­ed to slip, he

    ac­cept­ed a deal to do food com­mer­cials for the Japanese mar­ket, on the un­der­stand­ing

    that they nev­er ap­pear on U. S. TV. The Na­tion­al En­quir­er broke the sto­ry as

    “Bartholomew Bronzi­ni Goes to Work in Slaugh­ter­house. “




    “Well, that ham com­pa­ny is a Nishit­su sub­sidiary. They’ve got their hands in

    ev­ery­thing.”




    Bronzi­ni hes­itat­ed. “They want to do my script, huh?”




    “That’s not the best part. They’re of­fer­ing you one hun­dred mil­lion to star. Can you

    be­lieve it?”




    “How many bucks equals one hun­dred mil­lion yen?”




    “That’s the beau­ty of it. They’re pay­ing in dol­lars. Are these Japs crazy, or what?”




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni’s first re­ac­tion was, “No­body pays that much to any ac­tor.” His

    sec­ond was, “What about points?”




    “They’re of­fer­ing points.”




    “Against net or gross?” Bronzi­ni asked sus­pi­cious­ly. “Gross. I know it sounds

    in­sane.”




    “It is in­sane and you know it. I’m not go­ing near this.”




    “But it gets bet­ter, Bart, ba­by. They lined up Kuro­sawa to di­rect.”




    “Aki­ra Kuro­sawa? He’s a fuck­ing mas­ter. I’d kill to work with him. This can’t be

    re­al.”




    “There are a few strings,” Shawn ad­mit­ted. “They want to make a few script changes. Tiny

    ones. I know you usu­al­ly get com­plete cre­ative con­trol, but I got­ta tell you, Bart, there

    may be a lot of fish out there, but this is the on­ly one bit­ing.”




    “Tell me about it. I just came back from Dwarf-​Star.”




    “How’d it go?”




    “It was a bad scene.”




    “You didn’t tear off your shirt again, did you?”




    “I lost my head. It hap­pens.”




    “How many times do I got­ta tell you, that won’t work any­more. Mus­cles are eight­ies. But

    okay, done is done. So are you on that plane or what? And be­fore you an­swer, I got­ta tell

    you it’s gonna be ei­ther this, or you’d bet­ter start think­ing se­ri­ous­ly about Ringo VI:

    Back from the Dead.”




    “Any­thing but that,” Bronzi­ni said with a rue­ful laugh. “He fought more rounds than Ali.

    Okay, I guess beg­gars can’t be choosers.”




    “Great. I’ll set it up. Ciao. You’re loved.” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni hung up the phone. He

    no­ticed that al­though the phone said MAN­GA on it, the cor­po­rate sym­bol matched that of

    the Nishit­su sym­bol on his mes­sage ma­chine.




    He went to his per­son­al com­put­er and be­gan typ­ing in in­struc­tions to his flock of

    ser­vants. He no­ticed the key­board car­ried the Nishit­su brand name too.




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni grunt­ed an ex­plo­sive laugh. “Good thing we won the war,” he said,

    not re­al­iz­ing the irony of his own words.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo, and, he was go­ing to kill San­ta Claus if it was the last thing he

    ev­er did.




    There was snow falling on Col­lege Hill, over­look­ing Prov­idence, Rhode Is­land. Big puffy

    flakes of it. They fell with a faint hiss that on­ly one pos­sess­ing Re­mo s acute hear­ing

    could de­tect. The snow had just start­ed, but al­ready it formed a pris­tine blan­ket un­der

    his feet.




    It re­mained pris­tine af­ter Re­mo walked over it. His Ital­ian loafers made no im­print.

    He walked de­sert­ed Ben­efit Street, as qui­et­ly and stealthi­ly as a jun­gle cat. His

    T-​shirt was so white that on­ly his skin­ny arms with their un­usu­al­ly thick wrists showed

    against the falling flakes. Re­mo’s chi­nos were gray. Snow clung to them in patch­es so that

    they too were pre­dom­inant­ly white. The cam­ou­flage ef­fect made Re­mo al­most

    in­vis­ible.




    Cam­ou­flage had noth­ing to do with not leav­ing foot­prints, how­ev­er.




    Re­mo paused in mid-​stride and ran his eyes along the silent rows of well-​pre­served

    Colo­nial-​style homes with their dis­tinc­tive glass fan­lights. There were no cars on

    Ben­efit Street. It was af­ter eleven P.m. Prov­idence goes to bed ear­ly. But this week, the

    week be­fore Christ­mas, it was not the or­di­nary sleep­ing habits of this in­su­lar city that

    made its in­hab­itants re­tire ear­ly. It was fear-​fear of San­ta Claus.




    Re­mo start­ed off again. In the spot where he had stood there were two shal­low but

    well-​de­fined foot­prints. But none lead­ing away. Had Re­mo looked back to ob­serve this

    phe­nomenon, his high-​cheek­boned face might have reg­is­tered sur­prise. Not at the two

    in­ex­pli­ca­ble foot­steps them­selves, for he took it for grant­ed that when he walked,

    leaves did not crin­kle un­der his tread, nor sand dis­place. But for what they

    rep­re­sent­ed-​the fact that, of­fi­cial­ly, he no longer ex­ist­ed.




    Once, many Christ­mases ago, Re­mo had been a New Jer­sey cop. A push­er’s mur­der was

    blamed on him, and Re­mo got the chair. And a sec­ond chance. The chance ef­fec­tive­ly erased

    his pre­vi­ous ex­is­tence and brought forth a new, im­proved Re­mo.




    For Re­mo be­came a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Trained as an as­sas­sin, he worked for a se­cret

    arm of the Unit­ed States gov­ern­ment known on­ly as CURE. His job was to lo­cate and

    elim­inate the na­tion’s en­emies.




    Tonight his as­sign­ment was to kill San­ta Claus. Re­mo had noth­ing against Saint Nick. In

    fact, he had not be­lieved in San­ta in a long time. Saint Nick was a jol­ly elf who

    sym­bol­ized child­hood, a child­hood that Re­mo had nev­er re­al­ly ex­pe­ri­enced to the

    full. He had been raised in an or­phan­age.




    But while Re­mo had been de­nied a nor­mal child­hood, he did not re­sent it. Much. Maybe a

    lit­tle. Usu­al­ly around this time of the year, ac­tu­al­ly, when he re­al­ized that the

    uni­ver­sal cel­ebra­tion of child­hood, Christ­mas, was some­thing he would nev­er tru­ly

    know.




    This was why Re­mo had to kill San­ta Claus. The bas­tard was ru­in­ing it for oth­er

    chil­dren-​chil­dren who had fa­thers and moth­ers and broth­ers and sis­ters. In­no­cent

    chil­dren with warm homes and Christ­mas trees they dec­orat­ed with fam­ily in­stead of

    or­phan­age nuns. Re­mo would nev­er see a Christ­mas like theirs. But he’d be damned if

    an­oth­er lit­tle boy or girl would be de­nied Christ­mas by a fat slob in a red suit car­ring

    a fire ax. Re­mo fin­ished his sweep of Ben­efit Street. This was the old sec­tion of

    Prov­idence, where time seemed to have stood still. The street­lamps might have been stand­ing

    a cen­tu­ry ago. The hous­es be­longed to an­oth­er era. Most of the low stone steps boast­ed

    wrought-​iron foot scrap­ers, which in the days of horse-​drawn cars saw con­stant use. Now

    they were mere­ly quaint relics.




    San­ta Claus didn’t trou­ble Ben­efit Street tonight. No cor­pu­lent fig­ure haunt­ed the

    rooftops. No beard­ed face pressed to win­dows, tap­ping gen­tly, en­tic­ing­ly.




    Re­mo walked to Prospect Park. Set on an em­bank­ment, it gave a com­mand­ing view of

    Ben­efit Street and the city of Prov­idence. Re­mo sat on the para­pet be­side the stat­ue of

    Roger Williams cut from gran­ite. He stood with one bro­ken-​fin­gered hand lift­ed

    help­less­ly as if to ask, “Why my city?”




    Re­mo won­dered that as well, as his deep-​set dark eyes picked through the snow. His face,

    the skin tight over high cheek­bones, was tense. He ro­tat­ed his thick wrists

    un­con­scious­ly.




    Usu­al­ly Re­mo did not con­cern him­self with the why. Not on the small hits like this. He

    nev­er asked the crack deal­ers whose necks he broke why they sold co­caine. The Mafia hoods

    nev­er tried to ex­plain them­selves be­fore he frac­tured their skulls like eggs. Re­mo

    wouldn’t have lis­tened. Af­ter twen­ty years in this game, it had come down to the same tired

    old sto­ry: new peo­ple com­mit­ting old crimes. That was all.




    But San­ta owed him an ex­plana­ton. And just this once, Re­mo was go­ing to ask why.




    The moon was a fuzzy snow­ball as seen through the swirling snow. It shone down on the

    gold­en dome of the State House. It was a beau­ti­ful city, Re­mo re­al­ized. He could eas­ily

    imag­ine him­self back in the nine­teenth cen­tu­ry. He won­dered what his an­ces­tors did

    then. He won­dered who they were. He had no idea. But he could re­cite from mem­ory ex­act­ly

    what the emis­saries of a cer­tain Ko­re­an fish­ing vil­lage were do­ing at any time in the

    last cen­tu­ry. They were, like him, Mas­ters of Sinan­ju. But they were his spir­itu­al

    an­ces­tors.




    The un­usu­al qui­et made it pos­si­ble for his high­ly sen­si­tive ears to pick out

    con­ver­sa­tions em­anat­ing from the pic­turesque homes hud­dled be­low. He turned his head

    from side to side like some hu­man radar dish. In­stead of try­ing to lis­ten, he let the

    snatch­es of con­ver­sa­tion drift to him.




    “. . . Mol­ly, come quick! The lost episode of Mur­phy’s Law is on! . . .”




    “. . . Ward! Ward Phillips! If you don’t an­swer me right now . . . “




    “. . . San­ta! You’re ear­ly.” It was a lit­tle boy’s voice. In­stant­ly, an­oth­er voice

    joined it. A pouty girl­ish voice. “What is it, Tom­my? You woke me up. Bad boy.”




    “It’s San­ta. He’s at the win­dow.”




    Tiny feet scam­pered. “Oh, let me see. Let me see!” Re­mo forced him­self to re­lax.

    Tens­ing up would con­strict the blood flow to his brain and low­er his sen­si­tiv­ity. His

    head made de­creas­ing­ly small­er turns as he nar­rowed his fo­cus.




    He got a fix on the sound of a win­dow be­ing raised and a thick blub­bery voice say­ing,

    “Ho ho ho!”




    The sound made Re­mo’s blood run cold. He had read the news­pa­per re­ports that Up­stairs

    had sup­plied him. They had made him sick, then an­gry, and then burn­ing with a rage that was

    as hot as the sun.




    It was a thir­ty-​foot drop from the para­pet down to the tan­gle of un­der­brush that was

    clot­ted with lep­rous snow. It was the most di­rect way to the house.




    Re­mo stood up. The snow fell around him like white spi­ders slip­ping down in­vis­ible

    webs. His breath­ing keyed down to its most min­imal ef­fi­cien­cy. He felt the falling snow,

    its rhythms, its in­ex­ora­bil­ity. And when he was at one with the snow­fall, he jumped in­to

    it.




    Re­mo felt the flakes grav­itate to­ward him. He felt each one in­di­vid­ual­ly. Not as a

    puffy bit of em­phe­mer­al frozen wa­ter, but as strong, struc­tural­ly sound ice crys­tals. He

    sensed their in­ner strength, their unique­ness. They clung to him like broth­ers, not melt­ing

    when they touched his face or bare arms. His skin was as cold as they were. Re­mo thought like

    a snowflake, and like a snowflake he be­came.




    Re­mo float­ed to the ground at the ex­act speed of the falling snow. He was cov­ered in

    snow when his feet touched the ground. This time he made foot­prints. Just two. He float­ed

    down the em­bank­ment with­out leav­ing any fur­ther sign.




    Re­mo’s eyes were on a brown house with a sin­gle light­ed win­dow. Then an oblate shape

    fell across the light like an evil eclipse.




    Curs­ing un­der his breath, Re­mo moved for it. Tom­my Atwells had to climb on­to his

    win­dowsill to reach the latch. He stood there in his pump­kin-​or­ange Dr. Den­ton pa­ja­mas.

    His lit­tle knees trem­bled. “Hur­ry, Tom­my,” his sis­ter said. “San­ta’s cold.”




    “I’m try­ing.” And on the oth­er side of the snowsprin­kled glass the wide smil­ing face

    grew ea­ger. Tom­my used both hands to push the latch clear. It sprang with a sharp sound.




    “Okay, that’s it,” Tom­my said, climb­ing down.




    The win­dow squeaked as it rolled up. Tom­my stepped back in­to a cor­ner, near the toy box,

    where his sis­ter stood with wide eyes. He had heard about San­ta Claus for years. But he had

    nev­er seen him with his own eyes. He was very big.




    Af­ter San­ta has squeezed him­self through the win­dow, a ques­tion oc­curred to

    Tom­my,




    “How come … how come you’re ear­ly? Mom­my says Christ­mas isn’t till next week.”




    “Ho ho ho,” was all San­ta would say. He un­slung his big sack and let it slump to the

    floor, a long red han­dle stick­ing out of it like a shard of rib­bon can­dy. And then he was

    clump­ing to­ward the shiv­er­ing chil­dren, his hands out­stretched, his eyes very, very

    bright. His vast shad­ow cov­ered Tom­my and his sis­ter.




    The win­dow was al­ready closed when Re­mo reached it. It was a first-​floor win­dow. The

    glass was held in place by dry wood put­ty. Re­mo test­ed the pane with the flat of his hand.

    It gave slight­ly. He pushed hard­er, in­stinc­tive­ly read­ing the points of max­imum

    weak­ness in the put­ty. Repo­si­tion­ing his hand, Re­mo smacked the glass, firm­ly but with

    re­straint. The put­ty gave like stale bread. Re­mo caught the glass in both hands and flung it

    back in­to a grow­ing snow­bank. He went in.




    Re­mo found him­self in a chil­dren’s bed­room. Both beds were rum­pled but emp­ty. The room

    smelled of pep­per­mint. A half-​eat­en can­dy cane lay on a toy box.




    Re­mo glid­ed to the open door, ev­ery sense alert. “Oooh, presents,” a girl’s voice was

    say­ing.




    “Can we … can we open them now, San­ta?” A boy’s voice this time.




    “Ho ho ho,” San­ta said. His laugh was very qui­et, and the sound of tear­ing and crin­kling

    wrap­ping pa­per over­took its echoes.




    Re­mo eased in­to the hall­way. His shoes made no sound on the var­nished floor. Weak light

    spilled from a room at the end of the hall. Fresh pine scent waft­ed from it, car­ried by hot

    air from a floor reg­is­ter.




    Re­mo came up on the door. He peered around it. At first he saw on­ly two chil­dren. A boy

    he took to be five and a girl who might have been a year younger. They were on their knees at

    the foot of a pop­corn-​andtin­sel-​dec­orat­ed Christ­mas tree. They were open­ing presents

    ea­ger­ly, the way Re­mo nev­er had. He al­ways got new clothes. Nev­er toys.




    Re­mo brushed the wist­ful thought from his mind. For on the far wall, next to the shad­ow

    of the be­decked tree, was an­oth­er shad­ow. Short, round, it was a blot of dark­ness that any

    child in Amer­ica would have rec­og­nized from its shape.




    Ex­cept for the up­raised ax in its hands.




    Re­mo flung him­self in­to the room as the ax came back. The chil­dren didn’t see San­ta,

    for San­ta stood be­hind them, his too-​avid eyes fixed on the backs of their fresh-​scrubbed

    necks.




    “No!” Re­mo shout­ed, for once for­get­ting ev­ery­thing he had been taught about silent

    at­tack.




    San­ta start­ed. The chil­dren’s heads came about. They saw Re­mo. Their eyes widened in

    sur­prise. They didn’t see the ax de­scend­ing for their skulls.




    They nev­er saw the ax. Re­mo’s hands in­ter­cept­ed the chipped blade as it came down. He

    pulled the weapon from San­ta’s two-​hand­ed grip.




    “Run,” Re­mo called to them.




    “Mom­my, Dad­dy, Mom­my . .” Tom­my yelled as he scam­pered from the room. “Some strange man

    is try­ing to hurt San­ta.”




    Re­mo broke the ax in two, flung both pieces away. He took San­ta Claus by his rab­bit-​fur

    col­lar and yanked his beard­ed face in­to his own.




    “Why, you bas­tard? I want to know why!” he said fierce­ly.




    “Mom­my, Dad­dy!”




    San­ta opened his mouth to speak. In­stead, as he looked past Re­mo’s shoul­der, his thick

    wet lips broke in­to a fool­ish grin, show­ing yel­low teeth like old dice.




    A new voice broke the still­ness. “Stand where you are! I have a gun!”




    “Don’t shoot! Dad­dy, please don’t shoot San­ta.”




    Still hold­ing on to the rab­bit-​fur col­lar, Re­mo whirled in place. San­ta’s black boots

    left the floor. When they touched down, Re­mo and the fat man had changed places. Re­mo now

    faced the hall­way. Over San­ta’s red­vel­vet shoul­der he saw a man in a ter­ry-​cloth

    bathrobe. He had a .45 au­to­mat­ic point­ed in Re­mo’s di­rec­tion. The lit­tle boy clung to

    his leg. But the girl was still be­hind Re­mo, in the line of fire.




    “Get away from my daugh­ter,” the man shout­ed. “Cathy, call the po­lice.”




    “What is it?” a wom­an’s twist­ed voice de­mand­ed. “Where’s Susie?”




    “Put the gun down, pal,” Re­mo said. “This is be­tween San­ta and me. Isn’t that right,

    San­ta?” Re­mo shook the fat man an­gri­ly.




    San­ta on­ly smiled slack­ly. It was a hor­ri­ble, un­bal­anced smile.




    “Susie, come here,” the fa­ther prompt­ed. “Walk around the men, hon­ey.”




    “Do as he says, Susie,” Re­mo said tight­ly, look­ing in­to San­ta’s eyes.




    Susie stood un­mov­ing, her thumb in her mouth.




    “The po­lice are com­ing, George,” the moth­er’s voice said. She ap­peared in the door­way,

    saw Re­mo and San­ta Claus in a clutch, and let out a strick­en scream. “Cathy! Will you get

    back!”




    “George, for God’s sake, put away that gun. You’ll hit Susie!”




    “Lis­ten to her,” Re­mo said. “I have this un­der con­trol.” To prove it, he lift­ed San­ta

    Claus off his feet and bounced him up and down on his boots.




    “See?” Re­mo said.




    From his wide black belt, San­ta pulled a switch­blade. Re­mo sensed the knife com­ing up.

    It didn’t con­cern him. He saw the fa­ther draw a shaky two-​hand­ed bead on the broad red back

    of the San­ta suit and ex­ert pres­sure on the trig­ger.




    Re­mo pushed San­ta aside. He ducked un­der the first wild shot. One open hand swept in and

    bat­ted the muz­zle up. A sin­gle shot pocked the ceil­ing.




    Re­mo tripped the fa­ther. He went down. The gun end­ed up in Re­mo’s hand. He yanked out

    the mag­azine and dis­armed the weapon by pulling back the ham­mer with one strong thumb. The

    ham­mer broke off like a gin­ger­bread man’s leg.




    Re­mo turned his at­ten­tion back to San­ta Claus. San­ta was halfway out the door.




    Re­mo start­ed for the door, but felt a drag on his leg. He looked down. Lit­tle Tom­my was

    cling­ing to his an­kle, bang­ing on it, hot tears stream­ing down his cheeks.




    “Oh, you’re bad. You made San­ta go away.”




    Gen­tly Re­mo bent down and pried Tom­my’s fin­gers from his pants fab­ric. He took the boy

    by his tiny shoul­ders and looked him in the eye.




    “Take it easy,” he said. “That wasn’t San­ta. That was the Boogey Man.”




    “There’s no such thing as the Boogey Man. And you hit my dad­dy. I’ll kill you! I will!”




    The ve­he­mence of the lit­tle boy’s words shocked Re­mo. But he had no time to think about

    that. Out­side, a car start­ed up.




    Re­mo re­leased the boy. He went through the door like a can­non­ball. The stur­dy pan­els

    flew apart.




    Out on the pave­ment, a lit­tle for­eign car spurt­ed from the curb. Its tires slipped on

    the slick snow. The car was Christ­mas-​or­na­ment red.




    The car turned the cor­ner at high speed. Re­mo cut through a back­yard to in­ter­cept it,

    but the car had al­ready slid in­to the maze of Col­lege Hill when he reached the

    side­walk.




    Re­mo spot­ted it again at the top of Ver­ti­cal Jenck­es Street, so called be­cause it was

    as steep as a San Fran­cis­co av­enue.




    The car went down slow­ly, brakes on. To re­lease them would have in­vit­ed dis­as­ter.




    At the top of the hill, Re­mo put his feet to­geth­er and pushed off.




    Knees bent, arms at his sides, Re­mo went down Ver­ti­cal Jenck­es as if ski­ing from a

    steep slope. He caught up with the car and grabbed the bumper.




    Hunched low so that he wouldn’t be vis­ible through the driv­er’s rearview mir­ror, Re­mo

    locked ev­ery mus­cle and joint, and al­lowed him­self to be towed. It brought back mem­ories

    of his child­hood in Newark, when he used to skip-​hop the length of Broad Street. Back then,

    cars had big chrome bumpers that were easy to hold on to. The mod­ern com­po­si­tion bumper

    af­ford­ed Re­mo no re­al pur­chase. So Re­mo’s fin­gers dug in­to the plas­tic like claws and

    made his own. When he let go, there would be per­ma­nent holes.




    The car weaved through Col­lege Hill with Re­mo at­tached it like a hunched-​over hu­man

    trail­er. Snow col­lect­ed at the tips of his shoes. When it got too thick, it fell away, on­ly

    to start col­lect­ing all over again. Re­mo watched his shoes with in­ter­est. He had no idea

    where San­ta Claus was tak­ing him, but when the car came to a stop, the ex­pres­sion on

    Fa­ther Christ­mas’ face was cer­tain to be price­less. For the few sec­onds it would take

    be­fore Re­mo start­ed peel­ing the flesh from his skull.




    Then Re­mo would get his an­swers. He might have to tear an arm off as well. Maybe he would

    rip off ev­ery limb and dump the bas­tard in a re­mote snow­bank some­where, where he could

    scream to his heart’s con­tent as he bled to death. It was a method that the man who




    had trained him to kill would frown up­on, but this was a spe­cial case. This was the

    Christ­mas sea­son.




    The car took Route 95 North, head­ing for the Mas­sachusetts bor­der. Re­mo rec­og­nized

    this on­ly af­ter the car drove past a pes­ti­cide com­pa­ny which dis­played a huge

    pa­pi­er-​mache ter­mite as an ad­ver­tis­ing gim­mick. Re­mo had over­heard this bug

    jok­ing­ly re­ferred to as the Rhode Is­land state bird. He had laughed when he heard it. Now,

    hours lat­er, with the snow falling like a shroud and a homi­ci­dal ma­ni­ac tow­ing him to an

    un­known des­ti­na­tion, noth­ing seemed fun­ny any­more.




    The car turned off the high­way in Taunton, Mas­sachusetts. Re­mo didn’t know that this was

    Taunton, and had he known, he would not have cared. His thoughts were red. Not

    Christ­mas-​or­na­ment red, but blood red.




    The red car pulled in­to a black­topped car­port be­side a row of snow-​bur­dened

    ev­er­greens.




    Re­mo kept low. The car door clicked open and slammed shut. Clop­ping boots car­ried San­ta

    Claus to the side door of a Cape Cod-​style house. Re­mo heard a key tick­le a door lock. The

    tum­blers clicked so loud­ly that he heard them twen­ty feet away. A glass storm door clanged.

    Then there was on­ly the hiss of the falling snow.




    Re­mo got to his feet. He eased up to the door and re­ceived a shock. Star­ing back from the

    re­flec­tive glass of the storm door was an eerie sight.




    It looked like a snow­man. Not a jol­ly ro­tund snow­man, but a lean sculp­tured one. There

    was no car­rot nose, but it did have what looked like coal eyes. Re­mo peered clos­er. They

    were not coals, but the death­like hol­lows of his own eye sock­ets.




    Re­mo lift­ed his arms. They looked as if they had been rolled in pow­dered sug­ar. The

    snow­man was him­self. He re­al­ized that he had low­ered his tem­per­ature so much that

    in­stead of melt­ing, the snow clung to him. The re­flec­tion in the glass gave Re­mo an

    idea.




    He knocked on the storm door. His knuck­les left lep­rous patch­es on the glass.




    A wide-​eyed man’s face ap­peared at the win­dow. It was a round face, sim­ple and with­out

    guile. Not the kind of face Re­mo ex­pect­ed. Not the face of a man who had chopped off the

    heads of sev­en chil­dren in the mid­dle of the night and left their head­less corpses un­der

    the trees for their par­ents to find.




    “Who . . . who are you?” the guile­less face asked. His voice had a weird­ly dis­tort­ed

    qual­ity.




    “Frosty the Snow­man,” Re­mo said se­ri­ous­ly. “Re­al­ly?”




    Re­mo nod­ded. “Re­al­ly. I’m can­vass­ing the neigh­bor­hood on San­ta’s be­half. Here to

    find out if you’ve been naughty or nice.”




    The face broke in­to a frown.




    “San­ta Claus isn’t re­al. Vin­cent told me so.” Re­mo blinked.




    “But Frosty is?”




    The moon face puck­ered like a dried or­ange. “Vin­cent didn’t say you weren’t re­al. And

    you’re here. But maybe I should ask him be­fore I let you in. I’m not sup­posed to let

    strangers in the house, you know.”




    “Look, friend, I have eighty-​sev­en thou­sand homes to get to by Sun­day night. If you

    won’t co­op­er­ate I’ll just have to mark this house down as ‘Naughty.’ Thanks for your time.”

    Re­mo turned to go.




    The doors sud­den­ly banged open and the moon-​faced man lum­bered out. He wasn’t wear­ing a

    San­ta suit. He looked twen­ty-​eight. Go­ing on twelve.




    “No, no, wait!” he plead­ed. “Come in. Please. I’ll talk to you. I will.”




    Re­mo shrugged. “Okay.” He fol­lowed the man in. Re­mo de­cid­ed that he tipped the scales

    at near­ly three hun­dred pounds. Al­most none of it mus­cle. The guy’s stom­ach flopped over

    his rope belt like a glob of marsh­mal­low fluff. He had enough chins to dis­tribute among the

    Jack­son fam­ily and still have one left for him­self.




    And as Re­ma fol­lowed him in­to a cheer­ful if un­kempt liv­ing room, he no­ticed that the

    guy’s up­per thighs rubbed to­geth­er. He was wear­ing cor­duroy, and the sound was loud enough

    to fright­en mice.




    “Please sit down,” the fat man said. “My name is Hen­ry. Are you thirsty? Would you like hot

    choco­late?” His voice was pa­thet­ical­ly ea­ger to please.




    “No, thanks,” Re­mo said dis­tract­ed­ly, look­ing around the room. “I’d on­ly melt.”




    The liv­ing room lacked the usu­al Christ­mas dec­ora­tions of the sea­son. There was no

    tree. No stock­ings hung above the sullen fire­place logs. But in one cor­ner stood a

    three-​foot-​tall plas­tic rein­deer. It was plugged in­to a wall sock­et. It glowed faint­ly.

    The nose burned a cher­ry red. It be­longed on a lawn.




    “Rudolph?” Re­mo asked.




    “Don’t you rec­og­nize him?” Hen­ry asked in an in­jured voice.




    “Just check­ing,” Re­mo said. “Now, let’s get down to busi­ness. I have a re­port that

    some­one in this house has been naughty.”




    “It wasn’t me!” Hen­ry shrieked.




    A queru­lous voice called from an­oth­er room. “Go to bed, Hen­ry.”




    “I will, Moth­er. When I’m done talk­ing with Frosty.”




    “Go to bed now!” a male voice bel­lowed.




    “Yes, sir…. I got­ta go to bed. Vin­cent says.”




    “This will on­ly take a minute,” Re­mo said. He no­ticed that his arms were melt­ing. He

    felt cold wa­tery fin­gers crawl­ing down in­side his T-​shirt. Re­mo fig­ured he had five

    min­utes to get the an­swers he want­ed. The rest would be easy.




    “Okay,” Hen­ry said, qui­et­ly clos­ing the door. Re­mo put his hand on Hen­ry’s trem­bling

    shoul­der.




    “Hen­ry, is it true?” he asked.




    Hen­ry looked away. His eyes sought the plas­tic rein­deer. “Is what true?” he asked

    eva­sive­ly.




    “Don’t beat around the Christ­mas tree,” Re­mo growled. He was star­ing in­to Hen­ry’s

    twist­ing face. The mouth be­longed to San­ta Claus. There was no mis­tak­ing that. So did the

    per­son­al scent, an equal mix­ture of Ivory soap and un­der­arm de­odor­ant. It was hard to

    match Hen­ry’s whin­ing voice to the sin­is­ter “Ho ho ho,” Re­mo had heard, but there could be

    no mis­take. “We know you’re the one,” Re­mo said flat­ly. “The one who’s been killing lit­tle

    kids.”




    “I … I had to,” Hen­ry said mis­er­ably.




    Re­mo grabbed him by the shoul­ders. “Why, for God’s sake?” he de­mand­ed an­gri­ly. “They

    were on­ly kids.”




    “He told me to,” Hen­ry blub­bered.




    Re­mo looked. Hen­ry point­ed to the plas­tic Rudolph. Its flat white-​and-​black eyes

    stared back in­no­cent­ly. The nose flick­ered.




    “Rudolph?” Re­mo asked.




    “He made me do it.”




    “Rudolph the Red-​Nosed Rein­deer made you cut off the heads of sev­en lit­tle chil­dren.

    Why?”




    “So they wouldn’t be sad. Like me.”




    “Sad?”




    “Vin­cent said there was no San­ta Claus. I didn’t be­lieve him at first, but Mom­my

    said-​it was so.”




    “Who’s Vin­cent?”




    “My step­fa­ther. My re­al fa­ther ran away. Vin­cent said it was be­cause I was a re­tard,

    but Mom­my hit Vin­cent when he said it, so I guess it’s not true.”




    “Why did this hap­pen?” Re­mo felt all his anger drain out of him. The big oaf was

    re­tard­ed.




    “Af­ter Thanks­giv­ing. I asked him how come we didn’t have a tree. Vin­cent said we didn’t

    need one.”




    “Keep talk­ing. I still want to know why.”




    “Well, I didn’t want any lit­tle kids to be hurt,” Hen­ry said, twist­ing his sausage­like

    fin­gers. “And Rudolph said that if a lit­tle kid died be­fore he found out there wasn’t any

    San­ta, he would al­ways be hap­py and go to heav­en. But if he grew up, then he would go to

    hell when he died and burn for­ev­er. Like ba­con.”




    “You killed them so they wouldn’t find out there wasn’t any San­ta Claus?” Re­mo asked

    in­cred­ulous­ly. “Yes, sir, Mr. Frosty. Did Vin­cent lie?”




    Re­mo sucked in a hot breath. It was a long mo­ment be­fore he an­swered.




    “Yes, Hen­ry,” Re­mo said qui­et­ly. “Vin­cent lied.”




    “I’m the one who’s go­ing to burn in hell, aren’t I?” Re­mo an­swered the ques­tion with­out

    hes­itat­ing. “No, Hen­ry. You’re go­ing to heav­en. Are you ready?”




    “Can I say good-​bye to Rudolph?”




    “No, there’s no time. Just close your eyes.”




    “Okay.” Hen­ry obe­di­ent­ly closed his eyes. His face squinched up and his knees knocked

    to­geth­er. He looked so piti­ful that Re­mo al­most changed his mind. But then he re­mem­bered

    the news clip­pings of the head­less chil­dren un­der the trees and the pa­thet­ical­ly

    re­gret­ful quotes of the par­ents who had found them. And he re­mem­bered his own emp­ty

    child­hood.




    Re­mo stepped up to Hen­ry and with a two-​fin­gered blow struck the padded spot over his

    heart.




    Hen­ry fell back­ward like a re­frig­er­ator. The house shook. The queru­lous, sex­less

    voice called again. “Hen­ry, go to sleep!”




    It was joined by a male bel­low. Vin­cent. “You con­trol that id­iot of yours or I’m go­ing

    back to San­dra.” Re­mo looked down at the fat man’s face; It was peace­ful. There was a hint

    of a smile at the cor­ners of his mouth. The smile on­ly made Re­mo an­gry. He had want­ed to

    kill the guy slow­ly and painful­ly. He want­ed him to suf­fer for all the suf­fer­ing he had

    caused. He felt cheat­ed. The San­ta Claus killer was dead, and he felt no sense of

    ac­com­plish­ment or vic­to­ry. He felt noth­ing. Just as he felt ev­ery Christ­mas of his

    life.




    He won­dered if maybe he should do Vin­cent. Then the sex­less voice was shout­ing

    again.




    “Hen­ry, if I don’t hear your snor­ing in five sec­onds, I’ll turn you in to the po­lice for

    driv­ing with­out a li­cense. I’ll put you in jail. Do you hear me? Jail!”




    Re­mo de­cid­ed that Vin­cent would suf­fer a lot more if he let him live. He walked out of

    the house and hotwired the Christ­mas-​red car. He drove north to Boston and Lo­gan

    Air­port.




    Just when the snow looked like it would fall for­ev­er, like salt on­to a raw wound, it

    stopped.




    “Some­times I hate this job,” Re­mo mut­tered in­to the night. “Es­pe­cial­ly this time of

    year.”




    On the flight back to New York, he hoped some­one would try to hi­jack the plane. But no one

    did. Maybe when he got back, Up­stairs would have a de­cent as­sign­ment for a change.

    Some­thing big, wor­thy of his tal­ents. And bloody.




    He was go­ing to get his wish.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was do­ing wrist curls in his pri­vate gym when the gym tele­phone

    whirred. Bronzi­ni did an­oth­er few reps with his left arm be­fore he an­swered it. He took

    pride in his dai­ly reg­imen of ex­er­cise. And he al­ways gave his left side more ex­er­cise

    be­cause he knew that right-​hand­ed per­sons de­vel­oped larg­er mus­cles on the right side.

    Bronzi­ni had worked out a com­pen­sat­ing reg­imen so that he had near­ly per­fect mus­cu­lar

    sym­me­try.




    Bronzi­ni scooped up the phone as he tow­eled off his pees. They gleamed as if greased.




    “Yo!” he said briskly.




    “Bart, ba­by, que pasa?” It was Shawn. His agent.




    “What’s the word?”




    “Our Japanese com­padres just Fedexed me the script. It looks great.”




    “Did they change much?”




    “How do I know? I haven’t read it.”




    “You just said it looked great.”




    “It does. You should see this binder. Looks like Span­ish leather or some­thing. And the

    pages are get this-​hand-​let­tered. Looks like-​what do they call it?-cal­lig­ra­phy. “




    Bronzi­ni sighed. He should have known bet­ter than to ask. No­body in Hol­ly­wood read

    scripts if they could help it. They made deals and hoped for the best.




    “Okay, mes­sen­ger it to me. I’ll look it over.”




    “No, Bart, sweet­heart. There’s a Nishit­su cor­po­rate jet wait­ing for you at Bur­bank

    Air­port. That pro­duc­er you met in Tokyo, what’s his name? Sounds like a Greek sand­wich

    shop.”




    “jJro some­thing.”




    “That’s him. He wants you in Yu­ma by noon.”




    “Yu­ma! Tell him no way. I spent three days in Japan with those Nishit­su guys. They gave me

    the creeps, al­ways bow­ing and scrap­ing and ask­ing me where I bought my shoes and if they

    were for sale. They were so po­lite I want­ed to punch them.”




    “Yu­ma isn’t in Japan. It’s in Ari­zona.”




    “Why do they want me there?”




    “That’s where you’re film­ing. They’ve been scout­ing lo­ca­tions since you got back.”




    “This is a freak­ing Christ­mas movie. It’s set in Chica­go. “




    “I guess this is one of the changes they made.”




    “They can’t film John­ny’s Christ­mas Spir­it in Ari­zona.”




    “Why not?” Shawn said in a rea­son­able tone. “They filmed Star Wars in South­ern

    Cal­ifor­nia. Looked like out­er space to me.”




    “It doesn’t snow in Ari­zona,” Bronzi­ni said acid­ly. “They don’t have ev­er­greens. They

    have cac­ti. What are they gonna do? Dec­orate the cac­ti?”




    “Don’t cac­ti have nee­dles too?”




    “Don’t you fuck­ing start, Shawn!”




    “Okay, okay. Look, talk to them. Straight­en it out. But they need you to smooth things

    over. They’re hav­ing trou­ble with the Yu­ma Cham­ber of Com­merce or some­thing. It’s about

    film per­mits and work rules.”




    “What am I, head of the lo­cal? Have them take it up with the union.”




    “Uh, they don’t want to do that, for some rea­son.”




    “What do they mean? I’m the star, not the shop stew­ard. This is a union movie, isn’t

    it?”




    “Of course it is, Bart,” Shawn said plaeat­ing­ly. “These are ma­jor, ma­jor peo­ple.

    They’re look­ing for a piece of the U. S. film in­dus­try. No way they’re not union.”




    “Good, be­cause if this isn’t a union pro­duc­tion, I’d back out right now.”




    “Can’t.”




    “Why not?”




    “They got your name on the con­tract. Re­mem­ber?”




    “So let them sue.”




    “That’s the prob­lem. They will. And they’d win, be­cause they’ll try it in a Japanese

    court. They’re big, a mega-​cor­po­ra­tion. They could clean you out. No more po­lo ponies, no

    more Renoirs. They’d prob­ably bag you for your com­ic-​book col­lec­tion if they find out

    about it.” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was silent for a long time. Be­fore he could speak, his agent

    spoke up.




    “You know what they’d do if you backed out. They’d turn around and give the part to

    Schwarzeneg­ger.”




    “No chance!” Bronzi­ni ex­plod­ed. “That side of beef couldn’t cut it in my Christ­mas

    movie. He’s the on­ly ac­tor in the world who steps on his own lines.”




    “No ar­gu­ment there. But let’s not let ft get to that. Okay? Bur­bank Air­port. The jet’s

    wait­ing.” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni hung up the phone with so much force that Don­ald Duck’s beak

    fell off.




    The Nishit­su jet was wait­ing for him when Bronzi­ni pulled up on his Harley David­son. A

    white-​coat­ed Japanese stew­ard stood meek­ly by the door. He pulled it open from the top,

    ex­pos­ing a flight of plush steps.




    The stew­ard bowed quick­ly when Bronzi­ni dis­mount­ed.




    “Kon­nichi wa, Bronzi­ni san,” he said with a tight smile.




    The smile fell off when Bronzi­ni be­gan push­ing his mo­tor­cy­cle up the plush steps. “No,

    Bronzi­ni san. “Where I go, my bike goes,” growled Bronzi­ni. He pushed the bike up as eas­ily

    as if it were a ten-​speed and not a mon­ster Harley.




    The stew­ard fol­lowed him up, and as Bronzi­ni leaned the bike against a bulk­head, he

    pulled up the stair­case door. The en­gines im­me­di­ate­ly be­gan warm­ing up.




    When the Nishit­su jet land­ed at Yu­ma In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port slight­ly more than

    six­ty min­utes lat­er, the Japanese stew­ard low­ered the ramp stairs man­ual­ly and jumped

    out of the way while the ma­ni­ac Amer­ican ac­tor pi­lot­ed his bounc­ing mo­tor­cy­cle down

    it at full speed.




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni hit the tar­mac with a bump, near­ly wip­ing out. He re­cov­ered,

    dis­mount­ed, and walked the bike up to the Nishit­su cor­po­rate van, gun­ning the en­gine

    im­pa­tient­ly while the un­hap­py face which he rec­og­nized as Jiro Isuzu peered out of the

    side win­dow with hor­ri­fied eyes.




    Fi­nal­ly Isuzu slid open the door and stepped out. “Bronzi­ni san. Good of you to

    come.”




    “Save the soap,” Bronzi­ni said. “And it’s plain Bronzi­ni. So what’s the prob­lem?”




    “Shoot­ing start in two day. We have much to do.”




    “Two days!”




    “Pro­duc­tion on tight shoot­ing sched­ule. Must hur­ry. Wirr you come now. Prease?”




    “Lead the way,” Bronzi­ni said, kick­ing the bike stand up. “This is bo­gus.”




    A brief flash of anger showed in Jiro Isuzu’s eyes. For a mo­ment the Japanese looked as if

    he were go­ing to say some­thing, but he on­ly bobbed his head re­peat­ed­ly and slid the van’s

    side door closed.




    Bronzi­ni fol­lowed the van in­to the city. His ini­tial im­pres­sion of Yu­ma was that it

    was flat. The high­way lead­ing in­to town was dot­ted with fast-​food restau­rants and

    dis­count stores. He saw very few cac­ti.




    But when they turned in­to a res­iden­tial area, sev­er­al stub­by chol­la cac­ti

    dec­orat­ed front yards. Most homes had Christ­mas dec­ora­tions up. But to Bronzi­ni, the warm

    desert air and lack of snow made it seem not like Christ­mas at all.




    “How the hell are they go­ing to film a Christ­mas movie in this god­for­sak­en place?” he

    mut­tered as he passed a Pueblo-​style home with the in­evitable flag­stone pa­tio. There was a

    cow skull by the front door. It wore a San­ta Claus cap.




    Bronzi­ni was still turn­ing the ques­tion over in his mind when the van pulled up to Yu­ma

    City Hall. “What are we do­ing here?” he de­mand­ed of Jiro when the lat­ter emerged from the

    van.




    “We have ap­point­ment with may­or. I told him you would come. Now, for­row, prease.”




    “The may­or?” Bronzi­ni mut­tered. “I hope this isn’t an­oth­er key-​to-​the-​city deal. I

    al­ready got enough to open up a store.”




    Basil Cloves had been may­or of Yu­ma for near­ly six years. He was very proud of his city,

    which was one of the fastest-​grow­ing desert com­mu­ni­ties in the West.




    He was proud of its three TV sta­tions, its im­por­tant mil­itary bases, and its crys­tal

    pure air.




    He would nev­er know­ing­ly sur­ren­der it to a for­eign ag­gres­sor.




    But when his press sec­re­tary ush­ered in rep­re­sen­ta­tives of the Nishit­su Film

    Cor­po­ra­tion, who were ac­com­pa­nied by the world’s num­ber-​one film su­per­star,

    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, he broke in­to a ba­by-​kiss­ing smile.




    “Mr. Bronzi­ni!” he gushed, tak­ing Bronzi­ni’s hand in both of his. “Won­der­ful of you to

    come. I’ve seen ev­ery one of your movies.”




    “Great. Thank you,” Bronzi­ni said qui­et­ly. Ev­ery­one in the room in­ter­pret­ed his

    com­ment as bored dis­in­ter­est. The truth was that Bronzi­ni was em­bar­rassed by the

    sun­glass­es-​and-​au­to­graphs side of his busi­ness.




    “I loved you in Co­nan the Men­di­cant. You were so… so … mus­cu­lar!”




    “Nice of you to say so,” Bronzi­ni said. He de­cid­ed not to men­tion that that was

    Schwarzeneg­ger. He hat­ed when peo­ple con­fused him with that Aus­tri­an wa­ter

    buf­fa­lo.




    “Well, Mr. Bronzi­ni,” the may­or of Yu­ma said as he ges­tured ev­ery­one in­to seats. “Mr.

    Isuzu tells me that you want to film a movie in my beau­ti­ful city.”




    “Yes, sir,” Bronzi­ni said, and ev­ery­one in the room as­sumed he was be­ing

    con­de­scend­ing when he used the word “sir.” He was not.




    “You can un­der­stand that when folks I don’t know, no of­fense, gen­tle­men”-he

    in­di­cat­ed the rep­re­sen­ta­tives from Nishit­su, who sat with straight backs and stiff

    necks-“come to my city and ap­ply for per­mits and things of that sort, I have to se­cure

    cer­tain as­sur­ances. We don’t see many flicks made in Yu­ma. So I told these fine gen­tle­men

    that if they could of­fer proof of their sin­cer­ity and good in­ten­tions, I would do what I

    could to get it past the city coun­cil.”




    Here it comes, Bronzi­ni thought. As an oc­ca­sion­al pro­duc­er, he had got­ten used to

    be­ing strong-​armed. You con­tact­ed the lo­cal gov­ern­ment for per­mis­sion to film on

    pub­lic streets and they nev­er thought about the rev­enue that would be brought in­to the

    lo­cal econ­omy, the lo­cal peo­ple who would be em­ployed. They on­ly won­dered what was in it

    for them. If it wasn’t the politi­cians, it was the team­sters or the Mafia.




    “So when Mr. Isuzu told me that you’d be will­ing to come here and al­lay our fears,” May­or

    Cloves went on, “I said, well, that might just do it.”




    At that mo­ment the press sec­re­tary put his head in the door. “They’re here, Mr.

    May­or.”




    “Won­der­ful,” said May­or Cloves. “Come, let’s go meet them.”




    Bronzi­ni caught Isuzu’s arm on the way out. “What is this?” he hissed.




    “Qui­et. This wirr be over soon.”




    “Oh,” said Bronzi­ni when he saw the news crews set­ting up their video cam­eras.

    News­pa­per re­porters stood with pen­cils poised over notepads.




    “Thank you for com­ing, ladies and gen­tle­men of the press,” the may­or said in a boom­ing

    voice. “As you can see, the il­lus­tri­ous Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, star of such mod­ern

    clas­sics as Co­nan the Men­di­cant, is in my of­fice to­day. Bart’s come to Yu­ma to ask me

    per­son­al­ly for per­mis­sion to film his next block­buster. With him is Mr. Jiro Isuzu, who

    is a pro­duc­er with the Nishit­su Cor­po­ra­tion. I see from the brand names on some of your

    video equip­ment that you prob­ably know more about Nishit­su than I do.”




    The may­or laughed hearti­ly, and alone. He went on. “They have se­lect­ed Yu­ma out of

    dozens of Amer­ican cities as the lo­ca­tion for Bart’s new film. You may now ask ques­tions,

    if you’d like.”




    There was an em­bar­rass­ing si­lence. The print press looked at their note­books. The TV

    crews hes­itat­ed. Bronzi­ni had seen it all over the world. His rep­uta­tion in­tim­idat­ed

    even the usu­al­ly bold TV crews.




    “Maybe I should be ask­ing the ques­tions,” Bronzi­ni quipped. “Like, how hot does it get

    this time of year?” No one even smiled. He hat­ed it went they didn’t smile.




    Fi­nal­ly a pert blond who iden­ti­fied her­self as the en­ter­tain­ment re­porter for one

    of the TV sta­tions piped up. “Mr. Bronzi­ni, tell us about your new film.”




    “It’s a Christ­mas movie. It’s about-“




    “And what do you think of Yu­ma so far?”




    “It’s hard to form much of an im­pres­sion when all you’ve seen is the air­port and the

    may­or’s of­fice.” Bronzi­ni beamed sheep­ish­ly. He wait­ed for a fol­low-​up ques­tion, but

    they shift­ed their at­ten­tion to Jiro Isuzu. “Mr. Isuzu. Why did you pick Yu­ma?”




    “It per­fect for our needs,” Isuzu said.




    “Mr. Isuzu, do you think that Amer­icans will go to see a Japanese-​made movie?”




    “Mr. Isuzu, how do you feel about the cur­rent Japanese eco­nom­ic dom­inance in the

    Pa­cif­ic?”




    “Mr. Isuzu . . .”




    And so it went. The press rat­tled on about ev­ery con­ceiv­able an­gle that had to do with

    Yu­ma and sev­er­al that did not. When their sto­ries ran, some with­in hours, they would all

    play up the ba­nal lo­cal an­gle. Nowhere would it be men­tioned that this role was a

    sig­nif­icant de­par­ture from Bartholomew Bronzi­ni’s flex-​and-​pecs screen roles. Nowhere

    would it be men­tioned that he had writ­ten the script. He was lucky if his two

    declar­ative-​sen­tence com­ments would be re­port­ed ac­cu­rate­ly.




    He hat­ed it when they did that, too.




    Fi­nal­ly the TV peo­ple be­gan pack­ing up their equip­ment and the print re­porters

    shuf­fled out of the room, cast­ing cu­ri­ous glances at him over their shoul­ders. He

    over­heard one wom­an tell an­oth­er, “Can you be­lieve it? He’s go­ing to make over a hun­dred

    mil­lion on this movie and he can bare­ly speak three words in a row.”




    Af­ter the re­porters had gone, the may­or of Yu­ma came up to him and shook his hand

    again.




    “You were won­der­ful, Bart. Mind if I call you Bart?”




    “Go ahead. You’re al­ready in prac­tice.”




    “Thank you, Bart. I’m up for re­elec­tion next year and this is go­ing to kick off my

    cam­paign like a foot­ball.”




    “You have my vote,” Bronzi­ni joked.




    “Oh, are you reg­is­tered in this city?”




    “It was a lit­tle joke,” Bronzi­ni told him. “Very lit­tle.” The may­or looked blank. His

    ex­pres­sion won­dered, “Can this Ne­an­derthal make jokes?” Bronzi­ni hat­ed that

    ex­pres­sion.




    “Oh,” May­or Cloves said. “A joke. Well, it’s good to see that you have a sense of

    hu­mor.”




    “It’s an im­plant,” Bronzi­ni said.




    “You wirr see to per­mis­sions?” Jiro Isuzu put in quick­ly.




    “Yes, yes, of course. And let me be the first to wel­come your pro­duc­tion to our fair

    city.”




    Bronzi­ni shook the may­or’s hand in re­lief. That was it? A pho­to op? Maybe this wouldn’t

    be so ter­ri­ble. “Oh, be­fore you go,” the may­or said quick­ly, “could I have your

    au­to­graph?”




    “Sure,” Bronzi­ni said, ac­cept­ing a pen and a pho­to­graph of him­self torn from a fan

    mag­azine.




    “Who do I make it out to?” he asked.




    “Make it out to me. But it’s for my daugh­ter.”




    “Yeah,” Bronzi­ni sighed as he au­to­graphed the pho­to. He signed it, “To the may­or of

    Yu­ma, from his good friend Arnold Schwarzeneg­ger.”




    The may­or read it with­out bat­ting an eye. Just as Bronzi­ni had known he would.




    Out on the street, Bronzi­ni growled a ques­tion to Jiro Isuzu. “Is that it? Am I out­ta

    here now?”




    “No, we have many more vis­its to make. First we go to ho­tel.”




    “Why? Is the clean­ing staff de­mand­ing a lock of my hair?” Bronzi­ni said, hop­ping on­to

    his bike. Bartholomew Bronzi­ni fol­lowed the van to the Shi­lo Inn, an el­egant adobe ho­tel

    on Route 8. The lob­by en­trance was blocked by march­ing pick­eters. They car­ried plac­ards

    and signs read­ing “Bronzi­ni Un­fair.”




    “Bronzi­ni Is Un-​Amer­ican.”




    “Bronzi­ni the Traitor.” One man car­ried a Grundy III poster show­ing Bronzi­ni, his long

    hair held in place by a head­band. The tagline read “Bronzi­ni Is Grundy.” The last word was

    crossed out and re­placed with the word “Grungy.”




    “What the hell is this?” Bronzi­ni shout­ed.




    “Union,” Isuzu told me. “They protest.”




    “Damn it. This is sup­posed to be a union film.”




    “It is. Japanese union.”




    “Lis­ten, Jiro. I can’t do a nonunion film. My name will be mud. I’m a hero to the work­ing

    guy.”




    “That was be­fore Ringo V, when Ringo kirred in box­ing match. But you are stirr big hero in

    Nip­pon. Your fu­ture is there. Not here. Amer­icans tire of you.”




    Bronzi­ni put his hands on his hips. “Stop beat­ing around the bush, Isuzu. Why don’t you

    come out and speak your mind?”




    “So sor­ry. Not un­der­stand. Have spo­ken mind.”




    “You don’t un­der­stand. I’m not turn­ing my back on ev­ery­thing I rep­re­sent. I’m

    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, the rags-​to-​rich­es per­son­ifi­ca­tion of the Amer­ican dream.”




    “Those are Amer­icans,” Isuzu said, in­di­cat­ing the marchers. “They do not carr you

    hero.”




    “That’s be­cause they think I’ve dou­ble-​crossed them. And I won’t. I’m done here.” He

    start­ed for his bike.




    “Schwarzeneg­ger wirr do movie for ress,” Isuzu called af­ter him. “Per­haps bet­ter.”




    “Then get that Black For­est bo­zo,” Bronzi­ni barked. “We wirr. And we will pay his sarary

    out of raw­suit dam­ages from su­ing you for breach of con­tract.” Bronzi­ni froze with his

    hands touch­ing the han­dle­bars of his bike. One leg was poised to mount the sad­dle. He

    looked like he was do­ing an im­ita­tion of a dog about to re­lieve him­self against a

    fire­plug.




    The thought of Se­hwarzeneg­ger be­ing paid out of Bronzi­ni’s own pock­et stopped him cold.

    Re­luc­tant­ly he low­ered his leg. He walked back to Jiro Isuzu. The Japanese’s com­posed face

    looked faint­ly smug.




    “You un­der­stand now?”




    “Jiro, I’m start­ing not to like you.”




    “Pro­duc­tion of­fice in this hot­er. We must go there. Many tere­phone carr to make. Much

    prob­lem to work out if we are to start shoot­ing on sched­ule.” He pro­nounced it

    “sked-​oo.”




    Bronzi­ni looked at the cir­cling pick­ets. “I’ve nev­er crossed a pick­et line in my

    life.”




    “Then we go in side door. Come.”




    Jiro Isuzu start­ed off, trailed by a clus­ter of func­tionar­ies. Bronzi­ni looked at the

    pick­eters, who were so busy shout­ing slo­gans that they weren’t aware that the , ob­ject of

    their dis­plea­sure was stand­ing on­ly yards away. Nev­er one to back away from a chal­lenge,

    Bronzi­ni de­cid­ed to rea­son with them. He start­ed for the pick­et line, when a heavy­set

    man no­ticed him.




    “Hey, there he is!” the man shout­ed. “The Steroid Stal­lion him­self. Bronzi­ni!”




    The cat­calls fol­lowed. “Boo!” they hoot­ed. “Bronzi­ni! Go back to Japan.”




    “Hear me out,” Bronzi­ni shout­ed. His words were drowned out. The pick­eters-​they

    be­longed to IATSE, the In­ter­na­tion­al Al­liance of The­atri­cal Stage Em­ploy­ees

    -in­ter­pret­ed Bronzi­ni’s an­gry face to suit them­selves. “Did you hear what he called us?”

    one cried in­dig­nant­ly. That did it. They start­ed for him en masse.




    Bronzi­ni stopped. He fold­ed his arms. He was go­ing to hold his ground. What was the worst

    they could do? The worst they could do, it turned out, was to sur­round him in a shout­ing,

    ha­rangu­ing cir­cle.




    “Down with Bronzi­ni! The Bronze Bam­bi­no has feet of clay!”




    “Lis­ten to me,” Bronzi­ni shout­ed. “I just want to talk to you about this. I think we can

    rea­son this through.” He was wrong. They were not lis­ten­ing. Cam­era crews were mov­ing up

    to get a pic­ture of the worl­drenowned Bartholomew Bronzi­ni held hostage by two dozen

    protesters armed on­ly with plac­ards.




    When the cam­eras start­ed tap­ing, one of the protesters called out, “Hey, watch this!”




    He whacked Bronzi­ni with his plac­ard. The broom­stick broke against Bronzi­ni’s mus­cu­lar

    shoul­der. He bare­ly felt it, but that didn’t mat­ter. Bartholomew Bronzi­ni had grown up in a

    rough Ital­ian neigh­bor­hood where turn­ing the oth­er cheek was the kiss of death.




    He decked his as­sailant with a round­house right. The protesters turned in­to a mob. They

    de­scend­ed on Bronzi­ni like a fury. Bronzi­ni re­turned blow for blow. He start­ed lay­ing

    protesters out on the black­top of the park­ing lot. A wild grin cracked his Si­cil­ian face.

    This was some­thing he un­der­stood. A bare-​knuck­led fight.




    But as he mashed a man’s nose flat, he won­dered if he wasn’t on the wrong side of this

    brawl.




    The ques­tion was an­swered for him when the horde of Japanese men piled out of the lob­by.

    Some of them, on or­ders from an ex­cit­ed Jiro Isuzu, pulled pis­tols from un­der their coats.

    Body­guards.




    “Stop them,” Isuzu shrieked. “Pro­tect Bronzi­ni. Now!” The body­guards wad­ed in. The

    protesters turned on them too. Bronzi­ni tried push­ing his way clear of the mob, but there

    were too many of them. He took one of the protesters by the throat.




    Then a shot rang out. The man in Bronzi­ni’s metal­lic grasp gasped once and went limp. He

    fell. His head made a crack­ing sound when it hit the ground.




    “What the fuck!” Bronzi­ni yelled. “Who fired that shot? Who?”




    It was ob­vi­ous in an­oth­er mo­ment. Bronzi­ni felt some­thing yank on his belt. He

    strug­gled. It was one of the Japanese body­guards.




    “Let go of me,” Bronzi­ni snarled. “He’s hurt bad.”




    “No. You come.”




    “I said let me-“




    Bronzi­ni nev­er got the next word out. The sky and ground swapped per­spec­tives. He was

    sud­den­ly on his back. The shock blew the air out of his lungs. Stunned, he won­dered if he

    had caught a stray bul­let. And as oth­er gun­shots sound­ed in the back­ground, he was lift­ed

    by sev­er­al husky Japanese and dumped in­to the wait­ing Nishit­su van.




    He was whisked from the Shi­lo Inn at high speed. “What hap­pened?” Bronzi­ni asked the

    hov­er­ing Jiro Isuzu in a dazed voice.




    “Ju­do. Nec­es­sary.”




    “The fuck.”


  




  

    Chapter 4




    It was dawn when Re­mo Williams was dropped off in front of his Rye, New York, home by

    taxi.




    Re­mo hand­ed the driv­er a crisp hun­dred dol­lar bill. “Mer­ry Christ­mas,” Re­mo said.

    “Keep the change.”




    “Hey, Mer­ry Christ­mas to you too, bud­dy. You must be ex­pect­ing a whale of a hol­iday

    your­self.”




    “Nah. I’m on an un­lim­it­ed ex­pense ac­count.”




    “Thanks just the same,” the cab­by said, pulling off. It was not snow­ing in Rye, New York.

    The storm that had blan­ket­ed New Eng­land had passed through New York State the pre­vi­ous

    day. The town had al­ready cleared the side­walk with a small trac­tor snow blow­er. Its

    cater­pil­lar tracks had left their un­mis­tak­able im­prints. But Re­mo’s walk­way was

    buried.




    Re­mo placed one foot on the crust of snow that cov­ered the walk. His breath­ing changed.

    His arms seemed to lift slight­ly from his sides as if they were filled with air in­stead of

    bone and blood and mus­cle.




    Re­mo walked across the thin frozen crust of the snow with­out break­ing through. He felt

    light as a feath­er. He was a feath­er. He thought like a feath­er, moved like a feath­er, and

    the thin hard crust re­act­ed to him as if each foot was a feath­er duster.




    Re­mo went in his front door with the ex­pres­sion of a man who had slogged through a

    slop­py wet snow­bank in his stock­ing feet, not one who had ex­ecut­ed a feat that oth­er men

    would have scorned as im­pos­si­ble.




    Even the nov­el­ty of hav­ing a home to come back to for the first time since he joined the

    or­ga­ni­za­tion did not lift his spir­its. The liv­ing room con­sist­ed of bare walls, a

    hard­wood floor, and a big-​screen TV. Two straw mats sat on the floor be­fore the screen.




    Some­how, it was not very homey.




    Re­mo walked to his bed­room. It, too, was on­ly four walls and a bare floor. A fu­ton­like

    mat stretched out in one cor­ner. His wardrobe, con­sist­ing of six pairs of chi­nos and an

    as­sort­ment of black and white T-​shirts, lay neat­ly fold­ed at the bot­tom of a clos­et. On

    ,a shelf above a clus­ter of emp­ty wire hang­ers were racked a dozen pairs of hand­made

    Ital­ian leather loafers.




    From the oth­er bed­room came a se­ries of long, drawnout sounds, like a goose honk­ing.




    “Braaawwwwkkkk!”




    “Hnnnnkkkkkkk!” Snor­ing.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed he wasn’t sleepy. Turn­ing on his heel, he made for the door.




    Re­mo lat­er pulled up in front of an all-​night drug­store, asked the wom­an be­hind the

    counter if she ac­cept­ed cred­it cards, and when he got a yes in re­turn, he went straight to

    the Christ­mas-​dec­ora­tion shelf There were more bulbs, can­dy canes, and tin­sel than he

    could car­ry at one time, so he took hold of the shelf at each end and ap­plied pres­sure. The

    crack was in­stan­ta­neous. Re­mo car­ried the en­tire shelf to the cash reg­is­ter.




    “Oh, my God,” the girl said.




    “Put all this stuff on my card,” Re­mo said, slip­ping the plas­tic on­to the glass

    counter.




    “You broke the shelf.”




    “Yeah. Sor­ry about that. Just add it to the bill.” Out­side, Re­mo set the shelf on the

    hood of his Buick. He opened the trunk, and bal­anc­ing the shelf care­ful­ly, up­end­ed it

    over the open trunk. The pack­ages rat­tled down the shelf like coal down a cel­lar chute.




    Re­mo tossed the shelf in­to a clus­ter of trash bar­rels and closed the trunk.




    His next stop was at a used-​ear lot with a ban­ner that said “Christ­mas Trees Cheap.” The

    lot hadn’t opened for the day, so Re­mo took his time ex­am­in­ing the stock. The first one he

    liked looked too tall for his liv­ing room. The sec­ond left dry pine nee­dles in his hands

    when he grasped one of the branch­es ex­per­imen­tal­ly.




    Re­mo went through ev­ery tree on the lot and de­cid­ed that if the cars for sale were in

    the same shape as the trees, the driv­ing pub­lic was in mor­tal per­il. “No­body re­spects

    Christ­mas any­more,” Re­mo growled as, one by one, he picked up the trees by their bases and,

    like a farmer shuck­ing corn, stripped them of their branch­es with one-​hand­ed sweeps.




    Re­mo left a note that said, “I got car­ried away with the spir­it of the sea­son. Sor­ry.

    Send me a bill.” He didn’t sign it or leave an ad­dress.




    Dis­gust­ed, Re­mo next drove to the golf course that spawled be­hind his house. There he

    picked his way among the ev­er­greens. He found a young one he liked and, kneel­ing be­side it,

    felt all around the base to get a sense of its root sys­tem. When he found a weak point, he

    used the side of his hand to sev­er the root.




    By the time he was done, the ev­er­green came out of the frozen ground as eas­ily as a

    daisy. Re­mo car­ried it to his back door over his shoul­der like Paul Bun­yan. He got it

    through the door so ex­pert­ly he lost on­ly three nee­dles.




    Re­mo set the tree in one cor­ner of the room. It bal­anced per­fect­ly, even with­out a

    stand. Re­mo had flat­tened out the roots to form a nat­ural base.




    Get­ting the dec­ora­tions from the car, he pro­ceed­ed to dec­orate the tree. He took his

    time with it. Af­ter two hours, the tight­ness be­gan to leave his face and the be­gin­ning of

    a con­tent­ed smile crin­kled the cor­ners of his deep-​set eyes. In an­oth­er minute he would

    have be­gun to hum “Lit­tle Drum­mer Boy.”




    That mo­ment nev­er came.




    From out of the bed­room, the con­tin­ued ade­noidal goose honk­ing abrupt­ly died down, to

    be re­placed by the rus­tle of silk. And then, so soft­ly that on­ly Re­mo’s ears could have

    heard, came the shuf­fle of san­dals.




    Chi­un, Reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, looked in­to the room. His eyes alight­ed on the

    lean, mus­cu­lar back of his adopt­ed son. Mo­men­tary plea­sure il­lu­mi­nat­ed his wise hazel

    orbs. Re­mo was home. It was good to be­hold him once more.




    Then he no­ticed what Re­mo was do­ing.




    “Pah!” he spat. “I see that it is Je­sus Time again.”




    “It’s called Christ­mas,” Re­mo said over his shoul­der, “and I was just get­ting in­to the

    mood be­fore you mouthed off.”




    “Mouthed off!” Chi­un squeaked. “I did not mouth off, what­ev­er that is.” The Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju was old. On­ly his eyes looked young. He was a tiny Ori­en­tal with on­ly smoky puffs

    of white hair over his ears and an­oth­er wisp at his chin. He wore a yel­low silk ki­mono. His

    hands were joined with­in its linked sleeves.




    “I did not mouth off,” Chi­un re­peat­ed when Re­mo ig­nored him and re­turned to string­ing

    lengths of sil­ver wire on the ev­er­green tree. Re­mo said noth­ing.




    “Trees be­long out­doors,” Chi­un added.




    Re­mo sighed. “This is a Christ­mas tree. They’re for in­doors. And if you don’t want to

    help, fine. Just stay out of my way. This is our first Christ­mas in our new home. I’m go­ing

    to en­joy it. With or with­out you.”




    Chi­un med­itat­ed on the mat­ter. “This tree re­minds me of those mag­nif­icent ones which

    dot the hill­sides of my na­tive Ko­rea,” he point­ed out. “The scent is very much the

    same.”




    “Then pitch in,” Re­mo said, mol­li­fied.




    “And you have killed it for your pa­gan cer­emo­ny,” Chi­un added harsh­ly.




    “Keep it up, Chi­un, and there won’t be any presents un­der the tree with your name on

    them.”




    “Presents?” Chi­un gasped. “For me?”




    “Yeah. That’s the tra­di­tion. I put presents un­der the tree for you and you put them

    un­der the tree for me.” Chi­un looked down at the foot of the tree. He saw no presents.




    “When?” he asked sharply.




    “What?”




    “When will these al­leged presents ap­pear?”




    “Christ­mas Eve. That’s Sun­day night.”




    “You have bought them?” Chi­un asked skep­ti­cal­ly.




    “No, not yet,” Re­mo an­swered vague­ly.




    “I have bought none for you, you know.”




    “There’s time yet.”




    Chi­un ex­am­ined Re­mo’s tight pro­file cu­ri­ous­ly.




    “In past years you were not so ob­sessed by this Christ­mas­time,” he ven­tured.




    “In past years I nev­er had to kill San­ta Claus.”




    “Ah,” Chi­un said, rais­ing a long-​nailed fin­ger. “At last we come to the heart of the

    mat­ter.”




    Re­mo said noth­ing. He lift­ed a spin­dle-​shaped or­na­ment from its box and plucked straw

    pack­ing from dan­gling sil­ver bells.




    “Your mis­sion,” Chi­un said ex­pec­tant­ly, “it was suc­cess­ful?”




    “He’s dead if that’s what you mean.” Re­mo reached up and pulled the flex­ible tree­top

    down. He slipped the or­na­ment over the top. When he let go, it sprang erect. The tiny bells

    tin­kled mer­ri­ly.




    “You do not look hap­py for one who has avenged the chil­dren of this land.”




    “The killer was a child him­self.”




    Chi­un gasped. “No! You did not kill a child. It is against ev­ery­thing I taught you.

    Chil­dren are sa­cred. Say this is not so, Re­mo.”




    “He was a child in mind, not body.”




    “Ah, one of the many men­tal de­fec­tives that pop­ulate Amer­ica. It is sad. I think this

    stems from the ham­burg­ers ev­ery­one de­vours. They de­stroy the brain cells.”




    “I want­ed to kill this guy so bad it hurt.”




    “Your job is not to hate, but to elim­inate your em­per­or’s en­emies with dis­patch and

    pro­fes­sion­al­ism.”




    “I did it right. He didn’t suf­fer.”




    “But you did.”




    Re­mo stopped what he was do­ing. He put aside a box of sil­ver-​blue bulbs and sat down on

    a tata­mi mat. Qui­et­ly, fer­vent­ly, he told the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju what he had

    en­coun­tered. When he was done, he asked a ques­tion: “Did I do the right thing?”




    “If a tiger turns man-​eater,” Chi­un in­toned sage­ly, “he must be hunt­ed down and

    de­stroyed.”




    “A tiger knows what he’s do­ing. I’m not sure he did.”




    “If a tiger cub mauls a child, he too must be put down. It mat­ters not whether he knows

    that what he did was wrong, for he has tast­ed blood, and the taste will nev­er cease haunt­ing

    him. So, too, was it with this un­for­tu­nate cretin. He com­mit­ted great evil. Some might not

    judge him harsh­ly, but in truth that is not the is­sue. He had tast­ed blood. Bet­ter that he

    be lib­er­at­ed from his phys­ical prison and be free to re­turn to earth in an­oth­er life, to

    atone for his trans­gres­sions.”




    “You sound like Shirley MacLaine.”




    “I will take that as a com­pli­ment.”




    “Don’t.”




    “Then I will as­sume it is an in­sult,” Chi­un snapped, “and leave you to your mis­ery, you

    who would rather suf­fer in ig­no­rance than be un­shack­led by wis­dom.”




    And with that, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju jumped to his feet and flounced back to his room. The

    door closed so hard it made a breeze that ruf­fled Re­mo’s hair. Odd­ly, for all that

    vi­olence, the door closed with­out a sound.




    Re­mo went back to his tree. But his mind was trou­bled. The phone rang. Re­mo went to

    an­swer it. “Re­mo. I need to see you,” the lemo­ny voice of Dr. Harold W. Smith told him.

    Smith was the head of CURE, and Re­mo’s boss.




    “Don’t you want to hear about the mis­sion?”




    “No, I as­sume that if it had gone awry, you would have re­port­ed it be­fore I called.”




    “Take me for grant­ed, why don’t you?”




    “I have some­thing more im­por­tant. Please come to Fol­croft at once.”




    “Chi­un and I will be there in a half-​hour.”




    “No,” Smith said hasti­ly. “Just you. Please leave Chi­un out of this.”




    The door to Chi­un’s bed­room opened sud­den­ly. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ap­peared, his mien

    hard.




    “I heard that!” he said loud­ly.




    “I guess you just stepped in it, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. Harold Smith sighed.




    “Con­tract-​re­new­al time is com­ing up. I want­ed to avoid pre­ma­ture

    ne­go­ti­ations.”




    “No ne­go­ti­ations are pre­ma­ture,” Chi­un an­nounced, loud enough to car­ry to the

    re­ceiv­er.




    “Are you us­ing a speak­er­phone?” Smith asked sharply.




    “No. You know Chi­un can hear an in­sult clear across the At­lantic Ocean. “




    “One-​half hour,” Smith said. “Good-​bye.”




    “That man is grow­ing more im­pos­si­ble with each pass­ing day,” Chi­un said huffi­ly.




    “What are you try­ing to bag him for this year? Dis­ney­land again? Or are you still try­ing

    to get him to match Roger Clemen’s salary?”




    “Our Dis­ney­land ne­go­ti­ations have col­lapsed.” Re­mo feigned hor­ror.




    “No!” he gasped.




    “Smith claims that the cur­rent own­er re­fus­es to sell,” Chi­un said bit­ter­ly. “I,

    how­ev­er, may bring it up again. For too many years have I ac­com­pa­nied you on your

    mis­sions for in­suf­fi­cient rec­om­pense.”




    “I thought we were co-​equal part­ners, to use your own phrase.”




    “True, but that is an un­der­stand­ing that ex­ists be­tweeny­ou and me. It has noth­ing to

    do with Smith. For the pur­pos­es of con­tract ne­go­ti­ations, I am the Mas­ter and you the

    pupil. I have been try­ing to im­press this up­on Em­per­or Smith, but to no avail. The man is

    in­vin­ci­bly dense.”




    “Is that why you didn’t go to Prov­idence with me?”




    “Pos­si­bly. It might have helped my cause had you failed mis­er­ably. But I do not hold

    your un­char­ac­ter­is­tic suc­cess against you. I am cer­tain it is not de­lib­er­ate.”




    “Nice of you to be so un­der­stand­ing, but I do feel like I failed mis­er­ably.”




    “May I quote you? To Smith?”




    “Do what you want,” Re­mo said. “I’m leav­ing.” The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju hasti­ly padded

    af­ter him.




    “And I am ac­com­pa­ny­ing you,” he said. “Per­haps Smith has an as­sign­ment for you of

    such mag­ni­tude that he will beg me to ac­com­pa­ny you. For a suit­able price, of course.”

    Re­mo cast the half-​dec­orat­ed tree a wist­ful glance as he left the house. He had no inkling

    that by the time he would see it next, all the nee­dles would have dried up and fall­en to the

    floor.




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni left the Yu­ma po­lice sta­tion in smol­der­ing si­lence. He was

    es­cort­ed out by a trio of Nishit­su Cor­po­ra­tion Lawyers. Jiro Isuzu led them.




    At the bot­tom of the steps, Jiro Isuzu turned to Bronzi­ni and said, “Au­thor­ities wirr

    not make trou­ble now. Don’t want to roose movie. Al­so, promise to use porice in firm.” He

    pro­nounced it “fir-​em.”




    “Why didn’t you let me speak up back there? I want­ed to tell my sto­ry.”




    “Not nec­es­sary. Sit­ua­tion un­der con­tror now. Porice brame pick­eters.”




    “Hey, I had a part in that lit­tle fra­cas. I got in their faces. I’m as much re­spon­si­ble

    for what hap­pened as any­body. And what the hell did you think you were do­ing by or­der­ing

    your goons to open fire like that?”




    “Your rife in dan­ger.”




    “The hell it was. I was deck­ing them reft and light -I mean left and right.”




    “Ac­tion nec­es­sary to save your rife. Al­so to dis­cour­age pick­eters.”




    “They had a right to pick­et. This is Amer­ica.’




    “Ar­so this is Japanese pro­duc­tion. No bad pubric­ity must at­tach it­self to our

    work.”




    “No bad pub­lic­ity! Four IATSE protesters are dead. You think that won’t get in the

    news­pa­pers?”




    “Porice have agreed to hold sus­pects un­tir firm com­plete. “




    “What? You can’t hide a thing like this for­ev­er.”




    “Not for­ev­er. For two week.”




    “Two weeks!” Bronzi­ni ex­plod­ed. “That’s our shoot­ing sched­ule? It’s

    im-​fuckin’-pos­si­ble. Par­don my French.”




    “We do out­door scenes first,” Isuzu ex­plained. “Break pro­duc­tion in­to nine units, arr

    shoot at once. Oth­er ac­tors fry in to do their work. This way, we come in un­der bud­get in

    ress than ar­rot­ted time. Now prease for­row. “




    “Where to?”




    “Oth­er pro­brem need fix­ing. Prease for­row van.” The Nishit­su team load­ed in­to the

    wait­ing van. Bronzi­ni strad­dled his mo­tor­cy­cle, wait­ing for them to start.




    “This isn’t right. None of it,” he mut­tered.




    But when the van start­ed off, he fol­lowed it through the grid­like streets, out of the

    cen­ter of town, and along a dusty desert road. They were leav­ing the city prop­er. The high

    bat­tle­ments of the Choco­late Moun­tains loomed in the dis­tance. On ei­ther side of the

    road, stuc­co and ex­posed-​beam hous­es gave way to end­less beds of let­tuce fields, one of

    Yu­ma’s prin­ci­pal crops. In the dis­tance a chevron of F/A 1-18’s etched silent con­trails

    against the cloud­less sky.




    Then the let­tuce beds gave way to scrub desert and sand­hills. The hard­top road stopped

    but the van kept go­ing. It wound in and around the sand­hills and Bronzi­ni won­dered where

    they were go­ing.




    They passed through a chain-​link fence guard­ed by Nishit­su per­son­nel and up a dusty

    road. Be­hind a clus­ter of hills lay a group of can­dy-​striped tents. Bronzi­ni rec­og­nized

    it as a lo­ca­tion base camp. But what was it do­ing way out here in the desert?




    The van turned in­to the base camp and parked be­side a row of Nishit­su RV’s and Nin­ja

    jeeps.




    “What’s this all about, Jiro?” Bronzi­ni de­mand­ed as he dis­mount­ed.




    “Base camp for firm.”




    “No shit. Isn’t this a lit­tle out-​of-​the-​way?”




    “We are firm­ing in desert.”




    “You are what!” Bronzi­ni ground out. “What are you go­ing to do, paint the sand white and

    pre­tend it’s snow? I got news for you, it won’t wash. And I won’t stand for work­ing on a

    stupid back­lot street set ei­ther. We film in the city with re­al build­ings and lo­cal

    peo­ple as ex­tras. My films are known for their au­then­tic­ity.”




    “Crimax of firm set in desert. We wirr shoot it here.” Bronzi­ni threw up his hands.




    “Wait a minute, wait one lit­tle minute here. I want to see the script.”




    “Script sent yes­ter­day. You no get?”




    “My agent got.”




    “Oh,” Jiro said. “One mo­ment, prease.” He went to one of the RV’s and re­turned with a copy

    of the script. Bronzi­ni snatched it from his hands. He looked at the cov­er. The ti­tle was

    vis­ible in a cutout win­dow.




    “Red Christ­mas! What hap­pened to John­ny’s Christ­mas Spir­it?”




    “Ti­tle change in rewrite.”




    Bronzi­ni flipped through the pages un­til he found some di­alogue fea­tur­ing his

    char­ac­ter, whose name was Mac. The first words he came to were “Up yours, you Christ­less

    com­mie bas­tards!”




    “What!” Bronzi­ni shout­ed. “This isn’t my script.”




    “It is rewrite,” Isuzu said calm­ly. “Char­ac­ter names are same. Some oth­er things

    changed.”




    “But where’s the lit­tle boy, John­ny? I don’t see any lines for him.”




    “That char­ac­ter die on page eight.”




    “Dies! He’s the fo­cus of the sto­ry. My char­ac­ter is just the cat­alyst,” Bronzi­ni

    shout­ed. He point­ed to a page. “And what’s this crap here? This tank fight?”




    “John­ny die in tank fight. Very hero­ic scene. Very sad. De­fends home from Red Chi­nese

    in­vad­er.”




    “That wasn’t in my script ei­ther.”




    “Sto­ry im­proved. Now about Red Chi­nese in­va­sion of Yu­ma. Set on Christ­mas Eve. Much

    tinser. Many carors sung. Very much rike Amer­ican Christ­mas sto­ry. It very beau­ti­fur.”




    Bronzi­ni couldn’t be­lieve his eyes. He was read­ing a scene in which Christ­mas car­ol­ers

    were blown apart by Chi­nese shock troops throw­ing hand grenades.




    “The fuck. Why don’t you just call it Grundy IV and be done with it?”




    “Nishit­su not own Grundy char­ac­ter. We try to buy. Own­er refuse to serr. It im­por­tant

    you not wear head­band in this firm. Raw­suits.”




    “That’s the least of your prob­lems, be­cause I’m not do­ing this piece of

    re­gur­gi­ta­tion. If I want­ed to do Grundy IV, I would have signed for Grundy IV. Savvy?”




    “You sign for Christ­mas sto­ry. We wirr firm same.”




    “No chance, sake breath.”




    Jiro Isuzu’s blank eyes nar­rowed at Bronzi­ni’s ep­ithet. Bronzi­ni raised a pla­cat­ing

    hand. “Okay, okay, okay, I take it back. I’m sor­ry. I got car­ried away. But this isn’t what

    we agreed to.”




    “You sign con­tract,” Isuzu told him bland­ly. “If there is some­thing in con­tract you not

    agree to, take up with rawyer to­mor­row. To­day you talk to In­di­an chief. Make him agree to

    ar­row firm­ing in var­rey.”




    “In­di­an chief?”




    “Rand need­ed in In­di­an reser­va­tion. On­ry place to firm. Chief say yes, on­ry if you

    ask per­son­ar­ry. We go to meet him now.”




    “Oh, this just gets bet­ter and bet­ter.”




    “I am hap­py you say so. Co­op­er­ation es­sen­tiar to main­tain shoot­ing sched­ule.”




    Jiro Isuzu smiled as Bartholomew Bronzi­ni leaned against the van and set his broad

    fore­head against its sun-​heat­ed side. He shut his eyes.




    “How could I get in­to a sit­ua­tion like this?” he said hol­low­ly. “I’m the world’s

    num­ber-​one su­per­star.”




    “And Nishit­su soon to be world’s num­ber-​one firm com­pa­ny,” Izusu said. “You wirr have

    new, greater ca­reer with us. Amer­ican pub­ric not care for you any­more. You wirr talk to

    chief now?”




    “All right, all right. I’ve al­ways been as good as my word. Or my sig­na­ture.”




    “We knew that.”




    “I’ll just bet you did. But as soon as I can find a phone, I’m fir­ing my agent.”


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Most ba­bies are pink at birth. A few are as red as a crab.




    Dr. Harold W. Smith was blue, He had blue eyes, which the doc­tor who had de­liv­ered him

    did not con­sid­er un­usu­al. All hu­man ba­bies, like kit­tens, are born with blue eyes. Blue

    skin was an­oth­er mat­ter. At birth, Harold Smith-​he didn’t be­come a Ph.D. un­til much

    lat­er in life, al­though it was a mat­ter open to de­bate among his few friends-​was as blue

    as a robin’s egg.




    The Ver­mont ob­ste­tri­cian told Smith’s moth­er that she had giv­en birth to a blue ba­by.

    Mrs. Nathan Smith po­lite­ly in­formed him that she un­der­stood all ba­bies cried at birth.

    She was con­fi­dent her Harold’s dis­po­si­tion would im­prove.




    “I don’t mean that he’s a sad ba­by,” the doc­tor said. “In fact he’s the most

    well-​be­haved ba­by I’ve ev­er seen. I was re­fer­ring to his med­ical con­di­tion.”




    Mrs. Smith had looked blank.




    “Your son has a mi­nor heart de­fect. It’s not at all rare. With­out go­ing in­to the

    patho­log­ical de­tails, his heart is not pump­ing ef­fi­cient­ly. As a re­sult, there’s

    in­suf­fi­cient oxy­gen in his blood­stream. That’s why his skin has that faint blue

    tinge.”




    Mrs. Smith had looked at her lit­tle Harold, who was al­ready suck­ing his thumb. She

    firm­ly pulled the thumb out. Just as firm­ly, Harold stuck it back in.




    “I thought it was these flu­ores­cent lights,” Mrs. Smith said. “Will he die?”




    “No, Mrs. Smith,” the doc­tor as­sured her. “He won’t die. And he’ll prob­ably lose that

    blue tint in a few weeks. “




    “What a shame. It match­es his eyes.”




    “All new­borns have blue eyes. Don’t count on Har­ry’s stay­ing blue.”




    “Harold. I think Har­ry sounds so … com­mon, don’t you agree, Doc­tor?”




    “Er, yes, Mrs. Smith. But what I’m try­ing to tell you is that your son has im­paired heart

    func­tion. I’m sure he’ll grow up to be a won­der­ful boy. Just don’t ex­pect much of him. He

    may be a lit­tle slow. Or he may not de­vel­op as soon as his friends, but he’ll get

    along.”




    “Doc­tor,” Mrs. Smith said firm­ly, “I will not al­low my Harold to be a slack­er.” She

    pulled his thumb from his mouth again. Af­ter she had turned away, Harold availed him­self of

    his oth­er thumb. “He is heir to one of the most suc­cess­ful mag­azine pub­lish­ers in this

    coun­try. When he comes of age, he must be able to ful­fill his re­spon­si­bil­ity to the Smith

    fam­ily, tra­di­tion.”




    “Pub­lish­ing isn’t very stren­uous,” the doc­tor said mus­ing­ly. “I think Harold will do

    fine.” He pat­ted Mrs. Smith on one bony knee with a fa­mil­iar­ity the New Eng­land ma­tron

    re­sent­ed deeply but was too well-​bred to com­plain about, and walked away thank­ing his

    lucky stars that he had not been born Harold W. Smith.




    He winced at the small slap that sound­ed from her room. Mrs. Smith had caught Harold

    suck­ing on his oth­er thumb.




    Harold Smith’s eyes turned gray with­in a mat­ter of days. His skin re­mained blue un­til

    his sec­ond year, when, as the re­sult of ex­er­cis­es his moth­er in­sist­ed he per­form

    ev­ery day, it as­sumed a more nor­mal hue.




    Nor­mal for Harold Smith, that is. Mrs. Smith was so pleased with his fish­bel­ly-​white

    com­plex­ion that she kept him in­doors so he wouldn’t lose it pre­ma­ture­ly.




    Harold Smith nev­er went in­to the fam­ily pub­lish­ing busi­ness. World War II had bro­ken

    out and he went off to war. His cool, de­tached in­tel­lect was rec­og­nized ear­ly on and he

    found him­self in the OSS, work­ing in the Eu­ro­pean the­ater of op­er­ations. Af­ter the war,

    he switched to the new CIA, where he re­mained an anony­mous CIA bu­reau­crat right through the

    ear­ly six­ties, when CURE was found­ed by a young Pres­ident on­ly months be­fore he was cut

    down by an as­sas­sin’s bul­let.




    Orig­inal­ly set up to fight crime out­side of con­sti­tu­tion­al re­stric­tions, CURE had

    over the course of two decades grown in­to Amer­ica’s se­cret de­fense against in­ter­nal

    sub­ver­sion and ex­ter­nal threats. Op­er­at­ing with a vast bud­get and un­lim­it­ed

    com­put­er re­sources, Smith was its first and so far on­ly di­rec­tor. He ran CURE as he had

    al­ways done, from his shab­by of­fice in Fol­croft San­itar­ium, CURE’s cov­er and nerve

    cen­ter.




    The desk had not changed in those years. Smith still held forth in the same cracked leather

    chair. The com­put­ers in the base­ment had been up­grad­ed sev­er­al times. Pres­idents had

    come and gone. But Harold Smith went on as if em­balmed and wired to his chair.




    If Smith could have been ac­cused of hav­ing sar­to­ri­al con­cerns, a per­son meet­ing him

    for the first time might have as­sumed that he se­lect­ed his gray three-​piece suit to go with

    his hair and eyes, both of which were a neu­tral gray. The truth was that Smith was by na­ture

    a col­or­less and unimag­ina­tive per­son. He wore gray be­cause it suit­ed his per­son­al­ity,

    such as it was.




    One thing had changed. As he grew old­er, Smith’s youth­ful pal­lor had dark­ened. His old

    heart de­fect wors­ened. As a con­se­quence, his dry skin looked as if it had been dust­ed with

    ground pen­cil lead.




    On an­oth­er man, gray skin would have looked freak­ish. Some­how the col­or­ing fit­ted

    Smith. No one sus­pect­ed that it was the re­sult of a con­gen­ital birth de­fect, any more

    than any­one would have be­lieved that this harm­less-​look­ing man was sec­ond on­ly to the

    Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States in the raw pow­er he wield­ed.




    But for all his pow­er, Smith trem­bled in­ward­ly this day. It was not from the awe­some

    re­spon­si­bil­ity that weighed on his coat-​hang­er-​like shoul­ders. Smith was or­di­nar­ily

    fear­less.




    This morn­ing, Dr. Smith dread­ed the im­mi­nent ap­pear­ance of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    with whom he was deep in con­tract ne­go­ti­ations. It was an an­nu­al rit­ual, and it wrung

    more from his con­sti­tu­tion than would en­ter­ing an Iron Man com­pe­ti­tion.




    So when Smith heard the el­eva­tor out­side his sec­ond­floor Fol­croft of­fice hum as it

    as­cend­ed, he looked around his room for a place to hide.




    Smith gripped the edges of his desk with whiteknuck­led in­ten­si­ty as the door opened.




    “Greet­ings, Em­per­or Smith,” said Chi­un grave­ly. His face was an aus­tere net­work of

    wrin­kles.




    Smith rose stiffly. “Mas­ter Chi­un,” he said in his lemo­ny New Eng­land voice. He sound­ed

    like a dish­wash­ing liq­uid. “Re­mo. Good morn­ing.”




    “What’s good about it?” Re­mo growled, throw­ing him­self on­to a couch. Chi­un bowed and

    Smith re­turned to his seat.




    “I un­der­stand you have an as­sign­ment for Re­mo,” Chi­un said dis­tant­ly.




    Smith cleared his throat. “That is cor­rect,” he said. “It is good to keep him busy. For he

    could lapse in­to in­do­lence at any time. As he was be­fore I ac­cept­ed the thank­less

    re­spon­si­bil­ity of train­ing him in the art of Sinan­ju.”




    “Er, yes. Well, the as­sign­ment I have in mind for him is rather un­usu­al.”




    Chi­un’s hazel eyes nar­rowed. Smith rec­og­nized that nar­row­ing. Chi­un was look­ing for

    an open­ing.




    “You have heard, per­haps, of Re­mo’s most re­cent as­sign­ment,” Chi­un be­gan.




    “I un­der­stand it went well.”




    “I killed San­ta Claus,” Re­mo growled.




    “That was your job,” Smith told him.




    “Yeah,” Re­mo said ve­he­ment­ly, “and you have no idea how much I looked for­ward to it. I

    want­ed to wring his neck!”




    “Re­mo,” Chi­un said, shocked. “One does not dis­pose of an em­per­or’s en­emies the way one

    would har­vest a chick­en. Death is a gift. To be be­stowed with grace.”




    “I put him down with a heart-​stop­ping blow. And that’s what it felt like, putting down a

    dog.”




    “The en­emies of Amer­ica are all dogs,” Chi­un sniffed. “And they de­serve to die like

    dogs.”




    “I hap­pen to like dogs,” Re­mo said. “This was like drown­ing a pup­py. It made me sick.

    New rule, Smit­ty: in the fu­ture, I don’t work Christ­mas week. Or East­er. You’ll be send­ing

    me af­ter the East­er Bun­ny next.”




    “What has that vi­cious ro­dent done now?” Chi­un asked se­ri­ous­ly. He was ig­nored.




    Smith cleared his throat. “The as­sign­ment I had in mind should not in­volve any

    killing.”




    “Too bad,” Re­mo said sourly. “I still want to dis­mem­ber him. Or some­body.”




    “Ig­nore my pupil, Em­per­or. These moods come up­on him ev­ery year at this time.”




    “I had a rough child­hood. So sue me.”




    Chi­un drew him­self up proud­ly. “Since Re­mo’s last mis­sion went so well, I see no

    rea­son that I ac­com­pa­ny him on this new as­sign­ment,” he said, watch­ing for the ef­fect

    this open­ing gam­bit would have on Harold Smith, the in­scrutable.




    Smith re­laxed per­cep­ti­bly. Chi­un’s brow wrin­kled. “I am glad to hear that, Mas­ter

    Chi­un,” Smith told him. “This par­tic­ular as­sign­ment is an awk­ward one. Your pres­ence

    would be dif­fi­cult to man­age.”




    Chi­un’s pa­pery lips com­pressed. What was this? Had Smith said such a thing mere­ly to

    counter his ne­go­ti­at­ing po­si­tion? How would he suc­ceed in rais­ing the year’s trib­ute

    for his vil­lage if the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s role in fu­ture as­sign­ments did not be­come a

    bar­gain­ing chip?




    Chi­un de­cid­ed that Smith was bluff­ing.




    “Your wis­dom is in­su­per­able,” he said broad­ly. “For should Re­mo fail in his mis­sion,

    should harm be­fall him, then I stand in readi­ness to com­plete his mis­sion.”




    “Don’t lis­ten to him, Smit­ty,” Re­mo warned. “He’s try­ing to reel you in.”




    “Re­mo! I am ne­go­ti­at­ing for my vil­lage, which will be your vil­lage one day.”




    “You can have it.”




    “Such in­so­lence!”




    “Please, please,” Smith plead­ed. “One thing at a time. I thank you for your of­fer to stand

    in readi­ness, Mas­ter Chi­un.”




    “Sub­ject to prop­er com­pen­sa­tion,” Chi­un added hasti­ly.




    And Smith knew there was no get­ting away from ne­go­ti­ation here and now.




    “Dis­ney­land is out of the ques­tion,” Smith said quick­ly. “The own­ers say it is not for

    sale at any price.”




    “They al­ways say that the first time,” Chi­un in­sist­ed.




    “That was the third time.”




    “Those shy­locks! They are try­ing to force you in­to mak­ing a wild­ly ex­trav­agant

    of­fer. Do not let them, Em­per­or. Al­low me to ne­go­ti­ate on your be­half I am con­fi­dent

    that they will come to terms.”




    “Say good-​bye to Mick­ey Mouse,” Re­mo said.




    Chi­un turned like a silk-​cov­ered top. “Hush!” he hissed.




    “How­ev­er,” be­gan Smith as he opened a desk draw­er, “I did man­age to ob­tain a life­time

    pass.”




    Chi­un’s face widened in plea­sure. He ap­proached Smith. “For me?” he asked,

    im­pressed.




    “As a to­ken of good faith,” Smith told him. “So that this year’s ne­go­ti­ations be­gin on

    a trust­wor­thy note.”




    “Done,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He snatched the pass from Smith’s out­stretched

    hand.




    “Nice go­ing, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “You’re learn­ing af­ter all these years.”




    Re­mo braced for a re­buke from Chi­un, but in­stead he float­ed up and waved the pass

    un­der his nose.




    “I am go­ing to Dis­ney­land,” Chi­un said solemn­ly. “And you are not.”




    “Whoopdee doo.” Re­mo made a cir­cle in the air.




    “I hope that the as­sign­ment Smith has for you takes you to a harsh, in­hos­pitable

    cli­mate,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly.




    “As a mat­ter of fact,” Smith said, “I am send­ing Re­mo in­to the desert.”




    “A fit­ting place for one who is bar­ren of re­spect and the milk of hu­man kind­ness. I

    rec­om­mend the Go­bi.”




    “Yu­ma.”




    “Even worse,” Chi­un cried tri­umphant­ly. “The Yu­ma Desert is so re­mote that even I have

    not heard of it.”




    “It is in Ari­zona, down by the Mex­ican bor­der.”




    “What’s down there?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “A movie.”




    “Can’t I wait till it opens lo­cal­ly?”




    “I meant that they are film­ing a movie in Yu­ma. You’ve heard of Bartholomew Bronzi­ni? The

    ac­tor?”




    “No,” Re­mo said, “I’ve heard of Bartholomew Bronzi­ni the ac­coun­tant, Bartholomew

    Bronzi­ni the lin­gerie sales­man, and Bartholomew Bronzi­ni the se­quin pol­ish­er. The ac­tor

    I’ve nev­er heard about. How about you, Chi­un?”




    “The fa­mous Bronzi­ni fam­ily is well-​known for its many Bartholomews,” Chi­un said

    sage­ly. “Of course I am fa­mil­iar with him.”




    “Well, I’m con­vinced,” Re­mo said bright­ly.




    “This is se­ri­ous, Re­mo,” Smith said. “Bronzi­ni is film­ing his lat­est pro­duc­tion in

    Yu­ma. There are la­bor trou­bles. The pro­duc­tion is backed by a Japanese con­glom­er­ate.

    The film in­dus­try’s main crafts union, the In­ter­na­tion­al Al­liance of The­atri­cal Stage

    Em­ploy­ees, has been frozen out of the pro­duc­tion. They are very up­set. But the Japanese

    pro­duc­tion is per­fect­ly le­gal. Yes­ter­day there was an al­ter­ca­tion be­tween a num­ber

    of IATSE pick­eters and Bronzi­ni him­self. Sev­er­al union mem­bers were killed. Bronzi­ni

    him­self was roughed up.”




    “Know­ing Bronzi­ni, he prob­ably start­ed it.”




    “You know Bronzi­ni?” Smith asked in sur­prise.




    “Well, not per­son­al­ly,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted. “But I read things about him. When he goes to a

    restau­rant, they have to set an ex­tra place for his ego.”




    “Gos­sip,” Smith said. “Let’s deal with the facts.”




    Re­mo sat up. “This doesn’t sound like our job.”




    “It’s very im­por­tant. A film of this scale in­volves mil­lion-​dol­lar ex­pen­di­tures. If

    this is suc­cess­ful, oth­er Japanese films may be made in the Unit­ed States. It could go a

    long way to­ward cor­rect­ing our cur­rent trade im­bal­ance with the Japanese.”




    “I got a bet­ter idea. We ship back all their cars. They all look alike any­way.”




    “Racist!” Chi­un hissed.




    “I didn’t mean it the way it came out,” Re­mo said de­fen­sive­ly. “But isn’t this a lit­tle

    out of out league?”




    “Do not lis­ten to him, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said. “He is try­ing to get out of this

    ob­vi­ous­ly im­por­tant mis­sion.”




    “I am not. If Smith says go, I’ll go. I’ve nev­er seen a movie made. It might be fun.”




    “Good,” Smith said. “Your job will be to keep an eye on Bronzi­ni. Make cer­tain noth­ing

    hap­pens to him: His act­ing ca­reer may be on the de­cline, but to many peo­ple he

    sym­bol­izes the Amer­ican dream. It would be very dam­ag­ing if he were to come to harm. I’ve

    spo­ken to the Pres­ident about this and he agrees that we should give this high pri­or­ity,

    de­spite what would seem to be a sit­ua­tion not with­in our nor­mal op­er­at­ing scope.”




    “Okay,” Re­mo said. “I’m a body­guard.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly,” Smith put in, “we’ve made ar­range­ments for you to join the pro­duc­tion as

    a stunt ex­tra. It was the eas­iest way. And they are des­per­ate for pro­fes­sion­als will­ing

    to cross the pick­et lines.”




    “Does that mean I get to be in the film?” Re­mo asked.




    Be­fore Smith could an­swer, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju cried out in a strick­en voice.




    “Re­mo is go­ing to be in the movies!”




    “Yes,” Smith ad­mit­ted. Then he re­al­ized what he had said and to whom, and hasti­ly

    added, “In a man­ner of speak­ing.”




    Chi­un said noth­ing. Smith re­laxed again. Then Re­mo came up be­hind Chi­un and tapped him

    on the shoul­der. When the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju flounced around, Re­mo said in a taunt­ing

    voice, “I’m go­ing to be in a movie and you’re on­ly go­ing to Dis­ney­land.”




    Chi­un whirled on Smith in a flur­ry of silken skirts. “I de­mand to be in this movie as

    well!” he cried.




    “That’s im­pos­si­ble,” Smith said sharply. He glow­ered at Re­mo through his rim­less

    eye­glass­es.




    “Why?” Chi­un de­mand­ed. “If Re­mo can go, I can go. I am a bet­ter ac­tor than he will

    ev­er be.”




    Smith sighed. “This has noth­ing to do with act­ing. Re­mo will be a stunt ex­tra. Their

    faces are nev­er seen on the screen.”




    “That may be good enough for Re­mo. But I in­sist up­on co-​star billing.”




    Smith buried his pinched face in his hands. And it had gone so well un­til now….




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” he said weari­ly, “please go to Dis­ney­land. I can­not get you on­to

    that movie set.”




    “Why not? I will ac­cept a rea­son­able ex­pla­na­tion.” Smith lift­ed his head. It

    ap­peared as blood­less as a turnip. His face was faint­ly lighter than his gray eyes.




    “Be­lieve it or not, most big-​bud­get film sets have tighter se­cu­ri­ty than our top

    mil­itary in­stal­la­tions. Film peo­ple need to safe­guard their ideas from com­peti­tors.

    Even the small­est film these days is a mul­ti­mil­lion-​dol­lar un­der­tak­ing. The prof­its

    they re­al­ize can eas­ily go to eight fig­ures. I can get Re­mo on­to that set be­cause he’s a

    white male. You, on the oth­er hand, are Ko­re­an. “




    “I asked you for a rea­son­able ex­pla­na­tion and you of­fer me big­otry. Are you say­ing

    that these movie peo­ple are prej­udiced against Ko­re­ans?”




    “No, what I am say­ing is that you’re not ap­pro­pri­ate as a stunt per­son, for ob­vi­ous

    rea­sons.”




    “The rea­sons are not ob­vi­ous to me,” Chi­un in­sist­ed.




    “Re­mo, could you please ex­plain it to him?”




    “Sure,” Re­mo said bright­ly. “It’s very sim­ple, Lit­tle Fa­ther. I’m go­ing to make a

    movie and you’re go­ing to Dis­ney­land and hang out with the mice and the ducks.”




    “What man­ner of white log­ic is this?” Chi­un shrieked. “You are both con­spir­ing to de­ny

    me star­dom.”




    “You’re right, Chi­un,” Re­mo said flat­ly. “It’s a plot. I think you should wring the truth

    out of Smith while I’m in Yu­ma. You both en­joy your ne­go­ta­tion now. . . .”




    Re­mo start­ed for the door. Smith shot out of his seat as if it had sprout­ed por­cu­pine

    quills.




    “Re­mo,” he begged, “don’t leave me alone with him.” Re­mo paused at the door.




    “Why not? You two de­serve one an­oth­er.”




    “You’ll need your con­tact’s name,” Smith point­ed out.




    “Damn,” Re­mo said. He had for­got­ten that lit­tle de­tail.




    “There!” Chi­un cried. “Proof that Re­mo is in­ca­pable of ful­fill­ing this mis­sion

    with­out my help. He very near­ly went off willy-​nil­ly, with­out di­rec­tion. He would no

    doubt have blun­dered in­to the wrong movie and ru­ined ev­ery­thing.”




    “Ear­li­er, you told me that Re­mo didn’t re­quire you on mis­sions,” Smith point­ed out in

    a rea­son­able voice.




    “Or­di­nary mis­sions,” Chi­un flung back. “This is an ex­traor­di­nary mis­sion. Nei­ther

    of us has made a movie be­fore this.”




    “Sor­ry.”




    “I am will­ing to dis­pense with the re­quire­ment that my pres­ence on fu­ture

    as­sign­ments re­ceive ex­tra com­pen­sa­tion,” Chi­un said stiffly.




    “That’s very gen­er­ous of you, but my hands are tied.”




    “Then I will pay you. I can make up the dif­fer­ence when I am cast in a movie of my

    own.”




    “Nice try, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said, “but I don’t think it will wash. Smit­ty looks like

    he’s made up his mind. “




    Smith nod­ded. “None of us have any choice in this mat­ter. I’m sor­ry, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,

    I have no way of get­ting you on­to the set.”




    “That is your fi­nal word?” Chi­un asked cold­ly.




    “I am afraid so.”




    “Then send this white in­grate on his way,” Chi­un said brusque­ly. “And pre­pare your­self

    for a ne­go­ti­ation the likes of which you have nev­er be­fore faced.”




    “Sounds grim, Smit­ty,” Re­mo joked. “Bet­ter tell the wife to hold sup­per un­til the new

    year.”




    “Just be cer­tain not to spec­ify which year,” Chi­un added dark­ly.




    Smith went ashen. Wood­en­ly he took a fold­er from his desk and slid it across to

    Re­mo.




    “Ev­ery­thing you need to know is there,” Smith told him.




    Re­mo picked up the fold­er and opened it.




    “I didn’t know I was in King Kong Lives,” he said.




    “You were?” Chi­un asked, shocked.




    “Pho­ny back­ground,” Re­mo ex­plained. “Ac­cord­ing to this, I’m Re­mo Durock. Well, I

    guess I’m off to seek my for­tune.”




    “Break a leg,” Chi­un called tight­ly.




    “They say that to ac­tors,” Re­mo said. “I’m a stunt man. It has a whole dif­fer­ent

    mean­ing for stunt men.”




    “Then break an arm, in­grate.”




    Re­mo on­ly laughed. The door closed af­ter him and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju abrupt­ly turned

    to face Smith. The el­emen­tal fury on his vis­age was tight­ly reined in, but it was all the

    more fright­en­ing for that rea­son.




    With­out a word, C’hi­un set­tled on­to the bare floor. Smith took a yel­low le­gal pad from

    his desk, two num­ber-​two pen­cils, and joined him there.




    “I am ready to be­gin ne­go­ti­ations,” Smith said for­mal­ly.




    “But are you ready to ne­go­ti­ate?” Chi­un asked flinti­ly. “That is the true

    ques­tion.”


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Sen­ator Ross Ral­ston was not above what he jok­ing­ly called “a lit­tle hon­est

    in­flu­ence ped­dling,” but he drew the line at sell­ing out his coun­try. Not that any­one had

    ev­er asked him to sell out Amer­ica. But if they had, Sen­ator Ral­ston knew what he would

    say. He had served his coun­try in Ko­rea. He still had his Pur­ple Heart to prove it.

    Prob­ably no one had been more sur­prised than Lieu­tenant Ross Ral­ston that day in 1953 when

    his Pur­ple Heart came in.




    “What’s this for?” asked Ral­ston, who was di­vi­sion liquor of­fi­cer in Mansan, a rear

    area.




    “Your eye in­jury.”




    “Eye in­jury?” Ral­ston had near­ly burst out laugh­ing. He had sus­tained it in the mess

    hall while at­tempt­ing to crack a soft-​boiled egg. The thing wouldn’t budge. He gave it a

    good whack with a spoon and pieces of shell flew in all di­rec­tions. One got in­to his right

    eye. A medic re­moved it with saline so­lu­tion.




    “Yeah, eye in­jury,” the ma­jor said. “Ac­cord­ing to this, you caught a shell frag­ment. If

    this is an­oth­er Army sna­fu, we can send it back.”




    “No,” said Lieu­tenant Ral­ston quick­ly. “Shell frag­ments. That’s right. I got hit by a

    shell frag­ment. Sure. I just didn’t ex­pect a Pur­ple Heart out of it. I was hit pret­ty bad,

    sure. But it’s not like I’m blind or any­thing. In fact, the dizzy spells have al­most stopped.

    So what are you wait­ing for? Pin that ba­by on.”




    It wasn’t tech­ni­cal­ly a lie. And Ross Ral­ston con­soled him­self with the knowl­edge

    that he hadn’t put in for the medal. It had been au­to­mat­ical­ly pro­cessed from the medic’s

    rou­tine no­ta­tion. Ral­ston knew that in his plum sta­tion-​ar­ranged for by his fa­ther,

    Sen­ator Grover Ral­ston-​he couldn’t hope to steal a Pur­ple Heart.




    For Ross Ral­ston, it had start­ed with that Pur­ple Heart. The lit­tle eva­sions, the

    mi­nor dis­tor­tions. A ca­reer in pol­itics and a steady but in­evitable walk to the U. S.

    Sen­ate. But Ari­zona Sen­ator Ral­ston knew where to draw the line. He did it ev­ery day. He

    was a mem­ber of the Sen­ate For­eign Re­la­tions Com­mit­tee. He was will­ing to do fa­vors,

    but on­ly as long as they didn’t com­pro­mise the high­er in­ter­ests of the Unit­ed

    States.




    Sen­ator Ral­ston nev­er re­al­ized that the trou­ble with be­ing on­ly a lit­tle

    dis­hon­est was that it was like be­ing on­ly a lit­tle preg­nant. It was ei­ther all or

    noth­ing.




    So when he was asked by no less than su­per­star Bartholomew Bronzi­ni to bend the Gun

    Con­trol Im­port Act of 1968 just a hair, he had no hes­ita­tion. Ev­ery­one knew that

    Bronzi­ni was a pa­tri­ot. Ev­ery­one who had seen him in Grundy I, II, and III, that is. No

    ques­tion of con­flict of in­ter­est here. The man was as Amer­ican as ap­ple pie, even if he

    did look like a si­cil­ian leg-​break­er with a chro­mo­some im­bal­ance.




    “Tell me again why you need this waiv­er,” Ral­ston prompt­ed.




    They were seat­ed in Sen­ator Ral­ston’s well-​ap­point­ed Capi­tol Hill of­fice. There was

    a tiny Christ­mas tree on his desk made of glazed clay and plas­tic or­na­ments.




    “Well, sir,”-Ral­ston smiled at the idea of be­ing called sir by Bronzi­ni-“it’s like this.

    I’m mak­ing a movie in your home state. In Yu­ma.”




    “Is that in Ari­zona?” Ral­ston asked.




    “Yes, sir, it is.”




    “Oh. I don’t get back home much any­more. Wash­ing­ton keeps me pret­ty busy.”




    Bronzi­ni went on. “It in­volves a lot of com­bat sit­ua­tions with ex­tras fir­ing

    au­to­mat­ic weapons and throw­ing hand grenades. We can’t bring these weapons in­to the

    coun­try with­out a waiv­er from the State De­part­ment.”




    “I thought that you peo­ple had ware­hous­es full of these props.” He em­pha­sized the word

    “props” so Bronzi­ni would know they spoke the same lan­guage.




    “We do, sir, but in this par­tic­ular film we need Chi­nese-​made AK-47’s.”




    “Ah, I see. The re­cent bans.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, Sen­ator, those are semi­au­to­mat­ic weapons that have been banned. We need

    the ful­ly au­to­mat­ic ver­sions. You see, a prop ri­fle is usu­al­ly a ful­ly op­er­ational

    weapon. It’s the loads that are blanks.”




    “Yes, I see your dif­fi­cul­ty, Bart. May I call you Bart?”




    “You can call me Mary if it will get me the waiv­er. I’m in a jam here. Film­ing starts in

    two days and the on­ly way we can get these weapons to our lo­ca­tion in time is with a State

    De­part­ment waiv­er.”




    Sen­ator Ral­ston was amazed at Bronzi­ni’s qui­et de­meanor. He half-​ex­pect­ed him to

    come charg­ing in­to the room scream­ing his de­mands at the top of his lungs. The man knew the

    car­di­nal rule for tap­ping in­to the Wash­ing­ton pow­er flow: if you can’t buy it, suck up

    to it.




    “Bart,” the sen­ator said, jump­ing to his feet, “I think I can do some­thing for you on

    this.”




    “Great,” Bronzi­ni said, crack­ing a re­lieved smile.




    “But you got­ta do some­thing for me in re­turn.”




    “What’s that?” Bronzi­ni asked, sud­den­ly wary.




    The sen­ator put a friend­ly arm around Bronzi­ni’s shoul­ders.




    “I’m go­ing to have to go in­to these in­fa­mous smoke-​filled rooms we got here in the

    cap­ital and go to bat for you,” he said se­ri­ous­ly. “It would help a lot if I had a lever

    with my fel­low com­mit­tee mem­bers.”




    “Any­thing,” Bronzi­ni said. “Any­thing I can do, I will.”




    Sen­ator Ral­ston smiled ex­pan­sive­ly. This was go­ing to be eas­ier than he had

    ex­pect­ed.




    “Would you mind pos­ing for a pho­to with me?”




    “Oh, ab­so­lute­ly.”




    “Sal­ly, will you come in here? And bring the cam­era.” Breath­less­ly the sen­ator’s

    sec­re­tary flew in­to the room, clutch­ing an ex­pen­sive Japanese cam­era. Brun­zi­ni

    no­ticed al­most with a start that the red let­ters over the lens read “Nishit­su.”




    “Christ, what don’t those peo­ple man­ufac­ture?” he mum­bled.




    “Stand right here,” Sen­ator Ral­ston was say­ing hap­pi­ly. He was think­ing about how this

    pho­to would look framed on his of­fice wall. For in Wash­ing­ton, pow­er was in whom you knew.

    Con­nec­tions. Now, an ac­tor like Bartholomew Bronzi­ni might not have much clout among his

    fel­low pow­er bro­kers, but im­press­ing them was two-​thirds of the game.




    Bronzi­ni posed for so many shots he be­gan to feel like a Play­girl cen­ter­fold. The

    sen­ator put his arm around him. They shook hands in three dif­fer­ent pos­es. And when it was

    over, Sen­ator Ral­ston per­son­al­ly saw the fa­mous ac­tor to the door.




    “A plea­sure do­ing busi­ness with you,” he said broad­ly. “You’ll have that waiv­er by

    close of busi­ness to­mor­row.”




    “Thank you, sir,” said Bartholomew Bronzi­ni in his sin­cere but flat voice.




    “Sir,” Sen­ator Ral­ston said to him­self as he watched the ac­tor de­part, pony­tail

    switch­ing. “Bartholomew Bronzi­ni called me sir.”




    He nev­er dreamed that for a hand­ful of snap­shots he had just struck a deal to arm an

    oc­cu­py­ing army. Bartholomew Bronzi­ni en­tered his suite at the Lafayette Ho­tel. Jiro Isuzu

    was wait­ing for him. Jiro bounced from his chair with the ex­pec­tant look of a faith­ful dog

    pre­sent­ing him­self to his mas­ter.




    “Yes?” he asked. It sound­ed like a cat’s hiss. Bronzi­ni nod­ded.




    “Yes. He promised us the waiv­er by to­mor­row.”




    “This is most ex­cer­rent, Bronzi­ni san.”




    “He didn’t even ask me about the pro­duc­tion.”




    “I tord you my pres­ence was un­nec­es­sary. Your name arone open many door.”




    “Yeah, I no­ticed,” Bronzi­ni said dry­ly. “So we have the waiv­er. Can you get the guns to

    Yu­ma in time for the first day’s shoot­ing?”




    Jiro Isuzu smiled tight­ly. “Yes, guns are in Mex­ican de­pot. Ar­rive from Hong Kong

    to­day. Easy to get across bor­der now that waiv­er is cer­tain­ty. Un­rike tanks.”




    “Tanks?”




    “Yes, we re­quire many, many Chi­nese tanks.”




    “I didn’t ask him about any tanks.”




    “Sen­ator not one to ask, Bronzi­ni san. Cus­toms. We go there now. Prease to for­row.”




    Bronzi­ni ar­rest­ed the wiry Japanese by grab­bing a hand­ful of his coat col­lar.




    “Hold on Jiro,” he said. “We got a waiv­er on the ma­chine guns on­ly be­cause I promised to

    ex­port them when film­ing’s over. Tanks are an­oth­er mat­ter al­to­geth­er. I don’t know if

    this is pos­si­ble.”




    “You have used tanks in your firms be­fore?” Isuzu said, pry­ing Bronzi­ni’s fin­gers from

    his per­son.




    “Sure, but I filmed Grundy III in Is­rael. The Is­raelis let me use all the tanks I want­ed,

    but they’re in a per­pet­ual state of war over there. They’re used to tanks in the streets. If

    you want to shoot tank scenes, I sug­gest we move film­ing to Is­rael.”




    “These tanks farse.”




    “Farce? Did we take a sud­den turn in­to com­edy?”




    “Not farce, farse. Not re­al. Props. Cus­toms men, once they see this, will hap­piry agree

    to their im­port.”




    “Oh, false! You re­al­ly got­ta work on your L’s Jiro. It’s gonna hold you back lat­er on in

    life.”




    “Japanese take pride in not pro­nounc­ing ret­ter L.” He pro­nounced it “eru.”




    “We all have our cross­es to bear. So where do we go from here-​or do you want me to talk to

    the Pres­ident while I’m in town? Maybe ask him to re­peal day­light­sav­ing time for the

    du­ra­tion of pro­duc­tion.”




    “You know Amer­ican Pres­ident?” Isuzu asked.




    “Nev­er met the guy. It was a lit­tle joke.”




    “Not see hu­mor in ter­ring rie,” Isuzu said stiffly.




    “Why should you be any dif­fer­ent?” Bronzi­ni mut­tered to him­self. “So what’s next?”




    “We meet with cus­toms man. Then we re­turn to Ari­zona, where we wirr per­son­ar­ry

    over­see the move­ment of these prop tanks.”




    “Okay, you read, I for­row,” Bronzi­ni said, ges­tur­ing broad­ly to the door.




    As they stepped out in­to the plush ho­tel hall­way, Jiro Isuzu turned to Bartholomew

    Bronzi­ni.




    “You have be­come very co­op­er­ative since we ar­rive in Wash­ing­ton, D. C. Why change of

    at­ti­tude?”




    “It’s like this, Jiro,” Bronzi­ni said, stab­bing the el­eva­tor’s down but­ton. “I don’t

    like the way I was conned in­to this. No shit, okay? I do not like it. But that’s my name on

    that con­tract. I’m a man of my word. If this is the movie you want, this is the movie you

    get.”




    “Hon­or is a very ad­mirable trait. We Japanese un­der­stand hon­or, and varue it

    high­ry.”




    “Good. Do you un­der­stand el­eva­tors? I’m get­ting old wait­ing for this one. What’s the

    Japanese name for el­eva­tor any­way?”




    “Ere­va­tor. “




    “No shit. Sounds like the Amer­ican word, give or take a con­so­nant.”




    “It is. Japanese take many things from Amer­ican cur­ture. Re­ject on­ly what is bad.”




    “Which brings me to the oth­er rea­son. Ev­ery­where I turn, I see the name Nishit­su. You

    guys may be the wave of the fu­ture, and if you’re go­ing to be do­ing movies, I’m your

    boy.”




    “Yes,” Jiro Isuzu said as they stepped in­to the el­eva­tor. “You are our boy in­deed,

    Bronzi­ni san.”




    The di­rec­tor of U. S. Cus­toms was an easy man to deal with. He set­tled for an

    au­to­graph.




    “But you re­al­ize that these tanks will have to be ex­port­ed when you’re fin­ished.” He

    laughed self-​con­scious­ly. “Not that we think you’re try­ing to put one over on us-​af­ter

    all, what would a movie com­pa­ny want with ac­tu­al com­bat ve­hi­cles? And ev­ery­one knows

    that the Japanese are among the most peace-​lov­ing peo­ples on the face of the earth.

    Es­pe­cial­ly af­ter we dropped the Big One on them, eh, Mr. Isuzu?”




    When Isuzu did not join in the cus­toms di­rec­tor’s ner­vous laugh­ter, the lat­ter

    re­cov­ered and went on. “But you do un­der­stand that we do have reg­ula­tions that must be

    ad­hered to. I can on­ly ex­pe­dite the pro­cess. The in­spec­tion pro­ce­dure must be

    ob­served. It’s for ev­ery­one’s ben­efit.”




    “I un­der­stand per­fect­ly, sir,” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni as­sured him. He shook the man’s

    hand.




    “Nice meet­ing you too, Mr. Isuzu. Sor­ry about my lit­tle joke there.”




    “Don’t mind Jiro,” Bronzi­ni quipped. “His fun­ny bone was sur­gi­cal­ly re­moved at

    birth.”




    “Oh,” the di­rec­tor of cus­toms said sin­cere­ly. “Sor­ry to hear that.”




    The T-62 tanks and ar­mored per­son­nel car­ri­ers were stored at a Nishit­su ware­house in

    San Luis, Mex­ico. They had been dis­man­tled and shipped to Mex­ico as farm equip­ment and

    as­sem­bled there by Nishit­su em­ploy­ees. The Mex­ican au­thor­ities had been paid off in

    Nishit­su mer­chan­dise. VCR’s were the most pop­ular. Hard­ly any­one took any of the

    Nishit­su Nin­ja jeeps be­cause even the Mex­icans had heard about their ten­den­cy to tip over

    on sharp turns. The Mex­ican road sys­tem was al­most all sharp turns.




    Cus­toms In­spec­tor Jack Cur­ry’s knees shook as he went through the rows of tanks in the

    Nishit­su ware­house with no less than Bartholomew Bronzi­ni. They did not shake from the

    fear­some­ness of these war ma­chines. Al­though they looked pret­ty awe­some with their long

    smooth­bore can­non and Chi­nese Red Army star on the tur­rets. They were paint­ed in

    choco­late-​and-​vanil­la desert cam­ou­flage stri­ations.




    “This is re­al­ly some­thing,” he said.




    “I can hard­ly be­lieve it my­self,” Bronzi­ni said. “Look at these mon­sters.”




    “I didn’t mean the tanks, Mr. Bronzi­ni. I’m just so sur­prised that you’d ac­tu­al­ly be

    here in per­son.” Bronzi­ni rec­og­nized a cue when he heard one. “This is im­por­tant to me,

    Mr. Cur­ry. I just want ev­ery­thing to go smooth­ly.”




    “I can un­der­stand that. It’s ob­vi­ous that these tanks must have cost thou­sands of

    dol­lars apiece, even if they are props.” Cur­ry ex­per­imen­tal­ly rapped the fend­er of one

    of them. It rang with a sol­id metal­lic sound.




    “Our finest ma­chin­ists as­sem­bre these,” Jiro Isuzu put in proud­ly.




    “Yes, well, if it wasn’t for the fact that this is a movie, I’d al­most think they were

    re­al.”




    “These Japanese copies of Chi­nese bat­tre tank,” Isuzu sup­plied. “Tanks are sup­posed to

    look … What is word?”




    “Re­al­is­tic,” Bronzi­ni sup­plied.




    “Yes, rearis­tic. Thank you. You in­spect now?”




    “Yes, of course. Let’s get to work.”




    At a sig­nal from Isuzu, Nishit­su me­chan­ics fell on the tank like white ants. They popped

    the hatch­es and one of them slid in­to the driv­er’s com­part­ment. He start­ed the en­gine.

    The tank growled and be­gan spew­ing diesel ex­haust in the cramped con­fines of the

    ware­house.




    The tank shift­ed its tracks, and eased from its slot. It rolled to a halt in front of

    Bronzi­ni and the oth­ers. Jack Cur­ry en­tered the tur­ret with his big flash­light. He

    speared light over the in­te­ri­or. He in­spect­ed the big can­non. It lacked a breech.

    Ob­vi­ous­ly a dum­my. It could not pos­si­bly fire with­out the miss­ing com­po­nents. The

    tur­ret-​mount­ed .50-cal­iber ma­chine gun was al­so ap­par­ent­ly a shell. There was no

    fir­ing mech­anism.




    Cur­ry wrig­gled his way in­to the driv­er’s pit. It was so cramped he got tan­gled in the

    han­dle­bar­like steer­ing yoke. He poked his head up from the driv­er’s hatch.




    “It looks fine,” he said. “I take it these things are com­plete­ly self-​pro­pelled.”




    “Yes,” Jiro Isuzu told him. “They wirr run like rearis­tic tank, but can­not shoot.”




    “Well, in that case, there’s on­ly one thing that pre­vents me from pass­ing these

    things.”




    “What that?” Isuzu asked tight­ly.




    “I can’t seem to get out of this hatch so I can sign the prop­er forms,” Cur­ry said

    sheep­ish­ly. “Would some­one give me a hand here?”




    Jack Cur­ry was amazed when Bronzi­ni him­self of­fered him a

    leather-​wrist­band-​sup­port­ed hand.




    “Here, just take it slow,” Bronzi­ni told him. “Put your foot on that bar.” Bronzi­ni

    pulled. “There. Now the oth­er one. Uh­hh, there you go.”




    “Thank you, gen­tle­men,” Cur­ry said, step­ping off the hull. “Guess I’m not as spry as I

    once was.




    “Tanks buirt for Japanese ex­tra. Much smar­rer than Amer­ican,” Isuzu said with a

    rapid-​fire bow­ing of his head.




    Bronzi­ni thought he was go­ing to throw his head out of whack, he was bob­bing it so

    much.




    Cus­toms In­spec­tor Jack Cur­ry gave the rest of the tanks and APC’s a cur­so­ry glance and

    then he pro­duced a sheaf of doc­uments. He set them on the tank’s fend­er and be­gan stamp­ing

    them with a lit­tle rub­ber stamp.




    When he was done, he hand­ed them to Bronzi­ni. “There you are, Mr. Bronzi­ni. Just have

    your peo­ple show these at the place of en­try and you should have no trou­ble. By the way, how

    are you go­ing to get them in­to the U.S.?”




    “Don’t ask me. That’s not my de­part­ment. Jiro?”




    “It very sim­pre,” the Japanese an­swered. “We wirr drive them across bor­der in­to

    desert.”




    “There,” Bronzi­ni said. “Now, is there any­thing else?”




    “No,” Cur­ry replied, grab­bing Bronzi­ni’s hand with both of his and shak­ing it

    vig­or­ous­ly. “I would just like to tell you what a gen­uine thrill it was to meet you. I

    re­al­ly loved that scene in Grundy II where you said; ‘Blow it out your bazookas!’ to the

    en­tire Ira­ni­an Navy.




    “I was up two nights writ­ing that line,” Bronzi­ni said, won­der­ing if the guy was ev­er

    go­ing to let go. Fi­nal­ly Cur­ry dis­en­gaged and left the ware­house, walk­ing back­ward. He

    said good-​bye at least thir­teen times. He was so im­pressed he nev­er thought to ask

    Bronzi­ni for his au­to­graph. It was a first. Bronzi­ni was al­most dis­ap­point­ed. The tanks

    rolled across the bor­der that night. They crossed arid desert to the check­point, where they

    stopped, form­ing a long snake­like col­umn. They grum­bled and coughed diesel fumes.




    Cus­toms gave the doc­uments a cur­so­ry ex­am­ina­tion, stamped them as “Passed,” and

    with­out a fight waved through the first in­vad­ing force to cross in­to U. S. ter­ri­to­ry

    since the British Army took Wash­ing­ton in 1812.




    The cus­toms of­fi­cials gath­ered around to watch. They smiled like boys watch­ing a

    pa­rade. The Japanese drivers, their hel­met­ed heads pok­ing up from the drivers’

    com­part­ments like hu­man jack-​in-​the-​box­es, waved. Friend­ly salutes were ex­changed.

    Nishit­su cam­eras on both sides flashed, and more than one voice asked “Do you see Bronzi­ni?

    Is he in one of those things?”


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Re­mo changed planes in Phoenix for Yu­ma. He was not sur­prised, but nei­ther was he hap­py

    to see that the Air West plane that would take him to Yu­ma was a small two-​prop cloud­hop­per

    seat­ing, at most, six­teen peo­ple in an in­cred­ibly nar­row cab­in. And no stew­ardess.




    The plane took off and Re­mo set­tled back for the bumpy ride. He dug out Smith’s fold­er to

    read his pro­fes­sion­al cred­its-​or rather, Re­mo Durock’s pro­fes­sion­al cred­its. Re­mo

    was amazed to read that he had been a stunt man in ev­ery­thing from Full Met­al jack­et to The

    Re­turn of Swamp Thing. He won­dered how the hell Smith could ex­pect him to get away with

    that, but then re­mem­bered that one of the car­di­nal rules of stunt per­form­ing was to keep

    your face from the cam­era.




    Re­mo’s In­ter­na­tion­al Stunt As­so­ci­ation card was clipped to the fold­er. He pulled it

    out and in­sert­ed it in­to his wal­let. Re­mo was in­ter­est­ed to read that he had won a

    Stunt­man Award cer­tifi­cate for his work on Star Trek: The Next Gen­er­ation. He had nev­er

    watched Star Trek: The Next Gen­er­ation. He looked to see if he had won an Os­car and was

    dis­ap­point­ed to find that he had not.




    Less than ten min­utes in­to the flight, the ter­rain un­der the plane’s wing abrupt­ly

    changed. Phoenix’s sub­urbs gave way to desert, and the desert to moun­tains. The moun­tains

    were sur­round­ed by more desert. For miles in ev­ery di­rec­tion there was noth­ing but

    des­ola­tion. On­ly the rare ruler-​straight road, pass­ing through noth­ing and ap­par­ent­ly

    go­ing nowhere.




    Then Yu­ma came in­to view like a sur­prise oa­sis. For the city was a vir­tu­al is­land in

    a sea of sand. It was green around the edges, thanks to the near­by Col­orado Riv­er, and

    Re­mo’s eyes, ze­ro­ing in on the flat lush­ness, rec­og­nized ex­pan­sive let­tuce beds fed by

    blue ir­ri­ga­tion pipes. Be­yond the let­tuce fields, Yu­ma looked like any oth­er desert

    com­mu­ni­ty, ex­cept it was much larg­er than he had ex­pect­ed. Many of the homes had

    clay-​red roofs. And al­most ev­ery yard had a swim­ming pool. There were as many blue pools as

    red roofs.




    Yu­ma In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port-​so called be­cause it was a way sta­tion be­tween the U.

    S. and Mex­ico-​was much small­er than Re­mo had ex­pect­ed. The plane alight­ed and rolled to

    the tiny ter­mi­nal.




    Re­mo stepped out in­to the clear dry air that, even in late De­cem­ber, was

    im­mod­er­ate­ly warm. He fol­lowed the line of pas­sen­gers in­to a ter­mi­nal that seemed to

    con­sist of a gift shop around which some­one had added a sin­gle tick­et counter and a mod­est

    se­cu­ri­ty and wait­ing area as an af­terthought.




    There was no one wait­ing for him in the wait­ing area, so Re­mo walked out the front

    en­trance and looked for a stu­dio rep­re­sen­ta­tive.




    Al­most in­stant­ly a sta­tion wag­on slith­ered up to the curb. An out­doorsy young wom­an

    with a cow­boy hat over her long black hair leaned out of the win­dow. She wore a fringed

    buck­skin vest over a T-​shirt. The shirt de­pict­ed two skele­tons loung­ing on lawn chairs

    un­der a broil­ing sun and the words “But it’s a dry heat.”




    “Are you Re­mo Durock?” she called in a chirp­ing voice. Her eyes were gray in her open

    face.




    Re­mo grinned. “Do you want me to be?”




    She laughed. “Hop in, I’m Sh­eryl, unit pub­li­cist for Red Christr­nas.”




    Re­mo climbed in be­side her. “Where’s your lug­gage?” she asked.




    “I be­lieve in trav­el­ing light.”




    “You should have brought your boots,” Sh­eryl said as she pi­lot­ed the sta­tion wag­on

    on­to the main drag.




    “I thought it didn’t snow in the desert,” Re­mo re­marked as he took note of the pla­sticky

    Christ­mas dec­ora­tions that fes­tooned the win­dows of ev­ery busi­ness es­tab­lish­ment that

    whipped past them. They were iden­ti­cal to the dec­ora­tions he had seen back east. Some­how,

    they looked tack­ier here in sun-​soaked Ari­zona.




    “It doesn’t,” Sh­eryl was say­ing. “But there are snakes and scor­pi­ons where you’ll be

    work­ing.”




    “I’ll watch my step,” Re­mo promised.




    “This must be your first lo­ca­tion shoot,” Sh­eryl prompt­ed.




    “Ac­tu­al­ly I’ve been in a lot of stuff. Maybe you saw me in Star Trek: The Next

    Gen­er­ation.”




    “You were in that? I’ve been a Trekker since I was six years old. Tell me which episode?

    I’ve seen them all.” Re­mo thought fast.




    “The one with the Mar­tians,” he ven­tured.




    Sh­eryl’s at­trac­tive face puck­ered. “Mar­tians? I don’t re­mem­ber any Mar­tians.

    Klin­gons, Ro­mu­lans, Fer­en­gi, yeah. But no Mar­tians.”




    “They must not have aired that one yet,” Re­mo said quick­ly. “I was the stunt dou­ble for

    the guy with the pointy ears.”




    Sh­eryl’s eyes widened. “Not Leonard Ni­moy?”




    The name sound­ed fa­mil­iar so Re­mo said, “Yes.” He re­gret­ted it in­stant­ly.




    “Leonard Ni­moy’s go­ing to be in a Next Gen­er­ation episode? Wow!”




    “It was just a cameo role,” Re­mo said, glanc­ing in­to the file fold­er and the glos­sary

    of movie terms Smith had pro­vid­ed. “I was ac­tu­al­ly the stunt cameo dou­ble.”




    “I nev­er heard of such a thing.”




    “I pi­oneered the con­cept,” Re­mo said sober­ly. “It was quite an hon­or. I have my heart

    set on an Os­car.”




    “You mean an Em­my. Os­cars are for films, not TV.”




    “That’s what I meant. An Em­my. I al­most got an Os­car, but some guy named Smith beat me

    out of it.” Sh­eryl nod­ded.




    “Too bad,” she said. “But count your­self lucky. Unit pub­li­cists don’t get Em­mys or

    Os­cars or any of that stuff. Ac­tu­al­ly, this is my first film. Un­til last week I was a

    cue-​card girl at one of our TV sta­tions here. It’s such a hot pota­to that an ex­pe­ri­enced

    pub­li­cist wouldn’t touch it, so I ap­plied and here I am.”




    “Be­cause of the union trou­ble?”




    “You know it. You’ll see when we get out to the lo­ca­tion. We’ll be run­ning the gaunt­let.

    But it’s worth it. This film is go­ing to be my tick­et out of Yu­ma.”




    “Is it that bad?” Re­mo asked as they passed through the city and out in­to the desert.

    Re­mo saw let­tuce beds on ei­ther side of the dusty road. They were the same beds he had seen

    from the air.




    “It’s a big, grow­ing city, but it’s in the mid­dle of nowhere. Al­ways has been, al­ways

    will be. Uh-​oh.” Re­mo had been watch­ing Sh­eryl’s chis­eled-​in-​sand­stone pro­file as they

    talked. He looked out the wind­shield to see what had brought the frown to her pret­ty face.

    The road ahead was a swirl of boil­ing dust. Vis­ible through it were the backs of sev­er­al

    pon­der­ous tracked ma­chines. They were bare­ly mov­ing.




    “Are those tanks?” Re­mo asked.




    “Tanks they are. Hang on. I’m go­ing to try to get around these dusty brutes.”




    Sh­eryl sent the car on­to the soft shoul­der of the road and crept around the tanks. They

    had stopped now, ex­hal­ing fumes in­to the set­tling dust. Re­mo rolled up his win­dow.




    As they sped past, Re­mo watched the in­scrutable faces of the tank drivers that poked up

    from the drivers com­part­ments.




    “Un­friend­ly fel­lows, aren’t they?” Sh­eryl said.




    “Who are they?”




    “Those are the Chi­nese ex­tras.”




    “I hate to be the one to rain on any­one’s fan­ta­sy, but those guys are Japanese.”




    “Al­most ev­ery­one on the shoot is Japanese. As for the ex­tras, who’s go­ing to no­tice or

    care?”




    “You’d think a Japanese pro­duc­tion would be more picky about de­tails like that. Won’t Red

    Christ­mas play over there too?”




    “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that. But that’s not my prob­lem. I han­dle all U. S.

    pub­lic­ity. Bronzi­ni hired me him­self Al­though so far, there hasn’t been much for me to do,

    which is why I’m mak­ing gofer runs half the time. No of­fense.”




    “None tak­en. Is Bronzi­ni as big a jerk as I’ve heard he is?”




    “I’ve bare­ly spo­ken two words to him. But he re­minds me of Grundy. He’s just like him.

    Ex­cept for the head­band. But you know, it’s fun­ny, I read ev­ery­thing I could on the fel­la

    be­fore I start­ed, and he’s swear­ing up and down that he’d nev­er do an­oth­er Grundy movie.

    So I show up the first day, and what is it? A Grundy movie! They just call the char­ac­ter Mac.

    Go fig­ure.”




    “Just what I thought,” Re­mo said. “The guy’s a jerk.” They cleared the line of tanks and

    the rea­son for the bot­tle­neck be­came im­me­di­ate­ly ap­par­ent.




    “Oh, damn, they’re out in full cry to­day, aren’t they?” Sh­eryl said iron­ical­ly.




    They stood two deep, their arms linked in front of an open chain-​link fence that bi­sect­ed

    the road. Re­mo won­dered what a fence was do­ing out here in the desert, but the thought

    evap­orat­ed as the driv­er of the lead tank climbed down a track and start­ed yelling at the

    pick­eters. He was scream­ing at them in Japanese. Re­mo didn’t know Japanese, so he didn’t

    un­der­stand what was be­ing said. The protesters shout­ed back at the driv­er. They were

    mak­ing them­selves per­fect­ly un­der­stand­able. They called the Japanese tank driv­er a gook

    and a slant-​eyed chink. Ob­vi­ous­ly they couldn’t tell a Chi­nese from a Japanese

    ei­ther.




    “The lit­tle Japanese fel­la sure looks like he’s com­ing to a slow boil,” Sh­eryl mused.

    “Just look at his neck get red. He is not a hap­py camper.”




    “Won­der what he’s go­ing to do?” Re­mo asked as the driv­er clam­bered back in­to the tank.

    The tank en­gine start­ed to run. Diesel ex­haust spewed in nox­ious clouds. Jerk­ily the tank

    start­ed inch­ing for­ward.




    “Some­one should be film­ing this,” Sh­eryl said un­der her breath.




    Re­mo’s eyes were on the tanks. “I don’t think these guys are in any mood to back down,” he

    said. “Which? The Japanese or the union folks?”




    “Both,” Re­mo said wor­ried­ly as the tanks churned to­ward the line of protesters. The

    protesters linked arms de­fi­ant­ly. If any­thing, they shout­ed loud­er.




    As they inched past, the pro­files of the drivers looked as de­ter­mined and in­flex­ible as

    robots. The tanks were now less than ten feet from the hu­man bul­wark.




    “I don’t think they’re bluff­ing,” Sh­eryl said in a dis­tressed voice.




    “I don’t think any­one is bluff­ing,” Re­mo said, sud­den­ly grab­bing the wheel. Shervl’s

    foot was rest­ing on the ac­cel­er­ator. Re­mo placed his foot over hers and pressed hard.




    The sta­tion wag­on spurt­ed ahead. Re­mo spun the wheel, send­ing the car skid­ding in

    front of the lead tank.




    “Hey! Are you try­ing to get us killed?” Sh­eryl yelled. “Hit the brake.”




    “Are you lo­co!”




    Re­mo reached over and yanked the hand brake. The car lurched to a stop be­tween the tank’s

    rat­tling tracks and the linked pick­ets.




    Sh­eryl found her­self on the tank side. She saw the tank loom­ing up on her like a wall on

    wheels. The tur­ret can­non slid over the car roof.




    “Oh, my God,” she said, par­alyzed. “They’re plumb not stop­ping.”




    Re­mo grabbed Sh­eryl and kicked his door open. He yanked her out of the seat and flung her

    to one side. Re­mo spun around and sized up the sit­ua­tion. The tank tracks were al­most on

    top of the sta­tion wag­on. Re­mo had a choice. He de­cid­ed it would be quick­er to stop the

    tank than to break up the protesters.




    As Sh­eryl gave an an­guished cry, the churn­ing tank start­ed to climb the sta­tion-​wag­on

    flank. Thick win­dows crunched like glass in mon­ster teeth. Met­al squealed and fold­ed.




    Re­mo slipped up to one side of the tank. It was tilt­ed nose-​up, and its mul­ti­ton body

    slow­ly be­gan to com­press the light car down. Tires blew. The hood rup­tured. Tak­ing care

    not to be seen by the drivers of the oth­er tanks, Re­mo took one tread in both hands while it

    was mo­men­tar­ily im­mo­bile. The track con­sist­ed of linked met­al parts. Quick­ly Re­mo ran

    sen­si­tive fin­gers along the seg­ments. The tracks were re­al­ly just a so­phis­ti­cat­ed

    chain of ar­tic­ulat­ed steel seg­ments, blocks, and rub­ber pads. He was look­ing for the

    weak­est link.




    He found it. A block con­nec­tion. He chopped at it. It took on­ly one chop. The met­al

    part­ed and Re­mo backpedaled be­cause he knew what could hap­pen when the track be­gan to move

    again.




    The first sound was sur­pris­ing­ly like a pop. The sec­ond was a vi­cious whip­like

    rat­tle. The tank, stressed, had thrown its left track. The track lashed the con­crete,

    cre­at­ing a small crater that would have tak­en a jack­ham­mer two min­utes to ex­ca­vate.




    Rolling on on­ly one track, the tank shift­ed sud­den­ly. Bal­anced pre­car­ious­ly atop the

    sta­tion wag­on, it be­gan list­ing to port. Re­mo stepped in and gave it a push.




    The driv­er re­al­ized his prob­lem too late. The tank top­pled. It went over on its tur­ret

    like a big brown tur­tle. The driv­er tried to scram­ble free, but all he suc­ceed­ed in do­ing

    was to push his head out of his cock­pit so that when the tank went over, it hit the ground

    soon­er than it would have. He hung out of the pit, up­side down. He didn’t move.




    Re­mo slipped un­der the tank and felt the man’s pulse. It was thready. Con­cus­sion. Re­mo

    pulled him free and stretched him out on the road.




    “Is he dead?” Sh­eryl asked in hor­ror. The pick­eters stood back, their eyes shocked. They

    said noth­ing.




    “No, but he needs med­ical at­ten­tion,” Re­mo said. Sh­eryl was about to say some­thing

    when the oth­er tank drivers marched up, and one rough­ly pushed her to one side. Re­mo came to

    his feet as if sprung and grabbed her at­tack­er by the arm.




    “Hey! What’s your prob­lem?” he de­mand­ed.




    The Japanese hissed some­thing Re­mo didn’t catch and slid one foot be­tween Re­mo’s legs.

    Rec­og­niz­ing the be­gin­ning move of an in­fan­tile ju-​jit­su ma­neu­ver, Re­mo al­lowed a

    cool dis­arm­ing smile to warp his face. The Japanese kicked. And fell over. Re­mo had moved

    his legs aside so swift­ly that his op­po­nent’s foot missed.




    Re­mo un­con­cerned­ly stepped on his chest on his way to Sh­eryl’s side.




    “You okay?” hi asked qui­et­ly.




    “No, I am not all right. What the hell is go­ing on here?” she raged. “They were go­ing to

    run those union peo­ple right over. And look at the car. They pul­ver­ized it. That’s my car,

    too, not a stu­dio loan­er.”




    The oth­er drivers qui­et­ly lift­ed their un­con­scious com­rade on­to the back of the

    sec­ond tank. One of them shout­ed to the oth­ers. The one Re­mo had in­ca­pac­itat­ed picked

    him­self up and, cast­ing an an­gry glance in Re­mo’s di­rec­tion, hur­ried to his ma­chine

    with dis­ci­plined alacrity.




    The tanks start­ed up again. This time they crawled around the dis­abled tank and the ru­in

    that had been Sh­eryl’s sta­tion wag­on.




    “Oh, my God. They’re go­ing to do it again,” Sh­eryl moaned.




    “Ev­ery­one link arms!” one of the pick­eters shout­ed. “We’ll show them how Amer­icans

    stand up to bul­lies.” Not ev­ery protester obeyed. A few re­treat­ed.




    Re­mo dived in­to the pick­eters.




    “I’ve got no time to ar­gue with you peo­ple,” he said. “An­oth­er place and time, maybe.

    But not to­day.” He grabbed wrists and squeezed nerves. Union mem­bers yelled and screamed as

    if stung. But they ran in the di­rec­tion Re­mo pro­pelled them. In mo­ments, the gate­way was

    clear of hu­man ob­struc­tion.




    The tanks wound around the road and through the open fence. Once the first one passed, no

    one had the stom­ach to get in their way again. The line seemed to go on for­ev­er. The drivers

    looked nei­ther to the right nor to the left. They might have been com­po­nents of their tanks,

    and not the op­er­ators.




    “This is crazy,” Sh­eryl said in an in­cred­ulous voice. “What got in­to them? This is on­ly

    a movie.”




    “Tell them that,” Re­mo said. 5heryl spanked dust off her hat.




    “You did a nice job of break­ing up those pick­eters, by the way,” she said. “I’d swear they

    would have run them down like yel­low dogs.”




    “I won­der,” Re­mo said.




    “Won­der what?”




    “I won­der if we’re not on the wrong side of this dis­pute.”




    He was watch­ing the choco­late rump of the last tank as it spilled sand from its rolling

    tracks. It looked as in­ex­orable as the wheel of fate.




    “Well, come on, then. We’ll have to hoof it on to base camp. Jiro’s go­ing to hear about

    this.”




    “Who’s Jiro?”




    “Jiro Isuzu. The ex­ec­utive pro­duc­er. He’s a stiff­necked SOB. Makes those tank guys seem

    like lit­tle old ladies. Ex­cept Jiro’s so po­lite you want to bust him in the mouth

    some­times. I know I do.”


  




  

    Chapter 8




    “Please, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Harold Smith said in a dry, cracked voice. “It’s near­ly

    three A.M. We can con­tin­ue ne­go­ti­ations to­mor­row.”




    “No,” replied the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “We are near­ly done. Why break off such del­icate

    talks now, when we are so close to an un­der­stand­ing?”




    Dr. Harold W. Smith didn’t feel close to an un­der­stand­ing. He felt close to ex­haus­tion.

    For near­ly nine­teen hours the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju had led him through the most Byzan­tine

    con­tract ne­go­ti­ations of their long and dif­fi­cult as­so­ci­ation. It would have been

    dif­fi­cult enough, Smith thought, but they were con­duct­ing these ne­go­ti­ations on the hard

    floor of Smith’s of­fice be­cause, as Chi­un ex­plained it, al­though Smith was the em­per­or

    and Chi­un mere­ly the roy­al as­sas­sin, in hon­est ne­go­ti­ations, all such dis­tinc­tions

    were dis­pensed with. Smith could not sit on what Chi­un in­sist­ed was his throne, and Chi­un

    would not stand. So they sat. With­out food, with­out wa­ter, and with­out bath­room

    breaks.




    Af­ter near­ly all night, Chi­un still looked as fresh as an origa­mi sun­flow­er. Smith’s

    lead­en face was the col­or of a clam’s shell. He felt dead. Ex­cept his stom­ach. The

    com­bi­na­tion of no food and ner­vous dis­tress had trig­gered a flow of stom­ach acid and was

    eat­ing in­to his pep­tic ul­cer. If this didn’t end soon, Smith feared, he would have no

    stom­ach lin­ing left.




    “This year,” Chi­un re­cit­ed, look­ing at the half-​curled scroll that was held to the

    floor by tiny jade weights, “we have agreed to a mod­est ten-​per­cent in­crease in the gold

    pay­ment. In con­sid­er­ation of the new sit­ua­tion.”




    “Ex­plain to me again why I must pay more gold if the new ar­range­ment does not re­quire

    you to ac­com­pa­ny Re­mo on his as­sign­ments,” Smith said dul­ly. “Shouldn’t that

    re­al­is­ti­cal­ly mean less ser­vice on my part?”




    Chi­un raised a wise fin­ger. “Less ser­vice from the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, yes. But more

    ser­vice from Re­mo. You will be work­ing him hard­er; there­fore he is worth more.”




    “But shouldn’t we first deduct the ad­di­tion­al ex­pense you in­sist­ed up­on when we

    orig­inal­ly set­tled on your ex­pand­ed role and then ne­go­ti­ate Re­mo’s price?”




    Chi­un shook his aged head. “No. For those are the terms of the old con­tract. Since we are

    en­ter­ing in­to an en­tire­ly new ar­range­ment, they will on­ly cloud the is­sue.”




    “I feel the is­sue is al­ready cloud­ed,” Smith said un­hap­pi­ly. His pa­tri­cian face

    looked like a lemon that had been sucked of all mois­ture.




    “Then let me clar­ify it for you,” Chi­un went on, adding in a low voice, “once again. Ten

    per­cent more gold for Re­mo’s added bur­den. And then, in the form of pre­cious stones and

    bolts of silk and weights of rice, there is my new fee.”




    “If you are not tak­ing part in Re­mo’s mis­sions,” Smith won­dered, “what is your part? I

    com­plete­ly fail to un­der­stand.”




    “While Re­mo is en­joy­ing the broad­en­ing ef­fects of trav­el to ex­ot­ic far-​off lands

    like Ari­zona-“




    “Ari­zona is a west­ern state,” Smith in­ter­ject­ed sharply. “It is hard­ly ex­ot­ic.”




    “. . . far-​off west­ern states, ex­ot­ic by Ko­re­an stan­dards,” Chi­un con­tin­ued, “to

    par­take of their splen­did sights . . .”




    “A desert. It’s in the cen­ter of wilder­ness and des­ola­tion. “




    “. . . meet­ing fa­mous per­son­al­ities, such as Bartholomew Banzi­ni . . .”




    Smith sighed. “Bronzi­ni. And I wish you would stop throw­ing that back in my face. It was

    your idea that Re­mo un­der­take the San­ta Claus as­sign­ment alone.”




    “A mis­take on my part,” Chi­un al­lowed. “I am will­ing to ad­mit it-​if you will make

    cer­tain con­ces­sions.”




    “I can­not-​re­peat, can­not-​get you on that movie set,” Smith said firm­ly. “You must

    un­der­stand the se­cu­ri­ty prob­lems. It’s a closed set.”




    Chi­un’s parch­ment face fell in­to a frown.




    “I un­der­stand. We will speak no more of it.”




    Smith’s tensed shoul­ders loos­ened. They tight­ened again when Chi­un re­sumed

    speak­ing.




    “The stip­ulat­ed amount is to cov­er my new added bur­dens.”




    Smith loos­ened his Dart­mouth tie. “New bur­dens?”




    “The bur­dens I as­sumed dur­ing Re­mo’s last as­sign­ment,” Chi­un said, know­ing that the

    un­loos­ened tie was the first crack in the man’s stub­born ar­mor.




    “You stayed home,” Smith protest­ed.




    Chi­un raised a solemn fin­ger. Its long nail gleamed. “And wor­ried,” Chi­un said

    mo­rose­ly.




    The yel­low pen­cil in Smith’s bony fin­gers snapped.




    “Per­haps there is a way,” he groaned. “There must be. “




    Chi­un’s agate-​hard eyes glis­tened. “There is al­ways a way,” he in­toned. “For a ruler as

    re­source­ful as you.”




    “Al­low me to use the tele­phone.”




    “I will waive the no-​tele­phone rule,” Chi­un said mag­nan­imous­ly. “Pro­vid­ed it

    fur­thers swift res­olu­tion of our talks.”




    Smith start­ed to push him­self to his feet. He froze. He looked down at his crossed legs in

    con­sti­pat­ed be­wil­der­ment.




    “They won’t move,” he croaked. “They must have fall­en asleep.”




    “You did not feel them falling asleep?” Chi­un asked.




    “No. Can you help me?”




    “Cer­tain­ly,” said Chi­un, ris­ing. He stepped past.




    Smiths of­fered hand and to his desk, where he reached for the tele­phone. He paused. “Which

    tele­phone in­stru­ment do you wish?” he in­quired.




    “I re­al­ly wish to be helped to my feet,” Smith said.




    “In good time. You re­quired a tele­phone. Let us deal with your paramount de­sire first,

    then the less­er ones.” Smith want­ed to tell the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju-​no, he want­ed to scream

    at the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju-​that right at this mo­ment, more than any­thing else he de­sired

    the use of his legs. But he knew that Chi­un would on­ly evade the is­sue. He saw the

    tele­phone as the most di­rect in­di­rect path to his goal.




    “Give me the or­di­nary phone,” Smith said.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ig­nored the di­al­less red tele­phone that was Smith’s di­rect line

    to the White House and lift­ed the more elab­orate of­fice tele­phone. He placed it at Smith’s

    an­gu­lar knees with a mag­nif­icent flour­ish. Smith lift­ed the re­ceiv­er and be­gan

    di­al­ing.




    “Hel­lo, Mil­burn?” he said. “Yes, I know it’s three o’clock, but this could not wait un­til

    morn­ing. Please do not shout. This is Harold.”




    Chi­un cocked a del­icate ear in the di­rec­tion of the con­ver­sa­tion.




    “Your cousin Harold,” Smith re­peat­ed. “Yes, that Cousin Harold. I have a very big fa­vor

    to ask of you. Are you still pub­lish­ing those … er, mag­azines? Good. I have a per­son here

    who is in­ter­est­ed in writ­ing for you.”




    “Tell him I am an ac­com­plished po­et,” Chi­un hissed, not un­der­stand­ing what this had

    to do with go­ing to Ari­zona, but hop­ing that Smith knew what he was do­ing and had not

    cracked from the strain of ne­go­ti­ations.




    “No, Mil­burn. I know you don’t pub­lish po­et­ry. This man is very ver­sa­tile. If you can

    pro­vide him with a press pass to his lat­est film, I am cer­tain he can get an in­ter­view

    with Bartholomew Bronzi­ni.”




    Chi­un smiled hap­pi­ly. Smith had not cracked. Al­though he was bab­bling.




    “I didn’t re­al­ize there was no such thing as a press pass to get on a movie set. Oh, is

    that how it works? Yes, well, if you can work out the de­tails, I can guar­an­tee that

    Bronzi­ni will ac­cept. My friend is very, very hard to refuse.”




    Chi­un beamed. He gave Smith the Amer­ican A-​okay sym­bol. Smith put his fin­ger in his ear

    to hear bet­ter. Chi­un won­dered if that was a mys­tic coun­ter­sign or an ex­pres­sion of

    an­noy­ance.




    “His name is Chi­un,” Smith went on. “That is his first name. I think.” Smith looked up.




    “It is my name,” Chi­un told him. “I am not a Bob or a John or a Char­lie who re­quires an

    ad­di­tion­al name so that no one will con­fuse him with oth­er per­sons.’




    “It is his pen name,” Smith said, fear­ful of ex­tend­ing an al­ready too-​in­volved

    con­ver­sa­tion. “Yes, thank you. He’ll be there.”




    Smith hung up with nerve­less fin­gers.




    “It is all ar­ranged,” he said. “You’ll have to go through the for­mal­ity of an

    in­ter­view.”




    “Of course. I am cer­tain if these peo­ple want me to write their movie script, they must be

    as­sured of my un­sur­passed tal­ents to un­der­take so il­lus­tri­ous a task.”




    “No, no, you don’t un­der­stand. You won’t be writ­ing any such thing. My cousin Mil­burn

    pub­lish­es movie fan mag­azines. You will be go­ing to the set of Red Christ­mas as a

    cor­re­spon­dent for one of their mag­azines.”




    “I will be writ­ing let­ters?” Chi­un squeaked. “To whom?”




    “Not that kind of cor­re­spon­dent. I will be glad to ex­plain this to you in greater

    de­tail if you will just help me to my feet.”




    “At once, Em­per­or,” Chi­un said hap­pi­ly. He knelt be­fore Smith and in­sert­ed long

    fin­gers in­to the back of Smith’s knees.




    “I feel noth­ing,” Smith said when Chi­un’s hands with­drew.




    “That is good,” Chi­un as­sured him.




    “It is?”




    “It means that when I lift you, there will be no pain.” And there wasn’t. Smith didn’t even

    feel the usu­al creak­ing in his arthrit­ic knee when Chi­un as­sist­ed him to his feet and

    in­to his leather chair. Re­lieved, Smith briefed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju on his job

    in­ter­view. Then, go­ing to his com­put­er ter­mi­nal, he be­gan in­putting through the

    key­board.




    “What are you do­ing?” Chi­un asked.




    “The ed­itor who will in­ter­view you re­quires clips of your past ar­ti­cles.”




    “I have writ­ten no ar­ti­cles. On­ly po­et­ry. Shall I go home and bring them?”




    “No, don’t even men­tion your po­et­ry. My com­put­er is fax­ing him copies of your

    ar­ti­cles, which will be fab­ri­ca­tions, of course.”




    When Chi­un opened his mouth as if to protest, Smith added hasti­ly, “It will get you to

    Ari­zona faster.”




    “I will sub­mit my­self to your greater judg­ment.”




    “Good,” said Smith as he shut down his com­put­er. “Tick­ets will be wait­ing for you at the

    lo­cal air­port. Now, if you’ll ex­cuse me, I’m oing to stretch out on the couch and try to get

    some sleep.”




    “Very well, Em­per­or,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, bow­ing as he slipped from the room in

    mon­klike si­lence. Smith won­dered why the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju left with­out the for­mal­ities

    of farewell he usu­al­ly overindulged in.




    He found out ten min­utes lat­er when, just as he was about to drop off, he got a charley

    horse in his right leg.




    “Argghh!” Smith howled. The pain in­creased un­til he thought he could not stand it

    any­more. Then his oth­er leg be­gan to clench up.




    The cab de­posit­ed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju at the ad­dress on low­er Park Av­enue. He took

    the el­eva­tor to the eighth floor and turned right un­til he saw the red-​and-​blue neon sign

    that said STAR FILE GROUP.




    Chi­un’s nose wrin­kled. Was this a mag­azine pub­lish­er or a Chi­nese restau­rant?




    Chi­un ap­proached the re­cep­tion­ist’s desk and bowed. “I am Chi­un, the au­thor,” he said

    grave­ly.




    “Mr. Chi­un to see you, Don,” the re­cep­tion­ist called over her shoul­der so loud­ly the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju winced with the grace­less­ness of it all.




    “Send him in,” a pleas­ant­ly grumpy voice called from an open of­fice.




    Head erect, Chi­un float­ed in­to the room. He bowed to the young man who sat at a cor­ner

    desk. He looked like a koala bear that had been rolled in brown sug­ar. Chi­un saw that the

    il­lu­sion was helped by no­tice­able beard stub­ble. He sud­den­ly no­ticed the walls. They

    were cov­ered with posters of fa­mous peo­ple. Near­ly nude wom­en wrestlers pre­dom­inat­ed.

    Chi­un avert­ed his eyes from the wan­ton dis­play.




    “Sit down, sit down,” the man said dif­fi­dent­ly.




    “You are Don­ald Mc­David, the fa­mous ed­itor?” Chi­un in­quired.




    “And you must be Chi­un. Hap­py to meet you.”




    “Chi­un, the au­thor,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed with a fin­ger.




    “Mil­burn gave me your clips this morn­ing. I’ve been look­ing them over. Very

    in­ter­est­ing.”




    “You like them?”




    “The pic­tures are nice,” Don­ald Mc­David said.




    “Pic­tures?” Chi­un asked, won­der­ing if he should have in­tro­duced him­self as Chi­un the

    au­thor and artist.




    He ac­cept­ed a mani­la fold­er filled with mag­azine clip­pings. The pho­tographs showed

    scenes from Amer­ican films. The copy, how­ev­er, ap­peared to be ex­cerpts from a Ko­re­an

    per­son­al-​hy­giene man­ual. Was Smith mad? In­sult­ing him with such tripe?




    “You do write in En­glish, don’t you?” Mc­David asked as a curly-​haired young man came in

    with a tray con­tain­ing a Dr. Pep­per and a mug of black cof­fee.




    “Of course,” Chi­un said.




    “Good, be­cause I can’t read Chi­nese, and nei­ther can our read­ers. They’re fussy about

    stuff like that. We’d get let­ters.”




    “This is Ko­re­an,” Chi­un told Mc­David as he sipped his cof­fee ex­per­imen­tal­ly. He

    fin­gered an ice cube from his Dr Pep­per and plopped it in­to the cof­fee. He let both

    sit.




    “I can’t read Ko­re­an ei­ther,” he said dry­ly.




    Chi­un re­laxed. It was amaz­ing. This white was near­ly il­lit­er­ate, yet he edit­ed

    im­por­tant mag­azines. Chi­un made a men­tal note to take the fold­er with him. He would not

    have his rep­uta­tion as a po­et sul­lied by Smith’s non­sense.




    “Well, I can’t tell a thing from these clips, but that’s your by­line on them, and Mil­burn

    says you come high­ly rec­om­mend­ed. So you’re hired.”




    “In my field, I am the best,” Chi­un as­sured him. “I’ve spo­ken with the pub­lic­ity

    peo­ple on Red Christ­mas. They’re not re­al high on let­ting any­one on set so ear­ly. But

    Bronzi­ni over­ruled them. So you’re in. I’ve put to­geth­er some as­sign­ment sheets. We’ll

    want an in­ter­view with Bronzi­ni, as well as a set-​vis­it piece, a di­rec­tor’s pro­file,

    and what­ev­er else you can get. See who’s on the set when you get there. Talk to them. We’ll

    sort it out when you get back.”




    Chi­un leafed through the as­sign­ment sheets. His eyes nar­rowed when he saw the pay­ment

    rates.




    “Do you pub­lish po­et­ry?” he asked sud­den­ly.




    “No one pub­lish­es po­et­ry any­more.”




    “I do not speak of com­mon Amer­ican po­et­ry, but the finest Ko­re­an po­et­ry. Ung.”




    “God bless you.”




    Chi­un’s face ex­pressed in­dig­na­tion. “Ung is its name,” he said. “I have re­cent­ly been

    com­pos­ing an ode to the melt­ing snow­cap on Mount Paek­tu­san. That is a Ko­re­an moun­tain.

    It is cur­rent­ly 6,089 stan­zas long.”




    “Six thou­sand stan­zas! At a dol­lar a word, it will eat up half the year­ly bud­get on one

    of our mag­azines.”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said hope­ful­ly.




    “Sor­ry. We don’t pub­lish po­et­ry.” Mc­David in­di­cat­ed a cork­board on the wall over

    his desk.




    Chi­un peered up at it. Rows of cov­er proofs hung from hooks. The lat­est Star File cov­er

    showed a halfnude white fe­male draped over a space­ship. Be­side it was a mag­azine called

    Fan­tas­mago­ria. A man in a dried­skin mask was butcher­ing a young wom­an on that cov­er. It

    looked very re­al, and Chi­un won­dered if it was for can­ni­bals. Be­side that was some­thing

    called Gore­hound, which Chi­un took to be aimed at pit bulls. Or pos­si­bly their own­ers. And

    next to that was Stel­lar Ac­tion Heroes. “Do peo­ple read these?” Chi­un sniffed.




    “Most just look at the pic­tures. That re­minds me. I’d bet­ter give you a few is­sues so

    you know our house style. Write in the present tense. Lots of quotes.”




    Chi­un ac­cept­ed a stack of mag­azines. He sur­rep­ti­tious­ly slipped Smith’s fold­er of

    spu­ri­ous clip­pings in­to the stack.




    “I will give these my un­di­vid­ed at­ten­tion,” Chi­un promised.




    “Fine,” said Don­ald Mc­David, reach­ing for his cof­fee. He took a sip.




    “Ugh. It’s cold,” he said. He tried the Dr Pep­per and pro­nounced it flat.




    Lean­ing back in his chair, Don­ald Mc­David called through the door, “Ed­die, can you get

    me a milk?”




    “Milk is bad for you,” Chi­un point­ed out. “It suf­fo­cates the blood ves­sels.”




    “I’m work­ing on my first heart at­tack,” Don­ald Me­David said. “One last thing. We buy all

    rights.”




    “That is your priv­ilege,” said Chi­un, adding, “My right to vote is yours for a dol­lar a

    word.”




    Don­ald Mc­David burst out laugh­ing as he ac­cept­ed a glass of milk from his as­sis­tant.

    He sipped it ex­per­imen­tal­ly, made a face, and reached for a salt shak­er that stood be­side

    the tele­phone. As Chi­un watched in hor­ror, he salt­ed his milk and drained it down with­out

    stop­ping.




    “I’ll want your first copy on my desk in two weeks,” he said, wip­ing milk from a near­ly

    in­vis­ible mus­tache.




    “In case you are not here then, who is your next of kin?” Chi­un asked.




    Out­side the build­ing, Chi­un hailed a taxi. The driv­er took him to La­Guardia Air­port.

    At his ter­mi­nal, Chi­un count­ed out the fare in coins.




    “What, no tip?” the driv­er barked.




    “Thank you for re­mind­ing me,” Chi­un said. He hand­ed the driv­er a stack of

    mag­azines.




    “Gore­hound!” the driv­er called af­ter him. “What the hell am I sup­posed to do with

    these?”




    “Study them. Learn from them. Per­haps you too may rise to the ex­alt­ed sta­tion where a

    dol­lar a word is your lot in life.”


  




  

    Chapter 9




    Jiro Isuzu was very, very apolo­get­ic.




    “So very sor­ry,” he said. He bowed from the waist, his eyes down­cast. The wind was

    pick­ing up, blow­ing loose desert sand in­to his dry mask of a face. Re­mo won­dered if his

    down­cast eyes re­flect­ed hu­mil­ity or the need to pro­tect them from the abra­sive sand.

    They stood in the shel­ter of the base-​camp tents.




    “They act­ed like they plumb owned the road,” Sh­eryl shout­ed.




    “Japanese ex­tra not speak En­gr­ish,” Isuzu said. “I wirr rep­ri­mand them in crear

    terms.”




    “So what about my car?” Sh­eryl asked stern­ly. “Stu­dio wirr re­im­burse. You may have car

    of choice. If you wirr ac­cept a Nishit­su wag­on, we will throw in furr op­tion pack­age.”




    “All right,” Sh­eryl said in a half-​mol­li­fied voice. “But I don’t want one of your

    Nin­jas. I hear they tip when­ev­er the wind changes di­rec­tion.”




    “Ex­cer­rent. And I am again sor­ry for your in­con­ve­nience. Now, if you prease, there is

    a prob­lem for you to dear with. A cor­re­spon­dent from Star Fire mag­azine is on way. I did

    not want press, but Bronzi­ni san in­sist. Stuck. You take care of this man, okay?”




    “Good. I’d like to do some­thing oth­er than the dai­ly Fedex run.”




    “Shoot­ing sched­ule moved up, by the way. Cam­era rorr to­mor­row.”




    “To­mor­row is two days be­fore Christ­mas. This isn’t go­ing to sit well with the

    crew.”




    “You for­get, crew Japanese. Not care about Christ­mas. If Amer­ican crew un­hap­py, they

    may find work erse­where. Firm­ing be­gin to­mor­row.”




    At that, Jiro Isuzu walked off. His spine didn’t wa­ver a mil­lime­ter from the

    ver­ti­cal.




    “What Amer­ican crew?” Sh­eryl mut­tered. “There’s Bronzi­ni, the mil­itary tech­ni­cal

    ad­vis­er, the stunt co­or­di­na­tor, and lit­tle old me.” She sighed. “Well,” she said to

    Re­mo, “now you’ve met Jiro. Quite a piece of work, isn’t he?”




    “Nishit­su makes cars?” Re­mo asked blankly.




    “They make ev­ery­thing. And they act like they hung the moon and op­tioned the sun. Well, I

    guess I’ve got a re­porter to con­tend with. See you around the set.”




    “Where do I find the . . .” Re­mo looked in­to his fold­er. “. . . stunt

    co­or­di­na­tor?”




    “You got me,” Sh­eryl said, start­ing for one of the striped tents. “Find an A. D. with a

    walkie-​talkie and ask for Sun­ny Joe.”




    Re­mo looked around. The tents had been set up in a shal­low ar­royo cre­at­ed by

    bull­doz­ers. One was still throw­ing up sand to form bulk­warks against the wind. Men rushed

    in all di­rec­tions, like ants. Ev­ery one of them was Japanese.




    Re­mo col­lared one with a walkie-​talkie.




    “Help me out, pal,” he said. “I’m look­ing for Sun­ny Joe.”




    “Sony Joe?”




    “Close enough.”




    The man touched the walkie-​talkie clipped to a nick­el­cad­mi­um belt bat­tery pack and

    be­gan speak­ing in rapid gut­tural Japanese in­to the mi­cro­phone sus­pend­ed be­fore his

    mouth. He lis­tened to his ear­phones. The on­ly thing Re­mo un­der­stood was the name “Sony

    Joe.” Fi­nal­ly the man point­ed north.




    “Sony Joe that way. Okay?”




    “Thanks. What does he look like?”




    The Japanese shook his head curt­ly. “No En­gr­ish speakuu. Okay?” Re­mo took that to mean

    he didn’t speak En­glish.




    Re­mo trudged off in the di­rec­tion in­di­cat­ed. He peeked in­to his fold­er and learned

    that an A. D. was an as­sis­tant di­rec­tor. He won­dered how some­one could be an as­sis­tant

    di­rec­tor on an En­glish-​lan­guage film and not speak En­glish.




    As he walked along, he kept his eyes open for Bartholomew Bronzi­ni. There was no sign of

    the world-​fa­mous ac­tor. Re­mo was al­so sur­prised to see no cac­ti. This was scrub desert.

    Just sand and the oc­ca­sion­al dry bush. He looked back and no­ticed that he wasn’t leav­ing

    foot­prints. He de­cid­ed that some­one might no­tice, so he be­gan walk­ing on the balls of

    his feet. That way, he left the same im­pres­sion as a twelve-​year-​old boy.




    Re­mo climbed a sand­hill and was sur­prised to see a vast panora­ma of tanks and ar­mored

    per­son­nel car­ri­ers ar­rayed in a flat area en­tire­ly sur­round­ed by fresh sand­hills. Men

    in Chi­nese mil­itary uni­forms were wip­ing down the ma­chines, which had al­ready picked up a

    dust­ing of beige sand.




    Re­mo de­cid­ed that the group of uni­formed men who were prac­tic­ing falls from a near­by

    hill were stunt men. One of them had to be the one he want­ed.




    As he ap­proached, Re­mo saw, be­hind a flat rock, a man aim­ing a ri­fle. The man was

    white, with a weath­ered face and sun-​squint eyes. He pulled the trig­ger.




    Sud­den­ly one of the Japanese ex­tras clutched his chest. Red flu­id gushed from be­tween

    his fin­gers. Re­mo float­ed to the base of the sand­hill and float­ed around it. He slipped up

    be­hind the man just as he squeezed off a sec­ond shot.




    Re­mo took him by the back of the neck. He tried to bring him to his feet, but found his

    arms were on­ly long enough to bring him up to eye lev­el. The man topped him by three

    heads.




    “Give me that,” Re­mo growled, grab­bing the weapon. It looked home­made, like an

    an­tique.




    “What’s your prob­lem, friend?” the man de­mand­ed.




    “I saw you shoot that man.”




    “Good for you. Now, if you’ll give it back, I’ll go shoot a few more.”




    “This isn’t how we set­tle union dis­putes in Amer­ica.”




    “Union! You don’t think. . .” The man start­ed laugh­ing. “Oh, this is rich,” he burst

    out.




    “What’s so fun­ny?” Re­mo asked. He let the man drop and broke open the weapon. It had a

    stain­less-​steel drum mag­azine on top. In­stead of bul­lets, it con­tained glass mar­ble­like

    ob­jects. They sloshed with red­dish liq­uid.




    “You are. You think I re­al­ly shot that guy. That’s an air gun.”




    “A BB ri­fle can kill if you hit a soft spot,” Re­mo said, lift­ing out one of the mar­bles

    for a clos­er look.




    “Be care­ful with that. The prop mas­ter will have my hide if you break it. That thing is

    hand­craft­ed. On­ly six­teen like it in the world.”




    One of the Japanese ex­tras came down the sand­hill. “Sun­ny Joe. Why you stop?” he called.

    Re­mo saw the splash of red that marred his blouse front.




    “Wait a minute,” Re­mo blurt­ed out. “You’re Sun­ny Joe?”




    “That’s what they call me. So who are you?”




    “Re­mo. “




    The man called Sun­ny Joe seemed star­tled by the name.




    “What’s your last name?” he asked.




    “Durock,” Re­mo said af­ter a pause.




    Sun­ny Joe looked dis­ap­point­ed with Re­mo’s an­swer. That ex­pres­sion gave way to an

    an­noyed one.




    “How the hell long you been in this busi­ness, son?” he barked. “Not to know an air gun when

    you see one?”




    “Sor­ry,” Re­mo said. “With all the union trou­bles, I guess I jumped to a

    con­clu­sion.”




    “No harm done, I guess,” Sun­ny Joe re­lent­ed. He searched Re­mo’s face as if look­ing for

    his soul. “And I can use a pale­face. Half these damn Japs can’t speak En­glish. Come on. We’re

    do­ing prac­tice bul­let hits. Let’s see what kind of moves you got.”




    Re­mo fol­lowed the man up the sand­hill.




    “The thing you got­ta re­mem­ber, Re­mo,” he was say­ing, “is that Bronzi­ni likes to be as

    re­al­is­tic as pos­si­ble. You stand right here. I’ll drop back and pop you one. When you take

    the hit, don’t fall, corkscrew. Pre­tend you’re be­ing hit by a sledge­ham­mer, not a bul­let.

    We want re­al im­pact up on that screen.”




    Re­mo shrugged as Sun­ny Joe loped back to his shel­ter. He was a tall man, Re­mo saw.

    Near­ly sev­en feet tall, and while he looked im­pos­ing, Re­mo no­ticed that he had lanky

    limbs. He was six­ty if he was a day, but he moved like a man ten years younger.




    Sun­ny Joe dropped in­to a crouch and took aim. The gun coughed. Re­mo’s acute vi­sion

    per­ceived the red sphere zip to­ward him. He set his feet.




    But Re­mo had been trained for years to move out of the way of bul­lets. Even harm­less

    ones. Re­flex­ive­ly he sidestepped the bul­let. To cov­er him­self, he twist­ed and hit the

    sand. He looked up.




    Sun­ny Joe lum­bered up to him, anger on his face. “What the hell hap­pened?” he

    bel­lowed.




    “I corkscrewed.”




    “You corkscrewed be­fore the round struck. I didn’t see the blood splat­ter. What’s the

    mat­ter with you? Buck­ing for an Os­car?”




    “Sor­ry,” Re­mo said, brush­ing sand off his clothes. “Try again?”




    “Right. This time, wait for the round.”




    As they re­turned to their marks, a trio of he­li­copters clat­tered over­head. Their noise

    filled the val­ley floor like jan­gling scrap met­al.




    “Damn,” Sun­ny Joe mut­tered. “They’re gonna be do­ing that all through pro­duc­tion.

    Chop­pers from the Ma­rine Air Sta­tion, I’ll bet. Joy­boys with noth­ing bet­ter to do than

    over­fly the shoot. They’re prob­ably ask­ing them­selves which tiny speck is Bronzi­ni. Damn

    fools.”




    “They’ll get tired of it soon­er or lat­er,” Re­mo ven­tured.




    “Sure, they will. But that’s just the Mar­iues. There’s an Army prov­ing ground a few miles

    north, and ol’ Luke Air Force Range is due east of here. We’ll have F-16’s up the wa­zoo from

    now till Valen­tine’s Day.”




    “You don’t sound like you en­joy your work much.”




    “Work, hell, I was re­tired un­til the Japs came along. I’m over six­ty, man. This

    in­dus­try feeds off youth, even in the stunt pro­fes­sion. I came back to the reser­va­tion to

    with­er away, so to speak. Then Bronzi­ni came along and asked to use this part of the

    reser­va­tion.”




    “This is In­di­an land?”




    “Damn straight. Bronzi­ni has been pulling strings ev­ery­where to mount this pro­duc­tion.

    Had ev­ery­one eat­ing out of his hand. Un­til he slammed in­to the chief. The chief knew who

    he was, of course, but wouldn’t let on. He said part of the price of let­ting the reser­va­tion

    be used was my par­tic­ipa­tion. I’m a proud man, but I got this busi­ness in my blood, so I

    said what the hell. I took it. Maybe it’ll lead to some­thing.”




    “You don’t look In­di­an.”




    “Not many In­di­ans look In­di­an any­more, if you want to know the truth of it.”




    “What tribe?”




    “You nev­er stud­ied them in school, I’ll tell you that much. We’re prac­ti­cal­ly ex­tinct.

    My In­di­an name is Sun­ny Joe. It’s kind of a trib­al nick­name, I guess you’d have to say. My

    le­gal name’s Bill Roam. But call me Sun­ny Joe. Ev­ery­one does. That’s Sun­ny with a U, not

    an O. Okay, get on your mark.”




    Re­mo took his po­si­tion. This time, when the pel­let gun coughed, he closed his eyes. The

    bul­let took him square in the chest. He twist­ed, fell, and rolled.




    “Bet­ter,” Sun­ny Joe called out to him. “Now, one of you oth­ers give it a try.”




    None of the Japanese on the sand­hill moved.




    Sun­ny Joe got up from his marks­man’s crouch and tried to make his de­sires known with sign

    lan­guage. Fi­nal­ly he took one of the Japanese by the scruff of the neck and marched him to

    the mark.




    Re­mo thought the Japanese ex­tra was go­ing to punch Sun­ny Joe in the stom­ach. He didn’t

    look hap­py to be man­han­dled. Re­mo de­cid­ed that he was just touchy.




    He set­tled back to watch, think­ing that he had a lot to learn if he was go­ing to pass as

    a stunt pro­fes­sion­al. Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was sur­prised to see that the usu­al IATSE

    protesters were not pick­et­ing the en­trance gate to the In­di­an-​reser­va­tion lo­ca­tion

    site. He won­dered if it had any­thing to do with the up­end­ed tank and the crushed sta­tion

    wag­on.




    He horsed his Harley around the wreck­age and raced up the wind­ing road to the base camp.

    He didn’t both­er stop­ping in front of the pro­duc­tion tent. He slammed the Harley through

    the flap and crashed in­to a ta­ble.




    Bronzi­ni leapt free of the bike be­fore it slid in­to the tent wall. The can­dy-​striped

    fab­ric tore with a shiv­ery rip. But no one no­ticed that, least of all Jiro Isuzu.




    Isuzu found him­self star­ing in­to the wrath­ful Neapoli­tan vis­age of Bartholomew

    Bronzi­ni, the Bronze Bam­bi­no. And there was noth­ing ba­by-​faced about him to­day.




    “What the hell is go­ing on?” Bronzi­ni thun­dered.




    “Prease to speak in re­spect­fur tone,” Jiro said. “I am pro­duc­er. “




    “You’re the fuck­ing line pro­duc­er,” Bronzi­ni snarled. “I want to speak to the

    ex­ec­utive pro­duc­er.”




    “That Mr. Nishit­su. Not pos­si­ble to speak to him. In Tokyo. “




    “They don’t have phones in Tokyo? Or doesn’t he speak En­glish ei­ther?”




    “Mr. Nishit­su in se­cru­sion. Not a young man. He vis­it set once cam­era rorr. You wirr

    meet him then.”




    “Yeah? Well, you de­liv­er him a mes­sage for me.”




    “Gradry. What is mes­sage?”




    “I don’t like be­ing conned.”




    “Not know that word.”




    “Lied to. You un­der­stand ‘lie’?”




    “Prease to ex­prain,” Jiro Isuzu said stiffly. Bronzi­ni no­ticed he was not back­ing down.

    Bronzi­ni re­spect­ed that. He low­ered his voice, al­though still an­gry.




    “I was just on the phone to Kuro­sawa.”




    “That is breach of pro­to­cor. You not di­rect­ing this firm. “




    “Here’s a flash, Jiro, ba­by.” Bronzi­ni sneered. “Nei­ther is Kuro­sawa. In fact, he nev­er

    heard of Red Christ­mas. Not on­ly that, but he sound­ed pret­ty fuck­ing vague about the

    con­cept of Christ­mas all by it­self.”




    “Ah, I un­der­stand now. There was a pro­brem. Kuro­sawa unabre to di­rect Red Christ­mas.

    Have been mean­ing to in­form you of this un­hap­py act. So sor­ry.”




    “Don’t ’so sor­ry’ me. I’m sick of ’so sor­ry.’ And I’m still wait­ing for that

    ex­pla­na­tion.”




    “I was as­sured by Mr. Kuro­sawa’s rep­re­sen­ta­tive that he wourd be abre to di­rect firm.

    It ap­pears we were mis­in­formed. Se­ri­ous breach of eti­quette, for which sat­is­fac­tion

    wirr be de­mand­ed and aporo­gies no doubt ten­dered by the re­spon­si­bre per­sons.”




    “Sat­is­fac­tion! My on­ly sat­is­fac­tion would have been work­ing with Kuro­sawa. He’s a

    mas­ter.”




    “This very re­gret­tabre. Mr. Nishit­su him­serf wirr no doubt con­vey his re­grets to you

    when he ar­rive.”




    “I can hard­ly fuck­ing wait,” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni said acid­ly. He threw up his hands.

    “So who is di­rect­ing?” Isuzu bowed.




    “I have that hon­or,” he said.




    Bronzi­ni stopped dead. His droopy dachshund eyes nar­rowed, if that was pos­si­ble. His

    wild­ly ges­tic­ulat­ing hands paused in the air, as if cap­tured in am­ber.




    His “You?” was very tiny but very, very ve­he­ment. Jiro Isuzu took an in­vol­un­tary step

    back­ward.




    “Yes,” he said soft­ly.




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni stepped up to him and leaned over. Even lean­ing, he tow­ered over the

    Japanese. And Bronzi­ni was not very tall.




    “How many films have you di­rect­ed, Jiro, ba­by?”




    “None. “




    “Then it’s re­al sport­ing of you to of­fer to pick up the pieces.” Bronzi­ni said air­ily.

    “Af­ter all, this is on­ly a fuck­ing six-​hun­dred-​mil­lion-​dol­lar epic. It’s on­ly my

    come­back film. It’s not even im­por­tant. Hell, why both­er with a di­rec­tor at all? Why

    don’t we all just jump in the sand and play un­til we get enough footage to ed­it down in­to a

    car­toon? Be­cause that’s what this is de­vel­op­ing in­to–a fuck­ing joke.”




    “I wirr do good job. I promise.”




    “No. No chance. I’m putting my foot down now. Pro­duc­tion stops. We do a search. We find an

    ex­pe­ri­enced di­rec­tor. Then we start. Not be­fore. You read me?”




    “No time. Cam­era rorr to­mor­row.”




    “To­mor­row is the day be­fore Christ­mas Eve,” Bronzi­ni told him as if speak­ing to a very

    slow child.




    “Mr. Nishit­su move up sched­ule.”




    “Let me see the shoot­ing sched­ule.”




    “Not avairabre. So sor­ry.”




    “Fine. Ex­cel­lent. It’s not avail­able. There’s no shoot­ing sched­ule, no di­rec­tor. All

    we have is a star, more tanks than Gor­bachev, and you. Won­der­ful. I’m go­ing back to the

    ho­tel and ask the head chef to help me hold my head in the oven, be­cause I’m so blind pissed

    off, I’d prob­ably screw it up.”




    Fists clenched, Bronzi­ni start­ed for the tent flap. “No,” Jiro said. “We need you.”




    Bronzi­ni halt­ed. He whirled. He couldn’t be­lieve Isuzu was press­ing the point. The guy

    had nerve. “For what?” he asked flat­ly.




    “Talk to Marines and Air Force.”




    “About what?”




    “Be­cause we start ear­ry, not arr ex­tra ar­rive from Japan. We wirr ask to use Amer­ican

    ser­vice­men. Ar­so, equip­ment. Big parachute drop shoot to­mor­row.”




    “I don’t re­mem­ber a parachute drop.”




    “Parachute drop in new draft. Writ­ten rast night.”




    “Who put that in?” Bronzi­ni asked in a sus­pi­cious voice.




    “I do so.”




    “Why aren’t I in the least sur­prised, Jiro? Tell me that. Why?”




    Isuzu coughed in­to his hand. “Script mine,” he said de­fen­sive­ly. “Mine and Mr.

    Nishit­su’s.”




    “Let’s not for­get who wrote the first draft,” Bronzi­ni said bit­ter­ly. “You re­mem­ber

    the pre-​tank draft, the one set in Chica­go?”




    “You will re­ceive prop­er screen cred­it for con­tri­bu­tion, of course. Come. Prease to

    for­row me.”




    “You want my help, you got­ta help me in re­turn.”




    “Beg par­don?” Isuzu said.




    “This union thing. I want it solved. By to­mor­row. That’s my price for my

    co­op­er­ation.”




    Jiro Isuzu hes­itat­ed. “Union dis­pute wirr be sorved be­fore cam­era rorr. Ac­cept­abre to

    you?”




    Bronzi­ni blinked. “Yeah. It is,” he said, tak­en by sur­prise.




    Jiro Isuzu stepped from the tent smart­ly. Bronzi­ni fol­lowed him with his vol­canic blue

    eyes. With a grunt of sur­prise, he wres­tled his Harley up from the ground and pushed it from

    the tent.




    On his way out, he near­ly ran down Sun­ny Joe Roam, who was trailed by sev­er­al Japanese

    ex­tras and one Amer­ican.




    “I got them to corkscrew just like you said, Mr. Bronzi­ni,” Sun­ny Joe rum­bled.




    “Fine. Now go learn Japanese,” Bronzi­ni said as he mount­ed the bike and kicked the

    starter. “Be­cause you’re go­ing to need it.”




    Roam laughed. “Once you get to know him,” he whis­pered to Re­mo, “he’s a great kid­der.

    Here, let me in­tro­duce you. Bart, I want you to meet Re­mo. He’s’ our stunt Amer­ican. He’ll

    be dou­bling for you.”




    Re­mo put out his hand, think­ing that if he was go­ing to watch over Bronzi­ni, he’d

    bet­ter swal­low his dis­like for the man and make friends.




    “I’m a big fan,” he lied.




    “Then why don’t I feel a breeze?” Bronzi­ni sneered, ig­nor­ing the of­fered hand. He roared

    off af­ter a Nishit­su pro­duc­tion van.




    “Won­der what’s eat­ing him?” Sun­ny Joe said.




    “He al­ways acts like his jock­strap is too tight,” Re­mo said. “I read it in a

    mag­azine.”




    The base com­man­der of the Yu­ma Ma­rine Air Sta­tion was sto­ic when Bartholomew Bronzi­ni

    stepped in­to his of­fice. Jiro Isuzw hung un­ob­tru­sive­ly be­hind him.




    “Let me say from the start,” Colonel Emile Tep­per­man said brusque­ly, “that I’ve nev­er

    seen one of your films.” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni al­lowed a sheep­ish ex­pres­sion to set­tle

    over his hang­dog face.




    “It’s not too late,” he quipped. “They’re all on video.”




    His crooked grin was not re­turned. He wasn’t sure if that was be­cause the Ma­rine

    of­fi­cer was a no-​non­sense type, or that this was fur­ther proof, if any was need­ed, that

    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni’s strong suit was not standup com­edy. He al­so wasn’t sure why he was

    play­ing along with this dog-​and-​pony show. As an­gry as he felt, he was a pro­fes­sion­al.

    He was go­ing to fin­ish this movie on sched­ule-​what­ev­er the sched­ule was-​and get the

    hell out.




    “Sit down and tell me what it is you want the Corps to do for you,” Colonel Tep­per­man

    sug­gest­ed.




    “We’d like the use of your base for a day or two,” Bronzi­ni said. “Start­ing

    to­mor­row.”




    “Fun­ny time to be start­ing a film. So close to the hol­idays. “




    “We’ll be shoot­ing through the hol­idays,” Bronzi­ni told him. “Can’t be helped, sir. I

    fig­ure it might be less dis­rup­tive with your sol­diers on leave.”




    “I don’t have the au­thor­ity to grant such per­mis­sion,” the colonel said slow­ly, eye­ing

    Isuzu. “We have an on­go­ing sig­nals in­tel­li­gence op­er­ation at this base.”




    “Who does have the au­thor­ity?” Bronzi­ni asked cool­ly.




    “The Pen­tagon. But I hard­ly think they’d en­ter­tain-“




    “So far, we have re­ceived great co­op­er­ation from your State De­part­ment, Congress, and

    ro­cal raw au­thor­ities,” Jiro Isuzu broke in ur­gent­ly.




    The colonel con­sid­ered the Japanese’s words.




    “I sup­pose I could make a phone call,” he said re­luc­tant­ly. “How many days would this

    en­tail?”




    “Two,” Isuzu said. “Not more than three. We would al­so re­quire the use of uni­formed

    per­son­nel.”




    “For what?” Colonel Tep­per­man asked sus­pi­cious­ly.




    “As ex­tras.”




    “You want to use my peo­ple in your movie?”




    “Yes, sir,” Bronzi­ni said, catch­ing the ball. “I did it all the time in the Grundys.

    Hol­ly­wood ex­tras don’t move or act like re­al sol­diers. They don’t know how to han­dle

    weapons re­al­is­ti­cal­ly.”




    The colonel nod­ded. “I stopped go­ing to war movies years ago. Couldn’t stand the

    im­be­cil­ic things I saw. You know, in one film they had some id­iot run­ning around with an

    U. S. M-120 grenade launch­er at­tached to a Kalash­nikov ri­fle.”




    “That will nev­er, re­peat, nev­er hap­pen in this film,” Bronzi­ni promised. “We know our

    weapons.”




    Colonel Tep­per­man reached for his tele­phone. “Okay. I’ll make that call,” he said

    de­ci­sive­ly. “Do you have a part for a Ma­rine colonel in this movie of yours?” Bronzi­ni

    looked to Jiro with a raised eye­brow.




    “Yes,” the Japanese said smooth­ly. “This very am­bi­tious firm. We have parts for as many

    men as you have. But they must bring own weapons. We wirr need many au­then­tic Amer­ican

    weapons.”




    “We have all you need.”




    “Of course, they must be road­ed with prop bur­rets.”




    “Damn straight,” Colonel Tep­per­man said as he lis­tened to the ring­ing in his phone

    re­ceiv­er. “Hel­lo, put me through to the com­man­dant of the Ma­rine Corps.” The base

    com­man­der at Luke Air Force Range was stub­born.




    “I’m sor­ry, gen­tle­men, but I can’t al­low this,” said Colonel Fred­er­ick Davis. “I

    ap­pre­ci­ate what you have in mind, but I can’t have a movie crew tramp­ing all over my base.

    Too ir­reg­ular.”




    “We wirr not re­quire to be on the base for very rong,” Jiro Isuzu said ea­ger­ly. “An

    af­ter­noon at most.” Bronzi­ni no­ticed the Japanese was sweat­ing. On a shoot­ing sched­ule

    this tight, it was no won­der.




    “No, I doubt it,” Colonel Davis was say­ing.




    “I’m sor­ry.” Bronzi­ni broke in. “What we want to do, sir, is a mas­sive parachute drop,

    us­ing as many air­men as you can spare.”




    “You want me to pro­vide air­men?” Bronzi­ni nod­ded.




    “In full gear.”




    “We wirr sup­pry the parachute, of course,” Isuzu said. “And pay arr op­er­at­ing ex­pense.

    Okay by you?”




    “And a per diem for ev­ery­one,” Bronzi­ni added. He no­ticed a faint gleam ap­pear in the

    colonel’s eva­sive eyes. “My God, man, do you re­al­ize what’s in­volved? You’ll need C-130

    Her­cules trans­ports.”




    “We’d like three,” Bronzi­ni said with calm as­sur­ance.




    “We want to have the men drop in­to the Yu­ma Desert. Nat­ural­ly, we’ll need to film the

    planes tak­ing off from here. And the op­er­ation in its en­tire­ty.”




    “Sounds spec­tac­ular,” Colonel Davis mused. He had nev­er been in com­bat, nev­er

    par­tic­ipat­ed in a mil­itary op­er­ation on the scale this flat-​cheeked ac­tor was

    de­scrib­ing.




    “Think of the pub­lic­ity for the Air Force,” Bronzi­ni said. “In the script, they are the

    forces that en­gage the in­vad­ing Chi­nese on the ground and de­stroy them.”




    The colonel thought long and qui­et­ly.




    “You know,” he said, sit­ting up in his chair, “our re­cruit­ment peo­ple tell me that

    ev­ery time you do a Grundy film, en­list­ments go up twen­ty per­cent in all branch­es of the

    ser­vice.”




    “Maybe this time it’ll be thir­ty. Or forty.”




    “Sounds tempt­ing. But it is a lot to ask. I don’t think I could get the Pen­tagon to go

    along.”




    “Marines ar­ready say yes,” Jiro Isuzu in­sert­ed.




    The colonel’s face cloud­ed over. “Those jar­heads,” he mut­tered. “What kind of parts are

    they get­ting?”




    “Their base is over­run by Chi­nese Red Army in first reer,” Jiro told him.




    “He means the first reel,” Bronzi­ni trans­lat­ed.




    “I might be per­suad­ed to make a few phone calls,” Colonel Davis said. “But you’ll have to

    do some­thing for me in re­turn.”




    “Name it,” Bronzi­ni said. “An au­to­graph? A pho­to?”




    “Don’t be ab­surd, man. I don’t want any of that worth­less junk. I want to be the first man

    out of the plane. “




    “Done,” said Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, ris­ing to his feet. He shook the colonel’s hand. “You

    won’t re­gret this, sir.”




    “Call me Fred, Bart.”


  




  

    Chapter 10




    Sh­eryl Rose won­dered what kind of a name Chi­un was as she pulled up to the Yu­ma

    In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port ter­mi­nal. It sound­ed Asian. Prob­ably Japanese. He’d al­most have

    to be to cov­er this film. She parked the stu­dio van at the curb and stepped in­side.




    There was on­ly one man wait­ing in­side. He was about five feet tall and wore a col­or­ful

    silk robe. He looked lost, and Sh­eryl’s heart went out to him.




    “Are you Mr. Chi­un?” she asked.




    The tiny Asian man turned stiffly and said, “I am Chi­un.”




    “Well, howdy, I’m Sh­eryl. From the stu­dio.”




    “They sent a wom­an?”




    “I’m the on­ly unit pub­li­cist on Red Christ­mas,” she said pleas­ant­ly. “Take me or leave

    me, but I hope you like me.”




    “Who will car­ry my lug­gage?” the lit­tle Asian asked plain­tive­ly. Sh­eryl no­ticed his

    shiny head, bald but for lit­tle cloud­like puffs over each frag­ile ear.




    “No hat? Didn’t your ed­itor tell you that the sun is very, very strong in Ari­zona? You’ll

    get a ter­ri­ble sun­burn go­ing around like that.”




    “What is wrong with my at­tire?” de­mand­ed Chi­un, look­ing down at his robe. It was

    cac­tus green. Scar­let and gold drag­ons marched across the chest.




    “You’ll need a hat.”




    “I am more con­cerned about my lug­gage.”




    “Now, don’t you fret, I’ll take care of it. Mean­while, why don’t you step in­to the gift

    shop and treat your­self to some head­gear?”




    “My head is fine.”




    “Oh, don’t be shy,” Sh­eryl told the sweet old man. “The stu­dio will be glad to pay for

    it.”




    “Then I will be hap­py to take you up on your gen­er­ous of­fer. My lug­gage is in that

    cor­ner,” he said, ges­tur­ing with his im­pos­si­bly long fin­ger­nails to sev­er­al

    lac­quered trunks stacked at odd an­gles in the wait­ing area. Then he dis­ap­peared in­to the

    gift shop.




    Sh­eryl touched one ex­per­imen­tal­ly. It felt like it was filled with hard­ened

    con­crete.




    “Me and my help­ful mouth,” she said as she strug­gled to wres­tle the top trunk to the

    floor.




    An hour lat­er, she had got the fi­nal trunk to the curb. “Per­haps you need as­sis­tance

    from a man,” Chi­un said. His head was tilt­ed back so he could see over the flop­py brim of a

    ten-​gal­lon cow­boy hat.




    “Do you see any stray help­ful males?” she asked him, look­ing around.




    “No. Per­haps I should help?”




    “Oh, I can han­dle it,” Sh­eryl puffed, think­ing: What a sweet lit­tle man. He looked

    pos­itive­ly frail enough to break in a stiff breeze. God knew what would hap­pen if he tried

    to pitch in. He might have a heart at­tack or some such thing.




    Fi­nal­ly she hoist­ed the last trunk in­to the back.




    “Do you al­ways trav­el with five steam­er trunks?” she asked as she climbed be­hind the

    wheel, check­ing the rearview mir­ror to gri­mace at the dusty sweat-​streaked mask her face

    had be­come.




    “No. Nor­mal­ly it is four­teen.”




    As she drove away, Sh­eryl breathed a prayer of thank­ful­ness that he had de­cid­ed to

    trav­el light this time. “I’ll bet you’re ex­cit­ed about in­ter­view­ing Bronzi­ni,” Sh­eryl

    said as they pulled on­to the desert lo­ca­tion twen­ty min­utes lat­er.




    “Which one is he?” Chi­un asked as base camp came in­to view. His hazel eyes nar­rowed at

    the sight of so many uni­formed men.




    “I don’t see His Bronzeness at the mo­ment,” Sh­eryl said, look­ing around.




    “I am un­fa­mil­iar with that form of ad­dress.”




    “It’s just a lit­tle joke around the set. They call Bronzi­ni the Bronze Bam­bi­no. Some of

    the trades re­fer to him as ‘Your Bronzeness.’ I thought ev­ery­one knew that.”




    “I do not. But then, I am not ev­ery­one,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly, “I am Chi­un.”




    “O-​kay.” Sh­eryl cranked down her win­dow and spoke to a Japanese grip. “Where’s

    Bronzi­ni?”




    “Over­see­ing set­up on first unit,” she was told. “Thanks,” Sh­eryl said, set­ting the van

    in mo­tion. They bounced and weaved in­to the vast ar­royo where the tanks were ar­rayed. “This

    is where they’ll be film­ing the main desert bat­tle se­quences be­tween the Chi­nese in­vaders

    and the Amer­ican de­fense forces,” she ex­plained. “Do you know the sto­ry line?”




    “No,” Chi­un said dis­tant­ly. He was look­ing at the milling Japanese. They stared back

    with sus­pi­cious eyes.




    “Maybe you should take notes. Or do you use a tape recorder?”




    “I use my in­fal­li­ble mem­ory, which re­quires nei­ther sharp­en­ing or bat­ter­ies.”




    “Suit your­self.”




    “Why are those men wear­ing Chi­nese uni­forms?”




    “Those are the ex­tras. They play the Chi­nese in­va­sion force.”




    “But those are Japanese!” Chi­un hissed.




    “Do tell. Al­most ev­ery­one on this set is Japanese.”




    “This is fool­ish­ness, Chi­un sput­tered. How can they ex­pect peo­ple to be­lieve their

    sto­ry when they have crafty Japanese pre­tend­ing to be lazy Chi­nese?”




    “I take it you be­long to nei­ther cat­ego­ry,” Sh­eryl re­marked dry­ly.




    “I am ob­vi­ous­ly Ko­re­an,” Chi­un said testi­ly.




    “I did no­tice that you can han­dle your L’s,” Sh­eryl said. “I guess peo­ple from your side

    of the world no­tice the dif­fer­ence bet­ter than we Amer­icans.” She pulled the van in­to the

    shad­ow of a sand­hill.




    “A worm would no­tice the dif­fer­ence. A grasshop­per would no­tice. An Amer­ican

    pos­si­bly would have to have it ex­plained to him. Twice.”




    “Well, come on. Let’s find Bronzi­ni. It shouldn’t be hard. He’ll be the one with bar­bells

    in each hand.”




    As they stepped from the van, a red-​and-​white Bell Ranger he­li­copter lift­ed over a

    ridge and or­bit­ed the ar­royo. It set­tled down in the clear­ing, ro­tors kick­ing up sand. A

    door popped open.




    “That’s the cam­era ship and there’s his Bronzeness, mak­ing an­oth­er spec­tac­ular

    en­trance,” Sh­eryl point­ed out. Two men stepped from the he­li­copter.




    “I must in­ter­view him. At once,” Chi­un said firm­ly.




    “Wait a sec. You don’t just walk up to him. First, I have to clear it with Jiro. Then he has

    to take it up with His Bronzeness. He tells me, and I tell you. That’s the way it works around

    here.”




    “He will speak to me,” said Chi­un, storm­ing for the he­li­copter, where the two men stood

    en­gaged in earnest con­ver­sa­tion. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ig­nored the short­er man, and

    ac­cost­ed the taller one.




    “I am Chi­un, fa­mous au­thor,” he said in a loud voice. “The read­ers of my mag­azine are

    clam­or­ing for an an­swer to the most press­ing is­sue of the day. Name­ly, how can you

    ex­pect to have any prop­er­ly col­ored per­sons take your movie se­ri­ous­ly if you in­sult

    their in­tel­li­gence with Japanese pre­tend­ing to be Chi­nese?”




    Bill “Sun­ny Joe” Roam looked down at the queru­lous face and said, “You’re bark­ing up the

    wrong tree, chief.”




    “Some­thing I can do for you?” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni asked, his face quirked with

    amuse­ment. He looked down at a ten-​gal­lon hat that might have be­longed to a rodeo

    clown.




    Sh­eryl Rose broke in.




    “I’m sor­ry, Mr. Bronzi­ni,” she said hasti­ly. “He got away from me. This is Mr. Chi­un,

    from Star File mag­azine. “




    “Now you call him Mr. Bronzi­ni,” Chi­un said huffi­ly. “A mo­ment ago he was His

    Bronzeness.”




    Sh­eryl’s eyes widened in hor­ror. But be­fore Bronzi­ni could re­act, the lit­tle Asian

    stepped back so he could see past his hat brim.




    “You!” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju gasped. Quick­ly he com­posed his fea­tures and ex­ecut­ed a

    for­mal, if stiff, bow. “I am sur­prised to see you here, great one,” he said guard­ed­ly.




    “I’m still get­ting used to it my­self,” Bronzi­ni grunt­ed. “Mind if we do this lat­er? The

    in­ter­view, I mean.”




    “As you wish,” said Chi­un, bow­ing once more. He held his hat be­fore him in work­ing

    fin­gers.




    As the two men trudged off, Sh­eryl stepped in front of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju and put her

    hands on her hips. “You nev­er, ev­er ap­proach a star of Mr. Bronzi­ni’s mag­ni­tude again,”

    she scold­ed. “And you don’t re­peat any­thing I tell you off the record.”




    “He is amaz­ing,” Chi­un said, watch­ing Bronzi­ni walk away.




    “He’s very pow­er­ful. He could make or break my ca­reer. I hope you can re­gain your

    com­po­sure when he okays the in­ter­view. If he ev­er does.”




    “He is the very im­age of Alexan­der.” Sh­eryl blinked.




    “Alexan­der?”




    “Now I un­der­stand,” Chi­un said, ges­tur­ing to the ar­ray of sol­diers and mil­itary

    equip­ment that ringed the ar­royo. “No won­der he makes films such as these. They re­mind him

    of his glo­ry days. It is sad that he should have come to this, how­ev­er.”




    “Come to what? Who’s Alexan­der?”




    “The Great,” said Chi­un.




    Sh­eryl pursed her lips. “Yes … ?” she prompt­ed. “The great what?”




    Chi­un’s eye met Sh­eryl’s. “Alexan­der the Great.”




    “What on earth are you go­ing on about?”




    “That man,” Chi­un said as he watched Bronzi­ni’s re­treat­ing back, “is the

    rein­car­na­tion of Alexan­der the Great. What else would ex­plain his ma­nia for reen­act­ing

    the fury of bat­tle?”




    “Oh, I’d say the twen­ty mil­lion dol­lars they pay him per film might have some­thing to do

    with it.”




    “He looks ex­act­ly like Alexan­der,” Chi­un went on. “The straight nose. The sleepy eyes.

    The sneer­ing mouth.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I al­ways thought of him as hav­ing Elvis Pres­ley lips,” Sh­eryl re­marked.

    “And I take it you knew Alexan­der per­son­al­ly.”




    “No, but one of my an­ces­tors did. I won­der if Bronzi­ni would re­mem­ber.”




    “I doubt it.”




    “Good. That way he can­not bear a grudge against my house. “




    “Okay, I’ll string along a lit­tle fur­ther. What house?” Chi­un’s hazel eyes nar­rowed.




    “I am for­bid­den to say, for I am here un­der cov­er. But one of my an­ces­tors slew

    Alexan­der.”




    “Re­al­ly? Fan­cy that.”




    “Oh, it was noth­ing per­son­al, I as­sure you. I am glad that I met this Bronzi­ni. And I

    look for­ward to speak­ing with him at length. It is very sel­dom that one en­coun­ters the

    tru­ly great in the mod­ern world.”




    “Well, this is fas­ci­nat­ing,” Sh­eryl said dis­tant­ly as she looked around the

    lo­ca­tion, “but why don’t we get start­ed on the in­ter­views? Let’s see … who can we set up

    first? I don’t see Jiro. Bronzi­ni’s per­son­al tech­ni­cal ad­vis­er won’t be here till

    to­mor­row. You al­ready met Sun­ny Joe, our stunt co­or­di­na­tor. That was him with

    Bronzi­ni. “




    “Yes,” Chi­un said quick­ly. “I would like to in­ter­view one of the stunt per­sons.”




    “Any­one in par­tic­ular?”




    “Yes. The name is Re­mo.”




    “Re­mo. Re­mo Durok? You want to start with him?”




    “Yes, please up­set it.”




    “Set it up, you mean.”




    “I mean what I say. Let oth­ers in­ter­pret it as they will. “




    “Re­mo doesn’t have a speak­ing role. He’s re­al­ly unim­por­tant. “




    “Can I quote you?” Chi­un asked.




    “No! Don’t quote me about any­thing!”




    “I will promise that if you take me to Re­mo.” Chi­un beamed.




    Sh­eryl looked around, bit­ing her low­er lip. “I don’t see him any­where. Let’s head back

    to base camp. Some­one must know where he is.”




    At base camp, they were serv­ing lunch in an or­ange-​and-​white-​striped mess tent.

    Crew­men and ex­tras lined up at a food-​dis­pens­ing trunk.




    “Let’s see what’s for lunch, shall we?” Sh­eryl sug­gest­ed. Chi­un sniffed the air.




    “It is rice,” he said.




    “How do you know that?”




    “They are Japanese. They eat rice. It is the on­ly thing about them I do not de­test.”




    “Did your ed­itor know about your … uh … at­ti­tude to­ward the Japanese when he sent you to

    this shoot?”




    “He is bare­ly lit­er­ate. Be­sides, I am not hun­gry.”




    “Suit your­self. Let’s see if there’s any­thing we can do. Maybe there’s some­thing go­ing

    on in the di­rec­tor’s of­fice. “




    The di­rec­tor’s of­fice was the last in a line of Nishit­su RV’s. It was em­bla­zoned with

    the Red Christ­mas lo­go, a Christ­mas tree be­decked with hand grenades and crossed

    am­mu­ni­tion belts su­per­im­posed over a mush­room cloud. Sh­eryl knocked on the door.

    Get­ting no an­swer, she turned to Chi­un. “Guess it won’t do any harm to poke our heads

    in.”




    She opened the door and let Chi­un go first.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju found him­self in a sparse­ly , fur­nished in­te­ri­or. The walls

    were cov­ered with long rice-​pa­per strips on which Japanese ideographs made ver­ti­cal lines.

    Pa­pers lay on a desk.




    “Not as neat as I ex­pect­ed,” Sh­eryl not­ed.




    “The Japanese nev­er show their true faces in pub­lic. This rat’s nest you see is how they

    are when they think no one is look­ing.”




    “I’ve seen worse,” Sh­eryl said, look­ing around. “I guess this here’s a copy of the

    script.” She opened it up. “Now, don’t this beat all? It’s in Japanese too. Maybe there’s an

    En­glish trans­la­tion some­where about.”




    Chi­un went from strip to strip, read­ing. “These are ac­count­ings of pro­vi­sions,” he

    told Sh­eryl.




    “Doesn’t sur­prise me none. It takes a lot to mount a movie of this scale. It’s

    prac­ti­cal­ly an epic.”




    “Many weapons, much am­mu­ni­tion, and sup­plies. They have a great deal of rice.”




    “They eat a lot of rice. You know that.”




    “How long will this film take to fin­ish?”




    “They told me the shoot­ing sched­ule is four weeks.”




    “Then they lied to you. Ac­cord­ing to this note, the shoot­ing sched­ule is five days.”




    Sh­eryl put her head next to Chi­un’s. She ex­am­ined the pa­per.




    “You must be read­ing it wrong,” she said. “You can’t hard­ly film a sit­com in that

    time.”




    “Are you con­ver­sant with Japanese writ­ing?”




    “Well, no,” Sh­eryl ad­mit­ted.




    “I speak and read it flu­ent­ly, and this stip­ulates that they will take Yu­ma in five

    shoot­ing days.”




    “Take?”




    “I am giv­ing the lit­er­al trans­la­tion. Is ‘take’ a movie term?”




    “Yes. But a take is a good scene. One they’ll use. I can’t imag­ine what they could mean by

    tak­ing Yu­ma. I know they’ll be film­ing in the city lat­er on, but that can’t be it.”




    “I will glad­ly lis­ten to your trans­la­tion,” Chi­un told her cool­ly.




    “Don’t be sil­ly. Some­one just made a mis­take. This is a four-​week pro­duc­tion.”




    “They have rice for near­ly six months.”




    “Says who?”




    “Says I. Just now.” Chi­un tapped an­oth­er rice-​pa­per strip. “Ac­cord­ing to this, they

    have rice for six months. Twice the amount they be­lieve they will re­quire.”




    “Well, there you go. The oth­er thing must be wrong, then. They wouldn’t have a six-​month

    sup­ply of rice for a five-​day shoot, now, would they?”




    “They would not have such a sup­ply of rice for a four-​month shoot­ing sched­ule ei­ther,”

    Chi­un said slow­ly. “Why do they call it a shoot­ing sched­ule?”




    “You’ve heard of shoot­ing a pic­ture?”




    “I have heard of tak­ing a pic­ture. Is that the ‘take’ they meant?”




    “No. When they film, they call it shoot­ing a movie. There­fore, shoot­ing sched­ule. Wait a

    minute. You should know that! You’re a film cor­re­spon­dent.”




    “I know it now,” Chi­un said, turn­ing abrupt­ly. “I would like to see their rice

    sup­ply.”




    “Why, for Pe­te’s sake?”




    Be­fore the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could re­ply, a Japanese crew­man leapt in­to the

    trail­er.




    “What you do here?” he barked. “Off rim­its!”




    “Oh, we were just look­ing for Jiro,” Sh­eryl said.




    “Off rim­its!” the Japanese re­peat­ed spite­ful­ly.




    “I don’t think he speaks En­glish,” Sh­eryl whis­pered.




    “Al­low me to an­swer this,” Chi­un said. He lapsed in­to gut­tural Japanese. The oth­er

    man’s face quirked in as­ton­ish­ment. He grabbed for the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Chi­un

    sidestepped the thrust. The Japanese kept go­ing. He fell on his face. He bounced to his feet

    and made an­oth­er move to­ward the tiny Ko­re­an.




    “You cut this out, both of you!” Sh­eryl said, get­ting be­tween the two of them. “This

    here’s Mr. Chi­un. He’s with Star File mag­azine. You be­have your­self “




    The Japanese pushed her aside rough­ly and lunged at Chi­un.




    Smil­ing, Chi­un spoke a sim­ple, pun­gent word in Japanese. “Yo­gore.” His op­po­nent

    howled and lunged. The Japanese went sail­ing past him, his feet trip­ping on the RV’s steps.

    They scram­bled for foot­ing, but to no avail. He fell face­down in­to the grit­ty sand.




    Calm­ly the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju walked down his legs, over his back, and stepped off his

    head to alight on the sand. He turned.




    “Why do you loi­ter?” he asked Sh­eryl. “He will be awake soon.”




    Sh­eryl looked around. There was no one in sight. “I’m with you,” she said as she stepped

    over the man. As they slipped to the clus­ter of tents, Sh­eryl said in a tight voice, “You

    know, some­times the at­mo­sphere around here is so tense you can break off pieces and chew

    them in­stead of gum. If this is how these folks make movies, God help us if they ev­er take

    over our movie com­pa­nies. I, for one, will be look­ing for a new line of work, thank

    you.”




    The food-​pro­vi­sion tent faced the busy food-​ser­vice truck. Chi­un and Sh­eryl ducked

    be­hind it.




    “How are we go­ing to get in?” Sh­eryl asked, feel­ing the coarse fab­ric.




    “You will stand guard?”




    “Sure as shootin’.”




    Af­ter Sh­eryl had turned her head, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju plunged a fin­ger­nail in­to the

    cloth and slashed down­ward so swift­ly the rip sound was com­pressed in­to a rude bark. He

    masked it by feign­ing a cough.




    “What’s the mat­ter, poor thing?” Sh­eryl asked. “In­hale some sand?”




    “Be­hold,” Chi­un said, point­ing to the cloth. At first Sh­eryl couldn’t see what he was

    talk­ing about, but when Chi­un touched the fab­ric, a ver­ti­cal slit ap­peared as if by

    mag­ic.




    “Well, how about that?” she said. “Must be our lucky day. “




    For the long tear ex­act­ly fol­lowed the line where a white stripe joined an or­ange one.

    Chi­un held the tent open for her.




    “Must be a de­fect in the work­man­ship,” Sh­eryl said when Chi­un joined her in­side the

    cool tent.




    ” ‘Work­man­ship’ is not in the Japanese vo­cab­ulary,” Chi­un sniffed. He walked around the

    tent. It was crammed with burlap sacks. lie touched one, and felt the hard-​packed rice grains

    give like grav­el.




    “There is enough rice here to main­tain many men for many months,” he said grave­ly.




    “There you go. What’d I tell you?”




    “More than four weeks’ sup­ply. More than four months. De­pend­ing on the num­bers of

    per­sons in­volved, per­haps near­ly six months.”




    “So, they’re pre­pared. Like the Boy Scouts. Films do run be­yond their shoot­ing

    sched­ules.”




    “It is not good that Bronzi­ni leads them.”




    “Why not?”




    “In his ear­li­er ex­is­tence, he was a dan­ger­ous man,” Chi­un mused. “He as­pired to

    con­quer the known world. Many suf­fered, not the least of which was my vil­lage in Ko­rea.

    There was no work for as long as he massed his forces and con­quered em­pires.”




    “Look, I’m go­ing to ask this straight out be­cause it’s start­ing to drive me crazy, but

    you aren’t from the En­quir­er, by any chance, are you?”




    “No. I am here of­fi­cial­ly from Star File mag­azine, al­though if the truth be known, I am

    a po­et. In fact, I am think­ing of writ­ing of my ex­pe­ri­ences here in Ung po­et­ry. The

    short form, of course. Re­gret­tably, Star File mag­azine does not pub­lish two thou­sand-​page

    is­sues. I am think­ing of call­ing it Chi­un Among the Yu­mans. Per­haps I will con­sent to

    sell the movie rights now that I have con­tacts in this in­dus­try.”




    “Look, we re­al­ly shouldn’t be here. Es­pe­cial­ly if we’re go­ing to be talk­ing this

    trash. Let’s skedad­dle.”




    “I have seen what I wish. Now I must speak with Re­mo. “




    “Okay, great. Let’s find him.”




    None of the A. D.’s could lo­cate Re­mo, al­though their walkie-​talkies crack­led mes­sages

    all over the lo­ca­tion area. Fi­nal­ly the word came back.




    “Re­mo gone to Ruke,” the A.D. in­formed them, and walked away.




    “Okay,” Sh­eryl told Chi­un. “You speak Japanese. You trans­late.”




    “Is there a place known as Luke near here?” Chi­un asked.




    “Luke? Sure, Luke Air Force Range. That must be it. Re­mo and Sun­ny Joe prob­ably went

    there to do pre­pro­duc­tion on the parachute drop they got set for to­mor­row. If you don’t

    mind wait­ing till to­mor­row, we can watch them film it.”




    “Per­haps I should speak to the Greek­ling,” Chi­un said.




    “The which?”




    “Bronzi­ni.”




    “He’s Ital­ian.”




    “Now. Be­fore, he was a Greek­ling.”




    “Which movie was that?”




    “When he was Alexan­der.”




    “I have a crack­er­jack idea,” Sh­eryl said sud­den­ly. “Let’s get out of this sun. I think

    if we sat in the shade a spell, it would clear our heads right quick.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked up at Sh­eryl in­quis­itive­ly. “Why?” he asked. “Has the sun

    af­fect­ed your mind?”




    Lee Rabkin thought it was the strangest ne­go­ti­ation ses­sion he had ev­er tak­en part in.

    As the pres­ident of the IATSE lo­cal, he had been in­volved in many bit­ter union

    dis­putes.




    He had ex­pect­ed the usu­al. Af­ter all, Red Christ­mas was a Japanese pro­duc­tion. They

    did things a lit­tle dif­fer­ent­ly. So when Rabkin re­ceived a call at two A. M. from

    pro­duc­er Jiro Isuzu that the pro­duc­tion, bend­ing to Bartholomew Bronzi­ni’s pref­er­ences,

    had re­con­sid­ered their nonunion stand, and could he bring his ne­go­tia­tors to the

    lo­ca­tion im­me­di­ate­ly-​Isuzu had pro­nounced it “im­me­di­atry”-Lee Rabkin was up and

    bang­ing on the oth­ers’ doors be­fore Isuzu heard the phone click.




    Nishit­su vans were wait­ing for the sleepy union protesters. They were driv­en in si­lence

    to the lo­ca­tion and let off at a base camp of cir­cled tents and RV’s.




    Some­where near­by, a portable gas gen­er­ator start­ed up with a cough­like com­plaint.




    Jiro Isuzu stepped out of an RV and bowed so low that Lee Rabkin took it as a sign of to­tal

    sur­ren­der. “Ready to play ball, Isuzu?” He sneered.




    “Barr? Not un­der­stand. Brought you here to ne­go­ti­ate union rore in firm.”




    “That’s what I meant,” Rabkin said in a su­pe­ri­or voice, think­ing: Boy, this Jap is dumb.

    No won­der he tried to dance around the union.




    “For­row, prease,” Isuzu said, turn­ing smart­ly on his heel. “Ne­go­ti­ation trench has

    been pre­pared.”




    “Trench?” some­one whis­pered in Rabkin’s ear. Rabkin shrugged un­con­cerned­ly and said,

    “Hell, they sit on the floor at meal­time. I guess they ne­go­ti­ate in trench­es.”




    They fol­lowed Jiro Isuzu be­yond the base-​camp tents and a short way in­to the desert. It

    was an eerie sight by moon­light. Hol­lows lay in im­pen­etra­ble shad­ow and the gen­tle dunes

    re­sem­bled sil­very frost­ing. Up ahead, three men stood in sil­hou­ette, AK-47’s cra­dled to

    their chests.




    “What’s with the guns?” a union mem­ber asked ner­vous­ly.




    “It’s a war pic­ture,” Rabkin said loud enough for ev­ery­one to hear.




    “Maybe they’re re­hears­ing.”




    Isuzu sud­den­ly dis­ap­peared. Rabkin hur­ried to catch up and found that Isuzu had sim­ply

    walked down a plank and in­to an eight-​foot-​deep trench in the sand. Shov­els stood chucked

    on one side of the fresh­ly dug pit.




    Isuzu called up, “Come, prease.”




    “When in Rome, I guess,” Rabkin mut­tered. He went in first. A guard hur­ried off to the

    gen­er­ator. “They must be go­ing to rig lights,” Rabkin told the oth­ers fol­low­ing him in­to

    the trench.




    “Good. It’s as black as a snake’s ass­hole in here.” When at last ev­ery­one was stand­ing

    in the dark trench, Jiro Isuzu barked a quick com­mand in Japanese.




    “Well, do we sit, or what?” Rabkin de­mand­ed, try­ing to see Isuzu’s face in the murk.




    “No,” Jiro Isuzu told him in a po­lite voice, you sim­pry die.”




    And then Lee Rabkin’s eye­balls seemed to ex­plode from with­in. He felt the elec­tric

    cur­rent rip­ple up through the soles of his feet and he fell on his face. His nose com­plet­ed

    the cir­cuit and fried his brains like scram­bled eggs and cooked his corneas cataract

    white.




    Jiro Isuzu watched the bod­ies Jerk and fall dis­in­ter­est­ed­ly. They smoked like ba­con

    even af­ter the elec­tric cur­rent was shut off from the met­al plates un­der the sand at their

    feet. Al­though it was again safe for him to walk from the trench, he pre­ferred not to step

    over so many white-​pupiled corpses and ac­cept­ed the hands that reached down to pull him off

    the pro­tec­tive rub­ber mat that was the same beige shade as the sand.




    Isuzu threw an­oth­er or­der over his shoul­der and walked off with­out a back­ward glance.

    Dawn was on­ly an hour away, and there was still much to do. . . .


  




  

    Chapter 11




    On the morn­ing of De­cem­ber 23, a Cana­di­an cold front de­scend­ed on the Unit­ed States

    of Amer­ica, plung­ing the na­tion in­to be­low-​ze­ro tem­per­atures. On this his­toric day,

    the two warmest cities of the coun­try were Mi­ami, Flori­da, and Yu­ma, Ari­zona. And it was

    not warm in Yu­ma.




    When the morn­ing sun broke over the Gi­la moun­tains, Bartholomew Bronzi­ni had been up an

    hour. He had a quick break­fast in the Shi­lo Inn restau­rant, then re­turned to his room to do

    his morn­ing work­out.




    When he stepped out of the lob­by, two things sur­prised him. The first was the cold. It

    felt like forty de­grees. The oth­er was the ab­sence of union pick­eters. Bronzi­ni ducked

    back in­to the lob­by.




    “No pick­ets to­day?” he asked the girl at the reg­is­tra­tion desk. “What goes on?”




    The re­cep­tion­ist leaned clos­er. “I have a girl­friend at the Ra­ma­da,” she whis­pered.

    “That’s where they’re stay­ing. She says they left in the mid­dle of the night with­out pay­ing

    their bill.”




    “Prob­ably ran out of mon­ey. Thanks.”




    There were no pick­eters at the lo­ca­tion ac­cess road when Bronzi­ni blast­ed his

    Harley-​David­son on­to it. He passed the check­point, which con­sist­ed of two Japanese guards

    stand­ing near the de­stroyed T-62 tank.




    The guards at­tempt­ed to wave him to a stop. Bronzi­ni didn’t both­er to slow down.




    “They must be jok­ing, try­ing to keep me off my own set,” he mut­tered. “Who do they think

    they’re deal­ing with? Heather Lock­lear?”




    The base camp was de­sert­ed. Off in the near dis­tance, one of the prop tanks was chug­ging

    back and forth in the sand. It had a bi­fur­cat­ed plow blade mount­ed on the front. The tank

    used the blade to make piles of sand and push them in­to a hole.




    Bronzi­ni sped up to the main-​unit lo­ca­tion. He got a sur­prise when he turned the

    cor­ner.




    There were over a thou­sand men lined up in bat­tal­ion for­ma­tion. They wore brown

    Peo­ple’s Lib­er­ation Army uni­forms and stood with their AK-47’s at pa­rade rest. On ei­ther

    side of them, the tanks and APC’s had been lined up in ruler-​straight rows. Tank com­man­ders

    and crew­men clus­tered in front of the wait­ing ma­chines. Jiro Isuzu stood fac­ing them, his

    back to Bronzi­ni.




    Bronzi­ni dis­mount­ed and walked up to him. “Bronzi­ni san,” Isuzu de­mand­ed hot­ly, “what

    you do here so ear­ry?”




    “Nice uni­form, Jiro,” Bronzi­ni said cool­ly. “If you’re go­ing to be an ex­tra too, who’ll

    be di­rect­ing? A gaffer?” Isuzu’s face dark­ened.




    “I wirr di­rect from with­in shot at times. You are famiri­ar with tech­nique.”




    “I’ve di­rect­ed my­self,” Bronzi­ni ad­mit­ted. “Nev­er with a sword, though.”




    Jiro Isuzu grasped the scab­bard of his cer­emo­ni­al sword. Bronzi­ni knew swords. It was

    not Chi­nese, but a samu­rai sword. It looked au­then­tic, too.




    “Sword bring good ruck. In famiry many gen­er­ation.”




    “Try not to trip over it,” Bronzi­ni told him. He in­di­cat­ed the pha­lanx of ex­tras.

    Sev­er­al of the crew­men were go­ing from man to man, dis­tribut­ing Fed­er­al Ex­press

    en­velopes. “We are firm­ing Chi­nese sor­dier prepar­ing for bat­tre,’ Jiro said

    unc­tu­ous­ly. “Not need you yet.”




    “Yeah?” Bronzi­ni no­ticed the Japanese crew­men were al­so in uni­form. Sev­er­al were

    film­ing the pro­ceed­ings with hand-​held Nishit­su video cam­eras. A big yel­low Chap­man

    crane lift­ed a thir­ty-​five-​mil­lime­ter film cam­era over the men, cap­tur­ing a

    breath­tak­ing panoram­ic shot of the for­ma­tion.




    “Cam­era­man in uni­form too?” Bronzi­ni said qui­et­ly. “We need ev­ery man. Not enough

    ex­tras.”




    “Uh-​huh.” As Bronzi­ni watched, the sol­diers squat ted in the sand and, re­mov­ing knives

    from belt scab­bards, start­ed par­ing their fin­ger­nails. They next chopped off a lock of

    hair. The clip­pings and hair were care­ful­ly de­posit­ed in the Fedex en­velopes and

    sealed.




    “What the heck is this about?” Bronzi­ni asked. “Chi­nese war cus­tom. Sor­diers go­ing

    in­to bat­tre send home parts of serves to be buried in famiry urn if they not re­turn.”




    Bronzi­ni grunt­ed. “Nice touch, but don’t you think the Fedex en­velopes are a bit of a

    stretch?” Uni­formed groups went through the for­ma­tion as the ex­tras climbed to their feet.

    They col­lect­ed the en­velopes.




    At a nod from Isuzu, they raised their fists and shout­ed, “Ban­zai!”




    “Ban­zai?” Bronzi­ni said. “Stop me if you’ve heard this one be­fore, Jiro, but ‘ban­zai’ is

    Japanese.”




    “Ex­tras get car­ried away. We ed­it out. Okay?”




    “I’ll want my tech­ni­cal ad­vis­er to okay all this stuff. He’s due in to­day. I won’t have

    my name on a piece of shit. Un­der­stand?”




    “We ar­ready reave mes­sage at hot­er. Ask him to meet us at air­drop site. Okay?”




    “Not okay. I read the script last night. I know this is a Japanese film, but does my

    char­ac­ter have to die?”




    “You hero. Die trag­ic hero­ic death.”




    “And the part about the Amer­icans nuk­ing their own city re­al­ly both­ers me. What do you

    call that?”




    “Hap­py end­ing. Evil Red Chi­nese die.”




    “So does the civil­ian pop­ula­tion. How about a rewrite?”




    “Rewrite pos­si­bre. We talk rater.”




    “Okay,” Bronzi­ni said, eye­ing the sol­diers in for­ma­tion. “This is amaz­ing. How many

    peo­ple you got here?”




    “Over two thou­sand.”




    “Well, I hope they’re cheap. This is the kind of thing that put Grundy IV over bud­get.”




    “We are un­der bud­get. And on sched­ule. Prease to wait at base camp.”




    “A cou­ple of ques­tions first. What were they bury­ing by the base camp?”




    “Trash.”




    “Uh-​huh. The In­di­ans are sure go­ing to ap­pre­ci­ate turn­ing their reser­va­tion in­to

    a dump site.”




    “In­di­an paid off. No trou­ble from In­di­an. Ar­so, have reached un­der­stand­ing with

    union. They agree to stay out of this firm, we use them in next. You go now.”




    “Let me know when you’re ready for the first set­up.” Bronzi­ni looked at his watch. “This

    time of year, there’s on­ly twelve hours of day­light till mag­ic hour.”




    “Mag­ic hour?”




    “Yeah. Af­ter the sun goes down, there’s an hour of false light be­fore it gets dark. On

    Amer­ican pro­duc­tions, we call it mag­ic hour. It gives us ex­tra shoot­ing time. Don’t tell

    me you nev­er heard the term.”




    “This first firm for Nishit­su.”




    “No shit,” Bronzi­ni said, vault­ing on­to his bike. “And you know, Jiro, I think it’s

    go­ing to be your last. I just hope you don’t drag my ca­reer down with yours.”




    Bronzi­ni sent the Harley rock­et­ing back to base camp. Re­mo Williams ar­rived at Luke Air

    Force Range at eight A.M. He stopped his rent­ed car at the check­point. An air­man stepped up

    to the car.




    “I’m with the movie,” Re­mo told him. “Your name, sir?”




    “Re­mo Durock.”




    The guard con­sult­ed a check­list.




    “My name should be easy to find. I think there’s on­ly four or five non-​Japanese with the

    film.”




    “Yes, Sir. Re­mo Durock. You’re free to pass. Take a right, then two lefts. It’s the red

    brick build­ing.”




    “Much obliged,” Re­mo said. He parked his car in front of the red brick build­ing. It was

    near the air­field. A small pro­peller-​driv­en plane was idling on the flight line. It looked

    ridicu­lous­ly tiny when com­pared to the hulk­ing C-130 Her­cules trans­ports parked wing to

    wing on the near side of the tar­mac.




    Re­mo went in­side, showed a fake pho­to ID in the name of Re­mo Durock to a desk sergeant,

    and was di­rect­ed to a room.




    “Hey, Re­mo. You’re late.” It was Bill Roam.




    “Sor­ry. I had trou­ble find­ing the main gate,” Re­mo said. He no­ticed a heavy­set man in

    a kha­ki sa­fari jack­et and bush hat with Roam.




    “Re­mo, meet Jim. This is Bronzi­ni’s tech­ni­cal ad­vis­er, Jim Con­can­non.”




    “How’re you do­ing?” Re­mo asked.




    “Out­stand­ing,” Con­can­non replied.




    “Jim’s our all-​around ex­pert on mil­itary mat­ters,” Roam ex­plained. “He worked with

    Bronzi­ni on all the Grundy flicks. Right now, he’s walk­ing me through check­out on these

    Japanese parachutes.”




    Re­mo no­ticed that the room was filled with parachute packs. Hun­dreds of them. They were

    black.




    Con­can­non was un­pack­ing one now, un­ty­ing the can­vas cov­ers to ex­am­ine the ny­lon

    chute bell. He ex­am­ined the fab­ric care­ful­ly, hold­ing it up to the light.




    “You check ev­ery stress point,” Con­can­non was ex­plain­ing. “Don’t wor­ry about any

    lit­tle holes you find in the canopy. Just make sure the shroud lines are an­chored firm­ly and

    not tan­gled up.”




    “Right,” Bill Roam said. He tossed a pack to Re­mo. Re­mo caught it. “Lend a hand, son. It’s

    your ass that’s on­na be dan­gling from one of these Nip­ponese um­rel­las. “




    Re­mo set the pack on the long ta­ble and un­did the flaps. He checked the lines, test­ed

    the fab­ric. It felt sound.




    “Hell of a point to come to,” Bill Roam was say­ing as Jim showed them how to repack the

    chutes. “I can re­mem­ber a time when Japanese prod­ucts were the joke of the West­ern world.

    And to­day I’m work­ing for a Japanese film com­pa­ny and boot­ing sev­er­al hun­dred Air Force

    boys out the back of a trans­port with Japanese parachutes strapped to their backs.”




    “Okay,” Jim said. “These ap­pear to be strack. Now, who wants to be the guinea pig?”




    “Hell, man. Not me. I’m too old,” Bill Roam said.




    “I haven’t jumped from a plane since Ko­rea,” Jim added.




    They both looked at Re­mo.




    “You game?” Bill Roam asked him.




    “Why not?” Re­mo said, pulling the chute on­to his back.




    They walked out to the idling prop plane. An air­man was at the con­trols. He wore avi­ator

    sun­glass­es and chewed gum vig­or­ous­ly. Re­mo climbed in.




    Jim Con­can­non clapped him on the back.




    “You be sure to let us know if it doesn’t open, hear?” Ev­ery­one laughed but Re­mo. The

    door was slammed on his im­pas­sive face. Prov­idence was still on his mind. The plane hummed

    down the run­way and lift­ed awk­ward­ly. It climbed up and out over the desert.




    The pi­lot spoke up over the en­gine drone. “I’m go­ing to stay as close to the base as I

    can. Not much wind right now. So you ought to land close enough to be picked up by

    he­li­copter. That okay with you?”




    “Sure, Re­mo said. He pushed open the pas­sen­ger door, placed a foot on the wing, and as

    the plane tipped that wing to earth, Re­mo launched him­self in­to space.




    As he fell, the sleeves of his Air Force uni­form chat­tered wild­ly. The vast ex­panse of

    south­west­ern Ari­zona hur­tled up to meet him. Re­mo reached for the D-​ring and pulled.




    The pack vom­it­ed a cloud of black ny­lon. The up­draft filled it, and Re­mo was yanked

    back vi­olent­ly. Then he swung like a pen­du­lum. He looked up.




    The big black bell was float­ing above him. He looked past his boots and saw the sand

    ris­ing to meet them. When Re­mo hit the ground, he rolled and shucked off the parachute

    web­bing all in one mo­tion.




    A he­li­copter rat­tled over­head mo­ments lat­er. It set­tled sev­er­al yards dis­tant. Its

    ro­tors blew sand in ev­ery di­rec­tion, kick­ing up a mo­men­tary sand­storm. Re­mo shut his

    eyes un­til it sub­sid­ed. Then he ran for the wait­ing chop­per and ducked un­der the

    ro­tor.




    Sun­ny Joe Roam put out a big hand and pulled him aboard.




    “Nice jump,” he said. “You know your stuff. Mil­itary back­ground?”




    “Marines,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted.




    Jim Con­can­non grunt­ed. “Jar­heads,” he said. He said it with a smile.




    “Don’t mind ol’ Jim,” Roam laughed. “He’s ex-​Army. He may talk like a grunt, but there’s

    none fin­er. Speak­ing of which, Jim, we got­ta get you over to that drop site. You’ll be with

    the desert drop unit to­day.”




    “Where will Bronzi­ni be?” Re­mo asked in con­cern.




    “Search me,” Roam told him. “Lat­est I hear, film­ing’s split in­to nine units. We’ll be

    with the parachut­edrop unit. Bronzi­ni will prob­ably be with the tank units at the Ma­rine

    Air Sta­tion. We’ll have the fun. All they’re do­ing is run­ning tanks in and out of the main

    gate. Any­way, much obliged for do­ing the drop. I’d have sent up an air­man, but if we’d lost

    him, they would have held it against us, prob­ably. Right, Jim?” The two men joined in

    good-​na­tured laugh­ter as the he­li­copter lift­ed off.




    “What about the oth­er parachutes?” Re­mo won­dered.




    “Hell,” said Sun­ny Joe. “What do you want, to go jump in ev­ery dang one of them?” Their

    laugh­ter in­creased. “They looked sound and yours test­ed out. They work.”




    “That’s the prob­lem with parachutes,” drawled Jim. “They’re like con­doms. Good for that

    first plunge, but I wouldn’t want to de­pend on them a sec­ond time.”




    “Well,” Re­mo said, look­ing back at the de­flat­ed mush­room of his parachute as it flapped

    in the ro­tor wash, “we know that one worked.” His face was wor­ried. Not about the parachute

    drop, but over the fact that he wouldn’t be work­ing near Bronzi­ni this first day. Maybe that

    wouldn’t be a prob­lem. He hadn’t seen any pick­et­ing out­side the ho­tel or at the air-​base

    gate.




    The cam­era crews were the first to en­ter the Yu­ma Ma­rine Corps Air Base gate out­side

    the city lim­its. Colonel Emile Tep­per­man was there to greet them. He wore his best

    util­ities, and a pearl-​han­dled sidearm at his hip. It was load­ed with blanks.




    The Chap­man crane came next. It was a four-​wheeled ve­hi­cle with a tele­scop­ing

    boom-​mount­ed cam­era. The cam­era­man wore an au­then­tic-​look­ing Peo­ple’s Lib­er­ation

    Army uni­form, down to the sidearm. The crane po­si­tioned it­self on one side of the ap­proach

    road.




    A half-​dozen Japanese piled out of a van, lug­ging Nishit­su video-​cam­eras. They

    de­ployed snap­pi­ly, im­press­ing Tep­per­man with their near-​mil­itary dis­ci­pline.




    Then came the Nishit­su car car­ry­ing Jiro Isuzu. He was swift­ly passed through the gate.

    Emerg­ing from the car, he walked up to Tep­per­man, trailed by a ret­inue of men in desert

    cam­ou­flage car­ry­ing leather cas­es.




    “Good morn­ing, Mr. Isuzu, ” Tep­per­man said hearti­ly. “Great morn­ing for it, isn’t

    it?”




    “Yes, thank you. We are ready to be­gin.”




    “Where’s Bronzi­ni?”




    “Bronzi­ni san in read tank. On way. We wish to firm tank en­ter­ing base. Your men fire on

    them. Tank fire back. Then you sur­ren­der.”




    “Sur­ren­der? Now, wait a minute. This isn’t con­sis­tent with the im­age of the Corps.”




    “This ear­ry in firm,” Isuzu as­sured him. “Rater we firm Marines crush­ing wicked Chi­nese

    Red Army.”




    “Well, in that case,” Tep­per­man said, “as long as the Corps emerges vic­to­ri­ous, I’ll go

    along.”




    “Ex­cer­rent. Stand very stirr, prease.”




    Two uni­formed Japanese be­gan clip­ping metal­lic but­ton­like ob­jects to Tep­per­man’s

    uni­form.




    “What are these lit­tle doo­dads? Act­ing medals?”




    “Squibs. When we fire, they break. Spirr fake brood. Very con­vinc­ing.”




    “Does it wash off?” Tep­per­man asked, think­ing of the dry-​clean­ing bill.




    “Yes. Very safe. You have brank sherr?”




    “Beg par­don?”




    “Brank sherr,” Isuzu re­peat­ed. “You have?”




    “I don’t quite get your drift,” Tep­per­man ad­mit­ted. Jiro Isuzu thought be­fore speak­ing

    again. Then he said, “Brank bur­ret.”




    “Oh, bul­let. You mean blank shells!”




    “Yes. Brank sherr.”




    “Yes, I re­ceived them. My men have them too. Don’t wor­ry. There’ll be no ac­ci­den­tal

    shoot­ing on this base.”




    “Ex­er­rent. We be­gin soon.”




    Isuzu turned to go, but Tep­per­man caught him by the sleeve.




    “Hold on. What about my mark?”




    “Mark?”




    “You know. I un­der­stand that the first thing an ac­tor has to learn is how to find his

    mark.”




    “Ah, that mark. Yes. Hm­mmm. Here,” Jiro said, pick­ing a squib from Tep­per­man’s uni­form.

    He dropped it and stepped on it.




    “You stand there,” he said, point­ing to the bloody blotch.




    Tep­per­man gave a re­lieved smile. He hadn’t want­ed to look like an id­iot. A lot of his

    rel­atives were movie­go­ers. “Great. Thanks,” he said.




    Colonel Emile Tep­per­man stepped on­to the blotch. He placed his hand on the flap of his

    side hol­ster, and struck a rak­ish pose as he await­ed his in­ter­na­tion­al film de­but.




    On ei­ther side of the ap­proach road, his Marines were po­si­tioned, their M-16’s in hand.

    Japanese spe­cial-​ef­fects tech­ni­cians fin­ished ap­ply­ing blood squibs to their

    clothes.




    Fi­nal­ly the grum­ble of the tanks came from be­yond the perime­ter fence. A wide grin

    broke out on Emile Tep­per­man’s face. Through the dust, he could see Bart Bronzi­ni in the

    lead tank. He was stand­ing up in the open tur­ret hatch. Tep­per­man won­dered if he would be

    vis­ible when the tank rolled by. He would re­al­ly en­joy be­ing in the same scene with the

    Steroid Stal­lion.




    The tanks stopped.




    Jiro Isuzu looked up at the cam­era op­er­ator perched on a sad­dle at the end of the

    Chap­man crane boom. Some­one ran up and placed a clap­per board in front of the cam­era.

    Tep­per­man smiled. It was just like he’d seen in movies about movies.




    “Ror­ring!” Jiro called.




    The clap­per clapped. The man dropped it and ran to re­trieve an as­sault ri­fle he’d left

    lean­ing against the guard box. The cam­era panned to­ward the tank line.




    They start­ed up the road, a rum­bling line of clank­ing ma­chin­ery, dust tun­nel­ing in

    their wake.




    Tep­per­man felt a thrill of ex­pec­ta­tion course through him. So re­al. He saw his men

    tense ex­pec­tant­ly. He had lec­tured them last night about look­ing sharp. And not look­ing

    in­to the cam­era. He had read some­where that that was a no-​no, the mark of an am­ateur

    ac­tor. Tep­per­man took pride in the pro­fes­sion­al­ism of his men. He just hoped they had

    sense enough not to up­stage him.




    The tank col­umn turned in­to the gate, and on cue the guard fired his M-16 three times, and

    it oc­curred to Tep­per­man for the first time that if this was sup­posed to be the en­emy

    rolling in, why was the hero stand­ing in the lead tank? He de­cid­ed the plot must be more

    com­pli­cat­ed than he’d been led to be­lieve. Tep­per­man watched as the guard went down in a

    re­turn hail of fire. Blood squirt­ed from the ra­dio­con­trolled squibs. He threshed wild­ly

    as he went down, and Colonel Tep­per­man made a men­tal note to rep­ri­mand the guard for

    over­act­ing.




    The tanks split in­to two columns. Isuzu raised his sword and brought it down with a

    flour­ish.




    That was Tep­per­man’s cue.




    “Re­turn fire!” he thun­dered, drop­ping in­to a crouch. His weapon came up in his hand. He

    snapped off eight rapid shots, hop­ing the pearl han­dles showed up on cam­era. Tep­per­man

    no­ticed with a frown that none of the Chi­nese troops hang­ing off the tanks were go­ing

    down.




    “Dammit!” he mut­tered. “Where’s the re­al­ism?” He saw Marines drop all around him, their

    shirts spat­tered with re­al­is­tic-​look­ing blood. One man was re­al­ly yelling his head off.

    “Damn these over­ac­tors,” Tep­per­man grum­bled, reach­ing for an­oth­er clip.




    Tep­per­man squeezed off an­oth­er shot, try­ing to knock off a tank ma­chine-​gun­ner. He

    didn’t go down, which of course he would not. Tep­per­man was not us­ing live am­mu­ni­tion. He

    hoped some­one would blow this take, so he could tell Isuzu that what this scene re­al­ly,

    re­al­ly need­ed was for the hero­ic base com­man­der to score a few hits. For the good of the

    sto­ry line, of course.




    Tep­per­man was screw­ing his face in­to a hero­ic gri­mace when he felt some­thing clutch

    his an­kle.




    He turned, still crouched on his haunch­es.




    A pain-​racked face stared up at him. It was a Ma­rine. He was on his stom­ach. He had

    crawled from the side of the road to his com­man­der’s side, leav­ing a very re­al­is­tic trail

    of blood.




    “Nice touch, son,” Tep­per­man hissed. “The old dy­ing sol­dier try­ing to warn his

    su­pe­ri­or of­fi­cer. Good. Now play dead.”




    But the Ma­rine clutched Tep­per­man’s an­kle more tight­ly than ev­er. He groaned. And

    through the groan came rat­tling words that were au­di­ble above the per­cus­sive ca­copho­ny

    of gun­fire and tank clat­ter.




    “Sir … the bul­lets … re­al,” he choked out.




    “Get a grip on your­self. It’s on­ly a movie. What have you been smok­ing? Lo­co weed?”




    “I’m wound­ed … sir. Bad. Look … blood. “




    “Squibs, man. Haven’t you ev­er seen spe­cial ef­fects be­fore?”




    “Sir … lis­ten … to … me….”




    “Calm down,” Tep­per­man said sav­age­ly. “That’s Bart Bronzi­ni in that lead tank. Get a

    grip on your­self. You’d think a Ma­rine could stand the sight of fake blood. You make me sick

    to my stom­ach.”




    The Ma­rine let go of Tep­per­man’s an­kle and reached un­der him­self. He gri­maced. When

    his hand came away, it was cov­ered with drip­ping red mat­ter.




    “Here … proof,” he croaked. Then his cheek dropped to the ground.




    Colonel Emile Tep­per­man looked at the red mat­ter that had been plopped in­to his hand. It

    looked as­ton­ish­ing­ly like hu­man vis­cera. On im­pulse, Tep­per­man sniffed it. It smelled

    like an open bow­el wound; Com­man­dant Tep­per­man knew that hor­rid smell well. He had done a

    tour in Viet­nam.




    Tep­per­man jumped to his feet, hor­ror mak­ing the points of his mus­tache quirk like cat

    whiskers.




    “Stop the ac­tion!” he cried. “Hold it! Some­thing’s gone wrong! This man is re­al­ly

    wound­ed. Some­one must have mixed up the am­mu­ni­tion.”




    The fir­ing roared on, di­rect­ed by Jiro Isuzu with an up­raised sword.




    “Isuzu! Bronzi­ni! Bronzi­ni!” Tep­per­man hollered hoarse­ly. “For God’s sake, can’t

    any­one hear me?” Not think­ing, Com­man­dant Emile Tep­per­man stepped off his mark.

    Un­ex­pect­ed­ly, the blood squibs in his uni­form erupt­ed in all di­rec­tions. He ig­nored

    them. “Stop this. Turn off those cam­eras!” Tep­per­man bel­lowed, with­out re­sult. “Dammit,”

    he mut­tered. “What’s the word they use? Oh, right.” He cupped his hands over his mouth. “Cut!

    Cut!”




    But the shoot­ing con­tin­ued. Marines fell. Some of them spurt­ed red flu­id in ways that

    were ob­vi­ous­ly spe­cial ef­fects, but oth­ers went down with arms and legs sud­den­ly bent

    at weird an­gles. A Ma­rine’s head ex­plod­ed in a ha­lo of blood that no Hol­ly­wood

    spe­cial-​ef­fects shop could du­pli­cate-​be­cause it was hor­ri­fy­ing­ly re­al, as Colonel

    Emile Tep­per­man now knew.




    The tanks rolled over many of the bod­ies with cal­lous dis­re­gard for hu­man life. Some of

    the men were al­ready dead. Oth­ers sim­ply played dead, not re­al­iz­ing that the script had

    been changed. The ex­pres­sions on their faces when they felt the bite of steel tank tracks was

    hor­ri­ble, their scream­ing in­hu­man.




    It was com­plete­ly out of con­trol.




    Tep­per­man yelled “Cut!” un­til his voice cracked. He stum­bled be­tween the tanks and the

    bro­ken bod­ies un­til he reached Jiro Isuzu. He grabbed the Japanese by the shoul­der and

    whirled him around.




    “Stop this!” Tep­per­man thun­dered. “I or­der you to stop this at once. What are you

    do­ing?”




    “We are firm­ing,” Jiro said. He point­ed above their heads. A big square cam­era lens was

    fo­cused on them. “This is car­nage, slaugh­ter, and you’re film­ing it.”




    “Branks,” Isuzu told him, smil­ing toothily. “Not to wor­ry. “




    “Those tanks aren’t blanks. They’re re­al. They’re crush­ing peo­ple. Lis­ten to those

    un­god­ly screams.




    “Per­haps mis­take has been made. Gun, prease. I check.” Dazed­ly Colonel Tep­per­man

    al­lowed Jiro Isuzu to take his sidearm. The Japanese was so calm and un­ruf­fled that for a

    mo­ment Tep­per­man doubt­ed the re­al­ity-​or un­re­al­ity-​of what was go­ing on all around

    him.




    Isuzu placed the muz­zle to Tep­per­man’s fore­head. “Now, for cam­era. Do you sur­ren­der

    this base?”




    “Uh, yes,” Tep­per­man stam­mered.




    “Say the word, prease.”




    “I sur­ren­der,” Tep­per­man said.




    “Now I wirr purr trig­ger. Not to wor­ry. Brank. Okay?” Tep­per­man steeled him­self. He

    knew that a blank shell could not hurt him. He nev­er learned dif­fer­ent­ly. For when the

    trig­ger was pulled, it was as if a sledge­ham­mer had struck Tep­per­man be­tween the

    eyes.




    The ex­plo­sive force of the gun­pow­der had punched a hole in his skull. Pro­pelled by

    ex­pand­ing gas­es, the pa­per wadding pen­etrat­ed his brain. He hit the ground as dead as if

    shot by a steel-​jack­et­ed round. The on­ly dif­fer­ence was that there was no ex­it

    wound.




    “You nev­er sur­ren­der,” Jiro Isuzu told his un­hear­ing ears, as the last in­vol­un­tary

    twitch­ing of his leg mus­cles died down. “It is shame­ful.”


  




  

    Chapter 12




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni had been ac­cused of many things dur­ing his cin­emat­ic ca­reer. He

    had been crit­icized for mak­ing too much mon­ey, usu­al­ly by the rich. He had been

    crit­icized for his mono­tone de­liv­ery, usu­al­ly by out-​of-​work off-​Broad­way ac­tors. He

    had been crit­icized for be­ing pro­lif­ic, usu­al­ly by some­one who had nev­er done any­thing

    more cre­ative than list­ing a Cock­er Spaniel as a de­pen­dent on a Form 1040.




    Bronzi­ni got used to those things. They were the price of fame. Like sign­ing au­to­graphs

    for peo­ple who in­sist­ed they want­ed them for rel­atives.




    But the crit­icism that re­al­ly per­plexed Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was the ac­cu­sa­tion that

    he was some­how a pho­ny when he played the Amer­ican war su­per­hero Dack Grundy with­out

    ev­er hav­ing served in the U.S. mil­itary him­self.




    The first time he field­ed that ques­tion dur­ing a TV in­ter­view, Bronzi­ni replied

    “What?” in a dumb­struck voice. The in­ter­view­er as­sumed that was his defini­tive an­swer

    and went on to the sub­ject of his lat­est mul­ti­mil­lion-​dol­lar di­vorce set­tle­ment. By

    the time he was asked it again, Bronzi­ni had for­mu­lat­ed a ready-​made an­swer. “I’m an

    ac­tor play­ing a part. Not a sol­dier play­ing at act­ing. I’m a John Wayne, not an Au­die

    Mur­phy.” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was not act­ing now.




    He was perched on the slop­ing tur­ret of the lead T-62 tank rolling along the main road of

    MCAS Yu­ma. Be­hind him, a Japanese crew­man stood in the tur­ret well and sprayed the air with

    the swiv­el-​mount­ed .50-cal­iber ma­chine gun. De­fend­ing Marines were corkscrew­ing more

    re­al­is­ti­cal­ly than any ex­tra. Heads ex­plod­ed. Arms were sawed off by bul­let

    streams.




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was no fool. He might nev­er have seen com­bat, but he had made a lot

    of war movies. He re­al­ized be­fore any­one else that this was no movie. This was re­al.




    Yet they were film­ing it. It made no sense. Isuzu had told him that they were go­ing to

    make a grand en­trance to im­press the Marines, and that Bronzi­ni should ride on the lead

    tank. But as soon as the col­umn passed the gate, the Marines had opened up. With blanks. Then

    all hell broke loose.




    Even though it wasn’t in the script, Bronzi­ni leapt up­on the ma­chine-​gun­ner. The

    Japanese re­leased the gun’s trips and tried to rab­bit-​punch the pow­er­ful ac­tor. Bronzi­ni

    took the man by the back of the head with one hand and pum­meled his flat fea­tures to a pulp

    with the oth­er. Then he knocked the Japanese off the tank and took the .50-cal­iber in

    hand.




    Bronzi­ni swept the gun muz­zle around. He had nev­er fired a load­ed .50 cal­iber. But he

    had fired many blanks. Pulling the trig­ger was no dif­fer­ent. It was what came out the

    bar­rel that count­ed. He pulled the trig­ger.




    The face of the Japanese driv­er in the fol­low­ing tank dis­in­te­grat­ed. He slumped

    for­ward. Out of con­trol, the tank veered left, cut­ting off the tank be­hind it. The tracks

    merged and be­gan shred­ding one an­oth­er.




    Bronzi­ni swiveled his .50 to­ward the Japanese foot sol­diers. He cut them down with a long

    burst. A Japanese popped out of the tur­ret of his own tank. Bronzi­ni didn’t waste any

    bul­lets on him. He yanked the .50-cal­iber’s muz­zle around and brained the sol­dier with it,

    putting him over the side. As he lay stunned, the sec­ond tank crushed his legs with a

    splin­tery sound.




    Bronzi­ni looked around. He saw Jiro Isuzu off to one side of the en­trance, his samu­rai

    sword high in the air.




    He was di­rect­ing the ac­tion in a style that was half-​Hol­ly­wood and

    half-​mil­itary.




    Bronzi­ni sight­ed on his open mouth and pulled the trips. Noth­ing hap­pened. He spanked

    the breech with the heel of his hand, say­ing, “Come on, you moth­er!” Then he saw that the

    feed belt was emp­ty.




    A bul­let spanged off the tur­ret by his boot with so much force Bronzi­ni felt the im­pact

    in his clenched teeth. An­oth­er round went past his ear. It made an au­di­ble crack as it

    split the air.




    “The fuck!” Bronzi­ni said, see­ing AK-47’s in the Japanese hands lin­ing up on him. He was

    no sol­dier, but he knew that when you’re tak­ing fire, you seek shel­ter. He dived in­to the

    tur­ret.




    He found him­self sprawled be­hind the can­non breech. Ob­vi­ous­ly, the tanks had been

    re­stored to ful­ly op­er­able con­di­tion be­fore they crossed the bor­der. Be­side it was the

    open hatch that led to the driv­er’s cock­pit, which was set for­ward, in­side the hull.




    Bronzi­ni crawled to the hatch. The driv­er was down in his seat, peer­ing through the

    periscope as he guid­ed the tank by its han­dle­bar­like lat­er­al con­trols.




    Bronzi­ni silent­ly un­shipped the com­bat knife sheathed in his boot. It was no prop. He

    reached in and took the driv­er by the throat and ran the knife in­to his kid­neys. The

    Japanese thrashed, but there was noth­ing he could do in the cramped driv­er’s cock­pit ex­cept

    sit and strug­gle against the re­morse­less hand that found his mouth with a sti­fling hold as

    the knife was slow­ly turned clock­wise, and then coun­ter­clock­wise, un­til he was dead.




    Bronzi­ni pulled him back and squeezed in­to the blood­soaked driv­er’s seat. There was no

    time to sort this out. Bronzi­ni was on au­to­mat­ic pi­lot, go­ing on pure in­stinct, the very

    thing that had guid­ed his ca­reer.




    Bronzi­ni re­al­ized that he couldn’t hope to fight the Japanese from the driv­er’s seat. He

    had no gun or can­non con­trol. He’d need a tank crew for that.




    So he jammed the lat­er­al to the left, send­ing the tank piv­ot­ing on one locked track.

    The perime­ter fence came in­to view. Be­yond it was an end­less ex­panse of sand.




    Bronzi­ni lined up on the fence. There were knots of crouch­ing Japanese sol­diers be­tween

    him and free­dom. “Fuck ‘em,” Bronzi­ni said, send­ing the tank clank­ing ahead, “and the rats

    they rode in on.”




    Bronzi­ni kept the fence in view. The Japanese saw him com­ing. They scat­tered. He heard

    fren­zied scream­ing as his tracks caught a run­ning man’s boot and pulled him in­to the

    rollers. Bronzi­ni kept go­ing. Some­where in the din of gun­fire, he could hear Jiro Isuzu

    shout­ing the name “Bronzi­ni” over and over.




    Two Japanese sud­den­ly ap­peared in the periscope. They set them­selves against the fence

    and, fir­ing sin­gle shots, tried to hit Bronzi­ni through the periscope.




    Bronzi­ni hunched down and floored the gas. The T-62 surged ahead like a steel-​plat­ed

    charg­er.




    The tank’s smooth­bore can­non went be­tween the sol­diers, col­laps­ing the fence like so

    much mosquito net­ting. The sol­diers, lashed by Isuzu’s harsh voice, held their ground,

    try­ing to put their shots in­to the bounc­ing periscope port. One went in. It missed

    Bronzi­ni’s head and ric­ocheted once, dig­ging a fur­row across the top of the seat back.




    Then the tank rolled over the fence. And the two men. Their screams were cut off very

    quick­ly.




    Bronzi­ni sent the tank across the road. The clat­ter of its tracks on as­phalt turned with

    a grit­ty growl as it dug in­to the sand. Bronzi­ni put the tank on a straight head­ing.




    He aban­doned that tac­tic when a geyser of sand and fire ex­plod­ed thir­ty yards in front

    of him. A dull boom echoed in the cock­pit.




    Bronzi­ni threw the tank sharply to the right, then to the left. An­oth­er can­non shell

    struck off to star­board. Sand par­ti­cles pep­pered the hull like a fine dry hail.




    Bronzi­ni zigzagged across the desert. He popped the driv­er’s hatch and craned his head

    out. Back at the ru­ined fence, two T-62’s were el­evat­ing their 125-mil­lime­ter smooth­bore

    can­non. One can­non spit a flash of fire. The re­coil sent the tank rolling back.




    The shell over­shot Bronzi­ni’s tank by an easy hun­dred yards. The wind kicked up and

    be­gan dis­pelling the float­ing sand cloud. But more sand blew in with it. Bronzi­ni but­toned

    up the hatch.




    “Sand­storm,” he mut­tered, grin­ning like a wolf.




    He sent the tank in­to the ob­scur­ing storm. Sand came in through the port, mak­ing it

    im­pos­si­ble to see where he was go­ing. But Bronzi­ni didn’t care. A can­non boomed far

    be­hind him, and was an­swered by an equal­ly dis­tant det­ona­tion. If any­thing, the shell

    had fall­en fur­ther away than the last one.




    Bronzi­ni set his tank on a straight line and held it. The Japs could emp­ty their can­non

    all over the desert, for all he cared. He was driv­ing a sand-​col­ored tank through a

    sand­storm. It couldn’t be more per­fect than if he’d writ­ten the script.




    Then Bronzi­ni re­al­ized that in a way he had. His Si­cil­ian face dark­ened with wrath.

    Hunched un­der the sand-​spit­ting port, he fum­bled for the pro­tec­tive gog­gles he knew

    ev­ery tank car­ried. He found them and yanked it over his eyes. They af­ford­ed him no more

    vis­ibil­ity than he’d had be­fore, but at least he could look out the periscope. Sand stung

    his face like hot nee­dles, but Bronzi­ni felt a dif­fer­ent kind of pain.




    Some­where be­yond the haze lay the city of Yu­ma and help. Bartholomew Bronzi­ni vowed he

    wasn’t go­ing to stop un­til he reached the city.




    “I should have known!” he mut­tered. “No­body pays an ac­tor a fuck­ing hun­dred mil­lion

    dol­lars for a one-​pic­ture deal. Not even me.”




    The C-130 Her­cules trans­ports were warm­ing up, their rear drop gates down and gap­ing

    like maws as First As­sis­tant Di­rec­tor Mo­to Hon­da pulled up in a mi­crowave-​equipped TV

    trans­mis­sion van.




    Air Force Rangers stood wait­ing un­der Colonel Fred­er­ick Davis’ proud steely gaze.




    “Snap to it, men,” he barked. “It’s show­time.”




    The air­men were at­tired in their cam­ou­flage util­ities. First A. D. Mo­to Hon­da

    ap­proached Colonel Davis with a hard face that might have been formed out of a block of dog

    chew­bone.




    “You men ready, Coro­nel?” he de­mand­ed brusque­ly.




    “Just say the word,” Colonel Davis re­turned. “Just don’t for­get-​I jump first.”




    “Un­der­stand,” Hon­da said, bow­ing. “You jump first. Be first to hit ground.”




    “Re­al fine,” Davis said. “How’re the Marines do­ing?”




    “Not werr. Base has far­ren to in­vad­er.”




    “That’s what I like. Hard­head­ed re­al­ism.” Davis no­ticed the cam­era be­ing set up.

    An­oth­er cam­era was be­ing lugged by an­oth­er uni­formed Japanese crew­man. “So shall we go

    for a take?”




    “One mo­ment. Sright change in script. Prop­man make mis­take with parachute.”




    “Which one?”




    “Arr parachute.” When Davis looked his lack of com­pre­hen­sion, he added, “Ev­ery one.”




    “Oh. I un­der­stood they were thor­ough­ly checked by your peo­ple as well as my own.

    Where’s that stunt guy of yours, Sun­ny Joe?”




    “Here!” Sun­ny Joe Roam called. He loped up to the knot of men. “There a prob­lem, Colonel?”

    he asked.




    “Smarr pro­brem,” Hon­da said. “Change in script. We wirr not firm parachute drop as night

    scene. Parachute must be … What is word?”




    “Sub­sti­tut­ed?”




    “Yes. Thank you, sub­sti­tut­ed. In­stead of brack parachute, we is­sue white day

    parachute.”




    Colonel Davis looked at Sun­ny Joe Roam.




    “What do you think?” he asked un­easi­ly. “My peo­ple found them ship­shape.”




    “They’re good chutes,” Roam ad­mit­ted.




    Hon­da spoke up. “New chutes from same fac­to­ry, Nishit­su. On­ly finest ma­te­ri­ars. But

    we must hur­ry.”




    “Hold your wa­ter,” Roam snapped. “I’m re­spon­si­ble for the safe­ty on this shoot.”




    “We lose much mon­ey by de­ray,” Hon­da point­ed out. “Shoot­ing sched­ule tight.”




    “Damn!” Roam said dis­tract­ed­ly. “Sure wish Jim was here. Well, trot them out. We’ll both

    look ‘em over. That good enough for you, Colonel?”




    “Yes. Any­thing to keep the film on sched­ule.” Hon­da led them to the back of a van filled

    with packed parachutes. They were so tight­ly jammed in­to the van that Sun­ny Joe Roam and

    Colonel Davis had dif­fi­cul­ty ex­tract­ing a pair. Fi­nal­ly, two came loose. They knelt on

    the ground and opened them.




    “Looks good to me,” Roam said, run­ning his fin­gers be­tween shroud lines.




    “I’m sat­is­fied,” Colonel Davis agreed.




    Hon­da grinned tight­ly. “Very good,” he said. “Have men rine up for ex­change.”




    Colonel Davis re­turned to his men. Sun­ny Joe Roam stood by his side, his face trou­bled,

    his big arms fold­ed over his chest.




    “Lis­ten up, men,” Davis bel­lowed. “There’s been a script change. We’re get­ting new

    chutes. Each drop team will form a line at that van.” He point­ed back to the van, where

    uni­formed crew mem­bers were hasti­ly dump­ing parachutes on­to the ground. They set sev­er­al

    of these aside. No one no­ticed that this weed­ing-​out in­clud­ed on­ly the chutes that had

    formed the ex­posed group from which the test sam­ples were se­lect­ed.




    Three lines of air­men formed up. They shucked off their chute rigs and trad­ed them for

    white packs. Re­mo Williams was at the end of one of the lines. He caught Sun­ny Joe’s eye.

    Sun­ny Joe si­dled up to him. “What’s go­ing on?” Re­mo whis­pered.




    “An­oth­er damned script change. They were go­ing to film the scene with fil­ters to make it

    look like a night drop. Now they want a day drop. So out go the black parachutes and in come

    the white parachutes.”




    “Any­body test these things?” Re­mo asked wor­ried­ly.




    “The colonel and I looked a cou­ple of them over.”




    “That’s it?”




    “They’re as good as the oth­ers. If you’re wor­ried, think of it like this. Out of five

    hun­dred chutes, how many of them could go bad? One, maybe two. The odds of your get­ting a bad

    one are pret­ty damn slim.”




    “What­ev­er you say,” Re­mo said. He was still con­cerned. He hadn’t ex­pect­ed film­ing to

    be this im­mense and frag­ment­ed an op­er­ation. How the hell was he go­ing to pro­tect

    Bronzi­ni if they kept get­ting sep­arat­ed? Not that Re­mo cared much about Bronzi­ni. The guy

    was ob­vi­ous­ly a stuck-​up jerk. But an as­sign­ment was an as­sign­ment.




    Re­mo was the last in his line to pick up his chute. He buck­led it on and test­ed the

    web­bing straps. They seemed sol­id.




    As three lines formed near the three dron­ing trans­ports, Colonel Davis looked to First A.

    D. Hon­da. Hon­da was look­ing through the lens of the cam­era. He looked up and nod­ded to

    Davis. Sun­ny Joe ducked in­to one of the trans­ports to get out of cam­era range. “Ac­tion!”

    Hon­da called.




    An­oth­er crew­man warned, “Ror­ring!”




    Davis turned and shout­ed a com­mand to his men over the climb­ing whine of the trans­port

    tur­bines. The air­man teams turned snap­pi­ly and humped up the ram­plike drop gates. As they

    crouched down on the floor of car­go bel­lies, the gates rose like hy­draulic jaws. Re­mo

    watched the sun­light be­ing swal­lowed by the clos­ing gates and felt the plane shud­der as

    the brakes were re­leased. He felt like Jon­ah be­ing swal­lowed by a whale. The noise was

    over­pow­er­ing un­til the Her­cules lift­ed off the flight line.




    Sun­ny Joe Roam hun­kered down be­side Re­mo. “You go last!” he shout­ed over the en­gine

    sound.




    “Is that an hon­or?”




    “No, you’re the on­ly civil­ian on the jump. If some­thing goes wrong, the oth­ers will

    catch you.” Roam clapped Re­mo on the back. Re­mo was not amused and said so.




    “What’s eat­ing you?” Roam asked.




    “Nev­er mind. Let’s say this wasn’t what I ex­pect­ed.” The flight was short. When the

    pi­lot called back that they were over the drop zone, Bill Roam worked his way for­ward to the

    cock­pit. He looked out the win­dow. Down on the desert floor, a worm of pur­ple smoke lift­ed

    lazi­ly. It showed per­fect­ly against the col­or of the sand. He spot­ted the

    green-​and-​white tent where the ground cam­era crew was po­si­tioned, and a pair of APC’s.

    “Try to find the cam­era ship,” Roam told the pi­lot.




    “Got it.” The pi­lot point­ed to a tiny red-​and-​white dot at one o’clock. It was the Bell

    Ranger he­li­copter.




    Roam nod­ded. “Okay. Ra­dio the oth­er pi­lots to drop their gates when I give the

    word.”




    “Roger.” The pi­lot spoke in­to his mi­cro­phone. Then he hand­ed it to Roam, say­ing.

    “You’re all set.”




    Bill Roam watched the moun­tain­ous ex­panse of the Yu­ma Desert roll down be­low.




    “This is your jump­mas­ter,” Bill Roam said in the mike. “Stand up!”




    In­stant­ly, in each Her­cules trans­port, air­men jumped to their feet and formed three

    lines down the cen­ter of the car­go bay.




    “Hook up!” Roam called.




    The air­men at­tached their chute lines to the ny­lon stat­ic lines sus­pend­ed the length

    of the car­go bel­ly. “Drop gates!”




    As the grind­ing sound of hy­draulics came from in back, Bill Roam saw the two lead­ing

    trans­ports start to open up. Then he called “Jump!” and rushed back to the car­go bel­ly.




    “You’re on,” he told Re­mo, as wind rushed in­to the car­go bay. “Hap­py land­ings!”




    The men went out sin­gle file, clutch­ing their chest packs. Once out, the wind whipped them

    to one side. Their drag lines pulled taut from stat­ic-​line ten­sion.




    So rapid­ly did they jump that the last man in each trans­port was in free-​fall be­fore the

    first chutes de­ployed. The first man in the lead plane was Colonel Fred­er­ick Davis. He had

    served his coun­try for over ten years in peace­time and he was nev­er proud­er of him­self

    than on this day as he led his men in­to cin­emat­ic great­ness. He didn’t no­tice that his

    back chute hadn’t de­ployed. He twist­ed his head around and saw that, above him, his men were

    falling, their arms jerk­ing like the legs of bee­tles that had been turned on their backs.




    He re­al­ized their chutes weren’t yet open. And, with a shock, that his hadn’t de­ployed

    ei­ther.




    “God­damn cheap Japanese equip­ment!” he snapped. He yanked the D-​ring of his re­serve

    chute.




    “Je­sus Christ!” The ring had pulled free of the tab. He threw the use­less ring away and

    grabbed at the tab with both hands. He pulled. The tab tore free like cheese­cloth, leav­ing a

    tiny shred. Curs­ing, Colonel Davis pinched at that lit­tle shred with his fin­ger­tips. It was

    all that stood be­tween him and a hard, hard land­ing.




    Colonel Davis was so ab­so­lute­ly en­thralled by that ragged, frayed bit of cloth that time

    seemed to stand still. The piece of frayed ny­lon be­came his whole world. He pulled at it

    un­til it was down to three threads. And even though it was hope­less, he pulled at those

    too.




    But time wasn’t stand­ing still-​not when you’re falling at ter­mi­nal ve­loc­ity.




    Colonel Fred­er­ick Davis struck the Yu­ma Desert so hard he bounced four feet. He was on­ly

    the first of many. Re­mo Williams was the last to leave his plane by a scant sec­ond. He felt a

    tug as the drag line, still at­tached to the stat­ic line, pulled free. It felt weak­er than he

    ex­pect­ed. But he wasn’t wor­ried.




    He be­gan to wor­ry when he re­al­ized that al­though there were ap­prox­imate­ly five

    hun­dred air­men freefalling in nine lines that stretched for near­ly two miles above the

    desert floor, he wasn’t see­ing any parachutes. In­clud­ing his own.




    Re­mo went for his D-​ring. It tore free of the tab. Re­mo threw the tab away and clawed at

    the folds of his re­serve chute. The can­vas sep­arat­ed and a bil­low­ing erup­tion of white

    silk spewed in front of him.




    The up­draft filled the chute. It turned in­to a white bell, as per­fect as a big silk

    flow­er.




    Re­mo vent­ed a gusty sigh of re­lief. The sigh was short-​lived as Re­mo re­al­ized that

    while the parachute was float­ing grace­ful­ly above him, he con­tin­ued drop­ping like a

    stone.




    The shroud lines had pulled free of their an­chor­age. Re­mo looked down and saw a gen­tle

    puff of sand. It looked like smoke. An­oth­er puff fol­lowed it. And an­oth­er. And then, as

    the first con­cen­tra­tion of bod­ies reached the ground, there came a silent spat­ter­ing of

    puffs, which re­peat­ed un­til the beige desert floor erupt­ed in­to a pocked lu­nar

    land­scape, and Re­mo re­al­ized that he was wit­ness­ing cold-​blood­ed, whole­sale mur­der in

    which he was sim­ply the last to die.


  




  

    Chapter 13




    The wait­ress at the Shi­lo Restau­rant and Lounge set two steam­ing plates on the

    ta­ble.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju looked at the boiled brown rice on his plate and his face broke

    in­to a pleased smile. His hazel eyes shift­ed to Sh­eryl Rose’s plate and his mouth wilt­ed in

    prim dis­ap­proval.




    Sh­eryl Rose let the suc­cu­lent smell of steak fill her nos­trils and start her mouth

    juices flow­ing. She re­gard­ed Chi­un’s brown rice with mut­ed dis­taste.




    “How can you eat that for break­fast?” she asked.




    “How can you eat that at all?” Chi­un snapped back.




    “I’m a west­ern gal. I was raised on steak and home fries for break­fast.”




    “It is a won­der you sur­vived your child­hood,” Chi­un sniffed dis­ap­prov­ing­ly.




    “You’re right wel­come,” Sh­eryl re­turned tart­ly. What a pain, she thought. Well, it beat

    hold­ing up cue cards for the lo­cal news air­heads.




    “There’s no one in the pro­duc­tion of­fice,” Sh­eryl told Chi­un af­ter they had chewed

    their food in si­lence for sev­er­al mo­ments. “No call sheets ei­ther. ‘Course, if there were,

    I’m not sure I could read them, But it is pow­er­ful odd, you know.”




    They were seat­ed in a win­dow booth with a spec­tac­ular panoram­ic view of farm­land north

    of Yu­ma. Be­yond, flat desert stretched for miles. It seemed to reach all the way to the

    Mo­hawk Moun­tains.




    “I do know,” Chi­un re­turned. “There is some­thing wrong with this so-​called shoot­ing

    sched­ule.”




    “You’re not go­ing to start with that Alexan­der stuff? I mean, you’re not go­ing to write

    it up that way.”




    “A true au­thor does not dis­cuss his work be­fore he has writ­ten it,” Chi­un said

    flat­ly.




    Sh­eryl sighed as she cut off a wedge of steak. Red juices ran freely, caus­ing Chi­un to

    look away. He no­ticed, high over the desert floor, three tiny dots. To his mag­nif­icent eyes,

    the dots re­solved in­to bulky air­craft. Tiny fig­ures be­gan to drop from them like jim­mies

    falling off an ice-​cream cone.




    “They are per­form­ing the parachute fall,” Chi­un said testi­ly. “Why are we not there to

    ob­serve it?”




    Sh­eryl looked up. “What?”




    “There,” Chi­un said, point­ing. “They are do­ing it.”




    Sh­eryl squinched her gray eyes. “I don’t see any­thing.”




    “Are you blind? They fill the sky.”




    “All I see are a cou­ple of it­ty bit­ty dots.”




    “There are three of those. They are air­craft.”




    “If you say so,” Sh­eryl said, re­turn­ing to her steak. “I can’t make out a dang

    thing.”




    “There are men falling from those planes.”




    “I don’t see any parachutes.”




    Chi­un’s voice was cold. “There are no parachutes. They are falling to their death.”




    “Oh, go on. That can’t be.”




    “I see them as clear­ly as I see you,” Chi­un in­sist­ed.




    “Prob­ably dum­mies. It must be a re­hearsal run.”




    “I see their limbs wav­ing in ter­ror,” Chi­un said.




    “Prob­ably the up­draft. It’s fierce. Can you imag­ine jump­ing out of one of those things?

    Br­rr. Gives me chills, think­ing about it. Know what I mean?”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. “I feel such a chill even now.” He stood up. “Come, we must

    in­ves­ti­gate this.”




    “Why?”




    “Be­cause while you were de­vour­ing the blood­ied flesh of some un­for­tu­nate cow, many

    hun­dreds of men have been falling to their doom.”




    “Now, lis­ten you-” Sh­eryl start­ed to say. The brit­tle look in the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s

    eyes stopped her, a piece of red beef sus­pend­ed on a fork be­fore her face.




    “Okay,” she said as she signed the bill, “one less steak in my life isn’t go­ing to be

    missed, I guess. Al­though it was a good one.




    They walked out to the park­ing lot in si­lence.




    “I was un­able to reach Re­mo,” Chi­un said tight­ly.




    “Your friend? I plumb for­got you were look­ing for him. Don’t you wor­ry, Sun­ny Joe

    prob­ably took him out on the town-​what there is of it.”




    “Was Re­mo to par­tic­ipate in the parachute scene?”




    “Prob­ably. I don’t know. If we could scrounge up a call sheet, I could tell you. Why?”




    “Be­cause if he did, then he is now dead. And a ter­ri­ble price will be ex­act­ed from

    those who were re­spon­si­ble.”




    Sh­eryl sud­den­ly un­der­stood why the tiny Ko­re­an’s cold de­meanor had quelled her will

    to re­sist him. She said noth­ing as she opened the door to her jeep.




    Chi­un no­ticed that a chrome plate on the glove com­part­ment said: “Nishit­su Nin­ja.”




    “Why is this ve­hi­cle called that? Nin­ja?”




    “It’s ad­ver­tised as the Stealth jeep,” Sh­eryl told him as she turned the key in the

    ig­ni­tion. “But ev­ery­one knows it is be­cause of the sneaky way it will tip on you when you

    take a cor­ner. Jiro stuck me with this thing un­til my re­place­ment is shipped.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “True nin­jas fall over with­out rea­son as well. Usu­al­ly due to rice

    wine.”




    “That ex­plains why this beast guz­zles gas like she does,” Sh­eryl mut­tered as she took

    Route 8 east. “You’re re­al­ly fret­ting about your friend, aren’t you?”




    Chi­un said noth­ing.




    “Now, look. We’ll just go to Luke and see for our­selves. And don’t you wor­ry,” she added,

    pat­ting Chi­un’s bony silk-​cov­ered knee, “I’m sure your friend is fine.”




    Chi­un lift­ed Sh­eryl’s hand from his per­son and re­placed it on the steer­ing wheel.




    “We have a des­ti­na­tion,” Chi­un snapped. “I sug­gest you take us to it.”




    “You’re the boss,” Sh­eryl told Chi­un as she sent the jeep to­ward the city out­skirts.




    They were sur­prised when they passed a lone T-62 tank on the way.




    “That lit­tle do­gie must have strayed from the herd,” Sh­eryl re­marked. Chi­un ig­nored

    her. He was look­ing at the city sky­line. A col­umn of smoke sud­den­ly boiled up from the

    down­town area.




    Sec­onds lat­er, there came a dis­tant boom and the jeep be­gan to slew from side to

    side.




    “My good­ness,” Sh­eryl said. “They weren’t kid­ding when they said these Nin­jas are prone

    to falling on their sides. A lit­tle piece of thun­der and we al­most turned tur­tle.”




    “That was not thun­der,” Chi­un in­toned. Sh­eryl peered past Chi­un’s parch­ment

    pro­file.




    “Fire,” she de­cid­ed. “Won­der where it is.”




    “That was an ex­plo­sion,” Chi­un in­toned.




    Be­fore Sh­eryl could say an­oth­er word, two more ex­plo­sions rocked the city. Sh­eryl had

    to pull over, the Nishit­su Nin­ja be­gan buck­ing so hard.




    “My God, will you look at that?” she said. “They must be shoot­ing in the city.”




    “No, those were bombs.”




    “Prob­ably gaso­line charges. I saw them rig a few the oth­er day. They look like those

    plas­tic pil­lows with red cough syrup in them. But they are gaso­line. Sup­posed to make a big

    blast and col­umn of fire. They do amaz­ing things with spe­cial ef­fects, as you prob­ably

    know.”




    “We must hur­ry,” Chi­un urged.




    “Okay,” Sh­eryl said, tak­ing off again. “But if I hear an­oth­er loud noise, I’m pulling

    over right quick.”




    At the point on Route 8 where the city stopped and des­ola­tion be­gan, the road was blocked

    by two desert-​cam­ou­flage T-72’s parked hull to hull. Their fudgerip­ple tur­rets were turned

    side­ways so that one point­ed to­ward them and the oth­er down the road to the desert.




    “They aren’t sup­posed to be film­ing way out here,” Sh­eryl mut­tered as she slowed the

    Nin­ja. The tanks did not part for her, so she leaned on the horn.




    A Japanese in a Chi­nese PLA uni­form popped the tur­ret hatch and scram­bled down to the

    road. He un­lim­bered an AK-47 and point­ed it at the jeep as he ad­vanced in a clas­sic

    “march­ing fire” stance.




    “Road crosed!” he barked.




    “What?” Sh­eryl called.




    “That cretin is try­ing to tell you that the road is closed,” Chi­un said flat­ly.




    “I know that. Now, hush up a minute while I get this straight­ened out.”




    Sh­eryl pushed her head out of the driv­er’s win­dow. “I’m Sh­eryl,” she called. “I work for

    Jiro Isuzu as unit pub­li­cist. We’re try­ing to get out to Luke. Would you mind mak­ing

    way?”




    An­oth­er Japanese came out of the tank. This one lugged a video cam­era on his shoul­der.

    He knelt down be­side the tank and sight­ed through the lens.




    “Why the heck are they film­ing us?” Sh­eryl won­dered. “And with a cam­corder to boot.”




    “Road crosed. Go back!” the Japanese with the AK-47 shout­ed again.




    Sh­eryl mut­tered, “He prob­ably doesn’t speak En­glish. Wait. Maybe the tank driv­er can

    help us out.” Sh­eryl alight­ed from the jeep and, leav­ing the driv­er’s door open, start­ed

    for the Japanese. Her cow­boy boots cov­ered ex­act­ly sev­en steps; then the Japanese gave a

    hiss like a cat and let go with a short burst. Sh­eryl jumped near­ly a foot. The noise was

    sud­den­ly all around her. A burst of pops in front and a rat­tling drum­roll be­hind her. The

    drum­roll wor­ried her the most. Blanks didn’t make sounds strik­ing tar­gets, she knew. The

    pa­per wadding burned away in flight.




    She looked back at her open door. It was rid­dled with vi­cious black holes. The glass had

    shat­tered.




    “Are you in­sane!” Sh­eryl screamed at him. Her pret­ty face worked an­gri­ly, but she

    didn’t budge from where she stood. She couldn’t be­cause, as im­pos­si­ble as it seemed with a

    cam­era tap­ing her, the ex­tra had been fir­ing re­al bul­lets.




    “Is this a take?” Sh­eryl stut­tered ner­vous­ly.




    The Japanese laughed rau­cous­ly. “Hai!” he said. “We take city.”




    “No, no, I mean, is this go­ing to be in the film?”




    “Hai.” He start­ed to line up on her stom­ach. Sh­eryl hes­itat­ed. Her heart was pound­ing

    high in her throat. Her brain fought two con­flict­ing emo­tions. Dis­be­lief and a pal­pa­ble

    fear of that dead­ly weapon point­ing at her.




    “Do you mind low­er­ing that thing?” Sh­eryl said in a voice that sound­ed stretched too

    tight.




    The Japanese tight­ened down on the trig­ger.




    He stopped at the sound of a pun­gent word de­liv­ered in a squeaky voice.




    Sh­eryl looked back over her shoul­der. “No! Don’t shoot him!” she cried.




    For the lit­tle Ko­re­an named Chi­un was out of the jeep and strid­ing for the Japanese,

    his fists clenched like ivory bone, his sweet face now a mask of cold fury. The AK-47 burped

    smoke and noise.




    The Ko­re­an danced to one side. It was an el­egant lit­tle two-​step. He kept com­ing on

    the Japanese. Sh­eryl blinked. Had the gun been load­ed with blanks af­ter all? She looked back

    at her car door. Still rid­dled. And off to the side of the road, a clus­ter of puffs marked

    the im­pact points of the rounds Chi­un had avoid­ed.




    The Japanese hun­kered down and braced the ri­fle stock against his hip. Bare­ly ten feet

    sep­arat­ed him from his in­tend­ed tar­get.




    Sh­eryl couldn’t bear to look. She cov­ered her face and twist­ed around. A hor­ri­ble

    high-​pitched scream as­sault­ed her ears and she trans­ferred her hands to them to keep out

    the sound of the poor Ko­re­an gen­tle­man’s death screams. They were un­earth­ly. It sound­ed

    like he was be­ing torn limb from limb-​al­though no more shots rat­tled out.




    Slow­ly, Sh­eryl found the courage to turn around. She was on her knees in the mid­dle of

    the road. The Japanese with the AK-47 was flat on his back. The one with the video cam­era was

    the one who was scream­ing.




    He was at­tempt­ing to clam­ber on­to the open tank. Chi­un had caught him by one an­kle.

    Even though the Japanese was much younger than the Ko­re­an and out­weighed him by at least

    fifty pounds, he was howl­ing as if an al­li­ga­tor had snapped at his foot.




    It was un­be­liev­able. And then it be­came ab­surd. Chi­un pulled the cam­era­man to the

    ground. One san­dal lashed out. Sh­eryl could al­most feel the grave­ly crunch­ing sound of the

    cam­era­man’s skull frag­ment­ing. Then Chi­un was atop the tank.




    A hel­met­ed head lift­ed up from the oth­er tank’s tur­ret. Chi­un pushed it back in and

    slapped the hatch shut. He ham­mered on it rapid­ly and stepped to the for­ward hull. He

    stamped on the driv­er’s hatch, then leapt to the sec­ond tank. He per­formed some vi­olent

    ma­nip­ula­tion on that tank’s hatch­es.




    Sh­eryl knew they were vi­olent be­cause met­al squealed like mice un­der the old

    Ori­en­tal’s nim­ble fin­gers. Chi­un alight­ed and padded back to her. He stopped, his hands

    slid­ing in­to his vo­lu­mi­nous sleeves.




    “You may go around these Japanese de­ceivers with­out fear for your safe­ty,” he

    in­toned.




    Sh­eryl fol­lowed Chi­un to the jeep and got in­to the driv­er’s seat, pulling the

    shat­tered door closed. The bul­let-​chewed han­dle came off in her hand.




    Be­fore she could start the en­gine, re­ac­tion set in. She hugged her­self and start­ed to

    wor­ry her low­er lip with her teeth.




    “My God! What’s hap­pen­ing here?” she asked weak­ly.




    “They are tak­ing Yu­ma,” Chi­un said. “And they will be pun­ished. First we must see to

    Re­mo’s fate.” Get­ting a grip on her­self, Sh­eryl got the jeep go­ing. She drove it over the

    sand and around the tanks and back on­to the road on the oth­er side. As they passed the tanks,

    she could hear fran­tic yelling com­ing from in­side the ve­hi­cles. It was in Japanese. The

    tone was uni­ver­sal, how­ev­er. The tank crews were trapped. But they were not help­less, as

    Sh­eryl re­al­ized when she caught a flick­er of move­ment in her rearview mir­ror. The tur­ret

    can­non was el­evat­ing. It coughed a blast of dirty smoke and flame.




    A geyser of sand erupt­ed be­side the road. Sh­eryl pressed the ac­cel­er­ator to the floor.

    She no longer ques­tioned what was hap­pen­ing. It was hap­pen­ing and she want­ed on­ly to get

    away from it.




    There were Red Chi­nese tanks block­ing the main gate to Luke Air Force Range. But that was

    not the strange thing. On the flag­pole near the guard box, a white flag was fly­ing. It was

    not the white flag of sur­ren­der. In its cen­ter was a blood-​red ball.




    “Call me su­per­sti­tious,” Sh­eryl said, turn­ing off the en­gine sud­den­ly. She let the

    jeep coast to the side of the road. “But I don’t think we should go in there.”




    “A wise de­ci­sion,” Chi­un said. “You will stay here.” He got out of the jeep.




    “Where the heck do you think you’re go­ing?” she called af­ter him.




    “I seek my son. I will re­turn.”




    “You and MacArthur,” Sh­eryl mut­tered. She clutched the steer­ing wheel anx­ious­ly. Her

    arms trem­bled. And up in the im­pos­si­bly blue sky, the first of three C-130 Her­cules

    trans­port planes were com­ing in on ap­proach.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju drift­ed to the air-​base perime­ter fence. It was a wire-​link

    fence. Chi­un’s fin­ger­nails slipped in­to the holes like so many darn­ing nee­dles. They

    clicked busi­ly. Links snapped and part­ed. A tear opened up in the fence like a rip in a

    screen door.




    Chi­un slipped through qui­et­ly. He moved from low build­ing to shrub­bery. He passed many

    Japanese at­tired in their ridicu­lous Chi­nese mil­itary uni­forms. Whom did they think they

    were try­ing to fool? Chi­un won­dered. It was so trans­par­ent.




    He found his way to the flight line, where sev­er­al tanks were mov­ing in the shel­ter of a

    row of hangars. Chi­un saw a Japanese in a cap­tain’s uni­form lung­ing about, di­rect­ing his

    men in­to po­si­tions.




    The first trans­port rolled to a halt. The sec­ond touched the tar­mac with a bark­ing of

    land­ing wheels. The third was fast be­hind it.




    The pi­lots took a long time to shut down the en­gines af­ter the C-130’s rolled to a stop,

    wing tip to wing tip. Be­fore they could emerge, the drop gate of the third plane eased down

    and Bill Roam, known as Sun­ny Joe, walked out on wob­bly knees.




    Obliv­ious of the men mov­ing on him, he sank to the grass and put his head in his hands,

    and be­gan mak­ing long ar­du­ous retch­ing nois­es.




    Two Japanese tried to haul him to his feet.




    That was a mis­take. Bill Roam got to his feet like a wa­ter buf­fa­lo break­ing the

    sur­face. He decked one Japanese with his first punch. The oth­er took three punch­es. Two to

    the stom­ach and one which turned the man com­plete­ly around be­fore sprawl­ing him on the

    grass.




    “You bas­tards!” he screamed. “You cheap moth­erlov­ing bas­tards!” He shout­ed it to the

    sky. When his head came down, his eyes saw the hel­met­ed Japanese march­ing to­ward him. They

    were fix­ing bay­onets.




    All ex­cept the one with the video cam­era. He scram­bled along be­side the oth­ers, try­ing

    to keep them all with­in cam­era range. He dropped to one knee as the Japanese, led by First A.

    D. Mo­to Hon­da, ad­vanced on Sun­ny Joe Roam.




    “They’re all dead!” Roam said in a grind­ing voice. “Do you hear me, Hon­da? Ev­ery one of

    those boys ate sand for his last meal.”




    Hon­da’s an­swer was in Japanese. Bill Roam didn’t un­der­stand it, but the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju did. It was an or­der to stab Roam to death.




    Bill Roam re­al­ized this on­ly af­ter the lit­tle Ori­en­tal ap­peared in front of him. The

    Ori­en­tal stood res­olute in the face of the ad­vanc­ing Japanese. He paused, on­ly to turn

    his head slight­ly and whis­per a ques­tion.




    “Those who died. Was Re­mo among their num­ber?”




    “Yeah,” Bill Roam croaked. “He was a good kid.” The bald head swiveled back. The scrawny

    neck stiff­ened and the long-​fin­gered hands clutched in­to fists. “Aaaieee!”




    The cry split the still air. The Japanese froze, for it was no war cry, no shout of

    de­fi­ance, but a scream of pure an­guish. It shook their in­flex­ible robot faces.




    Then the Ori­en­tal was among them. He slapped bay­onets away with curt blows. The bay­onets

    quick­ly shift­ed back. Some be­gan to poke at the Ori­en­tal’s ver­mil­ion ki­mono. They

    seemed to score sev­er­al hits, but the Ori­en­tal was un­fazed.




    Then a Japanese screamed. A com­rade’s bay­onet was stick­ing through the fleshy part of his

    fore­arm. An­oth­er Japanese lunged at the Ko­re­an. Some­how he man­aged to im­pale the man

    who had been be­hind him.




    The Ori­en­tal whirled, go­ing deep in­to the knot of men. The Japanese lunged, nev­er

    re­al­iz­ing that they were be­ing ma­nip­ulat­ed like chess pieces. For they soon be­came a

    hur­ri­cane of hate, whose ob­ject de­fied the eyes.




    Japanese struck Japanese. Hon­da shout­ed at them. Oth­ers went down. Blood squirt­ed. They

    were at too close quar­ters to shoot. But they might as well have, for those who did not fall

    vic­tim to their com­rades found cold hands drift­ing to­ward their throats. One man’s col­lar

    split and his jugu­lar gushed like a foun­tain. He placed a hand over it and stag­gered

    off.




    First A. D. Hon­da saw his men turned in­to self-​mu­ti­lat­ing buf­foons and re­al­ized his

    hon­or was at stake. He raised a pis­tol to shoot the Ko­re­an and aimed care­ful­ly. He shut

    one eye, blinked the oth­er in that mil­lisec­ond of ad­just­ment, and it turned out to be

    Hon­da’s fi­nal mil­lisec­ond.




    His stiff­ened arm com­pressed like a spring. He fell, his gun hand buried in a cauliflow­er

    of flesh that had been the flesh and blood of his arm.




    “What the hell is go­ing on?” Bill Roam yelled when Chi­un reap­peared in front of him. “Are

    they on drugs?”




    “I will ex­plain lat­er,” Chi­un said. “You will take me to the body of my son, Re­mo.”




    “Re­mo! He’s your son?”




    “I will ex­plain lat­er,” Chi­un said. “We must hur­ry. The roads are fast be­com­ing

    im­pass­able.”




    Sh­eryl Rose saw the ex­pres­sions on the faces of Chi­un and Bill Roam when they ap­peared

    in her rearview mir­ror. They filled her with dread.




    “Drive,” Chi­uri said when they got in.




    “What’s hap­pened, Sun­ny Joe?”




    “The drop went bad. They’re all dead.”




    “In­clud­ing Re­mo.” Chi­un s voice was a tight string. Sh­eryl checked his aus­tere

    pro­file for tears. She saw none. It sur­prised her.




    “Where are we go­ing?” she asked dul­ly. “Where can we go?”




    “To the place where the bod­ies fell,” Chi­un said. “We’ll have to go through town to do

    that.”




    “Then we will go through town.”




    “I’m afraid of what we’ll find when we get there.”




    “I un­der­stand your fear. Mine lies out in the desert, but I will go to it brave­ly, for

    what else have I on this ter­ri­ble day but my own courage?”


  




  

    Chapter 14




    The first in­di­ca­tion the out­side world had of the sit­ua­tion in Yu­ma was when Woo­da

    N. Kerr switched chan­nels to watch his fa­vorite pro­gram.




    Woo­da lived in a house trail­er in Mesa, Ari­zona. Mesa was 150 miles north­east of Yu­ma,

    but it re­ceived the Yu­ma TV sta­tions. KY­MA showed Tomb­stone Ter­ri­to­ry re­runs at ten A.

    M. and Woo­da nev­er failed to watch it, even though he had seen each episode a dozen

    times.




    To­day he saw on­ly stat­ic on the chan­nel. Woo­da grum­bled as he fid­dled with his

    rab­bit ears. When they didn’t help, he went next door to John Ed­wards’ trail­er. John got

    ca­ble.




    The door was open and Woo­da stuck his head in. “Hey, John. Can you get Chan­nel

    Eleven?”




    “Let me see, now,” John said, reach­ing for his re­mote con­trol. He got stat­ic too.




    “Now, don’t that beat all?” Woo­da said. “I can’t fig­ure it out. TV sta­tions don’t

    broad­cast stat­ic like that. The least they do is run a test pat­tern.”




    “Chan­nel Nine is dead too,” John grunt­ed. “That’s a Yu­ma sta­tion. Let me check Two.”




    Chan­nel Two was dead as well. All the lo­cal sta­tions were com­ing in fine. Those from

    Yu­ma were off the air. “What do you think it is?” Woo­da won­dered, play­ing with the

    turquoise stone of his bo­la tie.




    “Ca­ble from Yu­ma must be on the fritz,” John Ed­wards ven­tured.




    “That don’t ex­plain why I can’t get it off the air,” Woo­da point­ed out. “I’m gonna ask my

    sis­ter, Mil­dred. She’s down there. This has got my cu­rios­ity tweaked.” But when he di­aled

    his sis­ter’s phone num­ber, all Woo­da Kerr got for his pains was a record­ed mes­sage

    say­ing, “We are sor­ry but all cir­cuits are busy at this time. Please hang up and try your

    call lat­er.”




    Woo­da did. The op­er­ator told him that the lines to Yu­ma were down.




    Woo­da shrugged and end­ed up watch­ing The Dat­ing Game. He was six­ty-​sev­en years old,

    and thought it was the most out­landish non­sense he had ev­er seen. He be­came a reg­ular

    view­er.




    By late morn­ing the lack of tele­phone com­mu­ni­ca­tion with Yu­ma was known in Phoenix,

    the state cap­ital. It was un­usu­al, but hard­ly im­por­tant enough to war­rant spe­cial

    at­ten­tion. Yu­ma was, af­ter all, way down in the desert by the Mex­ican bor­der. Back

    be­fore tele­phones and the au­to­mo­bile, it had been a rough lit­tle out­post. The peo­ple

    could get along with­out their phones for as long as it took to get them fixed.




    Tele­phone crews were dis­patched to the city. They did not re­turn. That was not thought

    un­usu­al ei­ther. It was a big desert.




    The abrupt ces­sa­tion of tele­vi­sion and ra­dio sig­nals em­anat­ing from Yu­ma went

    com­plete­ly un­no­ticed by the state gov­ern­ment. Thou­sands of peo­ple missed their

    fa­vorite soap op­eras and game shows, but when they were un­able to get through to the Yu­ma

    sta­tions to com­plain, they sim­ply switched chan­nels and for­got about it.




    Of­fi­cial Wash­ing­ton be­came aware of the de­vel­op­ing sit­ua­tion slow­ly. It be­gan

    when tele­phone traf­fic be­tween Luke Air Force Range and the Pen­tagon stopped. Calls did not

    go through. On an or­di­nary day, this might have been shrugged off, ex­cept that the Air

    Force’s se­nior gen­er­al was anx­ious to know how the Bartholomew Bronzi­ni film­ing was

    go­ing. He or­dered ra­dio com­mu­ni­ca­tion es­tab­lished with the base.




    The ra­dio calls went unan­swered.




    “This is damned strange,” he mut­tered. He put in a call to Davis-​Mon­than Air Force Base

    in Tuc­son.




    “We can’t raise Luke,” he told the base com­man­der. “Send up a cou­ple of planes to check

    it out.”




    Ten min­utes af­ter the gen­er­al had hung up, two F-15 Ea­gle com­bat jets were streak­ing

    over the San­ta Rosa Moun­tains, east of Yu­ma.




    Cap­tain Cur­tis Steele watched the end­less desert crawl un­der his wings. The oth­er F-15

    flew on his left, and in his ear was the tin­ny voice of his back­seat fire-​con­trol

    of­fi­cer, say­ing, “What do you sup­pose is up at Luke? It’s spooky, no ra­dio con­tact at

    all.”




    Steele laughed. “Maybe they went Hol­ly­wood on us. “




    “Yeah, prob­ably liv­ing it up with some babes right now. But this is one par­ty they’re

    gonna pay for!”




    Just then, the cock­pit radar beeped and Steele called out, “Look sharp! I have two bo­geys

    at an­gels twen­ty-​three. Sev­en­ty miles and clos­ing.”




    Steele checked his IFF dis­play-​Iden­ti­fy Friend or Foe. A graph­ic dis­play would tell

    him if the two air­craft clos­ing on him were Amer­ican or not.




    Steele was not sur­prised when an F-16 Fight­ing Fal­con graph­ic ap­peared on his heads-​up

    dis­play. “They’re ours,” he said. Then, in a loud­er voice he called, “Come in, come in, this

    is Echo oh-​six-​nin­er. Come in, I say again, this is Echo oh-​six-​nin­er from

    Davis-​Mon­than. Do you read?”




    Stat­icky si­lence came over his hel­met ear­phones. “I don’t like this,” Steele’s wing­man

    said flat­ly.




    “Stay in tight,” Steele mut­tered. His eyes sought the IFF dis­play again. Friend­ly.

    Def­inite­ly friend­ly.




    “So why no an­swer?” his back­seat won­dered.




    “Oh, damn,” the wing­man croaked. “They’re lock­ing on­to us.”




    “I see it,” Steele cried. Radar told him that the F-16’s were arm­ing and lock­ing their

    mis­siles on­to them. He called for a split. He sent his F-15 left. The wing­man went right.

    The two bo­geys were not yet vis­ible. But it wouldn’t take long. They were ap­proach­ing one

    an­oth­er at over thir­teen hun­dred miles per hour.




    Steele ra­dioed the air­borne-​war­fare com­man­der at Davis. He ex­plained the sit­ua­tion

    and got a Weapons Hold com­mand. He was not to fire un­less fired up­on. And his

    in­stru­men­ta­tion was scream­ing that he was about to be fired on.




    “It’s our ass­es,” he growled. “Screw it. Mas­ter ar­ma­ment on,” he told his back­seat

    of­fi­cer.




    “Mas­ter arm on,” back­seat called back.




    The on­com­ing planes whipped be­tween the sep­arat­ing F-15’s so fast they were a blur.




    “Did you see them?” Steele ra­dioed his wing­man. “F-16’s. Con­firm. They’re ours.”




    “Then why the hell did they lock on?” Steele said anx­ious­ly, twist­ing in his cock­pit to

    get a fix on them. “At­ten­tion, uniden­ti­fied F-16’s, this is Cap­tain Steele out of

    Davis-​Mon­than. Do you copy? Over.”




    The hel­met ear­phones were eeri­ly silent as Steele sent his bird ca­reen­ing around in a

    slow 180. The un­re­spon­sive planes were al­so com­ing back.




    “Bo­geys are jink­ing back,” the wing­man warned. “I got them.”




    “They’re try­ing to lock on again.”




    “Okay, wing­man, we have to as­sume they got a good look at us too. We can’t as­sume these

    are friend­ly birds. Re­peat. These are not friend­ly birds.”




    “Roger. Good luck, Steele. “Stay sharp.”




    Steele saw the F-16’s clos­ing on him. Thir­ty miles sep­arat­ed them. Then twen­ty-​five.

    Steele ma­neu­vered the nose of his jet un­til the T-​for-​tar­get sym­bol on his canopy lined

    up with a dot pro­ject­ed by the fire-​con­trol sys­tem.




    “Se­lect Fox-1,” he called. “Roger. “




    Steele kept his bird steady. Twen­ty miles. Then nine­teen. Eigh­teen. He was with­in

    fir­ing range now. He hes­itat­ed. These were Amer­ican birds. What if their ra­dios weren’t

    work­ing? He dis­missed that thought in­stant­ly. Not both planes. Not at once.




    “Sev­en­teen miles,” he called tight­ly. “Fox-1!”




    A Spar­row mis­sile fwooshed out from un­der the wing. Steele banked sharply. Sky and earth

    swapped per­spec­tives. When he came back around, his radar man was scream­ing

    ex­cit­ed­ly.




    “Good hit. Good kill!”




    Steele didn’t see it un­til he got the jet lev­el again. The sky was a pris­tine blue. There

    was a blot like float­ing ink. Falling from it, trail­ing fire and smoke, was a pin­wheel­ing

    air­craft. As he watched, one wing sep­arat­ed from the fuse­lage like a bro­ken blade.




    “I got one!” Steele shout­ed ex­ul­tant­ly. “Where’s your kill?”




    There was no an­swer from his wing­man. “Stock­bridge. Do you copy?”




    Cap­tain Stock­bridge didn’t copy. He would nev­er copy any­one again. Steele re­al­ized

    this when two jets formed up and jinked back on him like darts at a tar­get. Both were F-16’s.

    Stock­bridge was the one go­ing down. “They got Stock­bridge,” Steele said in an arid voice.

    “Aw damn,” the wing­man said hoarse­ly.




    Steele saw the F-15 Ea­gle auger in as he tried to get a radar tone on the ap­proach­ing

    bo­geys. It hit the desert floor in a splat­ter of boil­ing flame.




    “Any parachutes?” he asked his back­seat anx­ious­ly. The re­ply was sub­dued.




    “No, no chutes. Sor­ry.”




    “Not as sor­ry as those two are go­ing to be,” Steele promised when he fi­nal­ly got a tone

    sig­nal. “Fox-2!”




    A Spar­row rock­et cut loose for the ap­proach­ing at­tack­ers. They split, but not be­fore

    a boil of fire spat from one wing tip.




    “He got a mis­sile off,” Steele warned. He threw the plane in­to an eva­sive turn, and

    G-​forces smashed him against his seat. The blood drained from his head faster than his

    con­strict­ing G-​suit could fight it. His vi­sion went gray, then black. He fought to stay

    con­scious.




    He pres­sured the fly-​by-​wire stick right. His vi­sion went gray again. Then black. He

    risked join­ing his wing­man as a smok­ing hole in the desert, but Steele had no choice. He had

    to lose that mis­sile.




    The desert floor spun un­der the F-15’s nose as it fell in­to a tail­spin, a heat-​seek­ing

    mis­sile fixed on its tailpipe. Steele re­cov­ered. He lev­eled off hard, skim­ming the ground.

    The Spar­row, not as ma­neu­ver­able, kept go­ing. It kicked up a cloud of dust when it

    hit.




    “Still with me, guy?” Steele called.




    “Bare­ly,” the radar man said.




    “Where are they? Do you have them on vi­su­al?”




    “I’m look­ing, I’m look­ing. There! I see them. They’re bank­ing. Je­sus Christ!”




    “What?”




    “I see mark­ings.”




    “Iden­ti­fy.”




    “You’re not go­ing to be­lieve this, but they’re Ze­ro mark­ings.”




    “Say again. I don’t read you.”




    “Ze­ros. You know. Like the Japs used to fly.” Steele’s mind raced. He was so fo­cused on

    his fly­ing that his brain re­fused to sort out the chat­ter of his radar man. Did he say they

    were Ze­ros? They were F-16’s. Steele had seen that as plain as day.




    Then the radar man was shout­ing. “They’re div­ing!” Cap­tain Cur­tis Steele couldn’t go

    down. There were moun­tains on his right. So he climbed.




    His F-15 stood on her tail and strained to­ward the sun.




    “Lock him up!” the back­seater cried. “I can’t get a tone,” Steele said. “There’re two of

    them. You got­ta.”




    “I can’t get a fuck­ing tone,” Steele shout­ed, pound­ing on his in­stru­ment board. “I’m

    gonna go through them if I can.”




    Steele held the stick steady. He let them lock on him. He in­tend­ed to bluff his way

    through. It would take nerve, but any­one will­ing to strap on forty thou­sand pounds of

    ca­reen­ing ma­chin­ery and go head-​to-​head with an­oth­er jet had that in spades.




    The paired F-16’s were div­ing now. Steele fo­cused on the space be­tween their wings. If

    on­ly they didn’t launch too soon….




    Then, sick­en­ing­ly, his af­ter­burn­er flamed out and Steele felt him­self lift­ed out of

    the near­ly hor­izon­tal seat back as the pow­er­less F-15 Ea­gle be­gan to fall back like a

    dart thrown up in­to the air.




    “I’ve lost it! I’ve lost pow­er!” Steele was shout­ing. He clawed at the restarter. The

    en­gine whined. Noth­ing. The nose of the jet was tip­ping earth­ward again and there was the

    desert floor spin­ning like a plate.




    “Eject! Eject!” he called, hit­ting his ejec­tion but­ton. The canopy popped. Then he felt a

    gorge-​lift­ing kick in the butt as the ejec­tion-​seat charge ex­plod­ed. Then ev­ery­thing

    ex­plod­ed. The F-15 burst like a pres­sur­ized can in a mi­crowave, go­ing in an in­stant from

    mag­nif­icent winged met­al bird in­to so much slic­ing shrap­nel.




    A sec­tion of wing de­cap­itat­ed Cap­tain Steele be­fore he re­al­ized what had hap­pened.

    His back­seater was too slow hit­ting his ejec­tion but­ton. He went down with the plane.




    High above, two F-1S Fight­ing Fal­cons with Ris­ing Sun mark­ings streaked away like

    fugi­tive ar­rows. When Davis-​Mon­than Air Force Base in­formed the Pen­tagon that they had

    lost con­tact with their scout planes, the joint Chiefs of Staff were as­sem­bled. Ad­mi­ral-

    William Black­bird, chair­man of the joint Chiefs, or­dered two Ma­rine F/A-18 Hor­nets to the

    Yu­ma Ma­rine Air Sta­tion, which had al­so stopped com­mu­ni­cat­ing with the out­side world.

    Then he put in a call to the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States.




    He was told by the Pres­ident’s chief of staff that the Pres­ident was pitch­ing horse­shoes

    in the new White House pit and would he mind wait­ing for a call­back.




    The chair­man of the Joint Chiefs told the chief of staff that a call­back would be just

    fine. Then he turned to the as­sem­bled Joint Chiefs.




    “It’s ours. That id­iot chief of staff must think that if we don’t scream emer­gen­cy, then

    the Pen­tagon can wait. So what’s the sit­ua­tion on those Hor­nets?”




    The com­man­dant of the Ma­rine Corps held up an an­noyed hand. Then he clapped it to an ear

    while he lis­tened to a voice on the oth­er end of the tele­phone line. When he lift­ed-​his

    head, his face was pale.




    “We’ve lost con­tact with the Hor­nets.”




    “What hap­pened?”




    “The Air Force shot them down.”




    The si­lence in the room was pal­pa­ble.




    “Check all bases,” Ad­mi­ral Black­bird or­dered. “Find out what’s go­ing on.”




    “We’re do­ing that, Ad­mi­ral.” All around the room, the com­bined lead­ers of Amer­ica’s

    mil­itary com­mand struc­ture were do­ing what they did best: mak­ing phone calls.




    One by one, they up­dat­ed the chair­man. All oth­er bases and units re­port­ed nor­mal

    sit­ua­tions.




    “It seems to be con­fined to the Yu­ma area,” sug­gest­ed the chief of Naval

    Op­er­ations.




    “This could be a di­ver­sion. I want a world­wide sta­tus re­port. “




    The or­der was car­ried out at once. All over the con­ti­nen­tal Unit­ed States and Eu­rope,

    U.S. bases were con­tact­ed. KH-11 re­con satel­lites shift­ed in their or­bits.




    Tele­phone and telex ac­tiv­ity cen­ter­ing on the Pen­tagon grew fran­tic. It threat­ened

    to jam the phone lines of of­fi­cial Wash­ing­ton.




    As the hours passed, word came back that there were no un­usu­al events any­where in the

    world. There was on­ly Yu­ma.




    And out of Yu­ma, there was on­ly si­lence. Re­mo Williams closed his eyes.




    It was not to block out the macabre bounc­ing of the air­men’s bod­ies as they struck the

    desert floor. Too many of them had hit like rag dolls for it to hold mean­ing any­more. The

    screams were far­away in his ears, masked by the rush­ing of air as Re­mo fell in the

    so-​called “dead-​spi­der” free-​fall po­si­tion.




    Re­mo closed his eyes to bet­ter fo­cus on his breath­ing. For in Sinan­ju breath­ing was

    all. It un­locked the reser­voirs of po­ten­tial that lay in ev­ery man. Some men, when faced

    with a cri­sis, could sum­mon up a por­tion of that in­ner pow­er. Great strength, in­hu­man

    speed, im­pos­si­ble re­flex­es-​all were with­in the spec­trum of hu­man abil­ity. Re­mo,

    be­cause Sinan­ju train­ing put him at one with the uni­verse, could uti­lize ev­ery as­pect of

    that spec­trum in si­mul­ta­ne­ous har­mo­ny.




    Peo­ple had fall­en out of air­planes be­fore and sur­vived, Re­mo knew. Usu­al­ly they

    shat­tered ev­ery bone in their bod­ies. And those were the lucky ones.




    Re­mo in­tend­ed to sur­vive. He shut his eyes, the bet­ter to at­tune his breath­ing to the

    uni­verse. He locked out all sound and sen­sa­tion and looked with­in him­self.




    And some­where deep in the pit of his stom­ach, a cold fire be­gan to burn. Re­mo willed

    him­self in­to that point. He willed ev­ery essence of his be­ing to com­press in­to a

    pin­point of icy fire. The wind roar­ing in his ears cut off as if they had been shut­tered. He

    felt his fin­ger­tips go numb. And his toes lose feel­ing.




    The feel­ing drained from his limbs and rushed, like blood, to his stom­ach-​ac­cord­ing to

    Sinan­ju teach­ing, the seat of the hu­man soul.




    Re­mo felt lighter, as light as a snowflake. But even a snowflake fell. Re­mo dared not

    strike the desert with the force of a falling snowflake, for in this state, his bones were too

    frag­ile to sur­vive. All his mass was con­cen­trat­ed in one point. He weighed no more than a

    snowflake. His bones were as hol­low as a snow­ball. But, like a snow­ball, he was bound by the

    ir­re­sistible pull of grav­ity.




    Re­mo willed his essence tighter. He would nev­er un­der­stand the physics of what he was

    at­tempt­ing to do, any more than he com­pre­hend­ed the nat­ural laws he bent ev­ery time he

    sent a fore­fin­ger through plate steel or saw as clear­ly as a cat in ab­so­lute

    dark­ness.




    When he felt his mass to be near­ly neg­li­gi­ble, he al­lowed his shut­tered ears to open.

    The wind was no longer a roar. Re­mo smiled. He was no longer drop­ping like a stone. But he

    was still drop­ping. He reached out to feel the wind, his fin­gers touch­ing the pal­pa­ble

    up­drafts of heat ris­ing from the desert floor. He was at one with those up­drafts. They were

    his friends. He would ride them to a gen­tle land­ing on the ground far be­low. Re­mo opened

    his eyes.




    He saw the sand. It was inch­es from his face. His smile broke in­to an open-​mouthed shout.

    He nev­er got any sound out be­cause his mouth was sud­den­ly full of sand, and his neck

    snapped back with a dry crack.




    And in the black heart of the uni­verse, an­gry red eyes snapped awake and a cru­el mouth

    opened in howl­ing rage.




    Re­tired Mas­ter Sergeant Jim Con­can­non had been too young for World War II. By the time

    Viet­nam came around, he had a paunch, al­though dur­ing his long Army ca­reer he had served in

    Pleiku and Da Nang.




    But for the Ko­re­an con­flict, Jim Con­can­non was just right. It was in Ko­rea that

    then-​Pri­vate Jim Con­can­non learned to fight, to sur­vive, and to wit­ness hor­ror with­out

    be­ing psy­cho­log­ical­ly in­ca­pac­itat­ed by it.




    But here, in peace­time, out in the Yu­ma Desert, as Bronzi­ni’s tech­ni­cal ad­vis­er

    watched more than five hun­dred young air­men fall to their death, he stood, his mouth agape,

    for once in his life par­alyzed in­to in­ac­tion.




    When the fi­nal body, which took an ag­oniz­ing­ly long time to land, fi­nal­ly did strike,

    re­tired Mas­ter Sergeant Jim Con­can­non pulled the binoc­ulars from his star­ing eyes and

    turned to Fourth A. D. Nin­ten­do Toshi­ba.




    Toshi­ba was smil­ing. It was a sick, twist­ed smile. Con­can­non jumped the Japanese.




    Toshi­ba went down un­der his pum­mel­ing fists. Con­can­non took him by the throat and

    tried to squeeze his eyes out of his head. Then one of the crew­men in desert util­ities came

    up from be­hind and knocked him flat with the butt of his AK-47.




    Con­can­non was dim­ly aware of his be­ing lugged in­to a wait­ing APC and

    un­cer­emo­ni­ous­ly dumped in back. His ribs hurt. As the APC start­ed off, he un­der­stood

    why. He had been thrown on­to a stack of box­es.




    Con­can­non played dead while he slow­ly walked his fin­gers to the side of a crate. It

    smelled faint­ly of let­tuce. A let­tuce crate. He wormed one hand in­to the spaces be­tween

    the rough slats and touched some­thing smooth and non­metal­lic. He pulled the ob­ject out and

    opened his eyes a crack.




    Jim Con­can­non saw that he had his hands on a Chi­nese stick grenade. A Type 67. He

    sup­pressed a pleased smile. In Ko­rea, he used to car­ry a box of grenades dur­ing pa­trols.

    He was laughed at for lug­ging all that weight. Un­til one day, out­side of In­chon, when his

    unit was am­bushed by a Red Chi­nese pa­trol. As his bud­dies were mowed down, Jim Con­can­non

    wrenched open the box and be­gan pulling pins and toss­ing grenades in ev­ery di­rec­tion.

    There was no sci­ence to what he did. He just let fly.




    When the for­est had fall­en silent, Jim Con­can­non got up off his stom­ach. On all sides,

    there were Red Chi­nese corpses-​corpses dressed much like the two lines of sol­diers sit­ting

    in the back of the rolling APC near­ly forty years lat­er and half a world away.




    Jim Con­can­non had saved his pa­trol that day back in 1953. He knew he could not save those

    who died on this day, but he could avenge them.




    One by one he slipped stick grenades from the crate. When he had five, he un­screwed the

    blade caps at the ends, ex­pos­ing the pull cords. He yanked the caps, ig­nit­ing the

    time-​de­lay fus­es. Then he made his move. He rolled sud­den­ly, and hurled the grenades.




    There is no place to run in a sealed APC. Not that the Japanese sol­diers didn’t try. They

    saw the bounc­ing sticks and leapt to their feet, bump­ing hel­mets and trip­ping over one

    an­oth­er’s feet and sud­den­ly-​for­got­ten ri­fles in a des­per­ate ef­fort to es­cape.




    But there was no es­cape. One by one, the grenades det­onat­ed, and al­though on­ly three

    ex­plod­ed-​which was par for the Type 67 stick grenade-​they ren­dered the hu­man car­go of

    the APC un­rec­og­niz­able.


  




  

    Chapter 15




    They came for Arnold Zif­fel as he was hav­ing his morn­ing cof­fee.




    Arnold Zif­fel al­ways knew they would come. Some­times they were Rus­sian and some­times

    they were Cuban. Oth­er times they were black or Asian or even Mex­ican. The face of the en­emy

    that cov­et­ed the Land of the Free con­tin­ual­ly changed in Arnold Zif­fel’s mind.




    But Arnold Zif­fel’s re­solve would nev­er change, he vowed. That was why he had laid away a

    three-​month food sup­ply in his garage. That was why he kept his AR-15 as­sault ri­fle ful­ly

    load­ed at all times. He was not go­ing down with­out a fight. The bumper stick­er at­tached to

    the back of his pick­up truck summed up Arnold Zif­fel’s phi­los­ophy per­fect­ly: “My wife,

    yes. My dog, maybe. My gun, nev­er!”




    When they came, they didn’t want Mrs. Arnold Zif­fel. They kicked his dog, Rusty, out the

    front door and locked him out. They al­so locked out Arnold Zif­fel’s AR-15. It was in the back

    of his pick­up.




    “What do you want?” Arnold sput­tered, ris­ing from his break­fast nook as three sol­diers

    prod­ded his wife in­to the room at the point of fixed bay­onets.




    “Christ­mas tree!” one of them screeched. “Where is?”




    “My tree?” Arnold blurt­ed. “You want my Christ­mas tree?”




    “Where tree?”




    “For God’s sake, Arnold,” Mrs. Zif­fel said shril­ly. “Tell them!”




    Arnold Zif­fel de­cid­ed that he could live with hand­ing’ up his Christ­mas tree.




    “In the next room,” he said.




    “You show!” the lead­er de­mand­ed. He was Asian. As he pulled Arnold in­to the den, he

    rec­og­nized their Peo­ple’s Lib­er­ation Army uni­forms. He was a reg­ular read­er of Sol­dier

    of For­tune mag­azine. The fun­ny thing was, these folks didn’t look Chi­nese at all.




    “Here it is,” Arnold said, wav­ing to a stunt­ed Scotch pine grow­ing in a tree box. It was

    taste­ful­ly dec­orat­ed with al­ter­nat­ing red and sil­ver or­na­ments.




    “Stand by tree!” the Chi­nese sol­dier said.




    “Come on, He­len,” Arnold said, tak­ing his wife by the arm.




    “What can they want?” He­len Zif­fel whis­pered.




    “Shhh.” Arnold put his arm around his wife’s thin shoul­ders. He felt her trem­ble.

    Sud­den­ly, de­spite her fad­ed pink house­coat and rat’s-​nest hair, she seemed more pre­cious

    to him than his beloved AR-15. He was about to tell her so when the lead­er shout­ed some­thing

    in a for­eign tongue and in­to the den came oth­er sol­diers, lug­ging cam­era equip­ment and

    lights. They set up the lights in op­po­site cor­ners of the den and turned them on. They hurt

    Arnold’s eyes. Then the cam­era was put in­to po­si­tion, and Mrs. Zif­fel said some­thing that

    sent a wave of re­lief through Arnold’s wob­bly legs. “Arnold. These must be the movie

    peo­ple.”




    “Is that true?” Arnold stam­mered. “Are you with the movie they’re shoot­ing?”




    “Yes, yes,” the lead­er said dis­tract­ed­ly. He con­ferred with a cam­era­man. They were

    hold­ing up a pock­et de­vice and try­ing to read the me­ter. It looked ex­act­ly like the

    light me­ter that came with Arnold’s thir­ty-​five-​mil­lime­ter Nishit­su Aut­ofo­cus.




    “Arnold, do you sup­pose we’re go­ing to be in the movie?” He­len Zif­fel won­dered.




    “I’ll ask. Hey, friend, are you go­ing to shoot us?” The lead­er turned, his eyes cold black

    opals.




    “Yes, we shoot you soon. Wait, prease.”




    “Did you hear that?” Arnold told his wife ex­cit­ed­ly. “We’re go­ing to be in a Bronzi­ni

    movie.” Arnold Zif­fel had seen all the Grundy’s twice, once for the sto­ry and then a sec­ond

    time to count the tech­ni­cal mis­takes.




    Then the cam­era­man got be­hind his cam­era and the lead­er called out to the Zif­fels.




    “Adorn tree, prease,” he said.




    “Beg par­don?” Arnold said, blink­ing.




    “Tree. You make rike you adorn with ranterns, okay?”




    “I think he wants us to pre­tend we’re putting the bulbs on, Arnold. That’s what he meant by

    lanterns.”




    “But the dang things al­ready dec­orat­ed,” Arnold hissed through a set-​toothed smile. He

    didn’t want to have a fight with his wife in front of thir­ty mil­lion movie­go­ers.




    “Then let’s pre­tend,” He­len Zif­fel said tight­ly. “This is a ma­jor movie, for good­ness’

    sake. Try to go along, for once in your life.”




    Arnold and He­len got on ei­ther side of their Christ­mas tree and each re­moved a bulb.

    He­len took a sil­ver one and Arnold took a red one.




    “How’s this?” Arnold asked, and he fum­bled the tiny hook back on­to the tree.




    The lead­er barked some­thing un­in­tel­li­gi­ble and the or­na­ment ex­plod­ed in Arnold’s

    sur­prised face. His wife screamed. The tree shiv­ered man­ical­ly, or­na­ments pop­ping like

    flash­bulbs, limbs snap­ping like brush.




    Arnold Zif­fel saw the raw ru­in that had been his up­raised hand and felt the

    sledge­ham­mer blows of au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire punc­tu­ate his trem­bling body. He joined

    his wife on the floor. The new light fix­ture he had bought for the den shat­tered with­in its

    San­ta Claus wrap­ping un­der the im­pact of his 195-pound weight. His sur­viv­ing hand fell

    on­to his wife’s cheek, and even though he couldn’t feel it, Arnold knew she was dead. The

    gun­fire stopped.




    Arnold Zif­fel lift­ed his face shak­ily and tried to see in­to the blind­ing lights. Just

    be­fore he died, he won­dered why, if this were just a movie, the bul­lets had been re­al. And

    why, if, as he had sud­den­ly sus­pect­ed, they had fi­nal­ly come for him, were they film­ing

    it?




    May­or Basil Cloves want­ed to know if this was in the script when the uni­formed Japanese

    barged in­to his of­fice and dragged him out of his ex­ec­utive chair.




    He was still ask­ing it five min­utes lat­er when they forced his head in­to the V of the

    curb in front of city hall and rolled a tank up on­to the side­walk. The left front track

    stopped just inch­es from his head.




    Third A. D. Harachi Seiko de­mand­ed, “One rast time, I ask for your sur­ren­der. Do you

    agree?”




    Cloves hes­itat­ed. “Is this in the script?” he asked again. Seiko barked an or­der in

    Japanese. The tank inched clos­er. Cloves felt the cold­ness of the curb against his face. A

    kneel­ing Japanese kept his face pressed to the grit­ty street. An­oth­er one squat­ted

    harpy-​like on his legs. A third pin­ioned his arms be­hind his back.




    “Tell me what you want me to do!” Cloves said in an ag­itat­ed voice. “If the script calls

    for it, I’ll sur­ren­der.”




    “Choice is yours,” Seiko said flat­ly. “You sur­ren­der and terr cit­izens to ray down arms.

    Or you die.”




    Basil Cloves cringed from the spit­tle spray­ing from the Japanese’s scream­ing mouth.

    Through the tri­an­gu­lar frame of the arm of the sol­dier who had his head, he could see a

    video cam­era aimed at his own face. Maybe he should play the brave pub­lic ser­vant.




    Be­hind the video cam­era a man was walk­ing down the street, look­ing dazed and cry­ing in

    a voice choked with dis­be­lief, “But this is Amer­ica. This is Amer­ica!”




    He was quick­ly sur­round­ed and bay­onet­ed in the stom­ach.




    It oc­curred to May­or Basil Cloves that per­haps this wasn’t a movie af­ter all. That the

    ex­plo­sions he kept hear­ing were not spe­cial ef­fects. That the spo­radic gun­fire was not

    harm­less.




    Basil Cloves in that mo­ment re­al­ized what he had done. And he made his de­ci­sion.




    “I’ll nev­er sur­ren­der,” he said qui­et­ly.




    The next sound he heard was a gut­tural or­der, then the clank­ing of the tank. The man

    hold­ing his head down turned his face to the dirt-​caked track, which gleamed at its wear

    points. The track inched for­ward.




    “You change mind?” Third A. D. Seiko de­mand­ed.




    “Nev­er!” May­or Cloves spat. He knew they could not run him down. Not with four men

    hold­ing him down. They’d be run over too.




    Yet the track con­tin­ued gnash­ing to­ward him.




    The man at his head sud­den­ly re­leased his hair. He stepped back. Cloves lift­ed his head.

    But that was all he could lift. The oth­ers kept his arms and legs down.




    Then the track bit in­to the may­or of Yu­ma’s nose. He screamed, but the sound was

    swal­lowed by the shat­ter­ing of his teeth and the pul­ver­iz­ing of his fa­cial bones.




    May­or Basil Cloves nev­er heard the pulpy crack that caused yel­low­ish brain curd to erupt

    from the fis­sures of his bro­ken skull.




    Third A. D. Harachi Seiko or­dered the tank to back up so the cam­era­man could come in for

    a close-​up of the may­or’s head. Then the tank rolled for­ward again. It went back and forth

    un­til the may­or’s head was noth­ing more than a meaty stain.




    Lin­da Best was on­ly dim­ly aware that there was a film be­ing shot in Yu­ma. It was the

    day be­fore Christ­mas va­ca­tion and that meant there was a lot of home­work to col­lect and

    tests to give to her third-​grade class in the Ronald Rea­gan El­emen­tary School.




    So when the Asian sol­dier en­tered the class as she was pass­ing out a gram­mar test, the

    last thing that Lin­da Best thought of was a movie.




    She saw the AK-47 in the Asian sol­dier’s hands and all she could think of was the

    in­ci­dent in Cal­ifor­nia, where a ma­ni­ac in fa­tigues and car­ry­ing an au­to­mat­ic weapon

    had killed or maimed near­ly thir­ty chil­dren.




    She cried “No!” and flung the pa­pers in his face. The man flinched. Lin­da Best leapt at

    the man in the desert cam­ou­flage fa­tigues be­fore he could re­cov­er. Her hands clawed for

    the gun. She nev­er felt the sharp edge of the bay­onet as it sliced one grasp­ing hand. The

    oth­er got the bar­rel. Lin­da pulled. The Asian man fought back. He was small. Lin­da was not.

    They strug­gled as the chil­dren be­gan duck­ing un­der the desks.




    “Give me that thing!” she sobbed rack­ing­ly.




    The man grunt­ed inar­tic­ulate­ly. Some­where, through a rush­ing in her ears, Lin­da heard

    com­mo­tion else­where in the cor­ri­dors of the school. A pop­ping like fire­crack­ers. She

    was bare­ly aware of it. All her thoughts, all her strength, were fo­cused on the sweat­ing

    face that gri­maced on­ly inch­es in front of her.




    Lin­da Best knew she couldn’t hope to over­pow­er him by sheer strength. Sur­prise had

    car­ried her this far. Out of the cor­ner of her eyes she saw some of the chil­dren crawl out

    the open door. Good chil­dren, she thought. Run, run. Get help.




    Then she felt the strength be­gin to leave one arm. No, not now, not yet. She moaned

    silent­ly. Lord give me strength. And she saw why. The blood had prac­ti­cal­ly paint­ed her

    bare fore­arm. She had been un­wit­ting­ly clutch­ing a bay­onet.




    Lin­da re­leased the ri­fle. The Japanese scram­bled to bring the weapon to bear. In that

    in­stant, Lin­da Best kicked him in the crotch. The Japanese dou­bled over. His weapon fell

    in­to Lin­da’s wait­ing arms.




    Lin­da Best had nev­er held a ri­fle in her life. She had nev­er fired a shot. She had

    nev­er struck a blow in anger. She nev­er want­ed to.




    But on that day in De­cem­ber, with the chil­dren scram­bling be­tween her legs to safe­ty,

    she found the strength to place the muz­zle of the un­fa­mil­iar weapon to the face of the man

    who had had the temer­ity to en­ter her class­room with mur­der­ous in­tent, and gave him the

    con­tents of its clip in one pull of the trig­ger.




    “Ev­ery­one, hur­ry,” Lin­da called, look­ing away from the re­sult of her courage. “Fol­low

    me!”




    The chil­dren came, some of them. Oth­ers hud­dled and cried. Swift­ly, gen­tly, Lin­da Best

    went among them, pry­ing fin­gers from desk legs. She pushed them to the safe­ty of the door,

    ad­mon­ish­ing them not to look at the man who lay with ag­itat­ed limbs across the

    door­way.




    She car­ried the last two in her arms. They were cry­ing for their moth­ers.




    It was too much to hope that in their pan­ic the chil­dren would all reach the fire ex­its.

    Lin­da stum­bled out in­to the cor­ri­dor hop­ing for best, fear­ing the worst. She did not

    ex­pect the sight that await­ed her.




    The cor­ri­dor swarmed with stu­dents. And among them were armed sol­diers, men with hard

    for­eign faces and mer­ci­less weapons. A fel­low teach­er bumped in­to Lin­da. It was Miss

    Head, who had the fifth grade.




    “What is it? What’s hap­pen­ing?” Lin­da asked breath­less­ly.




    “We don’t know,” Miss Head hissed. “They want us to as­sem­ble out­side.”




    “But why? Who are they?”




    “The as­sis­tant prin­ci­pal thinks they’re with the movie. But look at how they’re

    be­hav­ing. I think it’s re­al.”




    “I know it is,” Lin­da said, hold­ing up her hand. It was stiff­en­ing. Miss Head saw the

    al­ready-​brown­ing blood and put her hand in front of her mouth.




    Then they were both prod­ded to­ward the front doors by in­sis­tent bay­onets. There, the

    chil­dren were be­ing forced to sit on the grass, their hands clasped be­hind their heads like

    POW’s in a war movie. It would have been cute had it not been so grotesque.




    Rough hands seg­re­gat­ed Lin­da and her col­league from the milling chil­dren. They were

    made to stand with a grow­ing knot of teach­ers.




    Lin­da found her­self shoved next to the prin­ci­pal, Mr. Mul­roy. “Can this be for re­al?”

    she asked.




    “They’re se­ri­ous. Roth­man and Skin­dar­ian are dead.”




    “Oh, no!”




    “No talk­ing!” a voice barked.




    When the last of the chil­dren were forced on­to the ground, the sol­diers turned to the

    teach­ers. One wear­ing cap­tain’s bars di­rect­ed the oth­ers. The fac­ul­ty was forced to

    stand in a line as a cam­era was set up.




    “Look, they’re film­ing this,” Miss Head whis­pered. “Maybe it is a movie, af­ter all.”




    That hap­py thought lived on­ly as long as it took for sev­er­al sol­diers to drag the

    blood-​spat­tered corpses of three fall­en teach­ers out in­to the sun­light.




    No one be­lieved it was on­ly a movie af­ter that.




    The Japanese cap­tain wait­ed tense­ly for the cam­era­man to sig­nal him. He nod­ded back.

    Then the cap­tain called, “Ror­ring. Fire!”




    The cam­era hummed. And AK-47’s slapped to uni­formed shoul­ders. The gun­fire came in

    sin­gle shots, ex­ecu­tion-​style.




    The en­tire teach­ing staff of the Ronald Rea­gan El­emen­tary School were ex­ecut­ed

    with­out ben­efit of blind­folds or fi­nal words. The cap­tain went among the dead and

    de­liv­ered a vi­cious kick to each body. Those who groaned had a bay­onet plunged in­to their

    throats.




    The chil­dren watched this in si­lence.




    All over Yu­ma, the schools were cleared and the staffs put to death. Ev­ery food out­let

    was placed un­der armed guard. The gun shops were quar­an­tined. All roads were closed and the

    Am­trak rail beds were dy­na­mit­ed.




    Three hours in­to the Bat­tle of Yu­ma, the elec­tric­ity went out. The Yu­ma reser­voir was

    placed un­der oc­cu­pa­tion con­trol and wa­ter sup­plies shut off. Tele­phone lines to the

    out­side world were sev­ered. All tele­vi­sion and ra­dio sta­tions were seized and tak­en off

    the air.




    The po­lice sta­tion was sur­round­ed by T-62 tanks, which opened up with their

    .125-mil­lime­ter smooth­bore can­non un­til the one-​sto­ry stuc­co build­ing was a shat­tered

    tum­ble. In­di­vid­ual po­lice units were hunt­ed down and crushed. The Na­tion­al Guard

    head­quar­ters was seized and its weapons stores con­fis­cat­ed.




    By noon, the tanks and the bod­ies had con­vinced the ma­jor­ity of the pop­ula­tion that

    this was no film. Those with firearms took to the streets. For two more hours, pock­ets of

    re­sis­tance, snipers and rov­ing groups of cit­izens, fought back with hunt­ing ri­fles and

    hand­guns.




    Then, at 2:06 in the af­ter­noon, tanks block­ing the run­way of Yu­ma In­ter­na­tion­al

    Air­port rolled aside to al­low a squadron of five pro­peller-​driv­en planes to take off. They

    lined up and crossed the sky un­der the high cir­rus clouds. Si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly, each plane

    emit­ted a puff of white va­por. Then an­oth­er puff.




    Across the sky, in fluffy dot-​ma­trix-​style let­ters, the sky­writ­ing planes spelled out

    a mes­sage: RE­SIS­TANCE WILL END OR YOUR CHIL­DREN WILL DIE!




    All over the city, spo­radic gun­fire be­gan to die down. Not all cit­izens threw down their

    weapons at first. A few-​those with­out fam­ilies-​kept on fight­ing. Those who weren’t hunt­ed

    down by Japanese troops were quelled by Yu­ma cit­izens with chil­dren at risk.




    By six P. M. the city was qui­et. The chill of af­ter­noon deep­ened in­to a still cold.

    Fires burned at scat­tered lo­ca­tions, send­ing smoke in­to the air. Tanks prowled the streets

    with im­puni­ty. The sun fell be­hind the moun­tains, cast­ing long, for­lorn pur­ple shad­ows

    on the sur­round­ing sea of sand. It was mag­ic hour.




    Yu­ma, Ari­zona, had fall­en to the Nishit­su Cor­po­ra­tion.


  




  

    Chapter 16




    The clos­er she got to the Yu­ma city lim­its, the more afraid Sh­eryl Rose be­came. Yu­ma

    was her home. She had been born in Yu­ma, gone to school there, and af­ter grad­ua­tion from

    near­by Ari­zona West­ern Col­lege, got a job at a lo­cal tele­vi­sion sta­tion. A scary day

    was when she got the cue cards out of or­der.




    Sh­eryl fid­dled with the ra­dio. Sta­tions as far away as Phoenix came in clear­ly. But

    none of the home­town sta­tions were on the air.




    If Sh­eryl hadn’t been in broad­cast­ing, it might not have hit her as hard. But the dead

    air was like a knife in her stom­ach.




    “They got the ra­dio sta­tions,” she sobbed. “How could this hap­pen? This is Amer­ica.”




    “And Rome was Rome,” said Chi­un grave­ly. “It, too, fell when it be­came old. Where is the

    Greece of days gone by? The Egyp­tians no longer rule their part of the world. Do not think

    be­cause your na­tion has ex­ist­ed with­out know­ing the tread of an in­vad­ing army, that it

    could nev­er hap­pen. It has. Now we must deal with what has tak­en place, not de­ny it.”




    Bill Roam spoke up for the first time since they had left Luke.




    “You’re act­ing like Yu­ma has fall­en to the Nazis,” he said. “It’s on­ly a movie

    com­pa­ny. Sure, they’ve gone crazy, but they can’t hold an Amer­ican city in­def­inite­ly. And

    they sure can’t widen their area of op­er­ations. They bare­ly have the man­pow­er to hold this

    city. When the shock wears off, the peo­ple will grab their guns and beat them off. You watch.

    You’ll see.”




    No one re­spond­ed to that. They came to the road­block. The two T-62 tanks were still in

    place. But now they were qui­et. As the Nin­ja passed them, the sound of its en­gine caused the

    trapped Japanese crews to be­gin pound­ing and shout­ing for at­ten­tion.




    “What hap­pened to them?” Bill Roam want­ed to know, look­ing back in be­wil­der­ment.




    “He did,” Sh­eryl said, jerk­ing a thumb at Chi­un.




    “You must know some right pow­er­ful medicine, chief,” Roam said.




    “Yes,” Chi­un said. “Very pow­er­ful.”




    “Well, I know a few tricks my­self,” Roam said, his eyes on the desert. “Maybe I’ll get to

    use them be­fore this is done. I helped three planeloads of air­men step in­to eter­ni­ty out

    there. On­ly blood will re­deem that.”




    Chi­un’s eyes were on the desert too. He said noth­ing. They fol­lowed Route 8 through the

    city. Aban­doned cars burned, re­leas­ing smudgy smoke that hung in the air like the vis­ible

    stench of de­feat. They stopped at a road­side pay phone at Chi­un’s in­sis­tence, but he

    re­turned com­plain­ing that it was bro­ken.




    Ev­ery pay phone they en­coun­tered was out of or­der. “Face it,” Roam told him. “They’ve

    cut us off from the out­side world.”




    “Oh, my good­ness,” Sh­eryl said in a small shocked voice. “Look!”




    Off the road, there was a school. A desert-​cam­ou­flage ar­mored per­son­nel car­ri­er

    stood parked in front like some ab­surd ice-​cream truck. Uni­formed sol­diers stood guard over

    the grounds, where rows of chil­dren squat­ted, their hands fold­ed be­hind their heads. Oth­er

    sol­diers dragged adult bod­ies back in­to the build­ing.




    “Je­sus!” Bill Roam mut­tered. “This can’t be hap­pen­ing. “




    “Stop the car,” said Chi­un.




    “Are you crazy?” Sh­eryl cried. “They look like they’d shoot us as soon as look at us.”




    “I can­not al­low those chil­dren to be threat­ened.” Sh­eryl grabbed Chi­un’s sleeve.




    “Look,” she plead­ed. “Think this through. There are more of them than there are of us.”




    Chi­un looked in­to Bill Roam’s weath­er-​beat­en face. “I’m up for it,” Roam said

    qui­et­ly.




    They both looked to Sh­eryl.




    “All right,” she said re­luc­tant­ly. “But I don’t think I’m go­ing to be much help. My

    knees are shak­ing so hard I can bare­ly keep my feet on the brake.”




    “Just keep the en­gine run­ning, lit­tle la­dy,” Bill Roam said as the jeep pulled over to

    the side of the road a ways be­yond the school­grounds. “The chief here and I will do the

    rest.”




    “Why do you call me that?” Chi­un asked.




    “Be­cause you look like a chief. Ready? Let’s go.” The two men left the car in si­lence.

    They worked their way to­ward the build­ing. Chi­un seemed to drift like so much silent smoke.

    Bill Roam walked low, so his tall lanky frame was not so ob­vi­ous. Sh­eryl thought he moved

    like a stealthy In­di­an brave; then she re­mem­bered that Sun­ny Joe Roam was an In­di­an.




    She watched anx­ious­ly through her rear win­dow. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju took a po­si­tion

    be­hind a cac­tus that af­ford­ed a com­mand­ing view of the school, front and rear. It was as

    tall as a man and shaped like a bar­rel. He touched one of the long nee­dles and found it quite

    sharp. With one fin­ger­nail he ra­zored the nee­dles off, col­lect­ing them in his hand like

    so much straw. Chi­un peered around the side of the cac­tus and looked for Sun­ny Joe Roam. He

    frowned. There was no sign of him. Could he have been cap­tured al­ready? Even for a white,

    that would have been in­or­di­nate­ly clum­sy. Tak­ing care not to be seen, Chi­un moved to the

    oth­er side of the cac­tus. He spot­ted Sun­ny Joe Roam sneak­ing up on a Japanese guard

    loi­ter­ing near the back of the school, out of sight of the oth­ers. The Japanese was

    half-​turned from Sun­ny Joe Roam. As Chi­un watched, the sol­dier pulled a cigarette pack from

    his uni­form blouse pock­et and shook out a cigarette. He struck a match. The wind blew it

    out.




    Mov­ing on cat feet, Sun­ny Joe quick­ened his ap­proach. Chi­un, know­ing the rea­son why,

    felt a tin­gle of ad­mi­ra­tion for the In­di­an. He re­al­ized that the guard would have to

    turn out of the wind to light his cigarette. And Sun­ny Joe was walk­ing in­to the wind.




    Chi­un lift­ed a hand­ful of nee­dles, prepar­ing to throw them.




    He nev­er had to. The Japanese turned; Sun­ny Joe shift­ed to one side and froze be­side a

    lan­tana shrub. The guard was look­ing di­rect­ly at the bush as he lit the stub­born

    cigarette. The bush shook slight­ly from a desert breeze. The Japanese seemed not to no­tice.

    Chi­un’s parch­ment face re­laxed in mild sur­prise. He had nev­er seen a white move so

    stealthi­ly. Not since Re­mo. He low­ered the nee­dles and watched.




    The guard reached for his fly, turned to the school­house wall, and Sun­ny Joe came out from

    be­hind the bush like a ghost, one fist up.




    Chi­un turned away. Roam would not need his help.




    He di­rect­ed his at­ten­tion to the guards sur­round­ing the hostage chil­dren. Chi­un

    shook his arms free of his sleeves and pre­pared to hurl the twin hand­fuls in­to the air.

    Above his head, he heard the drone of planes fly­ing in uni­son. The wind was strong, but

    steady. He could com­pen­sate for it.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju brought his hands up in an un­der­arm throw. The nee­dles left his

    splayed fin­gers like splin­ters of pure light.




    The first fusil­lade went the fur­thest. The nee­dles arced high. Drop­ping their points as

    if pro­grammed by a com­put­er, they be­gan to fall. The oth­er nee­dles reached the apex of

    their flight al­most at the same time.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju jumped out from be­hind the shel­ter­ing cac­tus. If he was seen

    now, it would not mat­ter. Arms pump­ing, he ran to­ward the chil­dren.




    Then Sun­ny Joe came out from be­hind the school­house. He car­ried an AK-47. Chi­un hoped

    he had re­straint enough not to use it.




    The nee­dles fell in two fo­cused groups. They struck the sol­diers wher­ev­er they stood,

    but none fell with­in the cir­cle of guards to hit the chil­dren.




    See­ing nee­dles seem­ing­ly sprout­ing from their arms and shoul­ders, the guards had a

    per­fect­ly sen­si­ble re­ac­tion. They gave the Japanese equiv­alent of “Ouch!” and looked up.

    They al­so raised their weapons de­fen­sive­ly.




    They were still look­ing up when the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju be­gan to ex­plode their in­ter­nal

    or­gans with­in their bod­ies. Chi­un’s bony fists found ab­domens and backs. He struck on­ly

    once at each man, but his splind­ly arms struck like steam-​driv­en pis­tons. No sol­dier made

    a sound af­ter he fell. And all of them fell.




    In­stant­ly Chi­un was in the midst of the chil­dren. “Make haste!” he scold­ed. “On your

    feet, lit­tle ones. You must flee. Re­turn to your fam­ilies. Go!”




    The chil­dren re­act­ed slow­ly. Not so the Japanese in the APC. They boiled out of the back

    like cock­roach­es from a light­ed oven.




    Bill Roam picked them off as they came with cool sin­gle shots from his AK-47. The first two

    out went down with­out fir­ing a shot. Oth­ers ducked be­hind the ma­chine and tried to re­turn

    fire from un­der the eight-​wheeled un­der­car­riage.




    Roam dropped to his stom­ach and lined up. He hit a tire, cor­rect­ed his aim, and erased

    the face of a Japanese who was sight­ing down the bar­rel of his ri­fle. Roam’s next shot took

    out the front tire. The APC list­ed sud­den­ly; and the driv­er start­ed the en­gine in an

    ef­fort to es­cape. He didn’t get far. There was still one sharp­shoot­er un­der the chas­sis.

    The good rear tires ran over him, splin­ter­ing his rib cage with a sick­en­ing­ly loud sound.

    The Japanese must have been pack­ing grenades, be­cause his body ex­plod­ed when the tires ran

    over it.




    The APC jumped four feet in­to the air, then fell back, blow­ing the re­main­ing tires.




    Bill Roam pep­pered it with sin­gle shots, tak­ing his time to aim, but giv­ing the

    oc­cu­pants of the APC no time to or­ga­nize a re­sponse.




    By that time, prod­ded by the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, the stu­dents had all tak­en shel­ter

    in­side the school build­ing. Chi­un shut the door af­ter the last one.




    He hur­ried to Bill Roam’s po­si­tion.




    “Cease your fir­ing,” he told Roam. “The chil­dren are safe. I will deal with these ver­min

    now.”




    “Mind if I join the fes­tiv­ities?” Roam said, stand­ing up.




    “On­ly if you do two things for me.”




    “What’s that?” Roam won­dered.




    “Leave the weapon and do not get your­self killed.”




    “You got ‘em both,” Roam said, let­ting his AK-47 fall on­to the grass. “It was about out of

    bul­lets any­how.” They moved on the APC from two di­rec­tions. Chi­un took the back. Roam went

    for the driv­er. He slipped up un­der the driv­er’s an­gle of vi­sion and took the door

    han­dle. He yanked it open so fast the driv­er, hud­dled un­der the steer­ing wheel, on­ly

    re­al­ized he was in trou­ble when an un­ex­pect­ed breeze touched his face. He opened his

    eyes. He saw Bill Roam’s fist. Then he saw noth­ing. In the rear, three Japanese were crouched,

    their ri­fles aimed at the open doors. Smoke came up through the dam­aged floor, but no

    shrap­nel had pen­etrat­ed the APC’s hard steel floor­ing.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ap­peared framed in the open­ing like some wrath­ful spir­it. One

    claw­like hand swept out, bat­ting aside a ri­fle muz­zle be­fore its own­er could pull the

    trig­ger. An­oth­er was sucked from its own­er’s clutch so fast that skin came off his

    fin­gers.




    Chi­un’s fin­ger­nails found both men’s throats at once. They sank in and then slipped out

    in a flash. Blood fol­lowed them out, in bright ar­te­ri­al streams. He hurled the dy­ing

    sol­diers from the ve­hi­cle with care­less yanks.




    One sol­dier re­mained. He fired a burst that would have gone through the old Ko­re­an’s

    head had it not been for the un­for­tu­nate fact that be­tween the time the trig­ger was pulled

    and the first bul­let emerged from the muz­zle, the ri­fle in­ex­pli­ca­bly swapped ends.




    In­stead, the bul­lets de­stroyed the sol­dier’s in­testi­nal tract. He looked down at his

    stom­ach. It was a ru­in of cam­ou­flage cloth, now suit­able on­ly for blend­ing in with

    hos­pi­tal wastes. He no­ticed that he was hold­ing his ri­fle the wrong way. How had that

    hap­pened?




    Then the old Ko­re­an set his palm against the butt end of the stock and pushed. Too late,

    the sol­dier re­al­ized that his bay­onet was af­fixed to the muz­zle. His eyes rolled up in­to

    his head. He was still clutch­ing his weapon when he col­lapsed to the floor.




    Chi­un emerged from the APC with hard vis­age. A hulk­ing shad­ow came around the side.

    Chi­un whirled sud­den­ly, tak­en by sur­prise. It was Bill Roam.




    “You are very silent on your feet for a white,” he said with a hint of re­spect in his dry

    voice.




    “I’m an in­jun, re­mem­ber?” Roam laughed. “And I told you I knew some pow­er­ful

    medicine.”




    “Your tribe. By what name does it go?”




    “You nev­er heard of them,” Roam said eva­sive­ly. “So what are we go­ing to do with the

    chil­dren? They sure won’t fit in­to our lit­tle jeep. Or this thing ei­ther,” he added,

    smack­ing the APC’s flank with his meaty hand.




    “Per­haps they are safer here,” Chi­un said slow­ly, as he saw Sh­eryl drive up. She honked

    her horn re­peat­ed­ly. “Uh-​oh, I don’t like the sound of that,” Roam said omi­nous­ly.




    Sh­eryl leaned her head out the jeep’s win­dow, call­ing, “Look!” She point­ed at the

    sky.




    There, five air­planes were fin­ish­ing writ­ing a mes­sage in puffs of white va­por:

    RE­SIS­TANCE WILL END OR YOUR CHIL­DREN WILL DIE!




    Roam grunt­ed deep in his throat. “Emp­ty threat now. “




    “No,” Chi­un replied. “For if they have this school, they have the oth­ers.”




    “Damn! What are we go­ing to do?”




    “I know the Japanese mind,” Chi­un said lev­el­ly. “They ruled my home­land for many bit­ter

    years. They will in­sti­gate reprisals for what we have done.”




    “We got­ta get those kids to safe­ty. How about we make a dash for the reser­va­tion? The

    Japs might not have both­ered with my peo­ple. The kids would be as safe there as

    any­where.”




    “No,” Chi­un said. “There is a bet­ter way. We will send them back to their own homes.”




    “I get it. It’s hard­er to bring down one pi­geon than a flock of them, right?”




    “Ex­act­ly. Come.”




    Mov­ing rapid­ly, they emp­tied the school. The chil­dren were sent off in groups, old­er

    ones paired with the younger. It took most of the af­ter­noon, but by the time they were done,

    ev­ery child had es­caped in­to the city.




    “Some of them might not make it,” Sh­eryl said as she watched the last of them go.




    “Some of them will not,” Chi­un said flat­ly.




    “Then why send them? Wasn’t there a bet­ter way?”




    “The on­ly oth­er way was the desert. None of them would have sur­vived the desert.

    Come.”




    They got in­to the jeep in si­lence.




    Sh­eryl put the key in­to the ig­ni­tion. “Look. If it’s as bad as we think, we won’t get

    through the city un­chal­lenged. Not in broad day­light. My house isn’t far from here. What do

    you say?”




    “The lit­tle gal makes sense,” Roam said.




    “Agreed,” Chi­un said. “For if we are to deal with this sit­ua­tion, I must de­vise a

    plan.”




    “Deal?” Sh­eryl said as she spun the car around and ran in to­ward the city. “I vote we just

    wait un­til the Marines or the Rangers or what­ev­er land.”




    “That is the prob­lem with you peo­ple,” Chi­un sniffed. He was watch­ing the puffy

    sky­writ­ing spread and thin.




    “What peo­ple?” Sh­eryl want­ed to know as she took an off ramp.




    “Amer­icans,” Chi­un re­turned. “You are such crea­tures of your tech­nol­ogy. Do you

    re­mem­ber the time those whales were trapped in an ice hole?”




    “Sure thing. It was in all the pa­pers. What about it?”




    “The Es­ki­mo want­ed to be­gin cut­ting a chan­nel to the sea to re­lease them,” Chi­un

    went on, “but the Amer­icans re­fused to al­low this. They said that when their ice-​crush­ing

    ships ar­rived, they would do the job faster.”




    “And they came.”




    “Af­ter many de­lays in which the an­imals suf­fered. The ships could not break the ice fast

    enough. Fi­nal­ly the Amer­icans re­lent­ed and the Es­ki­mo were al­lowed to be­gin cut­ting a

    chan­nel by hand.”




    “As I re­call, be­tween them they got the job done.”




    “One an­imal died. Had the Amer­icans not in­sist­ed on wait­ing for their mighty

    tech­nol­ogy, no an­imals would have died, and the oth­ers would not have suf­fered.”




    “Am I miss­ing some­thing here? What does that have to do with our sit­ua­tion?”




    “Amer­icans al­ways act help­less while wait­ing for their tech­nol­ogy to ar­rive. It does

    not al­ways ar­rive in time, nor does it al­ways work when it does.”




    “What he’s say­ing, Sh­eryl,” Bill Roam cut in, “is that we can’t af­ford to wait for the

    Marines.”




    “But they’re com­ing, aren’t they? I mean, the U.S. gov­ern­ment isn’t ex­act­ly go­ing to

    sit on their duffs while Yu­ma is ter­ror­ized.”




    “You don’t know the mil­itary,” Roam said tight­ly. “The first thing they’re go­ing to be

    look­ing at is their pos­te­ri­ors. “




    “That’s crazy talk, Sun­ny Joe,” Sh­eryl re­tort­ed. “This is Amer­ica, not some ba­nana

    re­pub­lic where any­one can just waltz in and take over.”




    “Got news for you, kid. They al­ready have.”




    “Oh.” Sh­eryl sent the jeep down Ari­zona Av­enue and took a right on­to Twen­ty-​fourth

    Street. The roads were de­sert­ed. Crude signs hung from lamp­posts: CUR­FEW IN EF­FECT.

    VI­OLA­TORS WILL BE SHOT. “We’re gonna be aw­ful con­spic­uous,” she mut­tered.




    As they drove past Kennedy Memo­ri­al Park, they saw the bod­ies twist­ing in the trees.




    “Hell!” Roam ex­plod­ed. “Don’t look now, but they hung the City Coun­cil.”




    A T-62 tank sud­den­ly lunged from the park like a slug­gish spi­der from its lair. Sh­eryl

    hit the brakes. The Nin­ja slewed wild­ly. She pulled hard on the wheel and sent the ma­chine

    in a tight cir­cle.




    Too tight, as it turned out. The Nishit­su Nin­ja heeled like a sloop in a stiff cross­wind.

    It went over on its side and it slid un­til fric­tion brought it to a halt.




    Chi­un flung the door open and crawled out. Bill Roam un­fold­ed his long lanky frame af­ter

    him. To­geth­er they pulled Sh­eryl from the in­te­ri­or.




    The T-62 clanked to a halt.




    Swift­ly the over­turned ve­hi­cle was sur­round­ed by tight-​faced Japanese.




    “You sur­ren­der!” one spat fierce­ly.




    “Dammit, they got us!” Sh­eryl said woozi­ly. “All right, we-“




    “No!” Chi­un said cold­ly. “We will nev­er sur­ren­der.” The Japanese stepped clos­er.




    “For God’s sake,” Sh­eryl hissed, “they’ll shoot us.”




    “You sur­ren­der, wom­an!” the Japanese re­peat­ed.




    Be­fore Sh­eryl could say any­thing, Chi­un snapped, “None of us will sur­ren­der. We

    de­mand to be tak­en to your lead­er.”




    The Japanese hes­itat­ed. Their ri­fle muz­zles quiv­ered ner­vous­ly. Fi­nal­ly the squad

    lead­er re­laxed slight­ly. “Okay, we take you,” he said.




    “Do as they say,” Chi­un whis­pered. “The Japanese de­spise those who sur­ren­der. Trust

    me.”




    “Look, chief,” Bill Roam protest­ed, “I can’t go along with this. We may not be pris­on­ers

    ex­act­ly, but we sure as hell ain’t free ei­ther. I’ve got to get to my peo­ple.”




    “You are no good to them dead,” Chi­un warned.




    Roam’s big fists were clenched tight­ly. His sun-​squint eyes switched be­tween the

    en­cir­cling Japanese.




    “My peo­ple de­pend on me,” he said qui­et­ly.




    “I un­der­stand your con­cern. Do as I say, and you may live to see them again. “




    “And if they’re dead?”




    “Then I will help you avenge them,” Chi­un promised, his steely eyes on the Japanese.




    “I’m go­ing to count on that,” Roam said as the Japanese yanked them apart and searched them

    for weapons. Roam en­dured it sto­ical­ly, his arms raised. Sh­eryl’s face turned a bright red

    as two sol­diers ran their hands up and down her tight dun­ga­rees. Chi­un slapped the first

    Japanese who dared to lift the hem of his ki­mono. The sec­ond one lost the use of his hands.

    None of the oth­ers made a move to­ward him af­ter that.




    They were marched at gun­point down the cen­ter of the de­sert­ed street. The sun was

    set­ting. The T-62 mut­tered be­hind them.




    “What do you think is go­ing to hap­pen to us?” Roam asked out of the side of his mouth.




    “I will meet the man who has killed my son.”




    “And what are you go­ing to do when you meet him?” Sh­eryl asked ner­vous­ly.




    “I do not know,” Chi­un ad­mit­ted.




    Sh­eryl and Sun­ny Joe both looked at the im­pas­sive face of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. It

    was fixed, as if pre­served by a ve­neer of beeswax. His old eye­lids squeezed in­to wal­nut

    slits.




    The Nishit­su cor­po­rate jet cir­cled Yu­ma In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port while tanks were

    with­drawn from the run­way. Jiro Isuzu watched it touch down. He stood at at­ten­tion in his

    PLA uni­form, his an­ces­tral samu­rai sword at his hip. Be­hind him, a black Lin­coln

    Con­ti­nen­tal limou­sine wait­ed like a hearse. As the jet rolled to a whin­ing halt, an

    hon­or guard of his men rushed to form two lines be­tween him and the air­craft.




    The ramp dropped and down the stairs came Ne­muro Nishit­su. He wore a dark busi­ness suit.

    His white shirt­front seemed ra­di­ant in the late-​evening chill. It was un­sea­son­ably cold

    in Yu­ma, and Jiro Isuzu was shak­en by the dif­fi­cul­ty with which his men­tor ne­go­ti­at­ed

    the steps.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su walked down the steps on un­cer­tain feet. But he walked alone and

    unas­sist­ed, a cane draped over one hand. He seemed close to falling.




    When he reached the ground, he walked stiffly to his sec­ond in com­mand. Jiro Isuzu bowed

    low, say­ing, “Greet­ings, Nishit­su san san,” he used the most re­spect­ful form of ad­dress

    pos­si­ble.




    Nishit­su re­turned the bow.




    “You have brought great hon­or to the em­per­or’s mem­ory, Jiro kun,” Ne­muro Nishit­su said

    qui­et­ly. His eyes shone. Isuzu thought he would weep with joy, but Nishit­su did not weep.

    In­stead, he asked a ques­tion.




    “Has there been any com­mu­ni­ca­tion from the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment?”




    “No, sir. As I told you by ra­dio, we have shot down sev­er­al re­con­nais­sance planes.

    There have been none since af­ter­noon.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su looked up. He wore a West­ern­style porkpie hat and had to crane to see

    be­yond the brim. His chin quiv­ered with the ef­fort.




    “They will use their satel­lites to look down up­on us,” he qua­vered. “And they will fail

    on this night.”




    Jiro nod­ded, look­ing up at the high cir­rus clouds.




    “It is cold, sir. Will you come now? I have an en­tire city to lay at your feet.”




    Nishit­su nod­ded, and al­lowed Isuzu to open the limou­sine’s rear door. Jiro took

    Nishit­su by the el­bow and guid­ed him in­to the roomy in­te­ri­or. Isuzu hopped in.




    The driv­er pulled out of the air­port. The hon­or guard broke up and re­turned to their

    tanks. With­in mo­ments, the run­way was blocked again.




    In the speed­ing limou­sine, Ne­muro Nishit­su asked the ques­tion Jiro Isuzu

    ex­pect­ed.




    “Your cap­tured tele­vi­sion sta­tions, will they trans­mit?”




    “Our en­gi­neers have fa­mil­iar­ized them­selves with the trans­mit­ting equip­ment. We can

    broad­cast your de­mands at any mo­ment you choose.”




    “I wish to broad­cast no de­mands at this time,” Nishit­su said dis­mis­sive­ly.




    Jiro Isuzu frowned. Be­fore he could com­ment, Ne­muro Nishit­su put to him the ques­tion he

    dread­ed.




    “Where are you hold­ing Bronzi­ni?”




    Isuzu hes­itat­ed. He low­ered his eyes in shame. Nishit­su’s voice was dis­ap­prov­ing. “I

    un­der­stood you paci­fied the city and all who dwell in it.”




    “Bronzi­ni es­caped in a tank dur­ing ac­tion at Luke Air Force Range. He dis­ap­peared

    in­to a sand­storm. Our cap­tured F-16’s have been un­able to spot him.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su’s wiz­ened vis­age dark­ened. “We need Bronzi­ni,” he said firm­ly.




    “But he has served his pur­pose.”




    “We need him. Find him. Find Bronzi­ni.” Nishit­su pound­ed the floor with his cane. His

    eyes squeezed in­to black slits of ven­om. His voice was cold as the desert night.




    Isuzu swal­lowed un­com­fort­ably. “At once, sir,” said Jiro Isuzu as he picked up the

    cel­lu­lar phone, say­ing, “Moshi moshi.” He won­dered why his su­pe­ri­or want­ed the

    Amer­ican ac­tor, who was no longer nec­es­sary now that Yu­ma had been con­quered. But he

    dared not ques­tion him. For Jiro Isuzu was on­ly mi­doru-​mid­dle man­age­ment.




    When the mo­bile op­er­ator an­swered in Japanese, Jiro Isuzu asked to be put through to

    Im­pe­ri­al Com­mand Head­quar­ters at the Shi­lo Inn.




    Ad­mi­ral William Black­bird, chair­man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, leapt to his feet as

    the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States en­tered the Sit­ua­tion Room in the White House

    base­ment.




    “Mr. Pres­ident, sir,” he said, ex­ecut­ing a snap­py salute.




    The Pres­ident did not re­turn it. The re­main­ing mem­bers of the joint Chiefs point­ed­ly

    stood with their hands dan­gling at their sides. And Ad­mi­ral Black­bird knew he had stepped

    in it, tac­ti­cal-​wise.




    “How was your game, sir?” he asked bright­ly.




    “I lost,” the Pres­ident said sourly in his ho­mog­enized Con­necti­cut-​Texas-​Maine

    ac­cent. “Let’s have the straight skin­ny on this emer­gen­cy thing.” He wore a white

    Wnd­break­er over a red sweater vest.




    “Yes, sir. In a phrase: We’ve lost Yu­ma, Ari­zona. These satel­lite pho­tographs have just

    been re­ceived from NO­RAD.”




    The Pres­ident leaned over the stack of pho­tographs. They were still wet from their

    chem­ical bath.




    One par­tic­ular­ly gris­ly set of pho­tos showed scores of bod­ies ly­ing in sand.




    “You’re look­ing at the bod­ies of air­men from Luke Air Force Range,” the ad­mi­ral said.

    “We be­lieve they were pushed from air­craft. They’re all dead.”




    “This one looks like he’s walk­ing away,” the Pres­ident said, tap­ping a pho­to show­ing an

    ap­par­ent­ly up­right man.




    “Prob­ably an op­ti­cal il­lu­sion. No­body walks away from a fall like that. Maybe he

    struck feet­first and rig­or mor­tis did the rest.”




    Oth­er pho­tos showed or­di­nary city streets, de­sert­ed of peo­ple and mov­ing traf­fic.

    Ex­cept for the tanks and ar­mored per­son­nel car­ri­ers.




    “Whose tanks are these?” the Pres­ident de­mand­ed. The Sec­re­tary of De­fense, who had

    en­tered with the Pres­ident, spoke up a beat be­fore the chair­man could frame his

    an­swer.




    “They’re So­vi­et,” he said con­fi­dent­ly.




    Be­cause that was the an­swer he was go­ing to give, Ad­mi­ral Black­bird con­tra­dict­ed

    the Sec­re­tary of De­fense. “Not nec­es­sar­ily,” he said. “They could eas­ily be Chi­nese.

    The main Chi­nese bat­tle tank is a knock­off of the So­vi­et T-62. These are T-62’s.”




    “Yes, they are T-62’s,” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense in­sist­ed just as firm­ly. “So­vi­et

    T-62’s.”




    “None of these pho­tos show mark­ings,” Ad­mi­ral Black­bird coun­tered. “With­out

    mark­ings, we can on­ly make an ed­ucat­ed guess.”




    “And mine,” the sec­re­tary said point­ed­ly, “is that they are So­vi­et ma­chines.”




    “In oth­er words,” the Pres­ident in­ter­rupt­ed, “nei­ther of you can give me a straight

    an­swer.”




    “It’s not that sim­ple,” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense said. De­cid­ing that he was about to

    be out­flanked, Ad­mi­ral Black­bird quick­ly added, “I con­cur with the sec­re­tary.” The sour

    ex­pres­sion that crossed the Pres­ident’s face told the ad­mi­ral that he had made an­oth­er

    tac­ti­cal mis­take. It al­so told him that the sec­re­tary had tak­en the Pres­ident in

    horse­shoes. No won­der the old man was ticked off.




    The Pres­ident sighed. “Is there any in­di­ca­tion of this thing spread­ing?”




    “No, sir. They-​who­ev­er they are-​have Yu­ma. They ap­pear to be con­sol­idat­ing their

    po­si­tion. But we can’t be sure that the city isn’t mere­ly a stag­ing area.”




    “By gosh, how many sol­diers can there be?”




    “We es­ti­mate no more than a brigade.”




    “Is that as big as it sounds?”




    “Nor­mal­ly a brigade could be iso­lat­ed and eas­ily neu­tral­ized, Mr. Pres­ident. Not in

    this case. If you’ll take a look at this map, you’ll un­der­stand.”




    The Pres­ident fol­lowed the oth­ers to a wall map of Ari­zona. The ad­mi­ral poked Yu­ma

    with a fat fin­ger. “As you can see,” he rum­bled, “Yu­ma is com­plete­ly iso­lat­ed. It’s

    en­tire­ly sur­round­ed by desert and moun­tains. The Mex­ican bor­der is on­ly twen­ty-​five

    miles south, and the bor­der with Cal­ifor­nia a mere stone’s throw west. It’s en­tire­ly

    self-​suf­fi­cient for its elec­tric and wa­ter needs. It’s sur­round­ed by three mil­itary

    in­stal­la­tions, MCAS Yu­ma, the Yu­ma Prov­ing Grounds, and Luke Air Force Range. The

    in­vad­er ap­par­ent­ly over­ran Luke and the Ma­rine Air Sta­tion by force. Us­ing air­craft

    cap­tured dur­ing those op­er­ations, they bombed the Army prov­ing grounds here to the north.

    It was a bril­liant tac­ti­cal and strate­gic move. In one stroke, they ac­quired a

    stag­ger­ing air de­fense ca­pa­bil­ity they could nev­er have hoped to bring in­to our

    bor­ders. F/A-18 Hor­nets, AV-8B Har­ri­ers, and Co­bra at­tack he­li­copters. As we’ve

    al­ready dis­cov­ered, when we send our planes in, they shoot them down. At the mo­ment, we’re

    stale­mat­ed.”




    “Are you telling me that we can’t re­take our own city?” the Pres­ident de­mand­ed.




    “It’s not that we can’t, it’s that we don’t yet know who our en­emy is. The dog­fight

    sug­gests high­ly trained Rus­sian pi­lots, but the Chi­nese can’t be ruled out.”




    “Why don’t we put feel­ers out to both gov­ern­ments. You know, kin­da take their

    tem­per­ature?”




    “We can’t do that, Mr. Pres­ident. It would show weak­ness and in­de­ci­sion.”




    “And what are we show­ing here? So far, I haven’t heard a con­crete sug­ges­tion out of

    any­one in this room.”




    “There’s a rea­son for that, Mr. Pres­ident. They have two of our air bases, and all the

    com­mu­ni­ca­tions equip­ment that goes with them.”




    “My God,” said the Sec­re­tary of De­fense as he re­al­ized the im­por­tance of the

    ad­mi­ral’s words.




    “Don’t tell me they’ve cap­tured nu­cle­ar weapons,” the Pres­ident de­mand­ed.




    “Worse than that,” the ad­mi­ral replied. “We have to as­sume they’re lis­ten­ing in on our

    mes­sage traf­fic. If we go to De­fcon One-​which I do rec­om­mend-​they’ll know it. Nor­mal

    con­tin­gen­cy for a sit­ua­tion such as this would be to mo­bi­lize the Eighty-​sec­ond

    Air­borne out of Fort Bragg, but we’d have no el­ement of sur­prise. We can’t make a move

    with­out their see­ing it com­ing. Who­ev­er these peo­ple are, they are tac­ti­cal­ly

    bril­liant. They pin­point­ed the most iso­lat­ed, vul­ner­able, yet de­fend­able city in the

    na­tion. In one bold stroke they have coopt­ed our en­tire mil­itary com­mu­ni­ca­tions

    net­work and all our ground as­sets in the war zone.”




    “War zone . . . the Pres­ident mut­tered. “How?”




    “This is where it gets sticky, Mr. Pres­ident. We’ve had no inkling of any mil­itary

    ac­tiv­ity that could be read as a pre­cu­sor to a strike of this bril­liance. We are

    as­sum­ing that the tanks came across the Mex­ican bor­der.”




    “Wouldn’t we have de­tect­ed them?”




    “Er, it may be that we let them in.”




    “Ex­plain,” the Pres­ident said tight­ly.




    “Cus­toms al­lowed a tank col­umn to legal­ly en­ter this coun­try on­ly two days ago. They

    were to be used in the mak­ing of a film. Si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly, per­mis­sion was giv­en to film

    scenes at MCAS Yu­ma and Luke. We be­lieve that’s how the bases were pen­etrat­ed.”




    “The Pen­tagon al­lowed this?”




    “We thought it would be good for the im­age of the ser­vice branch­es in­volved,” the

    ad­mi­ral said de­fen­sive­ly.




    “I don’t un­der­stand.”




    “It was a Bartholomew Bronzi­ni film. I think it’s Grundy IV.”




    “No,” piped up the com­man­dant of the Marines Corps, “it’s not a Grundy at all. It

    in­volves an­oth­er char­ac­ter. A new one.”




    Ev­ery­one looked at him as if to say, “Thanks loads for the non se­quitur.” All ex­cept the

    Pres­ident, who was look­ing at the floor in stunned si­lence.




    “Sir?” asked Ad­mi­ral Black­bird.




    The Pres­ident looked up from his thoughts. “Go to De­fcon One. Con­tin­ue to mon­itor the

    sit­ua­tion. I’ll get back to you.”




    “Where will you be?” the ad­mi­ral asked, sur­prised at the Pres­ident’s sud­den

    force­ful­ness.




    “I’ll be in the john,” said the Pres­ident as he slammed the Sit­ua­tion Room door be­hind

    him.




    The ad­mi­ral looked at the Sec­re­tary of De­fense and asked a low ques­tion.




    “How bad did you take him?”




    “Bad enough,” the sec­re­tary said mo­rose­ly, “that I’m go­ing to make a point of los­ing

    ev­ery match for the re­main­der of the Pres­ident’s first term.”




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States did not go to the bath­room. He went di­rect­ly to the

    Lin­coln Bed­room and to the top draw­er of a night­stand, which he pulled open to re­veal a

    red tele­phone with a smooth blank area where a di­al would nor­mal­ly be. He lift­ed the

    re­ceiv­er.




    The sound of ring­ing pen­etrat­ed his ear. Af­ter on­ly one ring, a lemo­ny voice asked,

    “Yes, Mr. Pres­ident?”




    “Is your man still in Yu­ma?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, both of them are.”




    “Have you had any con­tact in the last few hours?”




    “No,” Smith ad­mit­ted. “This is a rou­tine as­sign­ment. Check-​ins are not nec­es­sary. Is

    there a prob­lem?”




    “We’ve lost all com­mu­ni­ca­tion with Yu­ma. There are tanks in the streets.”




    “It is a war movie,” Smith point­ed out.




    “Well, it’s turned re­al. A Ma­rine air sta­tion and an Air Force range are in un­friend­ly

    hands. They al­ready shot down two re­con pa­trols.”




    “Oh, my God,” said Harold W. Smith. “This is a Japanese pro­duc­tion, isn’t it?”




    “Yes, you know it is. The Nishit­su Group is be­hind it. “




    “The Japanese are sup­posed to be our al­lies. Is there any chance that this is ac­tu­al­ly

    a So­vi­et or Chi­nese op­er­ation? Could Nishit­su be a dum­my cor­po­ra­tion or

    some­thing?”




    “If so,” Smith re­turned, “then the sit­ua­tion is graver than Yu­ma. There are lit­er­al­ly

    hun­dreds of Nishit­su plants in the coun­try. But I do not be­lieve that the­ory makes sense.

    Nishit­su is too big. They’re def­inite­ly Japanese.”




    “How about Japanese Red Army con­nec­tions? They’re among the most vi­cious ter­ror­ists in

    the world.”




    “Doubt­ful.”




    “Smith, use your com­put­ers,” the Pres­ident rapped out. “Dig in­to Nishit­su’s

    back­ground. Find out ev­ery­thing you can about them. I need an­swers.”




    “Specif­ical­ly, Mr. Pres­ident?”




    “Specif­ical­ly, why they would in­vade the U.S. I need some­thing I can take to the

    Japanese am­bas­sador. Maybe we can sort this out qui­et­ly.”




    “Mr. Pres­ident,” Smith said stern­ly, “if what you tell me is true, we have an Amer­ican

    city un­der oc­cu­pa­tion. I do not think this is some­thing that can be ne­go­ti­at­ed away.

    It calls for a swift re­sponse.”




    “That’s why I came to you, but you can’t reach your peo­ple. “




    “If Re­mo and Chi­un are in the area, you can be as­sured that they will not stand idly by

    while an Amer­ican city is over­run.”




    “You’re us­ing the wrong tense, Smith. Yu­ma has been over­run. It’s fall­en to the Japanese

    or who­ev­er these peo­ple are. And where are your peo­ple?”




    Smith had no an­swer to that.




    The Pres­ident con­tin­ued. “If I un­leashed our mil­itary, the civil­ian ca­su­al­ties

    would be enor­mous. No, I can’t have that. Qui­et diplo­ma­cy, Smith. This must be solved with

    qui­et diplo­ma­cy. Get back to me as soon as you can.”




    The Pres­ident hung up. Miles away, Dr. Harold W. Smith hunched over his com­put­er

    ter­mi­nal. As his fin­gers flew over the keys, he won­dered what could have hap­pened to Re­mo

    and Chi­un.


  




  

    Chapter 17




    It was bad enough, thought Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, that he had been shot at by a crazed movie

    crew. It was bad enough that he had been chased out in­to the desert with his tail be­tween his

    legs. Run­ning from a fight was not Bartholomew Bronzi­ni’s style, in re­al life or on the

    screen.




    But as night fell over the desert and the cold got worse, he start­ed sneez­ing over and

    over.




    “Per­fect,” he said, try­ing to keep the T-62 tank point­ed at Yu­ma. “Just when it couldn’t

    get worse, I’ve caught a freak­ing cold.”




    Bronzi­ni had run the tank blind­ly through the desert un­til he knew he was in the clear.

    The sand­storm had long since died down. There was no wa­ter. Just moun­tains and low rip­pling

    desert sand as far as the eye could see. He had to go around the moun­tains fre­quent­ly in

    or­der to stay on course for Yu­ma. The de­tours cost him all sense of di­rec­tion.




    Bronzi­ni was no longer sure that he was still head­ed to­ward Yu­ma.




    He came across the bod­ies quite un­ex­pect­ed­ly. First there was a man ly­ing in his way.

    Bronzi­ni stopped the tank and leapt out of the driv­er’s pit. He went to the body, which lay

    on its stom­ach, clad in desert util­ities. An un­used parachute pack was strapped to the

    body.




    Bronzi­ni rolled the body over. One look at the face con­firmed that it was a body. The

    man’s eyes were wide open. His face was un­dam­aged, but the ex­pres­sion on it was one of

    stark hor­ror. The mask of the face had hard­ened with the mouth open in a frozen scream.




    Bronzi­ni won­dered what had killed the man. There wasn’t a mark on his body. Had Bronzi­ni

    had the nerve to squeeze the body at any point, he would have felt the grav­el­ly grit of

    pul­ver­ized bone un­der the skin in­stead of a skele­ton struc­ture.




    Find­ing noth­ing, he got back in­to the tank and pushed on. Bronzi­ni ran the tank around a

    sand­hill, hop­ing for few­er sand­hills be­yond it. He got what he want­ed.




    Be­fore him lay a sea of sand. And like mo­tion­less corks on the un­du­lat­ing waves were

    hun­dreds of bod­ies. Bronzi­ni jock­eyed the tank be­tween them gin­ger­ly. It was a sight of

    un­earth­ly still­ness. Ev­ery body wore a parachute pack. They looked as if they had sim­ply

    dropped dead as they walked through the sand.




    It took a while for the enor­mi­ty of it all to sink in. Bronzi­ni might not have fig­ured

    it out ex­cept that be­side one of the bod­ies was a smoke can­is­ter stuck in the sand. It had

    been used.




    “The fuck­ing parachute drop,” he said. His voice was etched with dis­be­lief. He looked up

    in­to the sky. It all made sense then. The drop had been sab­otaged.




    Bronzi­ni hun­kered down in his seat and pulled the hatch closed. It was hard­er to pi­lot

    the tank us­ing the periscope, but it was prefer­able. He didn’t see as many star­ing dead.




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni im­me­di­ate­ly picked up the tracks of heavy ve­hi­cles. He lined up

    on the tracks and fol­lowed them, fig­ur­ing they would lead him to Yu­ma.




    Along the way, he came up­on an APC that lay, still smok­ing, in the sand. There was a

    hor­ri­ble stench com­ing from it. He popped the hatch and cir­cled the APC. The back was blown

    open, uni­formed bod­ies hang­ing out the door like they had been ex­pelled from a drag­on’s

    mouth. One of the bod­ies looked fa­mil­iar. It wore a bush hat. The man who had worn that hat

    in life had been his mil­itary ad­vis­er through all three Grundy films. Jim Con­can­non.




    “What is this shit?” Bronzi­ni howled.




    Bronzi­ni didn’t stop. He point­ed the mut­ter­ing T-62 to­ward Yu­ma and kept on go­ing,

    push­ing the tank as hard as he dared. He start­ed to won­der if go­ing to Yu­ma was such a

    smart idea af­ter all. He tried not to think of what had hap­pened back at MCAS Yu­ma. It made

    no sense. It was on­ly a movie. But now that he knew the parachute drop had gone bad, all hope

    that the Ma­rine unit had sim­ply gone berserk evap­orat­ed. He felt cold in­side. And he

    couldn’t stop sneez­ing.




    Bronzi­ni drove all night long, fight­ing to keep awake. The coy­otes helped. When the sun

    broke over the moun­tains, he popped the hatch.




    He was as­ton­ished to see a man walk­ing ahead of him in the clear dawn light. The man was

    strid­ing through the desert at a steady, monotonous pace. Bronzi­ni ran the tank up along­side

    the walk­ing man.




    “Yo!” he called over, strug­gling to keep the tank on course.




    The man didn’t re­spond. He sim­ply walked in a di­rect line. Bronzi­ni took in the pro­file

    of his face. The man’s fea­tures looked vague­ly fa­mil­iar, but he couldn’t place them.

    Bronzi­ni saw that his face was red from a com­bi­na­tion of sun­burn and wind abra­sion.




    “Hey, I’m talk­ing to you!” Bronzi­ni shout­ed.




    No re­ac­tion. Bronzi­ni no­ticed the robot­like swing of his arms, the mask­like

    im­pas­siv­ity of his face. It was de­void of ex­pres­sion, like some­thing chopped out of

    rock. He wore desert util­ities like those of the dead para­troop­ers, but his hung in rags,

    leav­ing the arms are and ex­pos­ing the white of a T-​shirt.




    “Is it some­thing I said?” Bronzi­ni joked, not ex­pect­ing a re­sponse. He was not

    dis­ap­point­ed. He tried again in a jok­ing voice, “I don’t sup­pose you can di­rect me to

    Yu­ma. I’m late for first call.”




    Noth­ing.




    Fi­nal­ly, in frus­tra­tion, Bronzi­ni put his fin­gers in­to his mouth and gave an

    at­ten­tion-​de­mand­ing whis­tle. This time the man did re­act. His head swiveled like a

    jew­el­ry dis­play in a ro­tat­ing pedestal. The metro­nom­ic swing of arms and legs

    con­tin­ued with­out vary­ing. But the eyes that looked back at Bartholomew Bronzi­ni

    fright­ened him. They were as un­wink­ing as a ser­pent’s. Set deep in hol­low sock­ets, they

    seemed to burn with a fa­nat­ical light against dry, wast­ed flesh. The guy’s face looked dead.

    There was no oth­er word for it.




    “Why don’t I go both­er some­one else?” Bronzi­ni said sud­den­ly.




    The head swiveled back and the man kept walk­ing. Bronzi­ni stopped the tank. He watched the

    man walk, like an au­toma­ton, along the APC tracks.




    It was on­ly then that Bartholomew Bronzi­ni no­ticed a cu­ri­ous thing. It caused him to

    turn the tank north and stomp the gas ped­al down as hard as his com­bat boots could press.




    The man was strid­ing through sand so loose that the wind blew it off the promi­nences in

    hiss­ing sprays. It was not hard-​packed stuff at all.




    Yet the man left no foot­prints be­hind him.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su looked up from the re­ports on his desk. The name­plate on the desk read

    “May­or Basil Cloves.” He had not both­ered to change it. He did not ex­pect to oc­cu­py this

    of­fice for very long.




    Jiro Isuzu bowed in greet­ing.




    “A man in­sists up­on meet­ing with you, Nishit­su san -san,” he said in a re­spect­ful

    tone.




    Nishit­su’s old brow wrin­kled dis­taste­ful­ly. “In­sists?”




    “He is a Ko­re­an, very old. He claims to rep­re­sent the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment. And he

    asks to hear your terms.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su put aside his re­ports. “How do you know he is Ko­re­an?” he de­mand­ed.

    “How did he get here?”




    “I do not know the an­swer to your sec­ond ques­tion, but to the first, I can on­ly say that

    he claims to be the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.”




    Nishit­su raised a tired eye­brow.




    “Sinan­ju? Here? In Amer­ica? Is it pos­si­ble?”




    “I thought the line had died out.”




    Nishit­su shook his tremorous old head. “Dur­ing the oc­cu­pa­tion of Ko­rea,” he said, “I

    heard sto­ries of how our forces dared not en­ter one fish­ing vil­lage, called Sinan­ju. This

    vil­lage was re­spect­ed, not for tra­di­tion’s sake, but out of fear of reprisals. I will see

    him.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su wait­ed pen­sive­ly for Jiro Isuzu to re­turn. He came back ac­com­pa­nied

    by a cold-​eyed Ko­re­an in a ver­mil­ion ki­mono.




    “I am Chi­un, Reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” the Ko­re­an said in ex­cel­lent Japanese. His

    face lacked warmth. It al­so lacked re­spect.




    Nishit­su frowned. “How did you come to be in this, of all cities?” he asked, al­so in

    Japanese.




    “Think not that your evil scheme was hatched in to­tal se­cre­cy,” Chi­un said

    crafti­ly.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su ac­cept­ed this in si­lence. Then he said, “My aide, Jiro, in­forms me

    that you are with the Amer­icans. How is it that the House of Sinan­ju has come to this?”




    “I serve Amer­ica,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly. “Their gold is greater than that of any mod­ern

    na­tion. The rest does not con­cern you. I am here to hear your terms.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su re­gard­ed the old Ko­re­an at length. His thin lips com­pressed in­to a

    blood­less line.




    When he spoke, his words sur­prised Jiro Isuzu as much as they did the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    “I of­fer no terms.”




    “Are you mad?” Chi­un spat. “You can­not hope to hold this city against the might of the

    Amer­icans for­ev­er.”




    “Not for­ev­er, per­haps, but long enough.”




    “I do not un­der­stand. What is your pur­pose here?”




    “It is about kao. It is about face.”




    “You and I un­der­stand face. But Amer­icans do not.”




    “Some do. You will see. You will un­der­stand in time. Ev­ery­one will un­der­stand.”

    Chi­un’s face puck­ered.




    “What is to pre­vent me from ex­tin­guish­ing your life, here and now, Japanese?” he queried

    lev­el­ly.




    Jiro Isuzu went for his sword. He was sur­prised that the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sim­ply stood

    there as he placed the tip of the blade be­fore the old Ko­re­an’s chest.




    Chi­un’s eyes went to Ne­muro Nishit­su.




    “Do you val­ue this baka­yaro?” he asked qui­et­ly.




    “He is my right arm,” Nishit­su said. “Please do not kill him.”




    Jiro Isuzu could not be­lieve what he was hear­ing. Did he not have the up­per hand?




    Ne­muro Nishit­su’s next words told him that de­spite all ap­pear­ances, he did not.




    “Jiro kun,” Nishit­su whis­pered, “put that away. This man is an emis­sary. He must be

    treat­ed with re­spect.”




    “But he threat­ened you,” Isuzu protest­ed.




    “And he has the means to car­ry out that threat. But he will not, for he un­der­stands that

    if he spills my blood, there is noth­ing to pre­vent my sol­diers from putting to the sword

    ev­ery man, wom­an, and child in this city. Now, put your sword away.”




    “Tra­di­tion de­mands I quench this sword in blood now that I have drawn it,” Isuzu said

    stub­born­ly.




    “If you wish to com­mit sep­puku,” Nishit­su told him cold­ly, “then it is your choice.

    Ei­ther way, you are dead. But do me the cour­tesy of not en­sur­ing my death along with yours,

    and with it, the ru­in of all we have achieved to­geth­er.”




    Jiro Isuzu’s face was stung. He low­ered his eyes as the sword whis­pered back in­to its

    sheath. His chin quiv­ered un­con­trol­lably.




    “Know, Japanese,” Chi­un said force­ful­ly, “that if the lives of in­no­cents were not in

    per­il, I would rend your very heart and lay it steam­ing at your worth­less feet.”




    “You may take my words back to your Amer­ican mas­ters,” Ne­muro Nishit­su said point­ed­ly.

    “I will see that you are giv­en safe pas­sage to the desert.”




    “I have two oth­ers with me, a man and a wom­an. The man is of a tribe that dwells in the

    desert. It is there that I wish to go.”




    “Tribe?” Nishit­su said. His eyes sought Jiro.




    “In­di­ans,” Jiro sup­plied. “They do not mat­ter. Our tanks sur­round their land. They are

    known to be a peace­ful tribe. None have ven­tured out, nor will they. In­di­ans do not love

    the whites, their op­pres­sors.”




    “Then go,” Nishit­su told Chi­un.




    “One oth­er mat­ter,” Chi­un said quick­ly. “I de­mand to ran­som the chil­dren. They are

    in­no­cents. What­ev­er you in­tend by this out­rage, they are not a part of this.”




    “They keep the adults pas­sive. Few­er of my men die this way, and I am able to spare more

    Amer­icans.”




    “Then the youngest of them,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed. “The ones un­der eight years. Sure­ly they

    are not nec­es­sary to your plans.”




    “The youngest ones are the most pre­cious to their moth­ers and fa­thers,” Ne­muro Nishit­su

    said slow­ly. “But I might of­fer you, say, the stu­dents of one school if you will do

    some­thing for me in re­turn.”




    Cu­rios­ity wrin­kled Chi­un’s wise face. “Yes?”




    “I seek Bartholomew Bronzi­ni. If you can de­liv­er him to me, alive and in good

    con­di­tion, I will sur­ren­der to you the school of your choice.”




    Chi­un frowned. “Bronzi­ni is not your al­ly in this?”




    “He is a pawn.”




    “I will con­sid­er your of­fer,” said Chi­un. And with­out bow­ing, he turned and left the

    may­or’s of­fice.




    Jiro Isuzu fol­lowed him with hate-​filled eyes. Then he turned to Ne­muro Nishit­su.




    “I do not un­der­stand. Why do you not of­fer terms?”




    “You will see, Jiro kun. Is the tele­vi­sion sta­tion ready?”




    “Yes. “




    “Then be­gin broad­cast­ing.”




    “This will en­rage their mil­itary.”




    “Bet­ter. It will hu­mil­iate them. They are im­po­tent and soon the en­tire world will know

    it. Go now!”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was silent all dur­ing the ride to the reser­va­tion, his eyes fixed

    on some imag­inary point be­yond the sand-​scored wind­shield.




    Nei­ther Bill Roam nor Sh­eryl Rose tried to con­verse with him af­ter Sh­eryl of­fered what

    she thought was a com­fort­ing sug­ges­tion.




    “You know, Re­mo might not be dead. I read about a fel­low who sur­vived a skyjump­ing

    ac­ci­dent. It hap­pens.”




    “He is dead,” Chi­un had said sad­ly. “I do not sense his mind. In the past, in times of

    great ur­gen­cy, I have been able to touch him with my thoughts. I can­not now. There­fore he

    is no more.”




    Bill Roam was driv­ing. They were in Sh­eryl’s Nishit­su Nin­ja, which Chi­un had re­stored

    to its wheels with what had seemed to be an ef­fort­less ex­pen­di­ture of strength. So stunned

    were they by the events of the day that nei­ther Bill Roam nor Sh­eryl re­marked on Chi­un’s

    many feats.




    A sin­gle road led to the reser­va­tion. It was fenced off, but the gates were open. Be­side

    it was a weath­er­beat­en wood­en sign. The leg­end was half-​oblit­er­at­ed by desert sun and

    wind-​driv­en sand. The top line was near­ly un­read­able, ex­cept for the let­ter S at the

    be­gin­ning of an in­de­ci­pher­able word. The bot­tom line said: RESER­VA­TION.




    “I could not read the name of your tribe,” Chi­un said as they passed through the fence.




    “You wouldn’t know the name,” Bill Roam replied dul­ly. His eyes searched the road ahead as

    a line of cracked adobe build­ings came in­to view.




    “I did not sug­gest that I would,” Chi­un said flat­ly. “I asked the name.”




    “Some peo­ple call us Sun­ny Joes. That’s where I get my nick­name. I’m sort of the trib­al

    guardian. It’s a hered­itary ti­tle, be­ing a Sun­ny Joe. My fa­ther was one.”




    “Your tribe, they are mighty war­riors?”




    “Hell, no,” Roam scoffed. “We’re farm­ers. Even back be­fore the white man came.”




    Chi­un’s brow wrin­kled in puz­zle­ment.




    Bill Roam let out a re­lieved sigh as signs of life be­gan to show in the door­ways of the

    build­ings they passed. He pulled up in front of one and got out.




    “Hey, Don­no, ev­ery­thing okay here?”




    “Sure thing, Sun­ny Joe,” a fat old man in blue jeans and a fad­ed cow­boy shirt replied. He

    clutched a bot­tle of Jim Beam. “What’s do­ing?”




    “There’s trou­ble in the city. Spread the word. No­body goes off the reser­va­tion un­less I

    say so. And I want ev­ery­one in the meet­ing­house in­side of ten min­utes. You hus­tle now,

    Don­no.”




    “You got it, Sun­ny Joe,” said the fat old man. He slipped the bot­tle in­to a back pock­et

    and dis­ap­peared down the side­walk, which was raised off the dusty street like an

    old-​fash­ioned west­ern board­walk.




    Bill Roam parked in front of the meet­ing­house, a long wood­en build­ing that re­sem­bled

    an old-​fash­ioned one-​room school­house right down to the rows of fold­ing chairs in­side.

    Roam went among the chairs, clap­ping them shut in his big hands. He stacked them against the

    walls with in­tent fury.




    “Hope you don’t mind squat­ting on the floor,” he said af­ter he cleared it. “It’s

    clean.”




    “It is the pre­ferred way in my vil­lage too,” Chi­un said. He gath­ered his skirts up and

    set­tled to the floor. Sh­eryl joined him. They watched as the reser­va­tion In­di­ans drift­ed

    in, their faces sun-​seamed and sto­ic. Most were old­er than Sun­ny Joe Roam. There were no

    chil­dren and very few wom­en of any age.




    Sh­eryl leaned over to Chi­un. “Will you look at them! I’ve nev­er been here be­fore. But

    darned if they don’t look sort of Asian about the eyes.”




    “Don’t you read books?” Bill Roam said. “Ev­ery one of us sor­ry red­skins came across the

    Aleu­tian Is­lands from Asia.”




    “I have nev­er heard that,” Chi­un said.




    “How could you, chief? You’re one of the ones who got left be­hind. But it’s a fact. If the

    an­thro­pol­ogists can be be­lieved.”




    The last tribes­men slipped in and took their places on the floor in stony si­lence.




    “That’s ev­ery­one,” the fat old man named Don­no called out as he closed the door.




    “You for­get­ting the chief?” Roam asked.




    “Not me, Sun­ny Joe. He took off for Las Ve­gas with the mon­ey he got for leas­ing the

    reser­va­tion to that Bronzi­ni fel­la. Said he was gonna dou­ble it or get drunk.”




    “Prob­ably both,” Roam mut­tered.




    “What kind of lead­er deserts his peo­ple in their hour of need?” Chi­un said

    queru­lous­ly.




    “A savvy one,” Roam re­marked dry­ly. He stood up; rais­ing his hands, palms open. “These

    are my friends,” he an­nounced. “I bring them here be­cause they seek reti­sae. The man is

    called Chi­un. The girl is Sh­eryl. They are here be­cause there is trou­ble in the city.”




    “What kind of trou­ble, Sun­ny Joe?” a wiz­ened old man asked.




    “An army has come from across the seas. They have cap­tured the city.”




    The tribes­peo­ple turned to one an­oth­er. They buzzed in con­ver­sa­tion. As it set­tled

    down, an old wom­an with iron-​gray pig­tails asked, “Are we in dan­ger, Sun­ny Joe?”




    “Not now. But when the gov­ern­ment sends in troops, we could be in the mid­dle of a

    pow­er­ful lot of fight­ing.”




    “What can we do? We aren’t fight­ers.”




    “I am the Sun­ny Joe of this tribe,” Bill Roam rum­bled. “I will pro­tect you. Don’t any­one

    wor­ry. When the bad times came, my fa­ther, the Sun­ny Joe be­fore me, kept us fed. Dur­ing

    the hard days of the last cen­tu­ry, his fa­ther watched over his peo­ple. Be­fore the whites

    came, your fore­bears lived in peace go­ing back all the way to the days of the first Sun­ny

    Joe, Ko Jong Oh. This will not change while I walk the ground of our an­ces­tors. “




    Chi­un had been lis­ten­ing to this with grow­ing in­ter­est on his parch­ment face. His

    head snapped around sud­den­ly.




    “What name did you speak?” he in­sist­ed.




    Roam looked over. “Ko Jong Oh. He was the first Sun­ny Joe.”




    “What is the name of this tribe?” Chi­un de­mand­ed. “I must know.”




    “We are the Sun On Jos. Why?”




    “I am known as the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. The place I come from is called Sinan­ju. Does that

    name mean any­thing to you?”




    “No,” said Sun­ny Joe Roam. “Should it?”




    “We have a leg­end among my peo­ple,” said Chi­un slow­ly, “of the sons of a Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju, my an­ces­tor, whose wife bore him two sons: One was named Ko­jing.” Chi­un paused.

    In a firm voice he added, “The oth­er went by the name Ko­jong.”




    “Ko Jong Oh was the pro­gen­itor of the Sun On Jos,” Roam said slow­ly.

    “Co­in­ci­dence.”




    “It is tra­di­tion that the son of the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju be trained to fol­low in his

    fa­ther’s foot­steps,” Chi­un said, his voice ris­ing so that ev­ery­one heard him clear­ly.

    “For Mas­ters of Sinan­ju were great war­riors. But on­ly one Mas­ter of Sinan­ju could ex­ist

    in a gen­er­ation. The moth­er of Ko­jing and Ko­jong knew this. And she knew that if the

    fa­ther of the boys learned she had borne him twins, one would be put to death to pre­vent a

    dan­ger­ous ri­val­ry when they be­came men. But the moth­er of the two youths could not bring

    her­self to do this. She con­cealed Ko­jong from his own fa­ther. And when it be­came time to

    train Ko­jing, the moth­er art­ful­ly switched ba­bies ev­ery oth­er day, so that both Ko­jing

    and Ko­jong were trained in what we call the art of Sinan­ju.”




    Chi­un’s hazel eyes swept the faces in the room. The eyes that looked back were so like

    those of his own vil­lage, far away on the West Ko­rea Bay. The men and the old men. They had

    un­fa­mil­iar faces, but each was touched by some­thing Chi­un rec­og­nized.




    Chi­un re­sumed his sto­ry, his voice deep­en­ing.




    “The fa­ther, who was called Non­ja, nev­er knew this, for he was old when he sired the

    twins. His eyes were fail­ing. Thus, the ar­ti­fice went un­sus­pect­ed. And one day, Mas­ter

    Non­ja died, He went in­to the Void nev­er know­ing that he left be­hind two heirs, not one. On

    that day, Ko­jing and Ko­jong ap­peared to­geth­er in the vil­lage for the first time, and the

    truth was re­vealed for all to see. No one knew what to do, and for the first time in

    his­to­ry, there were two Mas­ters of Sinan­ju.”




    Chi­un took in a deep breath that ex­pand­ed his frail chest.




    “It was Ko­jong who pro­vid­ed the so­lu­tion,” he con­tin­ued. “He an­nounced that he was

    leav­ing the vil­lage to find a place in the out­er world. He swore nev­er to pass along the

    se­crets of the sun source, but to pass along the spir­it of Sinan­ju in case there would ev­er

    come a time that Sinan­ju would need it.”




    Chi­un looked at Sun­ny Joe Roam. Bill Roam spoke up slow­ly.




    “We have a leg­end too,” he said. “Of Ko Jong Oh, who came from across the west­ern sea.

    From the east. He was the first Sun­ny Joe, for he bore the spir­it of Son On Jo. He taught the

    In­di­ans the ways of peace, how to farm and not hunt the buf­fa­lo for meat. He showed the

    In­di­ans an­oth­er way, and in grat­itude, they, our an­ces­tors, took on the trib­al name of

    Sun On Jo. Each gen­er­ation, his el­dest son would re­place him as the guardian of the tribe.

    On­ly these sons, which we call Sun­ny Joes, were al­lowed to fight. And then on­ly to pro­tect

    the tribe. For the Sun On Jos be­lieved that if they used their mag­ic pow­ers to kill, it

    would bring down up­on the en­tire tribe the wrath of the Great Spir­it Ma­gi­cian, Sun On

    Jo-​He Who Breathes the Sun. “




    Chi­un nod­ded. “Your words ring true. Ko­jong un­der­stood if he plied the art of Sinan­ju,

    the art of the as­sas­sin, he would be in com­pe­ti­tion with the true Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, and

    would have to be sought out and de­stroyed, for noth­ing must in­ter­fere with the work of the

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. Not even com­pe­ti­tion from blood.”




    “You think we’re kin?” Roam asked slow­ly.




    “Do you doubt it?”




    Bill Roam paused be­fore an­swer­ing.




    “When I was young,” he said at last, “I be­lieved in it all. A lot has hap­pened to me since

    then. I’m not sure what I be­lieve now. There are a lot of leg­ends in the world, full of great

    war­riors, civ­iliz­ers, cul­ture heroes. Just be­cause your leg­end and mine have a few

    syl­la­bles in com­mon, I don’t see that that’s any rea­son to get all worked up about it.

    Es­pe­cial­ly now.”




    “What hap­pened to you to crush your faith, you who are to your peo­ple what I am to mine?”

    Chi­un in­quired. Be­fore Bill Roam could an­swer, a rack­et out­side the meet­ing­house caused

    the as­sem­bled Sun On Jos to jump to the win­dows.




    “Sounds like a tank,” Sh­eryl breathed. Bill Roam pushed his way to the door.




    Out­side, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju joined him. They watched a sand-​pow­dered tank rat­tle up

    the road, spin­ning a slow worm of dust in its wake. Its en­gine sput­tered and missed like a

    re­cal­ci­trant lawn mow­er.




    “Think we’ve been dou­ble-​crossed, chief?” Roam asked Chi­un.




    “We are deal­ing with the Japanese,” Chi­un replied. “For them not to dis­play treach­ery

    would be sur­pris­ing, not the op­po­site.”




    The tank sud­den­ly stopped. Its en­gine died out.




    The driv­er’s hatch popped up, and Bill Roam turned and shout­ed at the faces hud­dled in

    the door­way. “Ev­ery­one, back in­side! I’ll han­dle this!”




    Turn­ing to Chi­un, he said, “if I don’t make it, I’m count­ing on you to pro­tect my

    peo­ple. Savvy?”




    Chi­un looked up cu­ri­ous­ly. “You be­lieve?”




    “No. But you do. And I’m go­ing to count on that.”




    “Done,” said Chi­un. His smile was tight.




    A head poked up from the open hatch and a flat voice called out, “Sun­ny Joe! That you? Man,

    am I glad to see a friend­ly face.”




    The voice be­longed to Bartholomew Bronzi­ni.


  




  

    Chapter 18




    On the morn­ing of De­cem­ber 24, Ra­dio Free Yu­ma went on the air.




    Ra­dio Free Yu­ma was a lawyer named Lester Cole with a ham ra­dio set in his den. He put

    out a call to all sta­tions lis­ten­ing on his band. A den­tist in Poway, Cal­ifor­nia,

    ac­knowl­edged his QSL.




    “We’ve been in­vad­ed,” Lester Cole said tight­ly. “Get word to Wash­ing­ton. We’re cut off.

    It’s the Japanese. They’ve pulled an­oth­er Pearl Har­bor on Yu­ma.”




    The Poway den­tist thanked Lester for his en­ter­tain­ing sto­ry and signed off with a curt

    “Out.”




    Lawyer Cole-​as he was known to friend and foe alike-​had bet­ter luck with his sec­ond

    call. He hap­pened to get an As­so­ci­at­ed Press stringer in Flagstaff. The stringer lis­tened

    to his sto­ry with­out in­ter­rup­tion.




    At the end, Lawyer Cole told the stringer, “You can check this out. We have no phones, no

    TV, no ra­dio.”




    “I’ll get back to you. Out.”




    The AP stringer con­firmed that Yu­ma was in­com­mu­ni­ca­do. He put in a se­ries of calls

    to the state cap­ital. No one in Phoenix could ex­plain the prob­lem. The stringer didn’t

    re­peat Lawyer Cole’s wild in­va­sion sto­ry. In­stead, he re­turned to his ham set and tried

    to raise Cole.




    There was no an­swer.




    Clarence Giss didn’t look at it as be­tray­ing his coun­try. Yu­ma was un­der cur­few. He

    dared not set foot out­side his house be­cause they were shoot­ing any­one caught

    out-​of-​doors. Giss lived alone. The way he saw it, Amer­ica hadn’t done much for him. His

    so­cial-​se­cu­ri­ty dis­abil­ity check wasn’t even enough to stock his re­frig­er­ator

    prop­er­ly. Giss had been on dis­abil­ity since a bad acid trip in 1970 made it im­pos­si­ble

    for him to hold a steady job. As he had ex­plained it to his case­work­er, “My foot flips out

    right reg­ular­ly. I can’t work.”




    So when the Japanese rolled in and shut down Yu­ma, Clarence Giss just set­tled back to

    wait. Who knew, maybe things would im­prove. They couldn’t get any worse on on­ly $365 a

    month.




    He stopped think­ing that when the APC rolled down the streets blar­ing a warn­ing in

    Japanese.




    “A man is broad­cast­ing his ra­dio,” the am­pli­fied voice thun­dered. “This man wirr

    sur­ren­der him­serf or one house on ev­ery street wirr be set on fire.”




    Clarence Giss didn’t want to lose his house. He al­so knew that the man who owned the on­ly

    ham set in the neigh­bor­hood had once beat him good on a van­dal­ism charge. He al­so had a

    feel­ing the Japanese didn’t in­tend to let any­one out be­fore they set their fires.




    But most of all, Clarence Giss was out of beer.




    He stripped off his sweaty un­der­shirt and at­tached it to a mop han­dle with a rub­ber

    band. Giss waved his makeshift white flag out a win­dow and wait­ed for a re­sponse.




    Present­ly an APC pulled up and two Japanese came to his door. They pound­ed on it with

    their ri­fle butts. “I know who’s do­ing the broad­cast­ing,” he told them through the

    door.




    “Terr us name.”




    “Sure thing, but I want some­thing in re­turn.”




    “What do you want?”




    “A beer.”




    “Terr us name and we wirr bring you biru,” he was told.




    “His name’s Lester Cole. He’s a lawyer. Lives six or sev­en hous­es down, this side of the

    street.”




    The sol­diers humped down the street at top speed. Clarence could hear them break in Lawyer

    Cole’s door all the way up the street. There came a pause. Then a shot. Two. Two more. Then

    si­lence.




    Clarence Giss was shak­ing when the sol­diers re­turned to his door. He opened it a crack.

    One sol­dier shoved a can of Buck­horn through the crack.




    “Here,” he said, “biru.”




    “Much obliged,” Clarence said hoarse­ly.




    “Maybe we can do busi­ness again some­time.” The sol­diers went away and he re­turned to his

    liv­ing room, where he popped the pull-​tab. Clarence Giss took a short swig and start­ed

    cry­ing un­con­trol­lably.




    The beer was warm.




    When the AP stringer fi­nal­ly gave up on reach­ing Lester Cole, he thought long and hard.

    He de­cid­ed that the trans­mis­sion was not a hoax. He called his boss.




    “I know it sounds in­sane,” he said af­ter he fin­ished re­lat­ing his sto­ry, “but there

    was some­thing in the guy’s voice. And I haven’t been able to raise him since.”




    “Did you say Yu­ma?”




    “Yeah. My at­las puts it near the bor­der.”




    “Some­thing came over the wire about a fun­ny TV trans­mis­sion from Yu­ma,” the AP desk man

    said slow­ly. “Sound­ed like filler-​sto­ry ma­te­ri­al. Hold up. It’s on my desk here

    some­where. Here it is. Get this. Sta­tion KY­MA went off the air yes­ter­day, along with two

    oth­er Yu­ma sta­tions. Now KY­MA is back, show­ing what looks like war footage. Ex­ecu­tions.

    Hang­ings. Bizarre snuff-​film kin­da stuff. It’s been go­ing on all day. Peo­ple have been

    watch­ing it, think­ing it’s some kind of gris­ly movie, but there’s no plot. It’s just

    atroc­ities.”




    “What do you think?”




    “I think I’d bet­ter boot this up­stairs. Back to you lat­er. “




    The net­works had the sto­ry of the weird TV trans­mis­sion by noon, Pa­cif­ic stan­dard

    time. They broke in­to reg­ular pro­gram­ming with footage video­taped off net­work

    af­fil­iates in Phoenix. An en­tire na­tion watched in shock the sight of for­eign troops

    oc­cu­py­ing an Amer­ican city. That it was a city hard­ly any­one out­side of Ari­zona had

    heard of, or could place on a map, didn’t mat­ter. Most Amer­icans couldn’t find Rhode Is­land

    if it were out­lined in red. They watched as fel­low Amer­icans were hunt­ed through the

    streets and bay­onet­ed to death. Footage of the Zif­fel fam­ily gunned down as they were

    trim­ming their Christ­mas tree was seen in all fifty states. The cap­ture of MCAS Yu­ma and

    Luke Air Force Range was shown in all its gris­ly spec­ta­cle.




    Among the view­ers was the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States. His face looked like dried

    white clay even though ev­ery­one else in the White House Sit­ua­tion Room was sweat­ing. The

    Joint Chiefs of Staff were clus­tered be­hind him.




    “This is the worst thing that could hap­pen, Mr. Pres­ident,” Ad­mi­ral Black­bird said

    an­gri­ly. “Now the whole world will know.”




    “What could they want?” the Pres­ident said half to him­self. “What do they hope to gain

    from this?”




    “If the world sees this,” the ad­mi­ral con­tin­ued, “then we’ll look weak. If we look weak,

    then some ag­gres­sor na­tion could see this as an op­por­tune time to strike. For all we know,

    this could be a di­ver­sion­ary ac­tion.”




    “I dis­agree,” said the Sec­re­tary of De­fense. “Ev­ery re­con­nais­sance flight, ev­ery

    surveil­lance satel­lite shows the world sit­ua­tion to be qui­es­cent. The Rus­sians are on

    stand­down. The Chi­nese are mind­ing their own busi­ness. And our sup­posed al­lies, the

    Japanese Self-​De­fense Forces, are not mo­bi­lized.”




    “I’ve spo­ken with the Japanese am­bas­sador,” the Pres­ident said, turn­ing from the screen

    to face the Joint Chiefs. “He as­sures me that his gov­ern­ment has noth­ing to do with

    this.”




    “We can’t ex­act­ly take an as­sur­ance like that on faith,” Ad­mi­ral Black­bird

    sput­tered. “Re­mem­ber Pearl Har­bor.”




    “Right now I’m think­ing of the Alamo. We’ve got an Amer­ican city held hostage. They’re

    slaugh­ter­ing peo­ple in­dis­crim­inate­ly. But why? Why broad­cast it?”




    Ad­mi­ral Black­bird drew him­self up stiffly. “Mr. Pres­ident, we could de­bate the whys

    un­til the next cen­tu­ry, but we’ve got to knock out those trans­mis­sions at their source.

    They’re prac­ti­cal­ly com­mer­cials for Amer­ican mil­itary im­po­tence. The loss of pres­tige

    will be in­cal­cu­la­ble. “




    “Am I hear­ing you right?” the Pres­ident snapped. “Are you talk­ing about pres­tige when

    we’re help­less wit­ness­es to a slaugh­ter?”




    “You’ve got to un­der­stand the geopo­lit­ical re­al­ity of de­ter­rence,” the ad­mi­ral

    in­sist­ed. “If we lose face in front of our com­peti­tors on the world stage, we might as well

    fall on our swords. They’ll come af­ter us like pit bulls. We must neu­tral­ize the

    sit­ua­tion.”




    “How? We’ve al­ready been over the mil­itary op­tions. There’s no way we can mount a

    full-​scale as­sault with­out huge civil­ian ca­su­al­ties.”




    “This is go­ing to be hard for you to un­der­stand, but please try,” said the ad­mi­ral.

    “Dur­ing the Viet­namese ac­tion, we reg­ular­ly faced op­er­ational dilem­mas such as Yu­ma.

    Some­times we were forced to re­sort to ex­treme mea­sures to pre­vent cer­tain vil­lages from

    be­ing over­run by en­emy forces. Re­gret­table as it was from the hu­man-​fac­tor stand­point,

    we had to de­stroy cer­tain vil­lages in or­der to save them.”




    The Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States took an in­vol­un­tary step back­ward.




    “Are you sug­gest­ing that I or­der an air strike on an Amer­ican city?” he asked

    cold­ly.




    “I see no oth­er al­ter­na­tive. Bet­ter we show the world that we’re not go­ing to flinch

    from the tough de­ci­sions when it comes to pro­tect­ing our bor­ders. Do this and I

    guar­an­tee there’ll nev­er be an­oth­er Yu­ma.”




    The Pres­ident’s mouth came open. The words on the tip of his tongue nev­er came out

    be­cause, be­hind him, the end­less­ly re­peat­ing im­ages of slaugh­ter and death were

    re­placed by the be­nign face of an old Japanese man. He be­gan speak­ing in a qua­ver­ing

    voice.




    “My hum­ble name is unim­por­tant, but I am pleased to call my­self Re­gent of Yu­ma,” he

    said.




    Ev­ery man in the Sit­ua­tion Room watched him in si­lence. The old man was seat­ed at a

    desk. The white flag of Japan was spread out on the wall be­hind him. The red ris­ing sun

    pre­cise­ly cir­cled his old head like a bloody ha­lo. He re­sumed speak­ing.




    “In my coun­try we have a say­ing, ‘Edo no kata­ki wo Na­gasa­ki de ut­su.’ It means ‘Take

    re­venge at an un­ex­pect­ed place.’ I have done this in the name of Showa, known to you as

    Em­per­or Hi­ro­hi­to. He was my em­per­or, whom I served with hon­or, and whom you hum­bled.

    Al­though he is with his an­ces­tors, I now ex­alt him with this mighty deed.”




    “Na­gasa­ki?” said the Sec­re­tary of De­fense. “Didn’t we nuke that city once?”




    “If the Amer­ican Pres­ident is watch­ing me,” the old man con­tin­ued, “I bring you

    greet­ings. I re­gret the loss of life, but it is nec­es­sary. I fear it will, and must,

    con­tin­ue un­til the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment has sur­ren­dered it­self to me. Say­onara.”




    The pic­ture went black. Then an­oth­er film clip came on the screen. It showed a man be­ing

    held down while a tank ran over his head. At the bot­tom of the screen a leg­end flashed. It

    read, “The Ex­ecu­tion of the May­or of Yu­ma by New Im­pe­ri­al Army Forces.”




    “He’s mad!” the Pres­ident said. “Does he think we’ll re­al­ly sur­ren­der?”




    “I don’t know what that old rice-​gob­bler thinks,” Ad­mi­ral Black­bird growled, “but I

    im­plore you to con­sid­er my ad­vice be­fore the Rus­sians or Chi­nese de­cide to take

    ad­van­tage of this.”




    “Hold on,” the Pres­ident said, leap­ing for the door.




    “Where are you go­ing?” the Sec­re­tary of De­fense de­mand­ed.




    “To the john,” the Pres­ident flung back. “I’ve been drink­ing cof­fee for near­ly

    twen­ty-​four hours straight. If I don’t re­lieve my blad­der, we’re all go­ing to be push­ing

    mops.”




    The Pres­ident did go to the john this time. When he was fin­ished, he slipped in­to the

    Lin­coln Bed­room and got on the red tele­phone to Dr. Harold W. Smith. “Smith. Any­thing?”




    “No word from my peo­ple.”




    “How do you in­ter­pret that?” the Pres­ident asked anx­ious­ly.




    “Know­ing them,” Smith said tone­less­ly, “if they haven’t in­ter­vened in the Yu­ma

    Emer­gen­cy by now, I must con­clude that they are ei­ther dead or in­ca­pac­itat­ed.”




    “The chair­man of the join Chiefs is pres­sur­ing me to take out Yu­ma,” the Pres­ident said

    af­ter a pause.




    “I wish I could of­fer you some hope,” said Smith, “but there is some­thing to the

    ad­mi­ral’s ar­gu­ment. As a last re­sort, of course.”




    The Pres­ident was silent for a long time. Smith broke in re­luc­tant­ly.




    “Mr. Pres­ident, I saw the re­cent trans­mis­sion. That man who called him­self Re­gent of

    Yu­ma is the man I’ve been try­ing to lo­cate for you, Ne­muro Nishit­su, head of the Nishit­su

    Group.”




    “How could a con­glom­er­ate mount an in­va­sion?”




    “If you are ask­ing me how in op­er­ational terms,” Smith replied, “the an­swer to that is

    that they have the re­sources of a small coun­try. In fact, it would not be far from the truth

    to cat­ego­rize Nishit­su as a coun­try with­out bor­ders. Thanks to its many of­fices and

    fac­to­ries, it has a pres­ence in vir­tu­al­ly ev­ery de­vel­oped na­tion. I have been

    look­ing in­to the com­pa­ny’s back­ground. There is a dis­turb­ing pat­tern. Ne­muro Nishit­su

    found­ed the firm short­ly af­ter World War II. At first, it was an elec­tron­ics firm. It

    be­gan ex­pand­ing dur­ing the days of the tran­sis­tor rev­olu­tion. They made cheap ra­dios,

    things of that sort. By the ear­ly sev­en­ties they had sub­sidiaries man­ufac­tur­ing cars,

    com­put­ers, VCR’s and oth­er high­tick­et items. More re­cent­ly they have branched out in­to

    glob­al com­mu­ni­ca­tions and mil­itary equip­ment. You might re­mem­ber the at­tempt by one

    of their sub­sidiaries to buy out an Amer­ican ce­ram­ics com­pa­ny last year. You your­self

    stopped it when it was brought to your at­ten­tion that this com­pa­ny man­ufac­tured crit­ical

    nu­cle­ar-​weapons com­po­nents.”




    “I re­mem­ber. There was no way I could al­low that to hap­pen. “




    “Un­for­tu­nate­ly, this is al­so the com­pa­ny you per­mit­ted to man­ufac­ture the

    Japanese ver­sion of the F-16.”




    “Oh, my God,” the Pres­ident gasped. “That ex­plains how they were able to out­fight us in

    our own fight­ers. Their pi­lots had trained in the Japanese ver­sion.”




    “Re­gret­table, but true.”




    “What about Nishit­su him­self?”




    “He was, by all ac­counts, a fa­nat­ic fol­low­er of the em­per­or dur­ing the war. He has

    be­come some­thing of a recluse in re­cent years, with a his­to­ry of psy­chi­atric and

    med­ical prob­lems dat­ing from the time he was ex­tract­ed from the Bur­ma jun­gle. These were

    thought to have been tem­po­rary. Once he had been re­as­sim­ilat­ed in Japanese so­ci­ety, he

    was con­sid­ered per­fect­ly nor­mal.”




    “Does he have a wife, a fam­ily? Some­one we could con­tact. Maybe he could be talked out of

    this.”




    “No fam­ily. They died when the atom­ic bomb fell on Na­gasa­ki. If you’re look­ing for a

    mo­tive for his ac­tions, you might not go any fur­ther than that.”




    “I see,” the Pres­ident said dis­tant­ly. “Then there is noth­ing you can do for me. “




    “I am sor­ry, Mr. Pres­ident.”




    “Of course. Now, if you’ll ex­cuse me, I have to make one of the most dif­fi­cult

    de­ci­sions of my pres­iden­cy.” The Pres­ident wood­en­ly hung up the red tele­phone. He

    turned on his heel and walked in his ten­nis shoes to the Sit­ua­tion Room. He felt his gorge

    rise just think­ing about the de­ci­sion he faced. But he was the na­tion’s com­man­der in

    chief He would not shirk his re­spon­si­bil­ities to Amer­ica, or to the peo­ple of Yu­ma.


  




  

    Chapter 19




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was adamant.




    “Ab­so­lute­ly, pos­itive­ly, no fuck­ing way!” he bel­lowed. Then he screamed and fell to

    his knees. He clawed at the dirt out­side the meet­ing­house on the Sun On Jo reser­va­tion.

    His eyes were wide with pain but he couldn’t see any­thing ex­cept a kind of vi­su­al white

    noise. “Ar­rgghh!” he cried.




    A stern voice in­trud­ed up­on his agony. It was the voice of the tiny Ori­en­tal,

    Chi­un.




    “Since you do not ap­pear to un­der­stand the enor­mi­ty of your po­si­tion, Greek­ling,

    then I will re­peat it,” Chi­un was say­ing. “The Japanese lead­er has of­fered the lives of

    the chil­dren of any school I choose in re­turn for you. This tragedy is your do­ing. If you

    have any hon­or, you will agree to be hand­ed over to this man.”




    “I didn’t know,” Bronzi­ni squeezed out through set teeth. “I had no idea this was gonna

    hap­pen.”




    “Re­spon­si­bil­ity has noth­ing to do with in­tent. Your in­no­cence is ob­vi­ous.

    Oth­er­wise you would not be flee­ing from this army. Still, you will do as I say.”




    “Please, Mr. Bronzi­ni, they’re on­ly chil­dren.” It was a girl’s voice. That pub­lic­ity

    girl, Sh­eryl. “Ev­ery­one thinks of you as a hero. I know that’s on­ly in movies, but none of

    this would have hap­pened if it wasn’t for you.”




    “All right, all right,” Bronzi­ni groaned. The pain went away. Not slow­ly, the way pain

    some­times re­cedes. But abrupt­ly, as if it hadn’t ev­er ex­ist­ed in the first place.




    Bronzi­ni stood up. He checked his left wrist, the fo­cal point of his pain. There was no

    mark or cut. He looked at the long fin­ger­nails of the tiny Ko­re­an who called him­self

    Chi­un as they dis­ap­peared in­to his sleeves.




    “I want you to know I didn’t say yes be­cause of the pain,” he said stub­born­ly.




    “What­ev­er you tell your con­science is your busi­ness, Greek­ling,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “I just had to get used to the idea,” he in­sist­ed. “And why do you call me Greek? I’m

    Ital­ian.”




    “To­day you might pos­si­bly be Ital­ian. Be­fore, you were a Greek.”




    “Be­fore what?”




    “He means in an­oth­er life,” Sh­eryl said. “Don’t ask me why, but he thinks you were

    Alexan­der the Great in a pre­vi­ous life.”




    Bronzi­ni looked his skep­ti­cism. “I’ve had worse things said about me,” he said dry­ly.

    “Most peo­ple think I crawl out of the La Brea Tar Pits once a year to make a movie. “




    “Do you have a cold?” Sh­eryl sud­den­ly asked, “Your voice sounds re­al nasaly.”




    “How can you tell?” Chi­un sniffed.




    “I re­sent that!” Bronzi­ni said. “Okay, nev­er mind. Let’s just get this over with.”




    Chi­un turned to Bill Roam, who was stand­ing with his arms fold­ed. “The wom­an stays with

    you,” he told the big In­di­an. “If we do not re­turn, I ask you a fa­vor.”




    “Sure. What?”




    “When this is over, if I have not re­turned, go in­to the desert and re­cov­er the body of

    my son. See that he re­ceives a prop­er buri­al.”




    “Done.”




    “Then you will avenge us both.”




    “If I can.”




    “You can. I have seen the great­ness in you.”




    And with­out an­oth­er word, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju pushed Bartholomew Bronzi­ni to the

    wait­ing tank. “You will drive,” he said.




    “What hap­pens if they just kill us?” Bronzi­ni won­dered.




    “Then we will die,” said Chi­un. “But we will cost them dear­ly.”




    “I’m with you on that,” Bronzi­ni agreed as he eased in­to the driv­er’s cock­pit. Chi­un

    climbed on­to the tur­ret like a nim­ble mon­key. He ig­nored the open hatch and as­sumed a

    lo­tus po­si­tion be­side it.




    Bronzi­ni looked back and re­marked, “You’re gonna fall off.”




    “See to your driv­ing, Greek­ling,” Chi­un said stern­ly. “I will at­tend to my

    bal­ance.”




    Bronzi­ni start­ed the tank. The en­gine made wound­ed me­chan­ical sounds, but

    even­tu­al­ly the ma­chine turned on one track to­ward the reser­va­tion gate.




    “What do you think they’ll do to me?” he won­dered aloud.




    “I do not know,” Chi­un replied. “But the one named Nishit­su de­sires to see you very

    much.”




    “Maybe he’s got some kind of Japanese Os­car for me,” Bronzi­ni grunt­ed. “I hear I’m a sure

    bet for best sup­port­ing id­iot in a movie gone amok.”




    “If so, be cer­tain to shake his hand,” Chi­un said.




    “I meant it as a joke,” Bronzi­ni said. He sneezed be­fore Chi­un could re­ply.




    “You do have a cold,” Chi­un said.




    “I have a cold,” Bronzi­ni said sourly.




    “Yes,” Chi­un said, a far­away light in his eyes. “When you meet this man, be cer­tain to

    shake his hand. Do not for­get. For it is not too late for you to atone for what you, in your

    ig­no­rance, have brought to pass.”




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni thought he was pre­pared for the sight of Oc­cu­pied Yu­ma. He was

    wrong.




    The tanks blocked the road at the city lim­its. They part­ed as he ap­proached. The Japanese

    kept a re­spect­ful dis­tance. Their eyes sought Chi­un. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju kept his hazel

    eyes on the road, dis­dain­ing to meet their chal­leng­ing glances.




    As they en­tered the city, Bronzi­ni saw the guards at ev­ery food store and gun shop. Here

    and there, bod­ies lay in brown-​black patch­es of dried blood. A man hung from a lamp­post.

    An­oth­er was on his stom­ach, hands bound be­hind his back, his head tilt­ed up grotesque­ly,

    both eyes im­paled on the nee­dles of a cac­tus.




    They were giv­en safe pas­sage to city hall, where a Japanese flag flapped in the wind. The

    sight turned Bronzi­ni’s stom­ach.




    As he dis­mount­ed, Chi­un float­ed to his side.




    “Well, this is it,” Bronzi­ni said. “The de­noue­ment. Or is it the cli­max? I get them

    mixed up.”




    “Wipe your nose,” Chi­un said as they walked to the front door. Two Japanese guards flanked

    the en­trance, stand­ing at at­ten­tion. “It is drip­ping,” Chi­un added.




    “Oh,” Bronzi­ni said, pulling at his Ro­man nose with a thumb and fore­fin­ger.




    “Do not for­get what I told you. The Japanese will deal with you less harsh­ly if you show

    re­spect.”




    “I’ll try not to sneeze all over their uni­forms.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su re­ceived the news with plea­sure. “Bronzi­ni san is here,” Jiro Isuzu

    re­port­ed stiffly. “The Ko­re­an has brought him.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su reached for his cane. He pushed him­self from his chair and with

    dif­fi­cul­ty stepped out from be­hind the desk. He had gone with­out sleep for more than

    twen­ty-​four hours. It felt like a week.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju float­ed in­to the of­fice first.




    “I have brought the one you seek,” he said loud­ly. “And I de­mand that you ful­fill your

    part of our agree­ment.”




    “Yes, yes, of course,” Nishit­su said, look­ing past Chi­un. Bronzi­ni stepped in­to the

    room then. His hang­dog face was de­void of ex­pres­sion. He ig­nored Isuzu.




    “So you’re Nishit­su,” he said qui­et­ly.




    “I am he,” Nishit­su said. He bowed slight­ly.




    “I got one ques­tion for you. Why me?”




    “You were per­fect. And I have seen ev­ery one of your movies sev­er­al times over.”




    “I knew I should have let Schwarzeneg­ger have this one,” Bronzi­ni said with

    ill-​dis­guised dis­taste.




    “I won­der . . .” Nishit­su said, his eyes twin­kling. “Please to hon­or an old man with

    your au­to­graph?”




    “Blow it out your bazooka, sushi breath.”




    Bronzi­ni sud­den­ly felt a sharp pain. He looked and saw his el­bow pinched be­tween tiny

    fin­ger­nails.




    “It will go eas­ier on you if you abide by this man’s wish­es,” Chi­un said point­ed­ly.




    “Who’s it for?” Bronzi­ni grudg­ing­ly asked.




    Nishit­su gave him a cel­lo­phane-​dry smile and said, “For me.”




    “That fig­ures. Sure. Why not?”




    Bronzi­ni ac­cept­ed a pen and pa­per, and us­ing the palm of one hand for a hard sur­face,

    dashed off an au­to­graph. He hand­ed it to Ne­muro Nishit­su.




    “Do not for­get to con­grat­ulate this bril­liant mil­itary lead­er on his great

    ac­com­plish­ment,” Chi­un prod­ded.




    “What’s that? Oh, yeah.” Bronzi­ni put out a big hand. “Bril­liant cast­ing.”




    Jiro Isuzu sud­den­ly rushed for­ward. Chi­un tripped him with a san­daled toe.




    “He will not harm him. I give you both my word,” Chi­un said.




    “I would be hon­ored to shake Bronzi­ni san’s hand,” Nishit­su said af­ter the sur­prise

    left his face. He of­fered a quiv­er­ing hand. Both men shook hands war­ily.




    “You were a per­fect Tro­jan horse,” Ne­muro Nishit­su said smil­ing­ly.




    “That ex­plains the nag­ging hol­low feel­ing,” Bronzi­ni grunt­ed. “Now what?” he laughed

    self-​con­scious­ly. “The last time I was a pris­on­er of war, I got star billing, six mil­lion

    dol­lars up front, and points against the gross.” Ne­muro Nishit­su’s face flick­ered

    doubt­ful­ly.




    “They’re not laugh­ing,” Bronzi­ni told Chi­un out of the side of his mouth.




    “That is be­cause you are not fun­ny. And this is not a movie. Try to hold that thought in

    your in­fan­tile mind.”




    “You will be tak­en to a safe place,” Nishit­su said. He pound­ed the floor twice with his

    cane. Two sol­diers came and took Bronzi­ni by the arms.




    “For­row,” Jiro Isuzu barked.




    “What­ev­er hap­pened to ‘prease to,’ Jiro ba­by?” Bronzi­ni asked as he was es­cort­ed

    away.




    “What will you do with that one?” Chi­un asked when he was alone with Ne­muro Nishit­su.




    “This is my con­cern. I will have the chil­dren re­leased in­to your cus­tody.”




    “I will need a ve­hi­cle,” Chi­un said. “One large enough to bring them to the In­di­an

    reser­va­tion.”




    “As you wish. Now, leave me, I have much to do.”




    “I am again pre­pared to hear your terms,” Chi­un of­fered.




    “I have no terms at this time. Now, please be gone.” Chi­un looked at the frag­ile old

    Japanese as he limped back to his desk. His mouth thinned. With­out an­oth­er word, he was gone

    in a swirl of ki­mono skirts.




    They threw Bartholomew Bronzi­ni in­to the back of an ar­mored per­son­nel car­ri­er and

    clanged the door shut. He sat in dark­ness, and felt a cold dread that had noth­ing to do with

    per­son­al per­il.




    The ride was long. Bartholomew Bronzi­ni won­dered if they had left the city be­hind.




    Fi­nal­ly the APC stopped. The door opened. The light hurt his eyes. When he emerged too

    slow­ly for the guards’ lik­ing, Bronzi­ni was pulled from the ma­chine.




    Bronzi­ni blinked un­til his eyes ad­just­ed to the light. The sun was go­ing down, cast­ing

    laven­der shad­ows. “Come,” a guard barked.




    Bronzi­ni al­lowed him­self to be led to­ward a group of build­ings. A sign over one of the

    them said “Yu­ma Ter­ri­to­ri­al Prison Mu­se­um.” It was a gift shop. Bronzi­ni looked around.

    The oth­er build­ings were rude stone pris­ons with Span­ish-​style wrought-​iron doors. Prison

    cells.




    A sign said “Tick­ets $1.40 per per­son. Un­der sev­en­teen ad­mit­ted free.”




    “What am I, a tro­phy?” he grunt­ed. “I’ll bet peo­ple would pay a whole five bucks to see

    the suck­er of the cen­tu­ry.”




    Bronzi­ni was shoved through a gate and down a nar­row stone cor­ri­dor past emp­ty cell

    doors in si­lence. He smiled brave­ly. “Just my luck. My first time play­ing to a live

    au­di­ence and they’re all stiffs.”




    As he was marched to the end, the smile van­ished from his Si­cil­ian face. A num­ber of

    Japanese were erect­ing a struc­ture of rude wood be­side an old guard tow­er. The struc­ture

    wasn’t com­plet­ed, but even in its un­fin­ished state, Bronzi­ni rec­og­nized it as a

    gal­lows.




    The cold dread set­tled in­to the pit of his stom­ach. They flung Bartholomew Bronzi­ni

    in­to one of the cells and pad­locked the door af­ter him. He went to the criss-​cross bars,

    and found he had a per­fect view of the scaf­fold­ing. They were rais­ing the L-​shaped

    cross­piece that would sup­port the noose.




    “Je­sus H. Christ!” Bartholomew Bronzi­ni said in a sick voice. “I think this was in the

    fuck­ing script.”




    As Christ­mas Eve ap­proached, open­ing presents was for­got­ten. Car­ols went un­sung.

    Church ser­vices were can­celed for lack of at­ten­dance.




    The na­tion was glued to their TV sets. Reg­ular pro­gram­ming had been sus­pend­ed. For the

    first time in mem­ory, It’s a Won­der­ful Life wasn’t play­ing some­where. In­stead, net­work

    an­chors re­port­ed the lat­est in the “Yu­ma Emer­gen­cy.”




    The news con­sist­ed of video­tape of the ear­ly hours of the takeover. Al­though they had

    been played and re­played a hun­dred times over, these scenes were the on­ly news the net­works

    had. The White House had an­nounced and post­poned a pres­iden­tial ad­dress to the na­tion

    sev­er­al times. Of­fi­cial Wash­ing­ton, for once, was not leak­ing. The sit­ua­tion was too

    grave.




    Then, in the mid­dle of a live trans­mis­sion show­ing car­ol­ers singing “White Christ­mas”

    as they were ex­ecut­ed by au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire, the face of Ne­muro Nishit­su, the

    self-​pro­claimed Re­gent of Yu­ma, reap­peared.




    “My greet­ings to the Amer­ican peo­ple and their lead­er­ship,” he said. “In times of

    con­flict it is some­times nec­es­sary to re­sort to re­gret­table ac­tion in or­der to

    ac­com­plish ends. So it is on this, the day be­fore one of your most pre­cious hol­idays.

    To­mor­row will be the be­gin­ning of the third day of the oc­cu­pa­tion of Yu­ma. Your

    lead­er­ship has made no move to un­seat my forces. In truth, they can­not. But they dare not

    ad­mit this. I will force them to ad­mit this. If the Amer­ican lead­er­ship is not im­po­tent,

    I chal­lenge them to prove it. To­mor­row morn­ing, as a demon­stra­tion of my con­tempt for

    them, I will hang your great­est hero, Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, by the neck un­til he is dead.

    The time of his ex­ecu­tion has been set for sev­en o’clock. This nec­es­sary ac­tion will be

    tele­vised on this sta­tion. Un­til then, I re­main the un­chal­lenged Re­gent of Yu­ma.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su sig­naled the cam­era­man that he was done. The red light un­der the lens

    went out.




    Jiro Isuzu wait­ed un­til the cam­era­man was out of earshot be­fore he ap­proached the

    desk.




    “I do not un­der­stand,” he said anx­ious­ly. “You have as much as dared them to take

    ac­tion against us.”




    “No, I have goad­ed them in­to tak­ing ac­tion. If they fail to do so, they will lose face

    be­fore the world.”




    “I do not think they will fail to act.”




    “I agree, Jiro kun. For the in­sult is cal­cu­lat­ed to in­cite the Amer­ican peo­ple in­to

    de­mand­ing ac­tion.”




    “I will or­der the perime­ter forces back in­to the city,” Isuzu said quick­ly. “We can hold

    out longer if we con­cen­trate them.”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su shook his head. His slit eyes sought the desk­top ab­sent­ly.




    “No,” he said. “They will not come by land. They know, just as I do, that the cross­ing

    through the desert would not go un­chal­lenged.”




    “Then what?”




    “They will send no troops. It is too late for that. In less than twelve hours their

    great­est hero will be hanged, his last mo­ments of agony to be seen on their tele­vi­sion. No

    as­sault force could hope to act in time to pre­vent that. In­stead, they will send a

    plane.”




    “And we will shoot it down!” Isuzu cried. “I will alert our air de­fense forces.”




    “No,” Nishit­su said cold­ly. “I for­bid it! For this is the fruition of my plan. A city so

    iso­lat­ed that once cap­tured it can­not be re­tak­en. The Amer­ican mil­itary, if they have

    any stom­ach, must re­sort to the un­think­able to wipe this stain of shame from their

    land.”




    “You can­not mean . . .”




    “Think of the irony, Jiro kun. Amer­ica, the might­iest nu­cle­ar pow­er in the world,

    in­vul­ner­able to in­va­sion, im­mune to at­tack, forced to oblit­er­ate one of their own

    cities with one of their own weapons. In one stroke, the shame of Hi­roshi­ma and Na­gasa­ki

    will be as if it nev­er tran­spired. With the drop­ping of one bomb, Nip­pon is avenged. Think

    of how proud our em­per­or will be.”




    Jiro Isuzu stood stunned. His mouth opened like a gulp­ing fish. He could not force from it

    the words he want­ed to speak.




    Ne­muro Nishit­su smiled tight­ly. Then his face quirked up in sur­prise. He sneezed. His

    hands fum­bled around the desk for a box of Kleenex.




    In the White House Sit­ua­tion Room, the Pres­ident shut off the tele­vi­sion. He turned to

    face the stony ar­ray of faces that was his Sec­re­tary of De­fense and his joint Chiefs of

    Staff. Ev­ery­one knew what was on the Pres­ident’s mind, but no one ven­tured to speak be­fore

    the com­man­der in chief did.




    “We can’t let this hap­pen,” he croaked at last. He reached for a glass of wa­ter, gulped it

    down greed­ily, and then cleared the frog from his throat. “I want a bomber ready to go, but

    not un­til I give the word. There may still be a way out of this dilem­ma.”




    The Joint Chiefs rushed to their tele­phones.




    At Cas­tle Air Force Base, in At­wa­ter, Cal­ifor­nia, a B-52 bomber from the 93rd

    bom­bard­ment wing was des­ig­nat­ed for the Yu­ma mis­sion. A sin­gle nu­cle­ar bomb was

    cocked and placed in her bomb bay. The pi­lots took their seats and went through a cock­pit

    check. They had not yet been giv­en their or­ders, but they had a sick­en­ing inkling of what

    those or­ders might be.




    In the Yu­ma Desert, a man con­tin­ued walk­ing with an in­hu­man­ly mea­sured gait. His

    eyes, like burn­ing coals, were fixed on the hori­zon be­yond which lay the blacked-​out city

    of Yu­ma, Ari­zona. His reg­ular, me­chan­ical strides made no im­print in the end­less

    sands.


  




  

    Chapter 20




    On Christ­mas Eve the sun set slow­ly on Yu­ma. It dis­ap­peared be­hind the Choco­late

    Moun­tains, leav­ing the still light of its pass­ing. It was mag­ic hour.




    At pre­cise­ly 5:55, a man ap­peared on the crest of a hill over­look­ing the city. He

    paused, the rags on his ema­ci­at­ed body a mem­ory of desert util­ities, his white T-​shirt as

    brown as brick dust, and his black chi­nos a pow­dery beige.




    No one no­ticed the man as he stood, im­mo­bile as a pre­sen­ti­ment, his emp­ty hands

    hang­ing from his thick wrists like dead nerve­less things. But ev­ery­one heard him.




    In a voice like thun­der he spoke, and even though there were over fifty thou­sand peo­ple

    liv­ing in the city sprawled un­der his burnt-​coal gaze, each pair of ears heard his words

    clear­ly.




    “I am cre­at­ed Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; Death, the shat­ter­er of worlds. Who is this dog

    meat who chal­lenges me?”




    Ne­muro Nishit­su heard those words and sat up in alarm. He had been doz­ing in his chair.

    He reached for his cane and climbed stiffly to his feet. Quick­ly he sat down again. His legs

    felt weak.




    “Jiro kun,” he called in a dry, raspy voice. “Jiro!” Jiro Isuzu came run­ning. His face was

    stark with be­wil­der­ment. “You heard it too?” he de­mand­ed. “Find out who that was,”

    Nishit­su said. “But first, help me to the couch. I do not feel well.”




    “What is wrong?” Isuzu asked anx­ious­ly as he wrapped Nishit­su’s arm around his shoul­der.

    He lev­ered the old Japanese from the leather chair, sur­prised at his light­ness, fright­ened

    by his frailty.




    “It is noth­ing,” Nishit­su rasped as he al­lowed him­self to be half-​led, half-​car­ried

    to a couch. “A cold, per­haps. It will pass.”




    “I will sum­mon a doc­tor. Even a cold at your age is not to be tak­en light­ly.”




    “Yes, a doc­tor. But first, lo­cate the source of that voice. For it fills me with

    dread.”




    “At once, sir,” Jiro Isuzu said, and sped off.




    Ninth A. D. Mi­nobe Kawasa­ki scanned the dark­en­ing hori­zon with his Nishit­su

    binoc­ulars. The voice had come from the south, he felt cer­tain. He sat up in the tur­ret seat

    of the T-62 tank. Word had just reached him from Im­pe­ri­al Com­mand

    Head­quar­ters-​for­mer­ly the may­or’s of­fice-​to cap­ture the au­thor of those un­earth­ly

    words that had boomed over the city. Kawasa­ki thought they must have come from the lungs of

    some god or de­mon.




    His gaze ran along the line of a near hill. The preter­nat­ural blue of the sky was shad­ing

    in­to in­di­go. Al­ready there was the faint sug­ges­tion of stars.




    He gave out a cry when the lens­es came in con­tact with a mag­ni­fied pair of eyes that

    burned him with their aw­ful gaze. Those eyes made him think of dead plan­ets spin­ning in a

    cold void.




    Un­steadi­ly he re­cov­ered the glass­es and sought out the fig­ure again. The face that

    held those eyes was not that of a god, he saw. They were set in skull-​like hol­lows on an

    ema­ci­at­ed face. The throat was blue, as if paint­ed. It was not paint, how­ev­er. The col­or

    was too or­gan­ic for paint. The neck was hor­ri­bly bruised, as if bro­ken. The skin of the

    face and bare arms was sun­burned a lob­ster red.




    Then, to Kawasa­ki’s hor­ror, the eyes seemed to fix up­on him and the fig­ure start­ed down

    the hill in a jerky, stum­bling, yet pur­pose­ful stride.




    “Driv­er!” he called. “The one we seek is com­ing this way. “




    The T-62 leapt in­to ac­tion. Kawasa­ki primed the tur­ret­mount­ed .50-cal­iber ma­chine

    gun. He was afraid, even though the fig­ure he rushed to in­ter­cept held no weapons in his

    hands.




    Kawasa­ki lashed his driv­er up and down the streets. The fig­ure had dis­ap­peared af­ter

    it reached the base of the hill, mak­ing it dif­fi­cult to de­ter­mine which road he would take

    in­to the city. Kawasa­ki was forced to guess. He guessed cor­rect­ly, he learned as the tank

    turned a cor­ner on­to a res­iden­tial street. It stopped at the edge of the desert. And

    walk­ing up that street like a corpse come back to life, was the dead-​eyed man.




    He came steadi­ly, fear­less­ly, like a ma­chine. Kawasa­ki’s or­ders were to bring the man

    in alive. He be­gan to re­gret them. His voice lift­ed. “I carr up­on you to sur­ren­der to

    Im­pe­ri­ar Oc­cu­pa­tion Force.”




    The man made no re­ply. His emp­ty hands swung at his sides life­less­ly. Kawasa­ki turned

    the snout of his ma­chine gun at the man’s thin chest. He could al­most count the ribs

    out­lined by the snug T-​shirt fab­ric.




    The man didn’t flinch. He ad­vanced pur­pose­ful­ly, his dusty feet ut­ter­ly sound­less as

    they trod the as­phalt. On a hunch, Kawasa­ki reached in­to the tur­ret hatch for the tur­ret

    con­trol lever. He goosed it un­til the smooth­bore can­non lined up with the man’s chest.

    An­noyed that the pow­er­ful can­non maw did not hin­der the dead-​eyed man’s ad­vance,

    Kawasa­ki dropped the ma­chine-​gun muz­zle and sent a short burst in­to the man’s path.




    A sec­tion of pave­ment erupt­ed. The man walked over it un­con­cerned­ly.




    “I do not have to take you arive,” Kawasa­ki called. It was a lie, but he didn’t know what

    else to say. If he was forced to kill, how could he ex­plain bring­ing back an un­armed

    corpse?




    Kawasa­ki put a sec­ond burst over the on­com­ing man’s head. It proved un­per­sua­sive. He

    came on as if ut­ter­ly un­afraid of death.




    Or, Mi­nobe Kawasa­ki sud­den­ly thought, as if he were al­ready dead.




    “Driv­er!” he or­dered in Japanese. “Ap­proach that man. Slow­ly!”




    The tank start­ed for­ward. The smooth­bore muz­zle was bear­ing down on the man’s chest

    like the fin­ger of doom. If both man and tank con­tin­ued along their stub­born paths, the maw

    would ram the man, knock­ing him down. That was Kawasa­ki’s in­ten­tion.




    The dis­tance be­tween them shrank. It was sev­er­al yards. Then three. Then six feet. Then

    two. One.




    Just when a col­li­sion seemed un­avoid­able, the man’s right hand came up as if jerked by a

    string. That was as much as Mi­nobe Kawasa­ki saw, for he was sud­den­ly knocked off his perch.

    He struck the hull of the tank and slipped over the side. He missed be­ing drawn in­to the big

    rollers on­ly by inch­es. Kawasa­ki re­al­ized his nar­row es­cape on­ly lat­er. The sound, a

    hor­ren­dous­ly flat crack of a noise, beat up­on his eardrums. He clapped his hands to his

    ears, think­ing it had been an ex­plo­sion.




    Mi­nobe Kawasa­ki felt it was safe to open his eyes on­ly af­ter the ring­ing in his ears

    ceased. He looked up fear­ful­ly. He was re­lieved to find he still had all his body parts.

    Then he saw the tank. It had come to a dead stop. The driv­er’s hel­met­ed head was turned

    around in his seat to look back at the tur­ret.




    Mi­nobe Kawasa­ki’s eyes went wide with in­creduli­ty. The tur­ret of the tank was no longer

    sit­ting on its ring mount. The top flange of the great steel mount had that bright grain­iness

    of sheared met­al.




    The tur­ret lay on the pave­ment a good dozen feet be­hind the tank. And be­yond it,

    walk­ing with a me­chan­ical as­sur­ance, was the man with coals for eyes and thun­der for a

    voice.




    Mi­nobe Kawasa­ki ran to the de­cap­itat­ed tank. He grabbed the ra­dio from his driv­er and

    be­gan speak­ing in a high, ex­cit­ed voice.




    Jiro Isuzu al­most dis­missed the first re­port as the ex­cess­es of a vic­to­ry-​drunk

    salary­man-​turned-​sol­dier. But then more re­ports start­ed com­ing in, all loud, all

    ex­cit­ed, all tinged with the un­mis­tak­able oil of fear.




    The New Japanese Im­pe­ri­al Forces had lost five tanks in short-​lived en­coun­ters with a

    sin­gle op­po­nent ev­ery van­quished unit in­sist­ed up­on re­fer­ring to as “it.”




    “Be more spe­cif­ic,” Isuzu barked at the first unit to call the op­po­nent that. “Is ‘it’ a

    war ma­chine?”




    “It,” the arid re­ply in­sist­ed, “is a man with death in his eyes and steel in his

    arms.”




    And that was ac­tu­al­ly the most co­her­ent de­scrip­tion of the sev­er­al that fol­lowed.

    Isuzu or­dered more tanks in­to the area of the last sight­ing of “it.” He wait­ed. Some of the

    tank com­man­ders re­port­ed back, some could not be raised. The sur­viv­ing tank com­man­ders

    told sto­ries of de­feat and shame. One, af­ter com­plet­ing his re­port, dropped the

    mi­cro­phone and gave out a tremen­dous grunt that was mixed with a rip­ping-​of-​cloth

    sound.




    Isuzu un­der­stood that the man had sat down at the scene of his de­feat and opened his

    stom­ach with his own bay­onet. Sep­puku.




    Ev­ery re­port agreed on one im­pos­si­bil­ity. The op­po­nent was a lone un­armed man. And

    he was walk­ing re­morse­less­ly, un­stop­pably in the di­rec­tion of city hall, as if guid­ed

    by radar.




    Jiro Isuzu or­dered his forces to pull back to city hall. Then he rushed to the of­fice

    where Ne­muro Nishit­su lay on the couch. His eyes were closed.




    Gen­tly Jiro Isuzu touched his lead­er’s shoul­der. Black slit eyes opened fee­bly. Ne­muro

    Nishit­su opened his mouth to speak, but on­ly a dry rat­tle came out. Jiro touched his

    fore­head. Hot. A fever.




    Jiro Isuzu put an ear close to Nishit­su’s mouth. He felt the warm breath and, mixed with

    that hot moist­ness, came faint words.




    “Do your du­ty,” Ne­muro Nishit­su said. “Ban­zai!” Then Ne­muro Nishit­su turned his face

    to the back of the couch and closed his eyes. He slept.




    Jiro Isuzu got to his feet. It would be up to him now. He went out to is­sue more or­ders.

    He won­dered when the bombers would come.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stared at the bleak hori­zon like an idol draped in scar­let cloth.

    The wind whipped his ki­mono skirts around his spindly legs.




    Bill Roam came up be­hind him, clear­ing his throat nois­ily. Chi­un did not ac­knowl­edge

    his ap­proach. “The wom­en have tucked in the chil­dren,” he said, tak­ing his place at

    Chi­un’s side. He looked in the di­rec­tion Chi­un’s wise old eyes stared. There were flash­es

    of light be­yond the low hori­zon.




    “There is fight­ing in the city,” Chi­un in­toned.




    “That sure ain’t heat light­ning,” Roam agreed. “You know, I feel right sor­row­ful about

    Bronzi­ni. “




    “Ev­ery man pays a price for his ac­tions in time,” Chi­un said dis­mis­sive­ly. “Some pay

    for their fail­ures, some for their suc­cess­es. Bronzi­ni’s suc­cess­es brought this down on

    all of us. I have lost my son be­cause of him, and with him goes the hope of my vil­lage.”




    “I know what you mean. I’m the last Sun­ny Joe.” Chi­un turned, sym­pa­thy smooth­ing his

    wrin­kled fea­tures.




    “Your wife bore you no sons?”




    “She did. He died. A long time ago. I nev­er re­mar­ried. “




    Chi­un nod­ded. “I know that pain,” he said sim­ply. He turned back to the dis­play of red

    and blue lights that lit the sky. They were too far away from the city for the sounds of

    con­flict to reach their ears.




    “When I’m gone,” Sun­ny Joe Roam said, “there’ll be no one to pro­tect the tribe. What’s

    left of it.”




    Chi­un nod­ded. “And when I am gone, there will be no one to feed the chil­dren of my

    vil­lage. It is that fear that has made ev­ery Mas­ter of Sinan­ju reach be­yond his

    lim­ita­tions, for it is one thing to give up one’s own life, an­oth­er to sur­ren­der those

    who de­pend up­on you.”




    “Amen, broth­er.”




    “Know, Sun­ny Joe Roam, that I do not hold you re­spon­si­ble for any­thing that has

    tran­spired in the last two days. But I in­tend to make those who brought this pain down up­on

    me to suf­fer for their evil. I can­not, as long as they hold in­no­cent young lives hostage.

    For all chil­dren, not just those of our blood, are pre­cious to Sinan­ju. Is this so among the

    Sun On Jos?”




    “I think that’s one of the uni­ver­sal ones,” Roam said.




    “Not to the Japanese. When they took my coun­try, no one, from those who sat on the Drag­on

    Throne to even the babes suck­ling at their moth­ers’ breasts, were safe from the

    bay­onets.”




    “This can’t go on much longer. The Marines ought to be land­ing soon. Wash­ing­ton isn’t

    go­ing to ig­nore this.”




    “And then how many lives will be lost?” Chi­un said, look­ing back to­ward the flash­es of

    light that shook the sky. Af­ter a pause, his dry lips part­ed.




    “Your son. What was his-“




    “Sun­ny Joe! Sun­ny Joe! Come quick!”




    Roam spun around. Sh­eryl Rose was in the door­way of an adobe house, her face a mask of

    hor­ror. “What is it?” Roam called.




    “They’re go­ing to hang Bronzi­ni! It just came over the TV.”




    “Come on,” Roam said harsh­ly.




    Chi­un fol­lowed him in­to the house. Sh­eryl led them to the TV, talk­ing ner­vous­ly. “I

    don’t know why I turned on the TV. Re­flex, I guess. But Chan­nel Eleven is on the air again.

    Look.”




    The TV screen showed a scene out of Dante’s In­fer­no. A group of po­lice­men were marched,

    blind­fold­ed, their hands tied be­hind their backs, in­to a room fes­tooned with Christ­mas

    dec­ora­tions. A red-​and-​white ban­ner with the words “Peace on Earth Good Will To­ward Men”

    hung mock­ing­ly above their heads.




    “Oh, dear God,” Sh­eryl choked out. “That’s the stu­dio com­mis­sary. I used to work for

    this sta­tion.”




    Off cam­era, a high-​speed whine start­ed up and then ca­su­al­ly, with ruth­less

    ef­fi­cien­cy, a Japanese in desert cam­ou­flage stepped up to the blind­fold­ed po­lice and,

    hold­ing their heads steady with one hand, one by one drove the bit of a drill in­to their

    tem­ples.




    Sh­eryl turned away, mak­ing sick nois­es in her throat. “Why are they do­ing this?” Bill

    Roam asked, clench­ing his fists. No one had an an­swer.




    “They … they an­nounced that they were hang­ing Bronzi­ni at dawn,” Sh­eryl choked out.

    “This harm­less-​look­ing lit­tle Japanese man said it. He claimed it would prove Amer­ica was

    too weak to stop them.”




    “Can this sta­tion be seen in oth­er cities?” Chi­un de­mand­ed cold­ly.




    “They get it in Phoenix. Why?”




    “The Japanese can be a cru­el peo­ple, but they are not stupid,” Chi­un said thought­ful­ly.

    “They must know that this will force the Amer­ican armies to strike.”




    “That’s what I’ve been say­ing all along,” Sh­eryl said.




    “We hold out long enough, and Wash­ing­ton will put a stop to this.”




    “It is as if they wish this to hap­pen,” Chi­un said soft­ly. “But why?” His hazel eyes

    nar­rowed. He turned to Sun­ny Joe. “Do you have a copy of the script?”




    Roam looked star­tled. “The script? Sure. Why?”




    “Be­cause I wish to read it,” Chi­un said firm­ly. Roam went out the door. He re­turned with

    the script.




    “At a time like this?” Sh­eryl asked, dumb­found­ed.




    “I should have thought of this be­fore,” Chi­un said, ac­cept­ing the script.




    “I think this is the fi­nal draft,” Bill Roam said. “They kept re­vis­ing it on us. Sort of

    makes you won­der why, now, doesn’t it?”




    “How does it end?” Chi­un asked as he leafed through it.




    “Don’t ask me. I didn’t get that far. There was too much to do, what with all those Jap

    ex­tras not speak­ing En­glish or know­ing how to die on cue.”




    “I nev­er got a script,” Sh­eryl said. Her face was pale, but the col­or was slow­ly

    re­turn­ing. She kept her eyes avert­ed from the flick­er­ing TV screen.




    Chi­un read in si­lence. His parch­ment fea­tures lost their an­ima­tion. On­ly his eyes

    moved as they skimmed the pages.




    He looked up with grave fea­tures when he was fin­ished. “I un­der­stand now,” he said,

    clap­ping the script shut. “We can­not wait. We must go in­to the city. Now.. “




    “What is it?” Bill Roam de­mand­ed. “I will ex­plain on the way.”




    “I’m com­ing too,” Sh­eryl said.




    “No of­fense, Sh­eryl,” Bill Roam rum­bled, “but no squaws this time out. This is men’s

    work.”




    “I’ve got just as much right to fight those bas­tards as you do,” Sh­eryl shout­ed. “It’s my

    city, Sun­ny Joe. Not yours. You’re a damn reser­va­tion In­di­an. And Chi­un isn’t even

    Amer­ican. But those are my fam­ily and friends they’re butcher­ing. I have to do my part.”




    Bill Roam looked to Chi­un. “The lit­tle la­dy has a pow­er­ful point, I guess.”




    “Then come,” Chi­un said. “We must act swift­ly.”




    The Christ­mas-​morn­ing sun broke over the east­ern seaboard like a slow ra­di­ant kiss. As

    the plan­et re­volved, the twi­light zone be­tween day and night crossed the con­ti­nen­tal

    Unit­ed States like a shad­ow in re­treat.




    The last place to see the sun rise was Cal­ifor­nia. And at Cas­tle Air Force Base, the word

    came down the Air Force chain of com­mand to cart-​start the B-52 bomber cho­sen to car­ry out

    Op­er­ation Hell­hole.




    Cap­tain Wayne Rogers, US­AF, re­ceived his or­ders in a sealed en­ve­lope. Face ashen, he

    turned to his copi­lot. “Well, this looks like it.”




    The big B-52 bomber rolled out of its revet­ment and on­to the flight line. Rogers eased the

    throt­tle for­ward, and the big lum­ber­ing bird surged ahead, gath­er­ing air­speed for

    take­off.




    They rolled past a line of K-135 aeri­al tankers. They would not be need­ed for midair

    re­fu­el­ing. Not on this mis­sion. Even though he hadn’t opened his sealed or­ders, Cap­tain

    Rogers knew his tar­get.




    The bomber lift­ed off and swung in a 180-de­gree right turn. Not to­ward the Pa­cif­ic and

    some for­eign tar­get, but in­land. In­to the con­ti­nen­tal Unit­ed States. When he had

    lev­eled the ship off at cruis­ing al­ti­tude, Cap­tain Rogers nod­ded to his copi­lot. The

    oth­er man tore the en­ve­lope open.




    “It’s Yu­ma,” he croaked.




    “Holy Christ!” Cap­tain Wayne Rogers said.




    He tried to con­cen­trate on his in­stru­ments. The hun­dreds of red and green lights were

    like a high-​tech Christ­mas tree. From time to time they blurred and he won­dered if his sight

    was go­ing. Then he re­al­ized he had been cry­ing un­awares.




    “Mer­ry Christ­mas, Yu­ma,” he mut­tered bit­ter­ly. “Wait’ll you see what San­ta’s

    bring­ing you this year.”


  




  

    Chapter 21




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni watched the sun rise on the fi­nal day of his life.




    The red light came in through the or­nate bars of his cell in the main cell­block at Yu­ma

    Ter­ri­to­ri­al Prison. It trans­formed the now-​com­plet­ed scaf­fold­ing in­to a smol­der­ing

    sil­hou­ette. The cam­eras had long ago been put in place; they were us­ing a three-​cam­era

    set­up.




    “Like they were film­ing a cheap sit­com,” he spat. Bronzi­ni had not slept all night. Who

    could sleep when he was worth an es­ti­mat­ed one bil­lion dol­lars, had a face that hung in

    mil­lions of dorms and dens, and was about to be hanged by the neck for the crime of agree­ing

    to star in a Japanese movie?




    Be­sides, all night long, sounds of fight­ing had come from the city. Bronzi­ni won­dered if

    the Rangers had land­ed. But he saw no parachute drop, heard no planes over­head. Maybe the

    cit­izens had found their balls.




    Hope had be­gun to rise in his heart, hope of res­cue, but as the night wore on, it was

    dashed time and again as the fight­ing died down, be­gan anew, and noth­ing hap­pened at the

    Yu­ma Ter­ri­to­ri­al Prison ex­cept that his guards con­tin­ued fuss­ing with the cam­era

    set­up. They rushed back and forth ner­vous­ly, which Bronzi­ni at­tribut­ed to be­ing up all

    night with­out sleep.




    With the dawn, Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, Amer­ica’s num­ber-​one screen su­per­star, knew

    ex­act­ly how pris­on­ers felt on death row.




    He de­cid­ed they wouldn’t take him with­out a fight. Bronzi­ni with­drew from the door and

    hun­kered on one side of the cell. His fist com­pressed in­to blood­less mal­lets of bone. He

    wait­ed.




    The sounds of com­mo­tion stabbed at his heart. He set him­self. Sounds of run­ning,

    yelling, and fran­tic ac­tiv­ity swept through the prison-​turned-​mu­se­um. APC mo­tors

    start­ed up. A tank growled to life, and its tracks clanked on as­phalt.




    “Ready when you are, you sake guz­zlers,” Bronzi­ni growled un­der his breath. “You’re

    go­ing to need more than a tank to get me up on that stage.”




    To his sur­prise, the sounds fad­ed in the dis­tance. An eerie si­lence fell over the Yu­ma

    Ter­ri­to­ri­al Prison. It was bro­ken on­ly by the dis­tant per­cus­sive stut­ter of

    au­to­mat­ic-​weapons fire and in­ter­mit­tent ex­plo­sions.




    Bronzi­ni came up out of his crouch. In the court­yard, cam­eras stood unat­tend­ed. His

    guards were gone. Bronzi­ni wast­ed no time. He at­tacked the cell door. The wrought iron was

    held in place by two hor­izon­tal cross­pieces at­tached to hinges. Since the for­mer hell­hole

    of Ari­zona had been turned in­to a tourist at­trac­tion, the cell doors had been main­tained

    with an eye to­ward ap­pear­ance, not prac­ti­cal­ity. Bronzi­ni knelt be­side one cross­piece

    and tried to force it. The screws were em­bed­ded in three-​foot-​thick stone walls. He felt

    some give, but not much. The top cross­piece felt sol­id.




    Bronzi­ni looked around the cell. There were on­ly a bed and a plain wood­en dress­er for

    fur­ni­ture, but in the cen­ter of the stone floor a fat steel re­strain­ing ring was bolt­ed

    to a met­al plate. Bronzi­ni went to this. He squat­ted over it, tak­ing a po­si­tion not much

    dif­fer­ent from one he used to lift heavy weights.




    Bronzi­ni be­gan pulling slow­ly, then with greater force. The veins in his red­den­ing neck

    bulged. He groaned: The ring re­fused to budge, but he was Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, the man with

    the great­est mus­cles in Hol­ly­wood. He grunt­ed and groaned with the strain. Sweat soaked

    the hack of his black leather com­bat suit.




    Bronzi­ni’s an­imal-​like groans grew in­to a crescen­do, and were joined by an­oth­er

    groan-​the in­hu­man cry of met­al stressed-​to the break­ing point.




    The plate gave: Bronzi­ni fell on his ass. But he had the ring. He jumped up and at­tacked

    the door with it. It took very lit­tle time. One hinge cracked. An­oth­er one came free. The

    door hung by the pad­lock. Bronzi­ni shoved it aside im­pa­tient­ly.




    He stepped out in­to the stone court­yard and made his way past the rows of open-​air cells

    un­til he came to the park­ing lot. He moved cau­tious­ly, al­though he ex­pect­ed to

    en­counter no op­po­si­tion.




    There was a pick­up parked in front of the mu­se­um gift shop. Bronzi­ni got in and

    hot-​wired the en­gine and soon had the pick­up squeal­ing up Prison Hill Road.




    Bronzi­ni drove reck­less­ly, not ex­act­ly sure where he was go­ing or what he was go­ing

    to do once he got there. The roads were de­sert­ed, but as he pulled in­to the city, there were

    peo­ple stand­ing in their yards, look­ing anx­ious and con­fused. Bronzi­ni pulled up to one

    of them.




    “Yo! What’s go­ing down?” he barked.




    “The Japanese have pulled back in­to town,” an old­er man said ex­cit­ed­ly. “There’s heavy

    fight­ing, but no one knows who they’re mix­ing it up with.”




    “Rangers?”




    “Your guess is as good as any­one’s. We’re all won­der­ing what to do.”




    “Why don’t you fight? It’s your city.”




    “With what?” the man de­mand­ed. “They took all our guns.”




    “So? This is Ari­zona. The wild west. Take ‘em back.”




    The man peered clos­er. “Say, now, aren’t you that ac­tor fel­la? Bronzi­ni.”




    “I’m not ex­act­ly proud of it right now, but yeah.”




    “Didn’t rec­og­nize you with­out your head­band.”




    Bronzi­ni cracked a pained grin. “This wasn’t sup­posed to be a Grundy movie. Know where I

    can find some guns?”




    “Why?”




    “Back where I come from, if you make a mess, you clean it up.”




    “Now, that’s right smart rea­son­ing. They’re sup­posed to have weapons cached at the Shi­lo

    Inn,” Bronzi­ni was told. “Maybe you could sort of spread ‘em around.”




    “If I do, will you and your friends fight?”




    “Shucks, Bart. I seen ev­ery one of your movies. I’d fight with you any day.”




    “Tell your friends, I’ll be back.”




    Bronzi­ni took off. He floored the pick­up un­til he got to the Shi­lo Inn. As he pulled

    in­to the park­ing lot, he spot­ted uni­formed Japanese troops in the lob­by. Bronzi­ni wheeled

    the pick­up in­to a park­ing space, and there, lean­ing be­tween two cars, was his Harley. He

    slipped over to it and kicked the starter.




    The Harley gave a full-​throat­ed roar that brought a smile to Bronzi­ni’s sleepy-​eyed

    face. He backed it up and sent it rock­et­ing to­ward the lob­by en­trance.




    At­tract­ed by the noise, two Japanese came out shout­ing. The Japanese had AK-47’s. But

    Bronzi­ni had the el­ement of sur­prise. He went through them like a hur­ri­cane. They threw

    them­selves to the ground. The bike hit the curb and vault­ed through the glass doors. It

    wasn’t spe­cial-​ef­fects can­dy-​glass, how­ev­er. Bronzi­ni sus­tained a gash that opened up

    one cheek, and a shard em­bed­ded it­self in his right thigh.




    Un­de­terred, Bronzi­ni danced off the ca­reen­ing bike and land­ed on the plush lob­by

    seats. He yanked the tri­an­gle of glass from his thigh and used it to slash open the jugu­lar

    of the Japanese who jumped from be­hind the front desk.




    Bronzi­ni pried the AK-47 from the guard’s fin­gers. He pulled off the bay­onet and sheathed

    it down his boot. Then he stepped out­side and sprayed the two guards while they were pick­ing

    them­selves off the ground.




    That ac­com­plished, Bronzi­ni raced through the first­floor rooms. He found the guns

    be­hind a door marked with the Red Christ­mas Pro­duc­tions sym­bol-​a Christ­mas tree

    sil­hou­et­ted against a mush­room cloud. This was the film’s in-​town pro­duc­tion of­fice.

    Bronzi­ni car­ried the ri­fles out to the pick­up un­der both arms. He filled up the bed with

    ri­fles and crat­ed hand grenades and then lift­ed his Harley in­to the back by main

    strength.




    Be­fore he drove off, he tore one of the sleeves off his com­bat suit and used it to dress

    his leg wound. There was some cloth left over and Bronzi­ni tied it over his fore­head to keep

    the sweat out of his eyes.




    “What the fuck,” he said as he climbed be­hind the wheel. “Maybe we’ll reti­tle this

    Grundy’s Last Stand.” Bronzi­ni re­turned to the knot of men. It had dou­bled in size. He

    dis­tribut­ed the guns from the back of the pick­up. While the men checked their weapons, he

    raised his voice.




    “Yo! Lis­ten up, ev­ery­body. There’s more guns back at the ho­tel. Form teams and go get

    them. Af­ter that, it’s up to you. It’s your city.”




    Bronzi­ni mount­ed the Harley and start­ed her up. “Hey, where are you go­ing?” a man

    asked.




    “It’s your city, but it’s my prob­lem,” he said, shov­ing stick grenades in­to his belt. “I

    got a score to set­tle.” And with that, Bartholomew Bronzi­ni roared off, his pony­tail

    danc­ing af­ter him like a fugi­tive spir­it.




    Jiro Isuzu no longer had to re­ly on ra­dio re­ports con­firm­ing that his crack units were

    be­ing dec­imat­ed. He had on­ly to look out the win­dow where the tanks formed a bristling

    line of can­non muz­zles.




    As he watched, one smooth­bore coughed a shell. The re­coil made the tank roll back. The

    shell re­duced an al­ready-​shat­tered store­front to fur­ther ru­in.




    “It” walked in un­der the shell, which over­shot him by no more than a hand span. Now that

    he had pen­etrat­ed the out­er perime­ter, by all ac­counts de­stroy­ing men and tanks with his

    bare hands, the burn­ing-​eyed man had come to Isuzu’s last line of de­fense.




    Isuzu shoved open the win­dow. “Crush him!” he shout­ed. “Crush him in the name of the

    em­per­or. Ban­zai!”




    The tanks start­ed up. It was a cal­cu­lat­ed risk, break­ing the last bul­wark that

    sep­arat­ed him from that crea­ture that walked like a man, but they had no choice.




    Isuzu was alone. Ne­muro Nishit­su lay un­con­scious on the couch. He was cry­ing out in his

    fevered sleep. Isuzu tried to block out the words. “Death comes,” Ne­muro Nishit­su warned over

    and over. “Death that leaves no foot­prints in the sand.”




    Nishit­su was ob­vi­ous­ly deliri­ous. Isuzu turned his at­ten­tion to the con­flict.




    The once-​supreme New Japanese Im­pe­ri­al Army had been re­duced to a small band of

    de­fend­ers. All night long the bat­tle had raged. Tanks, men, and heavy guns against a lone

    man who walked un­armed and un­afraid.




    They would sur­round him and he would ren­der the tanks help­less with his bare hands,

    break­ing the tracks and snap­ping off gun bar­rels with open­hand­ed blows.




    He had pro­gressed to city hall, re­morse­less, un­stop­pable. At first it was re­port­ed

    that he moved with im­puni­ty, as if the mere sol­diers who got in his way were in­signif­icant

    fleas to be swat­ted and thrown aside. But as more tank units were thrown up against him, the

    un­known man had shak­en off his zom­bielike de­meanor as if com­ing out of a trance. He moved

    with in­creas­ing grace and speed, un­til, as one fright­ened as­sis­tant di­rec­tor cried over

    a walkie-​talkie, “We can­not halt his ad­vance. He dances out of the way of our bul­lets. He

    crush­es ev­ery­thing un­der his feet. We must pull back.”




    The weird pic­ture that had been con­jured up over scores of fran­tic ra­dio re­ports was of

    a mad dance of death and de­struc­tion. And Isuzu was forced to with­draw his units in­to a

    small­er and small­er cir­cle around city hall un­til those tanks that had not fled in blind

    pan­ic re­mained. With grow­ing dread he await­ed the ap­proach of the un­stop­pable one.




    Fi­nal­ly Jiro Isuzu got a clear look at “it.” The sight froze the breath in his lungs. “It”

    looked like death walk­ing. No, like death danc­ing.




    It was beau­ti­ful, yet ghast­ly. A squad of fresh Japanese troops rushed up to con­front

    the ag­gres­sor. He spun like a dervish from the bul­let tracks of their chat­ter­ing ri­fles.

    He weaved around them, limbs flung with aban­don, feet leap­ing, turn­ing, kick­ing. One stiff

    in­dex fin­ger en­tered many skulls, cre­at­ing dead Japanese.




    A sol­dier charged him with fixed bay­onet. Sud­den­ly the sol­dier was flail­ing, im­paled

    on his own bay­onet, which the crea­ture held up like a tri­umphant ban­ner.




    It was a dance of death, yes, but on­ly Japanese died. The tanks fared no bet­ter. Two

    cir­cled him. A foot flashed left. A hand, open and stiff of fin­ger, knifed right. Tracks

    whipped free and the tanks ca­reened help­less­ly in­to the smok­ing ru­ins of the street.




    Foot by foot, the thing ad­vanced. Stick grenades flung to­ward it. The crea­ture caught

    each one with unerring re­flex­es and hurled them back in the faces of those who threw them.

    Some ex­plod­ed; oth­ers did not. Isuzu cursed the un­re­li­able Chi­nese-​made weapons. It had

    been eas­ier to buy them on the Hong Kong black mar­ket than to make Nishit­su ver­sions. A

    mis­take. The en­tire op­er­ation had been a mis­take, he now knew.




    Jiro Isuzu was pre­pared for death. His loy­al­ty to Ne­muro Nishit­su re­quired it. His

    feel­ings for Nip­pon de­mand­ed it. Death, he could face. De­feat, he could not.




    Jiro Isuzu took up an as­sault ri­fle and knelt be­fore the open win­dow. He at­tempt­ed to

    sight on the on­com­ing fury. He emp­tied one clip. The on­ly re­ac­tion was that the

    fire-​eyed crea­ture turned its grue­some sun­burned vis­age, in­hu­man in the cold fe­roc­ity

    of its bale­ful gaze, to­ward him. The gash of a crack-​lipped mouth broke in­to a cun­ning

    grin. The grin seemed to say, “When I am done with these puny ones, you will be next.”




    Jiro Isuzu gave it up. “Who are you?” he cried, low­er­ing the weapon. “What do you

    want?”




    And a voice like thun­der an­swered him with one word. The word was: “You.”




    “Why? What have I done to you, de­mon?”




    “You have roused me from my an­cient slum­ber. I can­not sleep again un­til I crush your

    bones in­to pow­der, Japanese.”




    Jiro Isuzu slammed the win­dow closed. He shrank from the glass. He couldn’t bear to look at

    the car­nage any­more. His on­ly hope, lay in es­cape.




    With­out a glance to­ward his men­tor and su­pe­ri­or, now shak­ing with chills and fever,

    Jiro Isuzu ran to the back room. He stopped with his hand on the door­knob.




    For over his head he heard a dread­ed sound. A heavy bomber. And he knew that all was

    lost.




    Wood­en­ly he re­turned to the of­fice and squat­ted on the rug. He un­sheathed the sword

    that had be­longed to his samu­rai an­ces­tors. He tore the front of his shirt to ex­pose his

    bel­ly. There was no time for in­tro­spec­tion, re­grets or cer­emo­ny. He placed the point of

    the sword against his side and steeled him­self to de­liv­er the quick side­ways rip­ping slash

    that would spill his bow­els on­to his lap. He prayed that he would die be­fore atom­ic

    ret­ri­bu­tion oblit­er­at­ed him. Bet­ter to die by one’s own hand than at the hands of the

    hat­ed en­emy.




    Out­side the win­dow, the sounds of con­flict died with the trail­ing scream of a Japanese

    war­rior. And then a voice that cried, “I am com­ing for you, Japanese.”




    And Jiro Isuzu broke down sob­bing. For his arms trem­bled so much he could not wield the

    sword prop­er­ly. He fum­bled a stick grenade from his waist­band and pulled the cap with this

    teeth.




    He wait­ed. The grenade sat in­ert in his hand. A dud. And out­side the of­fice walls Isuzu

    heard the front door shat­ter un­der the ap­proach of a de­mon in hu­man form.




    “You are too late,” Jiro Isuzu spoke soft­ly when the de­mon en­tered the room. “For in

    an­oth­er in­stant we will both be oblit­er­at­ed in nu­cle­ar fire.”




    “A man may die a thou­sand times in one in­stant,” the de­mon mocked.




    “What name do you go by, de­mon?”




    “I?” The crea­ture ad­vanced. Through the cords of its face, it was pos­si­ble to make out

    the hint of an Oc­ci­den­tal man. It looked al­most fa­mil­iar, as if Jiro had seen it dur­ing

    the ear­ly stages of the op­er­ation, be­fore the fight­ing be­gan. It was not Bronzi­ni. Nor

    the one known as Sun­ny Joe. And then the de­mon spoke its name and Jiro Isuzu was no longer

    trou­bled by the face it wore, but by the spir­it it rep­re­sent­ed.




    “I am cre­at­ed Shi­va, the De­stroy­er; Death, the shat­ter­er of worlds.”




    The dance of the dead, Isuzu thought with a shock of recog­ni­tion. Shi­va. The East­ern god

    who danced the cy­cles of cre­ation and de­struc­tion.




    Jiro Isuzu knew not what he had done to rouse a god of the Hin­dus, but he had. He low­ered

    his head and spoke words he thought would nev­er pass his lips.




    “I sur­ren­der,” said Jiro Isuzu as a pal­pa­bly cold shad­ow fell over him.


  




  

    Chapter 22




    Bill “Sun­ny Joe” Roam was as­ton­ished by the lack of road­blocks lead­ing in­to Yu­ma. No

    tanks prowled the streets, al­though can­non fire con­tin­ued with­out respite some­where in

    the heart of the city.




    “Some­thing’s hap­pened,” he said as they cut up and down the streets of Yu­ma. “Hey, those

    are Amer­icans over there, and they’re armed.”




    Sud­den­ly the knot of Amer­icans broke in­to a run. They were fir­ing as they ran be­tween

    hous­es. Out from be­hind a white stuc­co home, a lone Japanese skulked. He was spot­ted, and

    ducked back in­to the trel­lis-​bor­dered court­yard. He got as far as an onyx spa, when a

    cross­fire chopped him up like so much cel­ery.




    “We have no time for this,” Chi­un said quick­ly. “We must reach the tele­vi­sion

    sta­tion.”




    “Look,” Sh­eryl broke in, “even if by some mir­acle we get there alive, it’s prob­ably got a

    pas­sel of guards.”




    “I will deal with the guards,” Chi­un said un­con­cerned­ly.




    “Then what?” Sh­eryl said, look­ing around at the fires. “Sup­pose I go on the air. What do

    I say? We were film­ing a movie and it got out of hand?”




    “If you do not go on the air, the bombs will fall.”




    “I can’t be­lieve our gov­ern­ment would bomb one of its own cities. It’s too

    far­fetched.”




    “Be­lieve it,” Bill Roam said, tak­ing a cor­ner on two wheels. He fought to keep the Nin­ja

    on the road. “Worse things hap­pen in wartime.”




    “I still can’t ac­cept this. It was on­ly a movie.”




    “He­len of Troy was on­ly a wom­an,” Chi­un told her. “Yet many died be­cause of her, and an

    en­tire city fell.”




    “Are we get­ting clos­er?” Roam asked. They passed a dis­abled tank. Here and there bod­ies

    hung from the light­post. They were Japanese bod­ies.




    “Yes. The next right. That’s South Pa­cif­ic. Just fol­low it un­til I tell you to

    stop.”




    They took the cor­ner at high speed. This time the Nin­ja didn’t go up on two wheels, but it

    did fish­tail wild­ly.




    “I don’t know why they went to all this trou­ble,” Roam growled.




    “What do you mean?” Chi­un asked.




    “They’d have killed more Amer­icans by sell­ing these rolling hunks of junk at cost.”




    “Con­cen­trate on your driv­ing. On our sur­vival de­pends the fate of this city, and all

    who dwell in it.”




    “I think we’re past that point,” Sh­eryl said in a sick voice. “Lis­ten.”




    “Pay no at­ten­tion.” Chi­un told Roam. “Drive faster.”




    “What?” Roam asked. Then he heard it.




    Far in the dis­tance came the low sound of jet en­gines. It was a deep­er, throat­ier roar

    than that of a com­mer­cial pas­sen­ger jet.




    “You don’t sup­pose that’s-” Roam be­gan.




    “Drive,” Chi­un ad­mon­ished.




    Roam floored the jeep. He took a sharp left and al­most caused Bartholomew Bronzi­ni,

    com­ing in the op­po­site di­rec­tion, to wipe out.




    “Bart!” Bill Roam called out as Bartholomew Bronzi­ni ex­tract­ed him­self from the tan­gle

    that had been a Harley-​David­son mo­tor­cy­cle. “We could use a hand.”




    “Ig­nore him,” Chi­un snapped.




    “No, wait,” Sh­eryl said quick­ly. “Don’t you see? Ev­ery­one knows Bronzi­ni. If we put him

    on the air, he’d be be­lieved.”




    “You are right,” Chi­un ad­mit­ted.




    “Bart!” Roam shout­ed. “No time to ex­plain. Hop in.” Bronzi­ni leapt in­to the back of the

    jeep, his AK-47 in hand.




    “Where are we go­ing?” he de­mand­ed, look­ing about wild­ly.




    “To the TV sta­tion,” Sh­eryl ex­plained. “They’re go­ing to bomb the city.”




    “Those fuck­ing Japs,” Bronzi­ni spat.




    “No, the Amer­icans. That was the plan all along. We may be able to stop it if we can get

    you on the air.”




    “Go go go!” Bronzi­ni shout­ed as the drone of the ap­proach­ing B-52 filled the

    crys­talline morn­ing sky. Tele­vi­sion sta­tion KY­MA was on­ly light­ly de­fend­ed. Bronzi­ni

    went in the front door spray­ing bul­lets. When the clip ran emp­ty, he used his bay­onet.




    The Japanese, al­though trained sol­diers, were de­mor­al­ized by the sight of the great­est

    war­rior in cin­ema his­to­ry com­ing at them in full cry. It was too much for them. They

    dropped their weapons and ran.




    None of them es­caped. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju met them at the ex­it door. His fin­ger­nails

    flashed in the or­ange light. He stepped over the bod­ies he made.




    Sh­eryl led them to the main stu­dio.




    “I was just a cue-​card girl,” she said, “but I’ve seen this done a thou­sand times.” She

    took one of the cam­eras in hand. “Sun­ny Joe, check the mon­itors. See if this is go­ing

    out.”




    Roam hur­ried in­to the booth and ran his dark eyes along the screens while Sh­eryl dol­lied

    the cam­era in to frame Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, sweaty and blood­ied.




    “My left side is my best,” Bronzi­ni quipped.




    “I got Bart on one of the screens,” Roam called out. “Okay, we’re on the air.”




    Bronzi­ni faced the cam­era square­ly. In his husky flat voice he spoke. “This is

    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni. First of all, I want to apol­ogize to the Amer­ican peo­ple for-“




    “There is no time for that,” Chi­un snapped harsh­ly. “Tell them the dan­ger is over.”




    “Ev­ery­body wants to be a fuck­ing di­rec­tor,” Bronzi­ni growled. He con­tin­ued in his

    stage voice: “I’m broad­cast­ing from sta­tion KY­MA in Yu­ma, Ari­zona. The emer­gen­cy is

    over. The Japanese are falling back. I’m call­ing on the Amer­ican gov­ern­ment to send in the

    Rangers, the Marines, hell, send the Cub Scouts too. We got the Japs on the run. Re­peat, the

    emer­gen­cy is over.”




    The drone of the bomber grew in in­ten­si­ty.




    “Are you sure this thing is hooked up?” Bronzi­ni asked fear­ful­ly.




    “Keep talk­ing!” Sh­eryl shout­ed.




    “I am not speak­ing un­der duress,” Bronzi­ni con­tin­ued. “The emer­gen­cy is over. We need

    troops to fin­ish mop­ping up down here, but the cit­izens of Yu­ma are fight­ing back. The

    city is in Amer­ican hands. It’s over. Just don’t do any­thing rash, okay?”




    The bomber sound made the walls trem­ble and the trio looked up as if clear sky and not a

    sound­proofed ceil­ing stood be­tween them and the sight of one of the might­iest bombers in

    the U.S. Air Force.




    “What do you think?” Bronzi­ni said. “Maybe we should do a duck and cov­er, like when I was

    a kid.” No one laughed. But no one ducked ei­ther.




    When it seemed as if the bomber drone could get no loud­er, it did.




    “I don’t think it worked,” Sh­eryl said, bit­ing her lips.




    “They say if you’re on ground ze­ro,” Bill Roam said in a far­away voice, “you don’t feel a

    thing.”




    The sound swelled and then be­gan to re­cede.




    “It’s go­ing away,” Sh­eryl said, her words more prayer than hope.




    “Don’t get your hopes up,” Bronzi­ni said. “It takes a long time for one of those moth­ers

    to fall.”




    An anx­ious minute crawled past. Af­ter five min­utes, Bronzi­ni let out a pent-​up breath.

    “I think we did it,” he said, in dis­be­lief.




    Bill Roam stepped out of the con­trol booth.




    “What do you think, chief?” The ques­tion was ad­dressed to the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    In the dis­tance, the sound of tank can­non re­sumed with re­newed fe­roc­ity.




    “I think our job is not yet done. Come!”




    They fol­lowed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju out of the stu­dio, their knees shak­ing in ner­vous

    re­ac­tion.




    Jiro Isuzu walked back­ward, his eyes locked with those of the de­mon who called it­self

    Shi­va. He felt like a mouse with­er­ing un­der the cold glare of a viper.




    Shi­va came clos­er, his stark stripped-​of-​flesh shad­ow falling across the un­con­scious

    form of Ne­muro Nishit­su. And so great was Isuzu’s pan­ic that he did some­thing that mere

    hours ago would have been un­think­able.




    “There!” he cried out. “He is the one you want. It was his plan. His. Not mine. I am on­ly a

    sol­dier.” Shi­va stopped. His head swiveled, dis­play­ing the cord­ed side of his

    blue-​bruised throat.




    Reach­ing down, Shi­va touched the twitch­ing brow of Ne­muro Nishit­su, his ema­ci­at­ed

    vis­age un­read­able. “This one suf­fers un­der the vengeance of one who is known to me,” said

    the de­mon called Shi­va. “I leave him to his death. I will be the in­stru­ment of yours.” And

    Shi­va came.




    There was no place to run for Jiro Isuzu. His back was to the flag-​cov­ered wall. Throw­ing

    his arms in front of his face, he went through the win­dow.




    Jiro Isuzu land­ed on a pile of dead Japanese. He rolled to his feet, and kept go­ing. He

    did not look be­hind him. Isuzu knew that the de­mon called Shi­va would pur­sue him with that

    same re­lent­less, re­morse­less, un­hur­ried gait that said, “Run, puny mor­tal, but you

    can­not es­cape me, for I am Shi­va. I will nev­er tire. I will nev­er give up un­til I crush

    your bones to pow­der.”




    Jiro Isuzu stum­bled down First Street, past the ru­ined tanks, past the in­ert bod­ies of

    his New Im­pe­ri­al Japanese Army, know­ing he could nev­er out­run Shi­va on foot. A Nishit­su

    Nin­ja jeep caught his eye and he veered for it. The keys were still in the ig­ni­tion. The

    Japanese driv­er was slumped across the wheel, a deep hole in his fore­head ex­act­ly the

    cir­cum­fer­ence of a man’s in­dex fin­ger. Isuzu pushed the body aside.




    To his re­lief, the jeep re­spond­ed. Isuzu laid rub­ber for six blocks. He al­lowed

    him­self the lux­ury of a glance in the rearview mir­ror. At the far end of the street, Shi­va

    emerged from city hall like some­thing seep­ing from hell. Isuzu pressed the ac­cel­er­ator to

    the floor and turned his at­ten­tion back to the road.




    He saw the in­ter­sec­tion com­ing up too late. He made an in­stant de­ci­sion to go to the

    left. The Nin­ja, tak­ing the cor­ner at high speed, went up on two wheels. So des­per­ate was

    Jiro to make that turn that he leaned in­to the turn. The added weight was enough to throw the

    jeep com­plete­ly off bal­ance.




    The Nishit­su Nin­ja went over on its side and skid­ded like a to­bog­gan. It struck a

    mail­box and cracked a fire hy­drant. It stopped, wheels spin­ning mad­ly.




    Jiro Isuzu climbed from the jeep and, limp­ing, kept on go­ing. This time he did look

    back.




    Up ahead, he heard the un­mis­tak­able grum­ble and clat­ter of tanks. He forced his pained

    legs to go faster. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped out of sta­tion KY­MA on­to the street. With

    him were Bartholomew Bronzi­ni, Bill Roam, and Sh­eryl Rose. They had no soon­er reached the

    side­walk than a pair of T-62 tanks clanked around the cor­ner. They were run­ning back­ward,

    their tur­ret can­non swivel­ing as if track­ing a pur­su­ing en­emy.




    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni broke in­to a wolfish grin when he saw them. Pulling a stick grenade

    from his belt, he bound­ed for the near­est tank.




    “Where the hell are you go­ing?” Bill Roam called af­ter him.




    Bronzi­ni hurled his an­swer back. “Are you kid­ding me? I’m the star of this thing,

    re­mem­ber?”




    Bronzi­ni took a run­ning jump and land­ed on the rear hull. He scram­bled up the tur­ret on

    all fours and, throw­ing him­self on his stom­ach, pulled the cap off the grenade. He dropped

    it in and slid off like a cat from a hot stove.




    The open hatch vom­it­ed a brief flash of fire. It was fol­lowed by a mush­room of black

    smoke. The T-62 veered out of con­trol, still run­ning back­ward, and stayed in the front of a

    drug­store.




    Bronzi­ni turned and ex­ecut­ed a ham­my bow. “And now,” he said, “for my next trick.”




    Then Jiro Isuzu huffed around the cor­ner, prac­ti­cal­ly drag­ging one leg.




    Turn­ing, Bronzi­ni spot­ted him.




    “Well, well, well, if it isn’t my old pal Jiro,” he said pleas­ant­ly, pulling an­oth­er

    grenade. He let fly.




    “Bronzi­ni,” Bill Roam cried, “don’t be an id­iot! This is no movie.” Roam start­ed

    for­ward. Chi­un held him back.




    “No,” he said. “Let him be. If he is fat­ed to die this time, at least it will not be the

    ig­no­min­ious death of Alexan­der.”




    Jiro Isuzu didn’t see the grenade land at his feet. He was too in­tent on watch­ing the

    cor­ner around which he had just come. One of his boots en­coun­terd the grenade, knock­ing it

    away. It did not ex­plode.




    “Fuck!” Bronzi­ni said. He reached for an­oth­er one. Then around the cor­ner lurched a

    silent re­morse­less ap­pari­tion.




    “Re­mo!” Sh­eryl gasped, point­ing ex­cit­ed­ly. “Look, it’s Re­mo. He’s alive.”




    But the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, see­ing the blue dis­col­oration on Re­mo’s throat, said, “No,

    not Re­mo. He wears the wast­ed flesh of Re­mo, and walks in his bruised bones. But it is not

    Re­mo.”




    “Don’t be ridicu­lous,” Sh­eryl snapped. “Of course it’s Re­mo. Let me go to him.”




    “He’s right,” Bill Roam said, hold­ing her back. “Re­mo couldn’t have sur­vived that fall.”

    He raised his voice. “Bart! Get back! Don’t get near him!”




    “Jiro’s a pussy, I can take him,” Bronzi­ni laughed.




    “I don’t mean Jiro,” Roam called back.




    The dis­trac­tion was mo­men­tary, but it gave Jiro Isuzu time to catch up with the lone

    sur­viv­ing tank. He grabbed hold of a stan­chion, and the tank pulled him along. His boots

    dragged liked dead­weight. He felt dead. Once he caught his breath, Jiro Isuzu climbed on­to

    the hull and clam­bered up the tur­ret. He slid down the hatch with an ev­ident lack of

    agili­ty.




    “Hold up, Jiro, ba­by,” Bronzi­ni shout­ed, obliv­ious of the in­ex­orable fig­ure that bore

    down on the tank. “This is our big scene to­geth­er.”




    Bronzi­ni pulled the fuse cord of a stick grenade and tossed it down. He jumped off the

    tank.




    Noth­ing hap­pened. He picked him­self off the ground and searched his belt for an­oth­er

    grenade. The ex­pres­sion on his face told the oth­ers he was out of grenades. He dug a

    bay­onet from his boot, stick­ing it be­tween his teeth, and went af­ter the tank with a kind

    of wild joy in his droop­ing eyes.




    Bronzi­ni dis­ap­peared in­to the tank just as the tur­ret fin­ished swivel­ing in the

    di­rec­tion of the ema­ci­at­ed man. The smooth­bore can­non dropped its el­eva­tion to point

    at Shi­va’s chest.




    A harsh or­der barked out in Jiro’s voice. The tank stopped, its can­non just inch­es from

    Shi­va’s face. Two sun-​red­dened hands reached up to take the can­non muz­zle.




    From in­side the tur­rent came a rapid tat­too of sounds: fist blows, cries, piglike

    grunt­ing, and the un­mis­tak­able meaty rip­ping of a knife rend­ing flesh.




    And Bartholomew Bronzi­ni’s voice, say­ing, “Eat this!” over and over again.




    Shi­va’s hands com­pressed, and the smooth­bore muz­zle, in the grip of a pow­er that was in

    tune with the uni­verse, could not re­sist. It was on­ly met­al. The met­al shrieked.




    Then Jiro’s voice gasped a one-​word com­mand. Chi­un re­al­ized what was about to hap­pen.

    He pulled Sh­eryl and Bill Roam back in­to the sta­tion and threw them to the floor.




    The ex­plo­sion was deaf­en­ing. It blew out win­dows for five blocks in ev­ery di­rec­tion.

    In the af­ter­math, the air rang like an in­vis­ible bell. And then the T-62’s tur­ret, blown

    twen­ty feet in­to the air by the force of the smooth­bore blow­back, came back down.




    It pul­ver­ized what re­mained of the tank, like an anvil falling on an egg crate.




    Then there was si­lence ex­cept for the crack­le and spit of flames.




    Chi­un rose from the floor of the TV sta­tion, bits of glass falling from his ki­mono like

    tin­kling bells. He stepped out in­to the smoky street, his parch­ment fea­tures tight with

    con­cern.




    The tank was an un­rec­og­niz­able wreck.




    But stand­ing there, watch­ing the tank burn, was a fig­ure of ter­ri­ble as­pect. The

    flames il­lu­mi­nat­ed his stark face with a hellish light. As Chi­un watched, he stepped on­to

    the smol­der­ing T-62 and bent at the waist. His hands, ap­par­ent­ly obliv­ious of the heat­ed

    met­al, pulled and tore un­til they un­earthed some­thing that re­sem­bled a black­ened

    pomegranate. Ex­cept that it showed dis­col­ored teeth in a frozen gri­mace.




    Shi­va the De­stroy­er lift­ed the head from the wreck­age. A black­ened, smok­ing body came

    with it. Silent­ly, mer­ci­less­ly, Shi­va be­gan to rend the body limb from limb. He stripped

    the skin from the bones. It slid off eas­ily, for it had been cooked. He broke the bones in­to

    short sec­tions and me­thod­ical­ly crushed each sec­tion in his hands. All the while, he was

    pul­ver­iz­ing the bones of the rib cage and spinal col­umn as he danced on the fleshy bag of

    Jiro Isuzu’s tor­so. His crush­ing feet beat like ter­ri­ble drums in his dance of death.




    Fi­nal­ly he took up the head and held it to his face. “I con­sign you to the Hell of Hells,

    Japanese!” Shi­va roared, and pulped the head with a ner­vous com­pres­sion of hands. Steam­ing

    brain mat­ter bub­bled from nose, mouth, ears, and skull fis­sures. Fin­gers worked, grind­ing

    and crack­ing bone.




    “So per­ish the en­emies of Sinan­ju!” Chi­un said loud­ly. Shi­va dropped the re­mains in

    the pile of char­coal­black meat and pul­ver­ized bone that was the mor­tal re­mains of Jiro

    Isuzu. And then the head swiveled around like a radar dish. Twin eyes lit by scar­let flames

    fixed up­on the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.




    And Chi­un, his fa­cial hair trem­bling, stepped up to meet Shi­va the De­stroy­er.




    A cold voice em­anat­ed from the bare­ly rec­og­niz­able mouth that had once be­longed to

    Re­mo Williams.




    “I have claimed my vengeance,” Shi­va said.




    Chi­un bowed. “If you are done, I de­mand that you re­turn my son to me.”




    “Have a care how you ad­dress me, Ko­re­an. Your son ex­ists on­ly through my suf­fer­ance.

    He would not have sur­vived his fall.”




    “And I am grate­ful for that. I did not feel Re­mo’s mind. I thought him dead.”




    “Death will nev­er claim my cho­sen avatar.”




    “All men come to the end of their days in time,” Chi­un said stub­born­ly. “Even, per­haps,

    gods as well.”




    “Know, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, that this fleshy en­ve­lope ex­ists on­ly for the day I claim

    him. You have made him the per­fect ves­sel for me, but my hour has not yet come. Soon.

    Per­haps very soon. But it will come, and one day I will claim him for­ev­er. And leave you

    weep­ing.”




    “As you wish, Supreme Lord,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. “But un­til the ap­point­ed hour,

    he is mine, and I de­mand his re­turn.”




    The voice of Shi­va was silent a long time. At last it spoke. “Seek not to thwart my will,

    Mas­ter of Sinan­ju.” Chi­un bowed. “I am but a speck on the wheel of in­ex­orable des­tiny,”

    he said.




    “Well-​spo­ken. I now give you back your dead night tiger. Keep him strong for me.”




    And the red light in Shi­va’s dark eyes dwin­dled. The harsh lines of the face re­laxed. The

    eyes closed. And Re­mo col­lapsed like a slow­ly de­flat­ing bal­loon.




    Chi­un caught him up in his arms and laid him on the ground.




    Bill Roam ap­proached re­spect­ful­ly. Sh­eryl, hand over her mouth, trailed be­hind.




    “Is … he dead?” Roam asked.




    Chi­un hes­itat­ed be­fore speak­ing. His hand lay over Re­mo’s heart. He felt the beat of

    it, slug­gish but reg­ular. “Yes,” Chi­un said. “He is gone.”




    Sh­eryl sat down on the ground, obliv­ious of the oil and bro­ken glass, and buried her face

    in her hands. Her shoul­ders shook un­con­trol­lably but no sound came forth.




    “If you want,” Bill Roam said gen­tly, “we can bury him on Sun On Jo land. I don’t ac­cept

    your leg­end as be­ing the same as mine, but I made you a promise.”




    “No,” Chi­un said solemn­ly, lift­ing Re­mo in­to his arms. “I have de­cid­ed that you are

    cor­rect, Sun­ny Joe Roam. Mere­ly be­cause our leg­ends have sounds in com­mon does not make

    us broth­ers. I will take Re­mo home with me. Lead me to the place where the air­planes come

    and go. I will await trans­porta­tion for my dead son there.”




    Bill Roam nod­ded. His bleak eyes went to the ru­ined tank, still smok­ing and

    sput­ter­ing.




    “Bronzi­ni’s gone too. No one could sur­vive that blast.”




    “He achieved in death what he on­ly pre­tend­ed to be in life,” Chi­un said dis­tant­ly.




    “Yeah, he died a hero, all right. Too bad no one thought to film it. He would have liked

    that.”




    Then the sky was sud­den­ly full of C-130 trans­port planes. Tiny specks be­gan jump­ing

    from them. The specks blos­somed in­to white buds. They stretched in lines across the sky like

    dan­de­lion seeds strung along fil­aments of spi­der silk.




    “Looks like the Rangers are land­ing,” Bill Roam said, look­ing up.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju did not look up. “They are too late,” he said solemn­ly. “They are

    al­ways too late.”


  




  

    Chapter 23




    A week passed. A week in which a stunned na­tion at­tempt­ed to pick up the pieces. Yu­ma

    was de­clared a fed­er­al dis­as­ter area and mon­ey and men were rushed in­to the city be­fore

    the last of the dead had been laid to rest. A con­gres­sion­al in­quiry was launched, but when

    its re­port was de­liv­ered to the Pres­ident’s desk nine months lat­er, nowhere in its 16,000

    pages was men­tion that on Christ­mas Day the Pres­ident of the Unit­ed States had giv­en the

    or­der to drop an atom­ic bomb on an Amer­ican City.




    That black page was nev­er en­tered in­to the U.S. his­to­ry books. And so on­ly a hand­ful

    of peo­ple ev­er knew that Yu­ma had been saved by a tele­vi­sion broad­cast by the late, great

    Bartholomew Bronzi­ni.




    Be­cause of that omis­sion, the con­tro­ver­sy over Bronzi­ni’s true role on the Bat­tle of

    Yu­ma was nev­er sat­is­fac­to­ri­ly re­solved.




    Slow­ly the na­tion went back to nor­mal. A new year and a new decade were marked on

    Jan­uary 1, and al­though the cel­ebra­tions were sub­dued, nowhere was the hol­iday

    cel­ebrat­ed with deep­er feel­ing than in Yu­ma, Ari­zona, where many Amer­icans had learned

    for the first time what it tru­ly meant to be free.




    On the first day of the new year, Re­mo Williams opened his eyes. He stared up at the blank

    white ceil­ing of a pri­vate hos­pi­tal room in Fol­croft San­itar­ium. His mind was a blank

    too.




    At first the doc­tor thought the open­ing of his eyes was a mere in­vol­un­tary re­flex. The

    pa­tient had been in a co­ma for a full sev­en days. He test­ed the pupils with a pen­light.

    The re­ac­tion he got prompt­ed him to call Dr. Harold W. Smith.




    Smith en­tered the hos­pi­tal-​white room and dis­missed the doc­tor qui­et­ly. Af­ter he

    had with­drawn, Smith drew up to Re­mo’s bed­side, notic­ing that the bluish tinge of his

    throat had large­ly fad­ed. Re­mo’s brown eyes fol­lowed him with on­ly vague

    com­pre­hen­sion.




    “Smit­ty,” Re­mo croaked.




    “What do you re­mem­ber?” Smith asked flat­ly.




    “Falling. Parachute didn’t work. Tried to equal­ize my mass so I could float to the ground.

    It was start­ing to work. Then I made a big mis­take.”




    “What was that?”




    “I opened my eyes. Up to that mo­ment, I was do­ing great. Then the desert jumped me. That’s

    the last thing I re­mem­ber.”




    “You were for­tu­nate to sur­vive. Your neck was sprained. I don’t know how you es­caped

    break­ing it.”




    “Sim­ple. I land­ed on my face. Where’s Chi­un?”




    “I called him. He’ll be here soon. Re­mo, there are a num­ber of things you should

    know.”




    Re­mo pushed him­self up with both hands. He grunt­ed with the ef­fort. “What’s that?”




    Be­fore Smith could an­swer, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju swept in­to the room. He wore a sim­ple

    blue ki­mono. Re­mo cracked a weak smile. “Hey, Lit­tle Fa­ther, a fun­ny thing hap­pened to me

    on the way to the movies.” Chi­un’s aus­tere face soft­ened mo­men­tar­ily. Then, as he

    spot­ted an aqua­ma­rine box be­neath a table­top Christ­mas tree, it hard­ened.




    “How long has he been awake?” Chi­un de­mand­ed of Smith.




    “On­ly a few mo­ments.”




    “And he has not seen fit to open the present I so care­ful­ly pre­pared for him,” Chi­un

    said, an­noyed.




    “Present?” Re­mo asked doubt­ful­ly.




    “Yes, grace­less one,” Chi­un said, go­ing to the tree. He picked up the aqua­ma­rine box

    and pre­sent­ed it to Re­mo, who ac­cept­ed it in both hands.




    “Feels light,” he said, heft­ing it.




    “It con­tains a present be­yond worth,” Chi­un as­sured him.




    “Re­al­ly?” Re­mo said, try­ing to sit straight. “Is it Christ­mas yet? Can I open it

    now?”




    “Christ­mas was last week,” Smith told him.




    “I’ve been out a week! Boy, I must have re­al­ly tak­en a fall.”




    “Per­haps it is your white lazi­ness that has re­assert­ed it­self once more,” Chi­un

    sug­gest­ed cool­ly.




    “I’m glad to see the spir­it of the sea­son hasn’t com­plete­ly over­whelmed your

    com­pas­sion­ate un­der­stand­ing of your fel­low hu­man be­ings,” Re­mo re­marked dry­ly.




    “While you have been a lazy slu­gabed,” Chi­un went on, “I have been ex­plain­ing to your

    em­per­or that even though you failed, it should not be held against you. True, I am now forced

    once again to ac­com­pa­ny you on your as­sign­ments, but-“




    “Failed?” Re­mo asked.




    “Bronzi­ni is dead,” Smith said qui­et­ly.




    “What hap­pened?” Re­mo asked, shocked.




    “It’s a long sto­ry,” Smith said. “When you’re bet­ter, I’ll brief you on the de­tails.

    Suf­fice it to say Bronzi­ni is a na­tion­al hero.”




    “He is?”




    “He saved the city.”




    “He did?”




    “But no one can ev­er know,” Smith cau­tioned.




    “Well, they won’t get it from me. And to tell you the truth, I didn’t re­al­ly like the

    guy.”




    “You must not have got­ten to know him very well.”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, I on­ly met him in pass­ing,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted. “He struck me as an

    ego­tis­ti­cal jerk.”




    “That may be,” Smith ad­mit­ted. “He was a com­plex man.” Smith turned to Chi­un. “That

    re­minds me. The au­top­sy on Ne­muro Nishit­su has been made pub­lic. It seems that he died of

    an up­per res­pi­ra­to­ry fail­ure brought on by a com­mon cold. I thought you said you

    elim­inat­ed him.”




    “Who’s Ne­muro Nishit­su?” Re­mo asked. He was ig­nored.




    “I have told you how this Bartholomew Bronzi­ni was the rein­car­na­tion of Alexan­der the

    Great?” Chi­un asked.




    “He what!” Re­mo ex­plod­ed.




    “I can­not say I can yet bring my­self to ac­cept that premise,” Smith said.




    “It is true. And one of my an­ces­tors dis­patched him.”




    “As I re­call, Alexan­der died of malar­ia.”




    “True. That is how his­to­ry records it. But the true fate of Alexan­der lies in the pages

    of his­tor­ical records found on­ly in the Book of Sinan­ju. The truth is as fol­lows . .

    .”




    “Do I have to lis­ten to this?” Re­mo said sourly. “I’m a sick man.”




    Chi­un’s face puck­ered in an­noy­ance. “This is a won­der­ful­ly in­struc­tive sto­ry,” he

    sniffed.




    “That’s what you said the last thir­ty times you told it to me,” Re­mo groaned, fold­ing his

    arms.




    “I was re­fer­ring to Smith in this case,” Chi­un re­turned. “Thir­ty rep­eti­tions, and you

    still do not ap­pre­ci­ate the beau­ty of this leg­end.”




    “The beau­ty of malar­ia has al­ways been lost on me,” Re­mo grum­bled.




    “Now,” Chi­un con­tin­ued, ad­dress­ing Smith, “in the days of Alexan­der, Mas­ters of

    Sinan­ju were in ser­vice to In­dia, ow­ing to a mi­nor dis­pute with our pre­ferred client,

    the Per­sian Em­pire.”




    Re­mo broke in. “Trans­la­tion: In­dia of­fered more mon­ey. “




    “I do not re­call that be­ing record­ed in the Book of Sinan­ju,” Chi­un said vague­ly.




    “It’s in the ap­pendix.”




    “And if you are not silent while I fin­ish this sto­ry, I will take out yours,” Chi­un

    con­tin­ued in a more rea­son­able tone. “While the Mas­ter of that time served In­dia, that

    sick Greek­ling de­scend­ed up­on Per­sia and de­stroyed that won­der­ful em­pire. The Mas­ter

    of Sinan­ju heard this news with great dis­plea­sure.”




    “Trans­la­tion: he was think­ing of switch­ing sides again.”




    “And he ap­proached a sul­tan of In­dia,” Chi­un went on, pre­tend­ing to ig­nore Re­mo’s

    out­burst even as he added it to the long list of in­juries Re­mo had vis­it­ed him over the

    years, “whose lands were threat­ened by this mad Greek­ling with the name of Alexan­der. And

    this sul­tan of­fered the Mas­ter much gold to elim­inate Alexan­der. And so the Mas­ter chose

    an emis­sary and sent him to Alexan­der with a mes­sage. This mes­sen­ger laid the scroll of

    the Mas­ter be­fore Alexan­der, say­ing to him that it would re­veal to Alexan­der his

    ul­ti­mate des­tiny. But the Greek­ling flew in­to a rage when he looked up­on the scroll, and

    slew this mes­sen­ger him­self. It seemed that the Mas­ter’s mes­sage was in Ko­re­an, which

    Alexan­der could not read.” Chi­un paused.




    “Then what hap­pened?” Smith asked, gen­uine­ly in­ter­est­ed.




    “Sinan­ju lived hap­pi­ly ev­er af­ter,” Re­mo in­sert­ed.




    “For once Re­mo is cor­rect,” Chi­un said, cast­ing a bale­ful glance in his pupil’s

    di­rec­tion. “Sinan­ju did live hap­pi­ly ev­er af­ter, for the mes­sen­ger that the Mas­ter

    had cho­sen was sick in the ear­ly stages of malar­ia. By the time he reached Alexan­der, he

    was very ill and Alexan­der’s cru­el mur­der was ac­tu­al­ly a mer­cy to him. Un­for­tu­nate­ly

    the Greek­ling al­so con­tract­ed malar­ia, and so he died, with none be­ing the wis­er.”




    “I see. And what did the scroll ac­tu­al­ly say?”




    “Two things.” Chi­un beamed. ” ‘You have malar­ia,’ and an an­cient Ko­re­an ex­pres­sion

    that in mod­ern En­glish trans­lates rough­ly as ‘Gotcha.’ “




    “Re­mark­able,” said Smith.




    “It’s twice as re­mark­able when you stop and con­sid­er it has ab­so­lute­ly noth­ing to do

    with the guy who caught cold and died,” Re­mo groused.




    “I was com­ing to that,” Chi­un hissed. In a soft­er voice he re­sumed his sto­ry. “When I

    en­coun­tered this Bronzi­ni-“




    “Hold the phone,” Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed. “You met Bronzi­ni? You were in Yu­ma? How’d you

    pull that off-​kid­nap Smith’s wife?”




    “I was there as a cor­re­spon­dent for Star File mag­azine, I will have you know,” Chi­un

    said lofti­ly.




    “Nev­er heard of it.”




    “Of course not. They pay a dol­lar a word. Ob­vi­ous­ly it is be­yond your pen­ny-​a-​word

    read­ing tastes.”




    “I stand cor­rect­ed.”




    Chi­un went on. “And when I saw that the for­mer Greek­ling, Bronzi­ni, had a cold, know­ing

    how frail this Nishit­su was, I re­solved to sur­ren­der Bronzi­ni to the evil Japanese

    ag­gres­sor.”




    “Japanese ag­gres­sor?” Re­mo said. “The movie peo­ple?”




    “No, the in­va­sion army,” Chi­un told him.




    “He’s jok­ing, isn’t he?” Re­mo asked. Smith didn’t re­ply.




    Chi­un kept talk­ing. “I knew that if I dis­patched Nishit­su, his forces would kill the

    chil­dren. But if he died of nat­ural caus­es, it would de­mor­al­ize his oc­cu­pa­tion forces.

    No reprisals would have been un­der­tak­en. “




    Re­mo’s mouth formed the silent words “Oc­cu­pa­tion forces?”




    “And so it would have come to pass if the plane bear­ing the nu­cle­ar weapons had not

    ap­peared.”




    Smith nod­ded. “It was for­tu­nate that Bronzi­ni had es­caped his prison, for on­ly one of

    his rep­uta­tion could have con­vinced the mil­itary not to nuke Yu­ma.”




    “Nuke!” Re­mo ex­plod­ed. “The Japanese tried to nuke Yu­ma?”




    “No, the Amer­icans,” Chi­un said.




    “You’re pulling my leg,” Re­mo in­sist­ed. He turned to Smith. “He is pulling my leg, isn’t

    he?”




    “It’s a long sto­ry,” Smith sighed. “But ev­ery word of it is true. Chi­un was

    in­stru­men­tal in avert­ing a catas­tro­phe. The Pres­ident is very grate­ful to him.”




    “We will dis­cuss this at an­oth­er time,” Chi­un said lofti­ly. “Per­haps when we re­sume

    con­tract ne­go­ti­ations.”




    Smith winced at the re­minder. “If you’ll ex­cuse me, I have work to do.”




    Chi­un bowed for­mal­ly. “Please con­vey my re­gards to your il­lus­tri­ous cousin

    Mil­burn.”




    “I will if we ev­er get back on speak­ing terms again. He was very un­hap­py that you

    sub­mit­ted your sto­ry in po­em form. He in­sists that you were giv­en ex­plic­it

    in­struc­tions not to do so.”




    “The man is a philis­tine not to rec­og­nize great lit­er­ature when it is of­fered to him

    at a mere dol­lar a word,” Chi­un said sharply.




    “I won’t tell him that part. He re­turned your manuscript, and I’ve promised to rewrite the

    sto­ry my­self.”




    “I will not have my name at­tached to your driv­elous writ­ings, Smith. Put some oth­er name

    on it. Per­haps Re­mo will be pleased to lend his name to your work. But be cer­tain that the

    check is in my name.”




    “We’ll dis­cuss it an­oth­er time,” Smith said, clos­ing the door af­ter him.




    “I get the feel­ing I missed a lot,” Re­mo said af­ter he and Chi­un were alone. “You were

    in Yu­ma?”




    “That is the past now. I wish you to for­get it. You are in Fol­croft now, where you are

    safe.”




    “I gath­ered that much. Too bad. I want­ed to say good-​bye to Sh­eryl. I nev­er re­al­ly

    got to know her.”




    “For­get her,” Chi­un said quick­ly. “Why don’t you open your Christ­mas present?”




    “You know, I don’t have any presents for you.”




    “It is noth­ing,” Chi­un said with a dis­mis­sive wave. “When you are your­self again, I am

    cer­tain you will show­er me with the gifts I so rich­ly de­serve. Al­though I am cer­tain none

    will be as fine as that I have made for you,” he added point­ed­ly.




    “Hand­made, huh? Nice to see you’re get­ting in­to the Christ­mas spir­it,” Re­mo said as he

    pulled at the sil­ver rib­bon, “even if it is a week late.”




    Re­mo stopped sud­den­ly. “I met a guy on the set named Sun­ny Joe. Did he make it?”




    “Alas, no,” Chi­un said. “You will not see him again. “




    “Too bad. He seemed like a nice guy.”




    “I would not know. I nev­er met him.”




    Re­mo looked up sus­pi­cious­ly. “Then how do you know he died?”




    “He was a friend of Bronzi­ni’s. All of Bronzi­ni’s friends were put to the sword by the

    Japanese.”




    “Damn.”




    Re­mo tore the wrap­ping free and fum­bled at the lid of a sim­ple card­board box. The

    ex­pres­sion of sad­ness on his face gave way to plea­sur­able ex­pec­ta­tion. When he lift­ed

    the lid, the ex­pres­sion fell like a pi­ano.




    “It’s emp­ty!” Re­mo blurt­ed.




    “How white,” Chi­un spat. “How deeply you wound me with your base in­grat­itude.”




    “I’m not un­grate­ful,” Re­mo said. “I’m just … uh . . .”




    “Dis­ap­point­ed?” Chi­un sug­gest­ed.




    “Yeah. Kin­da. Yeah, I am dis­ap­point­ed. There’s noth­ing in this thing.”




    “Look again.”




    Puz­zled, Re­mo held the box up to the light. He turned the box so that ev­ery cor­ner was

    il­lu­mi­nat­ed.




    “It’s still emp­ty,” he com­plained.




    “You are so dense.”




    Re­mo dropped the box in­to his lap. He fold­ed his arms. “Okay, I’ve been asleep for a

    week. I’m a lit­tle slow. So tell me.”




    “I of­fer you a thing of beau­ty and you tear it to pieces.”




    “The box was the present?” Re­mo said won­der­ing­ly.




    “It is no mere box,” Chi­un cor­rect­ed. “I chose it from count­less oth­ers, re­ject­ing

    many as flawed or un­wor­thy to hold the gift I of­fer you.”




    “It looks like an or­di­nary card­board box,” Re­mo said sul­len­ly.




    “The wrap­ping pa­per was aqua­ma­rine. I chose aqua­ma­rine be­cause I knew it was your

    fa­vorite col­or.”




    “It is?”




    “One of them. Per­haps not the most fa­vorite.”




    “Well, I do kin­da like aqua­ma­rine-​af­ter red, blue, yel­low, green, and ma­gen­ta. Maybe

    mud-​brown too.”




    “The rib­bon was sil­ver. I chose it be­cause it har­mo­nized with the aqua­ma­rine pa­per I

    so painstak­ing­ly se­lect­ed. When I had the box and the pa­per and the rib­bon, I set them on

    the floor and med­itat­ed over them for an en­tire af­ter­noon. On­ly af­ter I had pre­pared

    my­self men­tal­ly did I wrap the pa­per over the box and tie it with the mag­nif­icent bow

    which you plucked apart with your child­ish fin­gers with no thought giv­en to the ef­fort put

    in­to ty­ing it.”




    “Sor­ry. Ob­vi­ous­ly I lost my head. Must have been deliri­ous.”




    Chi­un’s hard coun­te­nance soft­ened slight­ly.




    “It might be that I can re­store this present be­yond mea­sure, for in truth it is but a

    sym­bol of some­thing greater. “




    “What’s that?”




    “A fa­ther’s love. For I am the on­ly fa­ther you have ev­er known. “




    “Oh,” said Re­mo. And he un­der­stood. “How can I top this?” he asked, hold­ing up the

    sim­ple aqua­ma­rine box, which no longer seemed emp­ty at all.




    “You al­ready have,” Chi­un told him warm­ly. “For I have you, who are the true trea­sure of

    Sinan­ju.” Chi­un beamed. Re­mo smiled back. Their smiles met and seemed to fill the room.




    “This is the best Christ­mas I nev­er had,” Re­mo said. And he meant it.
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