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    Chapter 1


  




  

    When a Ti­tan 34-D mis­sile ex­plod­ed short­ly af­ter launch from Van­den­berg Air Force

    Base in Cal­ifor­nia, it was dis­missed as an ac­ci­dent.




    When an­oth­er Ti­tan veered off course and had to be de­stroyed by the range safe­ty

    of­fi­cer on­ly sec­onds af­ter lift­ing off from Cape Canaver­al, tak­ing with it a

    mul­ti­mil­lion-​dol­lar Delta weath­er satel­lite, of­fi­cials dis­missed it as “a short run

    of bad luck.”




    And when an At­las-​Cen­taur rock­et went out of con­trol dur­ing a thun­der­storm,

    light­ning was blamed, prompt­ing a Cape Canaver­al spokesman to re­mark that these

    un­for­tu­nate in­ci­dents al­ways seemed to come in threes and no one ex­pect­ed any more

    mis­sile ac­ci­dents.




    He was cor­rect. The trou­ble shift­ed to the new B-1B Bomber pro­gram. Three B-​lB’s

    crashed dur­ing rou­tine train­ing mis­sions. Ev­ery­thing from geese in the in­takes to pi­lot

    er­ror was cit­ed.




    The Air Force dis­missed this as “ex­pect­ed test-​per­for­mance at­tri­tion.” Pri­vate­ly,

    the gen­er­als were mark­ing time un­til the first B-2 Stealth Bombers rolled out of the

    hangars.




    And when three F-117A Stealth Fight­ers crashed even be­fore the first one was un­veiled to

    the me­dia, this was blamed on ice form­ing on the wings. The Pen­tagon sheep­ish­ly ex­plained

    that the six­ty-​mil­lion-​dol­lar craft were not equipped with wing de-​icers- equip­ment

    com­mon on all com­mer­cial air­craft-​be­cause they were thought un­necce­sary.




    The Air Force gen­er­als shrugged. The next gen­er­ation of Stealth fight­ers would have

    wing de-​icers, they promised.




    No one sus­pect­ed that ev­ery one of these ac­ci­dents had a com­mon cause. No one dreamed

    that a sin­gle agen­cy, un­known and un­stop­pable, was sys­tem­at­ical­ly at work. An agen­cy

    that could not be touched, tast­ed, smelled, or heard. And one that no one had seen.




    Un­til the day some­one stole Air­man First Class Emil Risko’s Calvin Kleins from

    LCF-​Fox.




    They were or­di­nary jeans. Risko had bought them from a K-​Mart in Grand Forks, pay­ing

    $38.49, marked down from $49.99 “This Week On­ly.” He brought them with him to Launch Con­trol

    Fa­cil­ity Fox, in­tend­ing to change in them af­ter his sev­en­ty-​two-​hour shift. He had

    promised his wife that he would take her danc­ing at the Hill­bil­ly Lounge. Risko fold­ed the

    jeans neat­ly, still with their tags on, and placed them at the foot of his bunk so he wouldn’t

    for­get them.




    That night, af­ter a rou­tine pa­trol of the ten Minute-​man III launch fa­cil­ities

    at­tached to LCF-​Fox, he re­turned to his room and found them miss­ing.




    At first, Air­man Risko thought he had placed them in a draw­er. He opened ev­ery draw­er.

    He checked un­der his pil­low. He dug out the K-​Mart bag from the waste­bas­ket, think­ing

    that some­how he had thrown out the jeans by ac­ci­dent. The bag was emp­ty. Risko looked

    un­der the bed. He found a dust­ball.




    Af­ter he had re­peat­ed these checks five times each, go­ing so far as to take the grille

    off the win­dow air con­di­tion­er, in the hope that some­one play­ing a prac­ti­cal joke had

    hid­den them in­side, he sat down on the edge of his neat­ly made bunk and smoked two New­ports

    in a row while the sweat crawled down his face.




    Fi­nal­ly, re­luc­tant­ly, Air­man Emil Risko went to the fa­cil­ity man­ag­er’s desk.




    “Sarge, I have a prob­lem.”




    The fa­cil­ity man­ag­er looked at the con­sti­pat­ed ex­pres­sion on Risko’s face and

    dry­ly re­marked, “Ex-​Lax works for me.”




    “This is se­ri­ous, Sarge.”




    The FM shrugged. “Shoot.”




    “I bought a pair of blue jeans on the way in this morn­ing. I know I put them on the bunk.

    At least I re­mem­ber do­ing that. I locked the door af­ter me. When I got back”-Risko took a

    breath and whis­pered- “they were gone.”




    “Gone?”




    “That’s right. They must have been stolen.”




    Staff Sergeant Shus­ter took a long slow puff on his cigar. He blinked sev­er­al times

    dul­ly. Wheels were turn­ing in his mind, but he was slow to say any­thing. He looked like the

    Pills­bury Dough­boy in Air Force blues.




    “Do you now what this means?” Risko hissed im­pa­tient­ly.




    “Do you know what it means?” Staff Sergeant Shus­ter shot back.




    “Of course! It means there’s a thief on the fa­cil­ity.”




    “Maybe yes. Maybe no,” the sergeant said, peel­ing sev­er­al bills off his bankroll. “How

    much?”




    “It’s not the mon­ey. They were stolen. On the fa­cil­ity.”




    “Look, they’re on­ly a pair of jeans. Do us both a fa­vor. Take the mon­ey. Buy an­oth­er

    pair. For­get it.”




    “Sarge, reg­ula­tions ex­press­ly say that this has to be re­port­ed un­der the

    pro­gram.”




    “If you want to re­port this to the flight-​se­cu­ri­ty con­troller, I can’t stop you. But

    think ahead two steps. You re­port this thing, and OSI be­comes in­volved. Then ev­ery­one from

    the cook to the sta­tus of­fi­cers in ev­ery un­der­ground LF gets hauled in for

    ques­tion­ing.




    In­clud­ing yours tru­ly. If no one owns up to it, we’re all on the hook. The Air Force

    can’t af­ford to have a thief on a nu­cle­ar fa­cil­ity. We’ll all be trans­ferred. Me, I like

    it out here. It’s flat and out of the way, but they leave me alone.”




    “But, Sarge-“




    Staff Sergeant Shus­ter stuffed a pair of twen­ties in­to Air­man Risko’s blouse pock­et. He

    but­toned the pock­et.




    “Do it my way,” he said sooth­ing­ly. “We’ll all have less grief, huh? You’re not ex­act­ly

    the most pop­ular guy on the LCF. Catch my drift?”




    Air­man Risko ex­pelled a dis­ap­point­ed breath. He dug out the twen­ties and slapped them

    on the desk.




    “Thanks, but no thanks,” he said, stalk­ing off.




    “Don’t do any­thing we’ll all re­gret, kid,” the fa­cil­ity man­ag­er called af­ter him.




    His face an­guished, Air­man Risko walked through Launch Con­trol Fa­cil­ity Fox’s homey

    recre­ation-​room area, where oth­er air­men were play­ing Mis­sile Com­mand, read­ing books,

    or watch­ing tele­vi­sion. Two air­men play­ing chess looked up when he en­tered. One cleared

    his throat au­di­bly. The buzz of con­ver­sa­tion abrupt­ly died and Risko hur­ried down the

    cor­ri­dor to his room.




    The FM had a point. If he re­port­ed the theft, that meant a break­down in the Per­son­nel

    Re­li­abil­ity Pro­gram. It had been the first thing drummed in­to Risko’s head when he was

    as­signed to se­cu­ri­ty de­tail on the mis­sile grid. Be­cause of the po­ten­tial risks of an

    ac­ci­den­tal mis­sile launch caused by an un­sta­ble per­son, ev­ery­one watched ev­ery­one

    else for any sign of at­ti­tude or emo­tion­al changes. The of­fi­cers watched the en­list­ed

    men, and each oth­er. The en­list­ed men were al­lowed to re­port per­son­al­ity changes in any

    of­fi­cer, re­gard­less of rank.




    Risko’s bunk­mate had been re­lieved of du­ty on­ly last sum­mer when he ex­pressed

    sui­ci­dal thoughts. Risko had re­port­ed him. The man was in­ter­ro­gat­ed and it came out

    that he had been hav­ing trou­ble with his wife. He sus­pect­ed her of cheat­ing on him dur­ing

    the long three-​day shifts ev­ery­one in the grid put in. He was sum­mar­ily trans­ferred to

    Mon­tana’s in­hos­pitable Mal­strom Air Force Base.




    Ev­ery one of the of­fi­cers as­sured Risko that he had done the cor­rect thing. But many of

    the en­list­ed men be­gan avoid­ing him. He heard the word “fink” whis­pered a time or two

    be­hind his back.




    Now he faced a sim­ilar sit­ua­tion, and al­though his du­ty was clear, Risko

    hes­itat­ed.




    As he turned the cor­ner to his room, his eyes cast down­ward, Risko bumped in­to

    some­one.




    “Whoa there, air­man!”




    “Oh, sor­ry,” Risko mum­bled, look­ing up. It was the new cook, Sergeant Green. She was the

    on­ly wom­an on the LCF. That alone would have made her stick out. She was a pert lit­tle

    red­head with laser­like blue eyes. She wore a white cook’s uni­form with sil­ver-​and-​blue

    chevrons on her col­lar. But Risko wasn’t look­ing at her chevrons. He was look­ing at her

    chest. Half the LCF had bet the oth­er half that Sergeant Robin Green had a big­ger chest than

    Dol­ly Par­ton. No one had yet fig­ured out a way to prove this be­lief to the sat­is­fac­tion

    of the lieu­tenant who held the bet­ting mon­ey in trust.




    Sergeant Green looked at him sharply.




    “Is there some­thing wrong?” she de­mand­ed.




    “What? No,” he said quick­ly. “Ex­cuse me.” Risko brushed past her hur­ried­ly. He shut the

    door af­ter him, thank­ful for once that he had no room­mate. He sat down to think.




    The knock at the door came be­fore he had a chance to light up.




    “It’s Green,” the voice called through the door.




    Air­man Risko mut­tered some­thing un­der his breath and let her in.




    “OSI,” Green said sharply, flash­ing a se­cu­ri­ty ID. It fea­tured her pho­to­graph and the

    words “Of­fice of Spe­cial In­ves­ti­ga­tions,” but as was cus­tom­ary, no in­di­ca­tion of

    rank.




    “You?” he said stupid­ly, step­ping back to let her in.




    “I’ve been as­signed to look in­to some prob­lems on the fa­cil­ity,” Green said briskly.

    “And you look like you have one of your own.”




    Risko shut the door wood­en­ly.




    “I don’t know what to do, Sarge-​I mean sir. Do I call you sir, sir?”




    “You know OSI ranks are clas­si­fied. Call me ma’am.”




    “Yes, ma’am. You see, the regs are clear on this,” Risko said, spread­ing his hands

    help­less­ly. “But it’s go­ing to cause hell.”




    “Spit it out, air­man.”




    “Yes, ma’am. It’s sim­ple. I bought a pair of blue jeans. I put them right here. At the foot

    of my bunk. Then I went on du­ty. When I got back, they were gone.”




    “I see. There’s no chance you mis­placed them?”




    “I turned this room up­side down a dozen times.”




    “Who’s your room­mate?”




    “I don’t have one,” Risko said mis­er­ably. “He got trans­ferred. It was my fault. That’s

    why I don’t know what to do.”




    “Damn,” Robin Green said, pac­ing the floor. Risko no­ticed that her white uni­form seemed

    two sizes too small. Es­pe­cial­ly above the waist. Her but­tons looked ready to pop. A brief

    in­ter­est flick­ered in his eyes, but the sick fear in the pit of his stom­ach seemed to creep

    up to his eyes, dulling them.




    “Air­man, you strike me as a sol­id kind of guy. I’m go­ing to lev­el with you.”




    “Ma’am?”




    “LCF-​Fox is trou­bled. Deeply trou­bled. Crit­ical mis­sile parts are miss­ing from the

    stores. Guid­ance-​sys­tem com­po­nents and com­put­er parts. Tech­ni­cal stuff I don’t even

    un­der­stand. We’ve run count­less checks, qui­et­ly put a few peo­ple through lie-​de­tec­tor

    tests. But no leads. No con­fes­sions. Noth­ing. All we know is that the trou­ble is

    lo­cal­ized. No oth­er LCF or LF in the grid has had prob­lems. On­ly Fox.”




    “You think this is re­lat­ed to my prob­lem?”




    “My su­pe­ri­ors are on my cute lit­tle ass-​if you’ll par­don the ex­pres­sion-​to

    un­cov­er a bad ap­ple in this bar­rel. But I don’t think we have a bad ap­ple.”




    “Then how ….?”




    “It’s not a break­down in the Per­son­nel Re­li­abil­ity Pro­gram. It can’t be.”




    “But it has to be. No­body just walks on a launch-​con­trol fa­cil­ity un­less he has

    clear­ance.”




    “I can’t ex­plain it, but I feel it in my North Car­oli­na bones. OSI wants to pull me off

    this as­sign­ment, but I can bag this guy. I know it. But I need your help.”




    “Name it.”




    “I’m gonna wran­gle you a pass. You go buy an­oth­er pair of jeans. Let’s see if he snaps at

    the same bait twice.”




    “I don’t see how he’d be crazy enough to come back af­ter get­ting away with it once.”




    “He’s come back sev­en times to pil­fer mis­sile parts. He’s a crea­ture of habit. This is

    the fourth time he’s gone af­ter non­crit­ical stock.”




    “Fourth time?”




    “I work in the kitchen. We’ve been los­ing steaks. Some­times two or three a night.”




    “Steaks?”




    “From a locked walk-​in freez­er, air­man. Twice on nights when I sat out­side that lock­er,

    all night, pis­tol in hand. I nev­er slept. Hell, I nev­er even blinked. But in the morn­ing

    there were two steaks miss­ing. Porter­house.”




    “How is that pos­si­ble?”




    “I don’t know if it is. But it hap­pened. I haven’t re­port­ed it. With­out bag­ging the

    guy, you know what would hap­pen to me.”




    “Sec­tion Eight, for sure.”




    “Okay, you get those jeans. Bring them back here. When you go on du­ty, I’m go­ing to be

    un­der your bed wait­ing for this guy.”




    OSI Spe­cial Agent Robin Green wait­ed five hours for the door­knob to turn. It was cramped

    un­der the bed. There was not enough room for her to lie on her side. Ly­ing on her back was

    com­fort­able ex­cept that ev­ery time she ex­haled, her blouse kept hang­ing up on the

    bed­springs. A cou­ple of times she had to pinch her nose shut to keep from sneez­ing.

    Dust.




    She nev­er heard the door­knob turn. She had one eye on the slit of light that marked the

    bot­tom of the door. It nev­er widened, nev­er moved, nev­er changed, ex­cept when some­one

    walked out in the cor­ri­dor and in­ter­rupt­ed the light.




    The hours dragged past. Robin Green grew bored; her nerves, keyed up for hours, start­ed to

    wind down. She was yawn­ing when she glanced at her watch and saw that it was 0200 hours. She

    shift­ed un­der the bed and hap­pened to turn her head.




    She saw the boots. They were white, with some kind of jig­saw gold­en trac­ery all over

    them. They were just there. For a mo­ment they looked faint and fuzzy; then they came in­to

    fo­cus. Robin Green thought it was her eyes com­ing in­to fo­cus.




    The hair on Robin’s arms lift­ed. She could feel the goose­flesh crawl. She could nev­er

    re­call be­ing so afraid. No one had opened the door. She was cer­tain about that. And there

    was on­ly one door in­to the room.




    Then a voice spoke in an eerie, con­tent­ed tone.




    “Krah­see­vah!” it said. “Calvin Klein.” The voice seemed par­tic­ular­ly pleased.




    She pulled her sidearm, tried to cock it, but her el­bow cracked on the bed­springs.




    “Damn!” she cried, strug­gling to squirm out from un­der the bed. A blouse but­ton hung up

    on the springs.




    She tore it free. But an­oth­er one caught. She cursed her moth­er, who had be­queathed

    Robin her D-​cup genes.




    When Robin Green fi­nal­ly tore free, she rolled in­to a marks­man’s crouch. She swept the

    room with her au­to­mat­ic. Noth­ing. No one. Then she blinked. Some­thing was on the wall.

    Then it was gone.




    Robin ran to the wall and ran her fin­gers over the wall­pa­per. The wall was cool to the

    touch. There was noth­ing there. The pa­per was un­bro­ken, the wall whole. She banged on it.

    Sol­id. It was not hol­low. There was no se­cret door.




    Yet a mo­ment be­fore, she had seen a car bat­tery dis­ap­pear in­to the wall. At least, it

    looked like a car bat­tery. It was mov­ing so fast, it was blur­ry and in­dis­tinct.




    Robin Green felt the goose­flesh on her arms loosen. Then she snapped out of it. She plunged

    through the door and called se­cu­ri­ty on a wall phone. A Klax­on be­gan howl­ing.




    White-​hel­met­ed se­cu­ri­ty po­lice came run­ning. They stopped in their tracks when they

    saw Robin Green, au­to­mat­ic in hand, her cleav­age spilling out of her torn blouse.




    “In­trud­er on the fa­cil­ity,” she called. “Search ev­ery room!”




    “One minute, Sergeant.”




    “OSI spe­cial agent,” Robin Green cor­rect­ed, flash­ing her ID card. “Now, get

    mov­ing!”




    “No, you hold on,” one of the SP’s said firm­ly. “Let’s hear your sto­ry first be­fore we

    turn the LCF up­side down. How did you rip your blouse?”




    “I was hid­ing un­der the bed, wait­ing for him.”




    “Who?”




    “The thief.”




    “Thief? Who is he?”




    “I don’t know. I on­ly saw his feet. He wore white boots.”




    “This isn’t your room.” The SP tapped the half-​open door with his trun­cheon.




    “It’s Risko’s. He let me use it.”




    “You and this Risko-​how long have you known him? You just friends?”




    “Damn this chick­en­shit Per­son­nel Re­li­abil­ity Pro­gram! There’s a thief on this LCF

    and he’s get­ting away. Get Risko. He’ll cor­rob­orate my sto­ry.”




    They brought Risko, who ner­vous­ly told his sto­ry.




    The en­tire fa­cil­ity was put on max­imum Threat­con. Se­cu­ri­ty-​alert teams were

    de­ployed and ev­ery room was searched. The el­eva­tor lead­ing to the un­der­ground

    mis­sile-​cap­sule crew was sealed off.




    By sun­down the en­tire perime­ter had been thor­ough­ly searched. No one was found who wore

    white boots. Nor were Air­man Risko’s miss­ing jeans found. But an in­ven­to­ry of the locked

    freez­er in­di­cat­ed that two more steaks were miss­ing. Porter­house.




    OSI Agent Robin Green sat in the flight se­cu­ri­ty con­troller’s of­fice, her arms fold­ed

    over her torn blouse. No one would let her change, even though as far as any­one knew, she

    out­ranked most of the of­fi­cers. She shiv­ered. In the next chair, Air­man Risko cast quick,

    hunt­ed glances in her di­rec­tion.




    “We’re in pret­ty deep, aren’t we?” he mut­tered.




    “Worse than you think. I haven’t told them about the car bat­tery yet.”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    His name was Re­mo, and all he want­ed was to en­joy a Sat­ur­day-​af­ter­noon

    ball­game.




    Re­mo sat on a tata­mi mat in the mid­dle of the bare liv­ing-​room floor in the first house

    he had ev­er tru­ly owned. The big pro­jec­tion TV was on. Re­mo en­joyed the pro­jec­tion TV

    be­cause his eyes were so acute that he had to con­cen­trate hard not to see the scan­ning

    lines change thir­ty times each sec­ond. This was a new high-​def­ini­tion TV. Its scan­ning

    lines changed six­ty times a sec­ond.




    It was a lega­cy of years of train­ing in the art of Sinan­ju, the sun source of the

    mar­tial arts. One of the many down­sides he had come to tol­er­ate.




    Re­mo thought it was iron­ic that the more at­tuned his mind and body be­came to the

    phys­ical uni­verse, the more trou­ble he had with man­made tech­nol­ogy. He first rec­og­nized

    that this could be a prob­lem when, in the ear­ly years of his train­ing, he did a harm­less

    thing. He hap­pened to eat a fast-​food ham­burg­er.




    Re­mo near­ly died of monosodi­um-​glu­ta­mate poi­son­ing.




    Af­ter that, he found it hard to watch movies. He had nev­er thought much about how film

    worked be­fore- how the il­lu­sion of ac­tion was cre­at­ed by light shin­ing through the

    rapid­ly mov­ing pic­ture frames. Movies, of course, did not ac­tu­al­ly move. They just seemed

    to, much the way old flip-​ac­tion book draw­ings ap­peared to move when the pages were fanned.

    The hu­man eye read the chang­ing im­ages as ac­tion.




    Re­mo’s more-​than-​hu­man eyes read them as a se­ries of stills. On­ly the sound was

    un­in­ter­rupt­ed. Over the years, Re­mo had learned to ad­just his vi­sion so that movies

    still moved for him, but the con­cen­tra­tion re­quired some­times gave him eye­strain.




    Tele­vi­sion was the same. The pix­els-​the tiny phos­pho­res­cent dots of light which

    changed ev­ery one-​thir­ti­eth of a sec­ond-​cre­at­ed the il­lu­sion of mov­ing im­ages. In

    fact, it was a lot like movies, which changed at a mere twen­ty-​four frames a sec­ond, and

    Re­mo had to learn to ad­just to that phe­nomenon too. Some­times he could see the pix­els

    change, line by line, on old TV’s. It was dis­tract­ing.




    He didn’t have quite as hard a time with high-​def­ini­tion TV’s.




    And so he sat down with a bowl of cold un­sea­soned rice and a glass of min­er­al wa­ter, to

    en­joy the na­tion­al pas­time. He looked like any Amer­ican on this Sat­ur­day af­ter­noon. He

    was a lean young man of in­de­ter­mi­nate age, with chis­eled but not too hand­some fea­tures

    set off by high cheek­bones. His brown eyes were hard as brick chips. His chi­nos were gray and

    his T-​shirt was white.




    Mil­lions of oth­er Amer­icans had their eyes glued to mil­lions of TV sets across Amer­ica

    on this or­di­nary day. Re­mo liked to think he was one of them. He was not. Of­fi­cial­ly, he

    no longer ex­ist­ed. Un­of­fi­cial­ly, he was the sole en­force­ment arm for CURE, the

    su­per­secret gov­ern­ment agen­cy cre­at­ed to fight crime and in­jus­tice out­side of

    con­sti­tu­tion­al re­stric­tions. Pro­fes­sion­al­ly, he was an as­sas­sin.




    It was a peace­ful day in ear­ly au­tumn. The leaves had on­ly start­ed to turn brown and

    gold out­side the win­dows of his sub­ur­ban Rye, New York, neigh­bor­hood. The air was crisp,

    and Re­mo had left the win­dows open so he could hear the last birds of sum­mer twit­ter and

    cheep.




    A pleas­ant af­ter­noon.




    He knew it was not go­ing to last when the fa­mil­iar padding of san­dals came from one of

    the bed­rooms.




    “What is it you are watch­ing, Re­mo?” a squeak­ing voice asked. There was a queru­lous

    un­der­tone to the ques­tion. Re­mo won­dered if he had dis­turbed the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju’s

    med­ita­tion. No, he re­called, Chi­un usu­al­ly med­itat­ed in the morn­ing. Chi­un had

    trained him in Sinan­ju, mak­ing him, first, more than hu­man, and ul­ti­mate­ly the sole heir

    to a five-​thou­sand-​year-​old house of as­sas­sins, the first white man ev­er to be so

    hon­ored.




    “Base­ball,” Re­mo said, not look­ing up. No way was Chi­un go­ing to ru­in this day. No

    way. “It’s Boston ver­sus New York.”




    “I knew it would come to this,” Chi­un said sage­ly. “Though you of­ten spoke with pride of

    Amer­ica’s two-​hun­dred-​year his­to­ry, I knew it could not last. It is a sad thing when an

    em­pire turns on it­self. I will pack for us both. Per­haps the Rus­sians will have use for our

    mighty tal­ents.”




    “What on earth are you talk­ing about?” Re­mo asked.




    “This. In­ter­ci­ty war­fare. A ter­ri­ble thing in any age. Who is win­ning?”




    “New York. And it’s not war­fare, Lit­tle Fa­ther. It’s a game.”




    “A game? Why would you watch such a thing?” asked Chi­un, reign­ing Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He

    was an el­der­ly Ko­re­an with the bright hazel eyes of a child.




    “Be­cause I’m a masochist,” Re­mo said, know­ing the hu­mor would be lost on the man who had

    trained him to such a state of hu­man per­fec­tion that he was re­duced to sub­sist­ing on rice

    and fo­cus­ing all his at­ten­tion in or­der not to see the pix­els change.




    “Is this the game all Amer­icans watch?” de­mand­ed Chi­un, whose parch­ment fea­tures were

    hair­less but for thin wisps of hair cling­ing to his chin. Two cot­ton­like puffs adorned his

    tiny ears.




    “Yep,” Re­mo replied. “The na­tion­al pas­time.”




    “I think I will watch it with you,” said the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju. He set­tled at Re­mo’s

    el­bow like a falling leaf. Ex­cept that a leaf would make a sound hit­ting the floor. Chi­un

    did not.




    Re­mo no­ticed that Chi­un wore his chrysan­the­mum-​pink ki­mono. He tried to re­mem­ber

    why that was sig­nif­icant.




    “You were so qui­et in there I thought you were busy,” Re­mo re­marked.




    “I was writ­ing a po­em. Ung, of course.”




    “Uh-​huh,” Re­mo said. And he un­der­stood. Chi­un was writ­ing po­et­ry and Re­mo had

    in­ter­rupt­ed with his base­ball. Well, Re­mo had as much right to watch base­ball as Chi­un

    had to write po­et­ry. If Chi­un ex­pect­ed to­tal si­lence, then he could go out­side and do

    it un­der the trees. Re­mo was watch­ing this game.




    “I have just com­plet­ed the 5,631st stan­za,” Chi­un said ca­su­al­ly as his face screwed

    up. He, too, had to fo­cus so as not to see the pix­els change.




    Re­mo took a sip of wa­ter. “Al­most done, huh?”




    “I may be al­most done when I come to the 9,018th stan­za. For this is a com­pli­cat­ed Ung

    po­em. It de­scribes the melt­ing of the snow­cap on Mount Paek­tu­san.”




    “Ko­re­an moun­tains aren’t easy to de­scribe, I’m sure,” Re­mo said po­lite­ly. No way, he

    vowed silent­ly. He was watch­ing this game.




    “You are very as­tute. Tell me, I am cu­ri­ous about this rit­ual which fas­ci­nates whites

    so. Ex­plain it to me, my son.”




    “Couldn’t we wait un­til it’s over? I’d like to en­joy it.”




    “I would like to en­joy my de­clin­ing years,” Chi­un said sharply. “But I was forced to

    come to this strange land and train a white man in the art Of Sinan­ju. I could have de­clined.

    I could have said, no, I will not. And had I been so self­ish, you, Re­mo Williams, would not

    be what you are now. Sinan­ju.”




    The mem­ories came flood­ing back. Frag­ments of Re­mo’s past life danced in his head. His

    youth as an or­phan. Viet­nam. Pound­ing a beat in Newark. Then, the ar­rest, tri­al, and his

    ex­ecu­tion in an elec­tric chair for a mur­der that was not his do­ing. It was all part of a

    frame en­gi­neered by Dr. Harold W. Smith, the head of CURE. It pro­vid­ed CURE with the

    per­fect raw ma­te­ri­al, a man who didn’t ex­ist. Chi­un’s train­ing had pro­vid­ed the rest.

    He shut out the mem­ories. It had been long ago. These were hap­pi­er days.




    Re­mo sighed.




    “Okay,” he said, putting down his rice. “See the guys in the red socks? Those are the Red

    Sox. That’s their name on the screen.”




    ” ‘Socks’ is not spelled with an X,” Chi­un point­ed out.




    “It’s just their name. They spell it that way be­cause …”




    Chi­un’s eyes were bright with an­tic­ipa­tion. “Yes?”




    “Be­cause,” Re­mo said at last. “That’s all. Just be­cause. The oth­er guys are the

    Yan­kees.”




    “Should they not be called the Black Sox? With an X.”




    “The Black Sox is a whole dif­fer­ent sto­ry,” Re­mo said dry­ly, “and if we get in­to that,

    we’ll be here un­til the year 2000. But in your own way I think you’re catch­ing on.”




    Chi­un smiled. “The Yan­kees are the ones who are hurl­ing balls at their op­po­nents?”




    “Ab­so­lute­ly cor­rect. But on­ly one of them is pitch­ing right now. They take turns.”




    “And what is the pur­pose of this pitch­ing?”




    “They’re try­ing to strike out the play­er who’s up at bat.”




    “He is the one with the club?”




    “They call it a bat.”




    “Why? It does not have wings.”




    Re­mo sighed again. “Look, just give me the ben­efit of the doubt on ter­mi­nol­ogy.

    Oth­er­wise we will be here un­til the year 2000.”




    “We will save the elab­orate de­tails un­til I have mas­tered the fun­da­men­tals,” Chi­un

    said firm­ly.




    “Good. Now the pitch­er tries to strike out the bat­ter.”




    Chi­un watched as the pitch­er threw a fast­ball. The bat­ter cracked it out to left field.

    In­field­ers scram­bled for it. The bat­ter ran to first.




    “I think I un­der­stand,” Chi­un said lev­el­ly. “The pitch­er is at­tempt­ing to brain the

    bat­ter. But the stal­wart bat­ter us­es his club to fend off the vil­lain’s cow­ard­ly

    at­tacks. Be­cause he was suc­cess­ful, he is al­lowed to es­cape with his life.”




    “No, he’s not try­ing to hit the bat­ter. He just wants to get the ball past him. If he does

    it three times, it’s called an out and they re­tire the bat­ter.”




    Chi­un’s fa­cial hair trem­bled. “So young?”




    “Not per­ma­nent­ly. They just switch bat­ters.”




    “Most pe­cu­liar. Why is this new per­son tak­ing up a club?”




    “The first bat­ter has earned the right to go to first base. That’s the white pad he’s

    stand­ing on there. Now the sec­ond bat­ter is go­ing to do the same thing. If he hits the ball

    cor­rect­ly, he gets to go to first and the sec­ond guy will go to sec­ond base, or maybe third

    if the first one hits the ball far enough.”




    The bat­ter swung and missed. Then he popped a ball in­to cen­ter field. Two Yan­kees

    col­lid­ed in an at­tempt to catch it. The ball slipped be­tween their meshed gloves.




    “See!” Re­mo shout­ed ex­cit­ed­ly. “He’s go­ing for sec­ond. He’s at third! Now he’s go­ing

    home!”




    The first bat­ter slid to home base in an erup­tion of dust. The sec­ond was tagged run­ning

    for third base.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju ab­sorbed all this in pas­sive si­lence. Then he nod­ded. “He is

    go­ing home now,” he said, “his work done.”




    “No. He’s gone to the dugout. He’s al­ready been home.”




    “He has not!” Chi­un flared. “I was watch­ing him ev­ery minute. He ran from third base to

    fourth base, and now he is walk­ing away, dirty but un­bowed.”




    “That’s not fourth base. That’s home.”




    “He lives there? The poor wretch.”




    “No,” Re­mo said pa­tient­ly. “Home plate is the ob­ject of this game. You hit the ball so

    you can run the bases and reach home.”




    “But that man start­ed off on the home plate. Why did he not re­main there, if he cov­et­ed

    it so?”




    “Be­cause you don’t win un­less you run the bases first,” Re­mo said in an ex­as­per­at­ed

    voice.




    “I see. And what does he win?”




    “He doesn’t win. The en­tire team wins. They win points, which are known as runs.”




    “Ah, di­amonds. I have heard of the fa­mous base­ball di­amond. It must be ex­ceed­ing­ly

    pre­cious.”




    “Not di­amond points. Points. You know, num­bers.”




    “Mon­ey?”




    “No,” Re­mo said pa­tient­ly. “Num­bers. See the score at the bot­tom of the screen? The Red

    Sox just went from four to five. The score is now twen­ty to five.”




    “Num­bers? Not gold? Not jew­els? Not rich­es?”




    “Ac­tu­al­ly, these guys make a fair piece of change. I think that bat­ter pulls down

    al­most two mil­lion a year.”




    “Points?”




    “No, dol­lars.”




    “Amer­ican dol­lars!” Chi­un cried, leap­ing to his feet. “They pay him mil­lions of

    Amer­ican dol­lars to run around in cir­cles like that!”




    “It’s not the cir­cles, it’s the points. It’s the achieve­ment.”




    “What do these men make, what do they build, what do they cre­ate that they are worth such

    mon­ey?” Chi­un screeched.




    “Base­ball is a skill,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “Run­ning in cir­cles is not a skill. Be­head­ed roost­ers do it even af­ter they are

    dead.”




    “Will you please calm down? Wait un­til I fin­ish ex­plain­ing the game be­fore you get

    up­set.”




    Chi­un set­tled back on­to the floor.




    “Very well,” he fumed. “I am very in­ter­est­ed in learn­ing more about these in­scrutable

    white cus­toms of yours.”




    “Now, see this bat­ter? While you were jump­ing up and down he swung twice and missed. Each

    miss is called a strike.”




    “I see. If he fails to de­fend his home from the ag­gres­sor, his fel­low war­riors pun­ish

    him with their clubs.”




    “No, a strike means a … There! See? He just struck out.”




    “And look!” Chi­un pro­claimed. “The op­pos­ing forces are rush­ing to at­tack him. I see

    now. They are go­ing to pum­mel him in­to sub­mis­sion, there­by con­quer­ing his

    ter­ri­to­ry.”




    “No, that’s not it. Will you let me tell it, please? They’re chang­ing sides. Now it’s the

    Red Sox’s turn to pitch and the Yan­kees’ at bat.”




    Chi­un’s parch­ment face wrin­kled up. “They are sur­ren­der­ing their op­por­tu­ni­ty to

    make points?”




    “Yep.”




    Chi­un clenched his bony fists. “Un­be­liev­able! They have all the clubs and yet they let

    their mor­tal en­emy take over. Why do they not beat them back? Why do they not sim­ply crush

    their skulls and run around in cir­cles as much as they wish? Thus, they could achieve

    thou­sands of use­less points af­ter they have elim­inat­ed the oth­er team.”




    “They can’t. It’s against the rules.”




    “They have rules?” Chi­un’s voice was aghast.




    “Yes, they have rules. It’s a game.”




    “All games are a form of war­fare. Chess is one ex­am­ple. And Go an­oth­er. And

    in­tel­li­gent men know that in war there are no rules. With such wealth at stake, they should

    be de­fend­ing their po­si­tion to the death.”




    “Now, how can they have a con­test if they don’t let the op­pos­ing team have their turn at

    bat?”




    “Did the Greeks al­low the Per­sians to take over their cities?” Chi­un coun­tered. “Did

    Rome cease lay­ing waste to Gaul, and then stand idle while the en­emy be­sieged their own

    cities so the ul­ti­mate vic­to­ry would not be ex­ces­sive­ly de­ci­sive?”




    “It’s a freak­ing game, Chi­un.”




    “It is base. Now I know why they call it base­ball. It is a pas­time for id­iots. They run

    around in cir­cles for no pur­pose and are paid rich­er than roy­al­ty. More than an

    as­sas­sin. Why am I not paid this rich­ly? Do I not per­form a more im­por­tant ser­vice in

    this land of cretins? With­out me, your Amer­ican civ­iliza­tion would crum­ble. With­out me,

    your fee­ble Con­sti­tu­tion would be on­ly a scrap of yel­low­ing pa­per.”




    “Loud­er,” Re­mo mut­tered. “The neigh­bors might not hear you clear­ly.”




    “I am go­ing to speak to Em­per­or Smith about this at our next con­tract ne­go­ti­ation. I

    de­mand par­ity with these base base­ball cretins.”




    “You may not have long to wait. I think I hear knock­ing at the back door.”




    “Some jour­ney­man, no doubt,” Chi­un sniffed.




    “No,” Re­mo said sud­den­ly, get­ting up. “I think it’s Smith.”




    “Non­sense. Em­per­ors al­ways em­ploy the front en­trance.”




    “When Smith ac­cepts that he’s an em­per­or, and not the head of the or­ga­ni­za­tion we

    work for, I’ll be­lieve you,” Re­mo said, an­gri­ly shut­ting off the TV on his way to the

    kitchen.




    Re­mo opened the back door on a lemon-​faced man in a gray three-​piece suit and striped

    Dart­mouth tie. His rim­less glass­es rode his pa­tri­cian face like trans­par­ent shields.




    “Hi, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said bright­ly. “Here to com­plain about the noise?”




    “Quick, Re­mo,” Dr. Harold W. Smith, the di­rec­tor of CURE, said. “I mustn’t be seen by the

    neigh­bors.”




    Re­mo shut the door be­hind Smith.




    “Oh, for cry­ing out loud, Smit­ty. We’re next-​door neigh­bors now. You can af­ford to be

    seen pay­ing a so­cial call.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju en­tered the kitchen and bowed once, for­mal­ly. His

    ex­pres­sion­less face was a mask.




    “Hail, Smith, Em­per­or of Amer­ica, where hurlers of balls are paid more rich­ly than

    any­one. In­clud­ing those clos­est to the throne.”




    Smith looked at Re­mo. “What is he-?”




    “I’ve been ex­plain­ing base­ball to him. He was fas­ci­nat­ed by the play­ers’

    salaries.”




    “Does that mean what I think it means?” Smith asked in a raspy voice.




    Re­mo nod­ded grim­ly.




    Smith turned to Chi­un anx­ious­ly.




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju, I re­al­ize it may seem out of line that base­ball play­ers are paid

    what they are, but you have to un­der­stand the cir­cum­stances. They are paid out of

    com­mer­cial rev­enues.”




    “Then we will do the same,” Chi­un shot back tri­umphant­ly. He raised a fin­ger from which

    grew a long sharp nail. “I can see it now. We will fly to the ends of this dis­in­te­grat­ing

    em­pire and af­ter dis­patch­ing the en­emies of Amer­ica, Re­mo will shout for all to hear

    that this as­sas­si­na­tion was brought to you by Choco­late Frost­ed Sug­ar Bombs, break­fast

    of as­sas­sins.”




    “Oh, my God,” Dr. Harold W. Smith said hoarse­ly.




    “I’ll talk him out of it,” Re­mo whis­pered. “Re­lax, Smith. What’s that in your hand?”




    Smith looked down at the mea­sur­ing cup clutched in his hands as if see­ing it for the

    first time. His knuck­les were white. He re­laxed. His pinched six­ty­ish fea­tures

    reg­is­tered doubt.




    “Er, oh, this. I told my wife I was go­ing to bor­row a cup of sug­ar.”




    “Smit­ty, you know we don’t use sug­ar.”




    “It slipped my mind. Well, that isn’t the re­al rea­son I’ve come. We have a sit­ua­tion on

    our hands. A very bizarre one.”




    “Pull up a chair, Smit­ty. You look pale. Paler than usu­al, I mean.”




    “Thank you,” said Smith, tak­ing a seat at the kitchen ta­ble. Re­mo and Chi­un joined him.

    Chi­un fold­ed his hands on the ta­ble. His ex­pres­sion was im­pas­sive.




    “I don’t know how to tell you this,” Smith be­gan. “I don’t be­lieve it my­self, but the

    Pres­ident specif­ical­ly re­quest­ed that I bring you in­to this.”




    “He is very wise,” Chi­un said bland­ly. “And healthy, one trusts?”




    “Yes, of course. Why?”




    “Chi­un caught the Vice-​Pres­ident on TV,” Re­mo re­marked dry­ly.




    “Youth is over­val­ued in this coun­try,” Chi­un said. “It is an­oth­er of its

    de­fi­cien­cies.”




    “That is not our de­part­ment,” Smith said quick­ly. He stared in­to the glass mea­sur­ing

    cup as if peer­ing in­to his own grave. “We have a low-​lev­el cri­sis at a launch-​con­trol

    fa­cil­ity at­tached to the Grand Forks Air Force Base in North Dako­ta. They have been plagued

    by a rash of un­ex­plained thefts.”




    “Don’t tell me some­one lift­ed a war­head?” Re­mo said.




    “No. But crit­ical mis­sile parts are miss­ing. As are cer­tain oth­er . . . things.”




    “Which things, Em­per­or?” Chi­un asked in­ter­est­ed­ly.




    “Steaks. Blue jeans. Non­mil­itary items such as those. The jeans dis­ap­peared from a

    se­cure build­ing. The steaks from a locked and watched freez­er in that same build­ing. It is

    im­pos­si­ble.”




    “We did not do it,” Chi­un said quick­ly.




    “Mas­ter of Sinan­ju?” Smith said.




    “When peo­ple whis­per of the im­pos­si­ble, the name Sinan­ju al­ways comes to mind

    first.”




    “I think I de­tect a com­mer­cial com­ing on,” Re­mo groaned.




    “Hush,” Chi­un ad­mon­ished. He ad­dressed Smith in def­er­en­tial tones. “What you

    de­scribe is not im­pos­si­ble. I could ac­com­plish such things. Re­mo, too, on one of his

    more alert days.”




    “Thanks a lot,” Re­mo said, fold­ing his bare arms.




    “But we did not. I as­sure you.”




    Smith nod­ded. “There’s more. We have a wit­ness to one of the thefts. An Air Force OSI

    agent named Robin Green. She saw the thief’s feet-​or what we pre­sume are his boots. He wore

    what she de­scribes as shin­ing white boots.”




    “What else?”




    “I am afraid that’s all we have.”




    “Not very ob­ser­vant, is she?” Re­mo re­marked.




    “She was hid­ing un­der a bed at the time. When she got out, there was no one there. But in

    her of­fi­cial re­port she in­sists that she saw some­thing dis­ap­pear through a sol­id

    wall.”




    Re­mo’s bored ex­pres­sion grew in­ter­est­ed. “Is that so?”




    “She . . . um . . . in­sist­ed it was a car bat­tery.”




    “Stuff dis­ap­pear­ing from locked rooms. Things fly­ing through walls. It doesn’t sound

    log­ical,” Re­mo said.




    “Yet these thefts have con­tin­ued with im­puni­ty,” Smith went on. “It’s as if the thief

    has no fear of cap­ture. He’s nev­er been clear­ly ob­served. He might as well be a ghost.”




    Re­mo grinned. “Well, we know that’s out. We don’t be­lieve in ghosts, do we, Lit­tle

    Fa­ther?”




    When the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju didn’t re­ply, Re­mo turned and saw Chi­un’s grave face.




    “Do we?” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    “We do,” Chi­un said flat­ly. His face was tight.




    “Well, I don’t,” Re­mo snapped. “There are no such things as ghosts.”




    “How can you say that?” Chi­un asked tart­ly. “You who have be­held the Great Wang with your

    own eyes.”




    “Great Wang?” Smith said blankly.




    “It’s not like it sounds,” Re­mo said quick­ly. “Wang was the great­est Mas­ter in Sinan­ju

    his­to­ry. He died a long time ago. But I met him once.”




    “Yes,” Chi­un said im­pe­ri­ous­ly. “All Mas­ters since Wang are not con­sid­ered to have

    achieved full Mas­ter­hood un­til the spir­it of Wang ap­pears be­fore them.”




    “Re­al­ly, Re­mo?” Smith said, his voice lev­el with in­ter­est. “You saw a ghost?”




    “I nev­er thought of him as a ghost,” Re­mo replied un­easi­ly. “It hap­pened back dur­ing

    that busi­ness with the Rus­sian su­per­hyp­no­tist, Ra­bi­nowitz. Re­mem­ber? He had you

    go­ing too.”




    Smith swal­lowed. “Yes,” he said, winc­ing. The Rus­sian could make him­self ap­pear to be a

    trust­ed per­son. To Smith, he had ap­peared in the form of his first-​grade teach­er, and

    Smith had ac­cept­ed this even though Miss Ash­ford had been dead for years. It had been very

    em­barass­ing.




    “Wang ap­peared be­fore me,” Re­mo was say­ing. “I talked to him. We had a con­ver­sa­tion.

    But he wasn’t a ghost. He wasn’t white, didn’t wear a sheet or rat­tle chains. He was just a

    fat lit­tle guy with a hap­py face. It was kin­da like hav­ing my long-​lost Ko­re­an un­cle

    drop by for a vis­it. He had a great sense of hu­mor, as I re­call.”




    “Re­al­ly?”




    “Yes, re­al­ly,” Re­mo barked. “Don’t look at me like that, Smit­ty. I can’t ex­plain it,

    but it hap­pened.”




    “I can,” Chi­un said stern­ly. “The spir­its of past Mas­ters of Sinan­ju live on af­ter

    their bod­ies. Some­times they re­turn to earth to com­mu­ni­cate. Wang has been very

    con­sci­en­tious about that. I saw him when I reached my peak. Re­mo has seen him. And Re­mo’s

    pupil, if he ev­er ful­fills his du­ty and sires a prop­er son, will see Wang. It is the way of

    Sinan­ju.”




    Smith blinked owlish­ly be­hind his rim­less eye­glass­es.




    “I don’t know what to say,” he said at last. “I do not cred­it the ex­is­tence of ghosts.

    Yet these in­ci­dents at Grand Forks de­fy ex­pla­na­tion. Why would a ghost haunt a

    nu­cle­ar-​mis­sile grid? Why would he steal such a bizarre as­sort­ment of items?”




    “Maybe it’s a poltergeist,” Re­mo said with a chuck­le. “Do we be­lieve in those, Lit­tle

    Fa­ther?”




    “Pos­si­bly,” Chi­un said vague­ly. “I am on­ly ac­quaint­ed with the habits of Ko­re­an

    spir­its.”




    Smith cleared his throat. “The Pres­ident wants you both to go to North Dako­ta

    im­me­di­ate­ly. Whether a hu­man agen­cy is at work or not, we feel on­ly your abil­ities can

    solve this prob­lem.” Smith ex­tract­ed a sheaf of thin pa­pers from his gray coat and placed

    them on the ta­ble. “This is a copy of the of­fi­cial OSI re­port on the in­ci­dents, as well

    as pre­cise in­struc­tions for en­ter­ing the fa­cil­ity. Please com­mit them to mem­ory and

    eat them.”




    Re­mo and Chi­un looked up from the pa­per with blank ex­pres­sions. Re­mo fin­gered the

    thin top sheet.




    “Rice pa­per,” Smith ex­plained. “The ink is veg­etable-​based.”




    “No chance,” Re­mo said.




    “I will see that Re­mo chews them thor­ough­ly be­fore swal­low­ing,” the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju as­sured Harold Smith as he got up to leave.




    “No freak­ing chance,” Re­mo re­peat­ed.




    On his way out the door, Smith re­mem­bered some­thing.




    “Oh, the sug­ar. I would have a hard time ex­plain­ing this vis­it to my wife if I re­turned

    emp­ty-​hand­ed.”




    “We don’t have any sug­ar, re­mem­ber?” Re­mo growled.




    “How about some rice?” Chi­un sug­gest­ed hope­ful­ly. “Per­haps she will not no­tice the

    dif­fer­ence.”




    “Yes, yes. That will do.”




    “Ex­cel­lent,” Chi­un said, hur­ry­ing to a wall cab­inet, where he went through sev­er­al

    tins. He se­lect­ed one and brought it back. He poured out a cup­ful of long-​grain white.




    “Thank you, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Smith said when Chi­un stopped pour­ing.




    “That will be sev­en­ty-​five cents,” Chi­un said, hold­ing out his hand. “No checks.”




    “Oh, for cry­ing out loud! Let him have the rice,” Re­mo snapped.




    “I would,” Chi­un said sad­ly, “but alas, I am on­ly a poor as­sas­sin. I am not even as

    well paid as a base play­er of balls.”




    “Base­ball play­er. Get it right.”




    “I am sure that Em­per­or Smith, for all his wis­dom and wealth, will not take ad­van­tage

    of a poor old as­sas­sin who sub­sists on rice and rice alone,” Chi­un added.




    “Oh, very well,” Smith said huffi­ly, dig­ging out a red plas­tic change con­tain­er. He

    an­gri­ly count­ed out sev­en­ty-​five cents in coins. The ex­pres­sion on his face was that of

    a man do­nat­ing his crit­ical or­gans.




    “One last thing,” Smith said on his way out. “Robin Green will be your con­tact. You will

    have her full co­op­er­ation.”




    “Maybe she likes rice pa­per with veg­etable-​ink dress­ing,” Re­mo said with a smug

    grin.




    Smith’s face sagged. “You wouldn’t.”




    “It’s her re­port,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    Smith left with­out an­oth­er word.




    “Can you be­lieve that guy?” Re­mo said af­ter Smith had gone. “Think­ing that we’d eat his

    sil­ly re­ports.”




    When the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju didn’t an­swer, Re­mo turned. Chi­un was silent­ly chew­ing,

    his face in­ter­est­ed. Re­mo no­ticed that a cor­ner of the re­port in Chi­un’s hand was

    miss­ing.




    “Tasty?” Re­mo de­mand­ed, fold­ing his arms.




    Chi­un ceased chew­ing. His Adam’s ap­ple bobbed once. An ex­pres­sion of

    dis­sat­is­fac­tion set­tled over his wrin­kled fea­tures.




    “It needs more ink,” Chi­un said, hand­ing the re­port to Re­mo as he float­ed from the

    room.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Re­mo and Chi­un drove to McGuire Air Force Base in New Jer­sey, where they hitched a ride

    on a C-5B Galaxy car­go plane us­ing a lam­inat­ed pho­to ID card that iden­ti­fied Re­mo as

    Re­mo Leake, a re­tired Air Force cap­tain. At North Dako­ta’s Grand Forks Air Force Base, he

    pro­duced an­oth­er card that said he was Re­mo Overn, with the OSI. This en­abled Re­mo to

    com­man­deer a jeep. As the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju watched with stiff mien and hands tucked in­to

    the linked sleeves of his blue-​and-​white cer­emo­ni­al ki­mono, Re­mo trans­ferred to the

    jeep the green-​and-​gold lac­quered trunk that Chi­un had in­sist­ed up­on bring­ing

    along.




    As they drove through flat North Dako­ta farm­land, Re­mo broke the si­lence with a

    ques­tion:




    “Is that a cer­emo­ni­al robe?”




    “Yes,” Chi­un replied tight­ly. His hazel eyes were agate hard. He wore a white stovepipe

    hat on his bald head.




    “And that’s not one of your usu­al wardrobe trunks, is it?”




    “It is very spe­cial, for it con­tains equip­ment nec­es­sary for the task we face.”




    Re­mo al­most braked the jeep. He swerved and kept on go­ing.




    “Hold the phone! Did you say ‘equip­ment’? As in tech­nol­ogy?”




    “I did say ‘equip­ment’ be­cause that is the clos­est En­glish equiv­alent. I did not mean

    ‘tech­nol­ogy.’ That was your word.”




    “If you’re con­tem­plat­ing dis­man­tling the U.S. nu­cle­ar de­ter­rent while you’re

    vis­it­ing,” Re­mo warned, “I want you to know up front that Smith def­inite­ly would not

    ap­pre­ci­ate it.”




    “I con­tem­plate noth­ing of the kind,” Chi­un snapped. “And please con­cen­trate on your

    driv­ing. I wish to ar­rive in­tact.”




    Re­mo set­tled down to watch­ing the road. They passed count­less corn and bar­ley fields,

    any of which, Re­mo knew, could con­ceal an un­der­ground launch fa­cil­ity and mis­sile

    si­lo.




    The ac­cess road was marked by a small sign. Re­mo drove the quar­ter-​mile to the

    perime­ter fence of Launch Con­trol Fa­cil­ity Fox.




    A sign on the fence pro­claim­ing “PEACE is OUR PRO­FES­SION” caused Chi­un to snort

    de­ri­sive­ly.




    The guard in the box hit a buzzer to make the barbed-​wire-​topped fence roll open. Re­mo

    drove in, and pre­sent­ed the sergeant on du­ty with a card that iden­ti­fied him as Re­mo

    Ver­ral, spe­cial in­ves­ti­ga­tor for the Gen­er­al Ac­count­ing Of­fice.




    “Trip num­ber 334,” Re­mo said, re­peat­ing the in­for­ma­tion Smith had giv­en him. “Re­mo

    Ver­ral and Mr. Chi­un.”




    The sergeant checked his blot­ter and com­pared Re­mo’s ID pho­to against his face twice. He

    nod­ded. Then he no­ticed Chi­un’s pea­cock­like ki­mono and the lac­quered trunk.




    “What’s in the box?” he asked.




    “None of your busi­ness,” Chi­un said haugh­ti­ly.




    “That’s clas­si­fied,” Re­mo said in the same breath.




    The sergeant looked at them stoni­ly from un­der his white hel­met, then glanced at the

    trunk again,




    “I’ll have to in­spect it,” he said.




    “Do you val­ue your hands?” Chi­un warned, with­draw­ing his long fin­ger­nails from his

    sleeves. They gleamed in the hard late-​af­ter­noon light.




    “Look, pal,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly, “don’t make a scene. We have clear­ance. You can run a

    met­al de­tec­tor along the box and trot out any snif­fer dogs you have. But if he says you

    don’t touch the box, you don’t touch the box.”




    “I’ll have to check this with my su­pe­ri­ors.”




    “You do that. And while you’re at it, send word to OSI Robin Green that we’ve ar­rived.”




    “Yes, sir,” said the sergeant. He salut­ed just to be sure. He wasn’t sure how much pull a

    GAO in­ves­ti­ga­tor had, but there was no sense tak­ing any chances.




    He came back from us­ing the guard-​box phone a mo­ment lat­er.




    “You’re free to pass, sir. Have a good day, sir.”




    The launch-​con­trol fa­cil­ity was a long con­crete build­ing. Aside from a small­er

    main­te­nance build­ing in one cor­ner, it was the on­ly vis­ible in­di­ca­tion of a vast ICBM

    field that sprawled out to the bor­ders of Cana­da and Min­neso­ta.




    “Be­fore we go in,” Re­mo told Chi­un as he pulled up to the main build­ing, “I got­ta warn

    you. They’re very touchy in in­stal­la­tions like this. Don’t an­tag­onize them. Please. And

    above all, do not touch any but­tons or levers or any­thing. You could sin­gle-​hand­ed­ly

    trig­ger World War III.”




    “Do not tell me about nuke-​nuke mad­ness,” Chi­un snapped as he stepped from the jeep. “I

    have been in these places be­fore.”




    “That’s right, you have, haven’t you? Should I bring the trunk?”




    “Lat­er. We must ex­am­ine the zones of dis­tur­bance first.”




    “Zones of-?”




    Chi­un raised an im­pe­ri­ous hand. “Hold your ques­tions. I will teach you the ba­sics as

    we go along.”




    “You’re the Mas­ter,” Re­mo said.




    They were met at the flight-​se­cu­ri­ty con­troller’s of­fi­cer by a ban­tamweight red­head

    with snap­ping blue eyes. Her eyes snapped even more when they alight­ed on Re­mo’s T-​shirt­ed

    tor­so.




    “You’re Re­mo Ver­ral?” she asked in­cred­ulous­ly. She wore a reg­ula­tion blue Air Force

    skirt uni­form.




    Re­mo pulled an ID card from his wal­let, caught him­self be­fore hand­ing over a

    lam­inat­ed card iden­ti­fy­ing him­self as Re­mo Hoppe, an FBI spe­cial agent, and gave her

    the GAO ID.




    While Robin Green looked it over, Re­mo looked her over. He de­cid­ed he liked what he

    saw.




    Robin Green did not.




    “I’m still wait­ing,” she said hot­ly, “for some­one to ex­plain to me what the

    in­ves­ti­gat­ing arm of Congress is do­ing in the mid­dle of an in­ter­nal Air Force

    in­ves­ti­ga­tion.”




    Re­mo start­ed to say, “Your guess is as good as mine,” but de­cid­ed he want­ed to make a

    good im­pres­sion. In­stead he said, “This is a very, very se­ri­ous mat­ter.” He hoped Robin

    Green wouldn’t press the point. Re­mo didn’t know squat about half the ID cards he car­ried. If

    Smith said to use one, he used it.




    Robin’s voice tight­ened. “The De­part­ment of De­fense, I could un­der­stand. Or DARPA.

    Even CIA. But GAO?”




    Re­mo thought fast.




    “The ma­te­ri­al stolen was paid for by the tax­pay­ers, right?”




    “Well, yes,” Robin Green said slow­ly. “So?”




    “So Congress wants to know what hap­pened.”




    “There’s no rank on this card. You’re civil­ian.”




    “Both of us,” Re­mo said, toss­ing the ball in­to an­oth­er court.




    Robin Green turned to Chi­un. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was look­ing her up and down

    crit­ical­ly. He walked be­hind her, as if ex­am­in­ing her for flaws. He made a com­plete

    cir­cle of her, say­ing noth­ing, but frown­ing fu­ri­ous­ly.




    “Oh, this is Chi­un,” Re­mo said. “He’s with Ko­re­an In­tel­li­gence.”




    “Ko­re­an In­tel­li­gence!”




    “It’s too com­pli­cat­ed to ex­plain,” Re­mo said, tak­ing back the card. “He’s a

    spe­cial­ist on loan to us. Just take my word for it.”




    Robin con­sid­ered. “I’m a dead duck if I don’t pro­duce re­sults pron­to. It took me three

    days just to con­vince them I wasn’t on drugs. So I guess I should be grate­ful for what­ev­er

    help I can get. How do you do?” she said, shak­ing Re­mo’s hand. Re­mo held it a few sec­onds

    longer than nec­es­sary and Robin Green’s tight ex­pres­sion soft­ened. Re­mo smiled. She

    re­turned the smile un­cer­tain­ly. Wor­ry lines still haunt­ed her eyes.




    But when she went to reach for Chi­un’s hand, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju pre­sent­ed her with

    his aus­tere back. He point­ed­ly ex­am­ined a plaque on the wall.




    “What’s his prob­lem?” Robin asked in an in­jured voice.




    “Tech­ni­cal spe­cial­ists are like that,” Re­mo said. “Pre­oc­cu­pied.”




    Chi­un turned sud­den­ly. “I would like to see the zones of dis­tur­bance,” he said in a

    for­mal voice.




    “He means the theft ar­eas,” Re­mo said in re­sponse to Robin’s baf­fled ex­pres­sion.




    “All right. Fol­low me.”




    As Robin es­cort­ed them down a long cor­ri­dor, Re­mo dropped back to have a word with

    Chi­un. It gave him a chance to check out Robin Green’s walk. It was a nice walk,

    con­sid­er­ing that she was in uni­form. There was the sug­ges­tion of a wig­gle. Not many

    wom­en wig­gled when they walked, he thought ap­prov­ing­ly.




    “Why did you stiff her like that, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    “Do not trust her, Re­mo,” Chi­un hissed back. “She is an im­pos­tor.”




    “Her? She’s Air Force In­tel­li­gence. Smith said so.”




    “An im­pos­tor,” Chi­un re­peat­ed firm­ly.




    “If she’s a fake,” Re­mo said, watch­ing her hips in mo­tion, “then I’d be in­ter­est­ed in

    meet­ing the re­al thing.”




    “She said her name is Robin,” Chi­un said cold­ly.




    “Yeah. So?”




    “Robins are red.”




    “Yeah.”




    “And her oth­er name is Green.”




    “Yeah?”




    “Robin Green. Ob­vi­ous­ly a fic­ti­tious name. It should be Robin Red.”




    “Or maybe Red Robin,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed light­ly.




    “I saw a Robin on tele­vi­sion once,” Chi­un ru­mi­nat­ed, stroking his beard. “He was a

    boy. He wore very nice clothes but al­so a mask. He fol­lowed a fat old­er man, whom I sus­pect

    of lead­ing him in­to evil habits. He called him­self a bat­man, but he did not car­ry one of

    your base­ball bats. He dressed like the fly­ing bat. Ob­vi­ous­ly delu­sion­al. Like this

    wom­an.”




    “Uh, I’m los­ing the chain of this log­ic. Be­sides, this Robin’s a red­heaad, in case you

    didn’t no­tice.”




    Chi­un dis­missed Re­mo’s com­ment with a wave. “A typ­ical white mis­con­cep­tion, like

    call­ing brown peo­ple black. Are you all col­or-​blind? Her hair is or­ange, not red.”




    Re­mo threw up his hands. “I give up.”




    “Mark my words, Re­mo. She is a fake. Do not trust her.”




    “I’ll keep it in mind,” Re­mo said as Robin Green came to a halt be­fore a pad­locked door.

    She opened it with a passkey.




    “This is the room,” she told them, hold­ing the door open for them to en­ter. Re­mo no­ticed

    that her hand, rest­ing on the knob, shook. She was still rat­tled by her ex­pe­ri­ence.




    Re­mo start­ed to en­ter, but Chi­un brushed past him.




    “Po­lite, isn’t he?” Robin re­marked, arch­ing an eye­brow.




    “Don’t let him fool you. He knows what he’s do­ing. Maybe not what he’s talk­ing about all

    the time, but in his field, he’s an ex­pert. The ex­pert.”




    As they watched, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju padded back and forth. Re­mo no­ticed that the room

    was pleas­ant, more like a ho­tel room than mil­itary liv­ing quar­ters. There was even an air

    con­di­tion­er. It hadn’t been like this in the Marines, Re­mo re­called rue­ful­ly.




    “You! Fe­male,” Chi­un said, sud­den­ly turn­ing on Robin Green.




    Robin blinked. “Fe­male?”




    “Hu­mor him,” Re­mo whis­pered. “His wife was a re­al bat­tleax.”




    “This was the room where you saw the feet of the ap­pari­tion?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “Yes. I was con­cealed un­der the bed. His feet were sud­den­ly just . . . there. There was

    no sound. By the time I crawled out, he was gone.”




    Chi­un knelt down to peer un­der the bed. He straight­ened up and ex­am­ined Robin Green

    crit­ical­ly.




    “I feel like a piece of meat,” she whis­pered to Re­mo.




    “Don’t sweat it. He’s a veg­etar­ian.”




    “With those cow­like things,” Chi­un said, point­ing with his long fin­ger­nails, “how did

    you fit?”




    “What cow­like . . . ? Oh! Now, that’s an im­per­ti­nent ques­tion.”




    “I am con­duct­ing a se­ri­ous in­ves­ti­ga­tion. An­swer me.”




    “All right. Fine. I held my breath. Okay?”




    Chi­un’s hazel eyes nar­rowed. “And the al­leged car bat­tery, where did you see it?”




    “There. See the wall above the dress­er? It went through there. One minute it was plain as

    day, the next it was like a soap bub­ble. Just pop! And gone.”




    Chi­un pushed the dress­er set aside. It was sol­id maple and Robin Green was sur­prised at

    the frail Ori­en­tal’s strength.




    “He must eat a lot of spinach,” she said wry­ly.




    Chi­un stoked the wall area with the palm of his hand.




    “Here?” he de­mand­ed, turn­ing his head.




    “No, a lit­tle high­er,” Robin told him.




    “Here?”




    “I think so,” Robin said slow­ly. Then, firm­ly: “Yes, there.”




    Chi­un placed the flat of his hand to the wall. He closed his eyes and there was a long

    si­lence in the room.




    “It is cool to the touch,” he said, open­ing his eyes. “Cool, but not cold.”




    “I don’t un­der­stand,” Robin said.




    “There is of­ten a cold spot in haunt­ings such as this.”




    “Haunt­ings!” Robin ex­plod­ed. “Wait a minute. I didn’t say any­thing about ghosts.” She

    turned on Re­mo, her eyes strik­ing sparks. “I thought you said he was a tech­ni­cal

    con­sul­tant. What’s this chick­en­shit about a haunt­ing?”




    “Pro­cess of elim­ina­tion,” Re­mo said quick­ly. “He’s just elim­inat­ing a few of the less

    like­ly pos­si­bil­ities. He’s very thor­ough. Hon­est.”




    “I don’t be­lieve in ghosts,” Robin Green said firm­ly. “I nev­er re­port­ed a ghost. I

    re­port­ed what I saw, noth­ing more, noth­ing less. I have a ca­reer with the Air Force,

    buster, and I’m not go­ing to have my hard-​earned clear­ances jerked be­cause of some

    pint-​sized Char­lie Chan in a silk house­dress.”




    “You are very ex­cit­ed for some­one with noth­ing to hide,” Chi­un said lev­el­ly.




    Robin Green turned to find that the tiny Ko­re­an was sud­den­ly be­hind her.




    “Look,” she told him. “It took me three sol­id days of con­vinc­ing be­fore they let me

    con­tin­ue this in­ves­ti­ga­tion. I had to pull strings like crazy, and I would nev­er have

    agreed to out­side help, but it was ei­ther com­pro­mise or die. I like the Air Force. I want

    to stay in it. I don’t want to end up in a rub­ber room be­cause my su­pe­ri­ors think I’ve

    been see­ing spooks.”




    “Re­mo, please tell this wom­an to low­er her voice,” Chi­un said im­pe­ri­ous­ly. “She is

    dis­turb­ing the del­icate vi­bra­tions of this room.” He turned on his heel.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju made a cir­cuit of the room, sniff­ing the air del­icate­ly.




    “This is sci­en­tif­ic?” Robin Green asked Re­mo.




    “He has the nose of a blood­hound,” Re­mo an­swered. “What do you smell, Lit­tle

    Fa­ther?”




    Chi­un’s but­ton nose wrin­kled up. “To­bac­co smoke. It is ru­in­ing ev­ery­thing.”




    “This was Risko’s room,” Robin ex­plained. “He was a smok­er. Poor guy.”




    “Did he die?” Re­mo asked.




    “Worse. They put him in charge of spe­cial projects and trans­ferred him to Lor­ing Air

    Force Base.”




    “That doesn’t sound so ter­ri­ble.”




    “Spe­cial-​projects du­ty is re­served for launch-​con­trol of­fi­cers weird­ed-​out from

    be­ing down in the hole too long and oth­er emo­tion­al bas­ket cas­es the Air Force is afraid

    to turn loose on the civil­ian pop­ula­tion.”




    “Oh,” Re­mo said, un­der­stand­ing.




    “Pah!” Chi­un said in dis­gust, join­ing them in the cor­ri­dor. “Take me to the oth­er

    places.”




    At the walk-​in freez­er, Robin Green calm­ly ex­plained how, on four suc­ces­sive nights,

    she had sat in front of the big stain­less-​steel door wait­ing for the thief. “No one ev­er

    came near the place,” she said. “That door was nev­er opened, not even to in­spect it dur­ing

    my watch. Yet steaks were miss­ing each time.”




    Re­mo pulled on the freez­er-​door han­dle and looked in. The in­te­ri­or was like a

    re­frig­er­ator, ex­cept that a per­son could walk in­to it.




    Robin Green took them to the rear, where the meats were racked. There were sev­er­al thick

    steaks on a shelf.




    “See?” she said, con­den­sa­tion com­ing from her mouth. “There’s on­ly one door. On­ly one

    way in or out. Yet some­how he-​it . . . who­ev­er-​got in. And out again. It’s pure­ly

    im­pos­si­ble! How’d he pull it off, with blue smoke and mir­rors?”




    “Spir­its do not smoke,” Chi­un mut­tered au­di­bly as he stalked around the freez­er,

    sniff­ing.




    “Smell any­thing, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “No, it smells of dead an­imals. There is no live scent here.”




    “Nev­er mind the scent,” Robin Green spat. “What about get­ting in and out again? If there

    was ev­er a locked-​room mys­tery in re­al life, this is it.”




    “This would pose no prob­lem for a spir­it,” Chi­un an­nounced. “They are al­lowed to come

    and go as they de­sire. It is part of be­ing a ghost.”




    “There he goes again,” Robin said. She turned to Re­mo. “Look, you, tell me that this isn’t

    go­ing to turn in­to some kind of cir­cus.”




    “Hey, don’t talk to me, talk to him,” Re­mo protest­ed. “This is his show. I’m just an

    un­der­study.”




    “All right, you,” Robin said, turn­ing to Chi­un. “Let’s get this ghost thing out of the way

    right now. One: there is no such an­imal. No ghosts, no phan­toms, no spooks, no specters or

    ap­pari­tions. Two: ghosts-​even if they did ex­ist-​aren’t sub­stan­tial. They might be able

    to walk through a wall, but they sure can’t lift a steak, any more than I could kiss a bear.

    And three: even if we al­low for one and two, what would a ghost want with sev­er­al

    porter­house steaks, two pairs of size-​thir­ty-​two Calvin Klein stone-​washed jeans, and an

    as­sort­ment of Min­ute­man mis­sile parts rang­ing from a com­plete guid­ance pack­age to an

    arm­ing and fus­ing sys­tem?”




    Chi­un paused, his mouth half-​open. He shut it. He frowned.




    “She’s got you there, Chi­un.”




    Chi­un lift­ed his trou­bled fea­tures.




    “Show me the place from which these parts dis­ap­peared.”




    “Come on,” Robin Green said, stomp­ing off. Re­mo fol­lowed at a deco­rous dis­tance.




    “She is very ex­citable,” Chi­un re­marked.




    “You’re one to talk. And what do you think of what she said? A ghost wouldn’t have any use

    for all that stuff.”




    “Ko­re­an ghosts, no. Amer­ican ghosts, about which I am less con­ver­sant, may be a

    dif­fer­ent mat­ter. When my in­ves­ti­ga­tion is com­plet­ed, I may be able to of­fer a

    cor­rect and rea­son­able ex­pla­na­tion for why an Amer­ican ghost would have a need for such

    things.”




    “That alone might be worth the trip,” Re­mo said with a chuck­le.




    But his chuck­le died as they fol­lowed Robin Green down the cor­ri­dor. A Klax­on

    sud­den­ly broke in­to song. And sud­den­ly the halls were filled with run­ning uni­forms and

    wor­ried faces.




    Robin broke in­to a run. She flung her­self in­to the FSC’s of­fice.




    “What is it? What’s hap­pen­ing?” she de­mand­ed.




    “Trou­ble at Fox-4. We got a cook­ing bird!”




    “Oh, my God!”




    She pushed past Re­mo and Chi­un as if they weren’t there.




    “Come on, Chi­un,” Re­mo called. They fol­lowed her out of the build­ing. She jumped be­hind

    the wheel of Re­mo’s jeep and got the starter work­ing.




    Re­mo jumped in­to the pas­sen­ger seat, and as the jeep screeched around, head­ing for the

    gate, Re­mo shot a look back and saw that Chi­un was run­ning af­ter them. He hopped aboard,

    and perched on top of his trunk. He clutched his stovepipe hat to keep it from blow­ing

    off.




    “I sup­pose it’s too much to hope you’re not this ex­cit­ed be­cause some­one left a

    Thanks­giv­ing turkey in the mi­crowave too long?” Re­mo shout­ed.




    Robin Green sent the jeep tear­ing through the gate. It rolled back just in time.




    “A ‘cook­ing bird’ means that we’ve got a mis­sile about to launch it­self,” she bit

    out.




    “That’s what I was afraid of,” Re­mo said as rows of corn flashed past like flee­ing

    mul­ti­tudes.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    The Min­ute­man III mis­sile in the un­der­ground si­lo des­ig­nat­ed Fox-4 had been ANORS

    for two days.




    Cap­tain Cas­par Au­ton couldn’t have been hap­pi­er. ANORS meant As­sumed

    Non-​op­er­ational. A com­put­er in the un­der­ground launch fa­cil­ity in­di­cat­ed that the

    bird had de­vel­oped a glitch. No one knew what the glitch was, but no one was wor­ried. At any

    giv­en time, five per­cent of Amer­ican nu­cle­ar mis­siles were on ei­ther NORS or ANORS

    sta­tus-​they were down or as­sumed to be non­op­er­ational. It hap­pened with a cer­tain

    reg­ular­ity be­cause these de­vices were so com­pli­cat­ed.




    Cap­tain Cas­par Au­ton was launch-​con­trol of­fi­cer for Fox-4. He wore the gold launch

    key around his neck. So did his sta­tus of­fi­cer, Cap­tain Es­telle Mc­Crone. She sat at a

    launch-​sta­tus con­sole iden­ti­cal to Au­ton’s. It was on­ly twelve feet away in the nar­row

    equip­ment-​packed room. They were paired to­geth­er as part of the Air Force’s new fe­male

    in­te­gra­tion pro­gram, in which wom­en of­fi­cers were paired with men wher­ev­er pos­si­ble.

    De­spite spend­ing eight hours a day, three days a week with Cap­tain Mc­Crone, Au­ton bare­ly

    knew her. Which was fine with him. She had a hatch­et face and a body like a Bangladesh train

    wreck.




    It wasn’t that Au­ton had any­thing against ug­ly cap­tains. It was just that he had no

    de­sire to spend his last min­utes on earth in the com­pa­ny of one.




    When the fe­male in­te­gra­tion pro­gram was first an­nounced, the oth­er male launch

    of­fi­cers joked that when the time came, they would do their du­ty, then get down on the floor

    with their fe­male of­fi­cers and in­dulge in a quick­ie be­fore be­ing in­cin­er­at­ed in

    their un­der­ground launch-​con­trol room.




    In time of war, or when the bal­loon went up, as it was eu­phemisti­cal­ly known, it would

    be Cap­tains Au­ton and Mc­Crone’s du­ty to re­move their keys from around their necks, in­sert

    them in­to the paired con­soles, and, af­ter in­putting the prop­er pres­iden­tial launch

    codes, si­mul­ta­ne­ous­ly turn the keys. This ac­tion would launch the Min­ute­man III in the

    near­by si­lo.




    To­day, re­ceiv­ing pres­iden­tial au­tho­riza­tion was far from Cap­tain Au­ton’s mind. He

    sat at his con­sole do­ing cross­word puz­zles. He was on du­ty be­cause even though the bird

    was ANORS, there was no way to con­firm this un­til a tech­ni­cian looked it over. If a launch

    was called for, it was rea­soned that there was no harm in at­tempt­ing to launch the

    de­fec­tive birds too. No­body was go­ing to be alive fif­teen min­utes af­ter a first strike

    was called any­way. So what dif­fer­ence did it make?




    But Cap­tain Au­ton was nev­er­the­less in a re­laxed mood. He was try­ing to fig­ure out a

    six-​let­ter syn­onym for “frigid.” With a mis­chievous smile, he pen­ciled in the name

    “Es­telle.” The fi­nal E didn’t fit, so he erased it and tried again.




    He glanced over at Cap­tain Mc­Crone to see if she no­ticed his smile, when he saw her start

    sud­den­ly. Her pinched face went white. Dead white. The blood seemed to go right out of it.

    Her mouth moved, but no words came out.




    Then Au­ton no­ticed that his sta­tus board had lit up.




    “L-1-launch se­quence ini­ti­at­ed!” Mc­Crone sput­tered.




    “Stay calm,” Au­ton called over. “Re­mem­ber your train­ing. We get these from time to time.

    We’ll go through stan­dard launch-​in­hib­it tasks.”




    Fran­ti­cal­ly Au­ton ac­ti­vat­ed a timer. Ac­cord­ing to the loose-​leaf op­er­at­ing

    man­ual that al­ways lay open be­fore him, when the timer com­plet­ed its short cy­cle, the

    launch se­quence would be over­ri­den.




    But when the timer stopped, there was no change. The dig­ital launch count­down was still

    go­ing.




    “Mine didn’t take,” Au­ton called hoarse­ly.




    “Noth­ing’s hap­pen­ing on my board ei­ther,” Mc­Crone said shril­ly.




    “Digiswitch­es! Let’s go.”




    Flip­ping through his man­ual, Au­ton found the lock­out codes, and with both hands re­set

    ten small black thumb-​wheel digiswitch knobs to the des­ig­nat­ed num­ber se­quences.




    Noth­ing.




    “I hope to hell you have some good news for me, Mc­Crone,” Au­ton said. “Be­cause I got none

    for you.”




    “No,” Mc­Crone choked out. “What do we do?”




    “Keep try­ing!” But Au­ton knew it was of no use. His board wasn’t re­spond­ing. The

    com­put­er com­mands were just not tak­ing. Some­how. De­spite ev­ery fail-​safe and back­up.

    He picked up a phone hand­set and called the LCF.




    “Sit­ua­tion, sir. We have a launch en­able go­ing here. We can’t over­ride.”




    “Keep try­ing,” he was told. “We’ll do what we can from here.”




    “He says keep try­ing,” Cap­tain Au­ton shout­ed, as he worked fran­ti­cal­ly. He couldn’t

    un­der­stand it. His key was still around his neck. No codes had been en­tered. Yet the big

    bird was about to fly. A pan­el light lit up, in­di­cat­ing the si­lo roof was blow­ing back.

    She was go­ing to fly for sure. And the last thing on Cap­tain Au­ton’s mind was rolling around

    on the floor with his sta­tus of­fi­cer.




    He was in a white star­ing pan­ic.




    The si­lo roof was a two-​hun­dred-​ton con­crete form set on du­al steel tracks. Dy­na­mite

    charges ex­plod­ed, send­ing it shoot­ing along those tracks as the jeep car­ry­ing Re­mo,

    Chi­un, and OSI Spe­cial Agent Robin Green cleared the pro­tec­tive fence and bore down on the

    now-​ex­posed si­lo in a swirling tun­nel of dirt.




    “The roof’s blow­ing back!” Robin cried. She pressed down on the ac­cel­er­ator. The si­lo

    hatch slammed in­to the sand­bag bul­wark at the end of its short track, stop­ping cold.




    “Shouldn’t we be driv­ing in the op­po­site di­rec­tion?” Re­mo won­dered aloud.




    “Get ready to jump.”




    “What?”




    “Jump! Now!” Robin cried.




    “What are you go­ing to do?”




    “Just jump,” Robin re­peat­ed. “Both of you!”




    Re­mo start­ed to turn around. “What do you think, Chi­un?”




    But Chi­un wasn’t there. Re­mo saw him alight in a puff of road dust. His lac­quered trunk

    was float­ing down be­side him. With quick move­ments Chi­un grabbed it by one brass han­dle

    and spun like a top, redi­rect­ing its fall. It land­ed in­tact when Chi­un eased it out of its

    or­bit.




    “Are you go­ing to jump too?” Re­mo asked Robin.




    “If I can. Now, go!”




    “Suit your­self,” Re­mo said, push­ing him­self out of his seat. He hung mo­men­tar­ily to

    the jeep body like a para­troop­er about to hurl him­self in­to space. In an in­stant, Re­mo’s

    eyes read the speed of the ground mov­ing un­der him, cal­cu­lat­ed the ve­loc­ity with a

    for­mu­la that had noth­ing to do with math­emat­ics, and flung him­self in­to a ball. He spun

    in the air, and when he threw out his limbs, his left foot touched the ground, dug in, and

    Re­mo went cartwheel­ing like an ac­ro­bat. When his cen­trifu­gal force dis­si­pat­ed, Re­mo

    found him­self stand­ing on sol­id ground. He watched Robin Green send the jeep bar­rel­ing

    to­ward the open si­lo.




    Re­mo knew the mis­sile lay just be­low the ground lev­el, even if he couldn’t see it.




    The jeep raced for the si­lo rim. When it was on the verge of go­ing in, and on­ly then,

    Robin Green jumped.




    The driver­less jeep vault­ed the rim, seemed to hang in the air, wheels spin­ning over the

    big cir­cu­lar maw, and flew like a brick. Straight down.




    Re­mo flat­tened out and cov­ered his head. He wait­ed.




    There was no ex­plo­sion. The sound was more like a car crash. Then there was si­lence,

    ex­cept for the jeep’s mo­tor, which con­tin­ued rac­ing.




    Re­mo looked back and saw that Chi­un was anx­ious­ly ex­am­in­ing his trunk. Robin Green

    had rolled in­to the shel­ter of an an­gled flame-​de­flec­tor vent, and lay there with her

    arms clamped over her bright red hair. Present­ly she crawled to the si­lo and peered down.




    “It’s okay!” she called back to him.




    She was on her feet and dust­ing off her blue uni­form when Re­mo saun­tered up to her.




    He looked down in­to the si­lo. The jeep had struck the missle’s white reen­try ve­hi­cle

    and pushed it in like a punched nose. It was now wedged be­tween the mis­sile and the yel­low

    si­lo walls, hung up on a tan­gle of black im­bil­ical ca­bles, its rear wheels spin­ning at

    high speed.




    “That was pret­ty slick,” Re­mo said ad­mir­ing­ly as Robin shook dust from her hair.




    “We do this all the time,” she said dis­tract­ed­ly.




    “You do?”




    “You’d be amazed how of­ten we have near-​launch­es.”




    “I sure would,” Re­mo said, tak­ing an­oth­er look at the mis­sile. It was huge. Down­turned

    flood­lights il­lu­mi­nat­ed its en­tire length. “No chance it will launch?”




    “They usu­al­ly don’t, but we can’t take any chances. Nor­mal­ly we get here in time to

    drive a jeep or truck on­to the roof hatch. The weight is enough to keep the hatch from

    blow­ing. The sys­tem is pro­grammed not to launch un­til the hatch clears. But this one went

    through the se­quence pret­ty damn fast.”




    “Well, that’s that,” Re­mo said ca­su­al­ly.




    “Not re­al­ly. We got­ta find out what caused this. And we’d bet­ter get clear any­way.”




    “Why?”




    “Just come on.”




    Re­mo shrugged, and fol­lowed her. As they walked away, the si­lo sud­den­ly erupt­ed.




    Re­mo hit the dirt, tak­ing Robin with him. He looked back and there was a boil­ing black

    worm of smoke emerg­ing from the si­lo. The flash had been mo­men­tary.




    “What the hell was that?” Re­mo asked, open­mouthed.




    “The jeep went up,” Robin said la­con­ical­ly.




    “As long as it was on­ly the jeep,” Re­mo said as he start­ed to climb to his feet. He

    of­fered her his hand.




    “And what’s the idea of knock­ing me down like that?” she said, slap­ping Re­mo’s hand away.

    She grabbed it af­ter she struck him. “Owwwww! You’re hard­er than you look, for such a skin­ny

    guy.”




    “Spe­cial di­et,” Re­mo said, grin­ning.




    “Just keep your cot­ton-​pick­ing hands to your­self, okay? I’m a trained pro­fes­sion­al. I

    don’t like doors be­ing opened for me or any of that chick­en­shit. I pull my own weight.”




    “More than your own weight,” Re­mo said sin­cere­ly.




    “If that’s some kind of sex­ist re­mark about my bo­som, I’ll have you know I had heard

    ev­ery breast joke ev­er cre­at­ed be­fore I was fif­teen. Twice.”




    “Hey.” Re­mo said. “I didn’t mean it like that.”




    “Sure, sure.”




    “No. Re­al­ly. Hon­est.”




    “Save it for your re­port to Congress.”




    They ap­proached the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju in awk­ward si­lence.




    Chas­tened, Re­mo at­tempt­ed to light­en the mood.




    “Did you see what Robin just did, Lit­tle Fa­ther? She kept the mis­sile from launch­ing.

    Pret­ty brave, huh?”




    “She is an im­be­cile,” Chi­un spat. “I near­ly lost my trunk. It has been in my fam­ily

    since the days of Yui, my grand­fa­ther. Has she no re­spect for the prop­er­ty of

    oth­ers?”




    “What did you want me to do?” Robin hurled back. “It was a nu­cle­ar emer­gen­cy!”




    “You might have stopped to let me off.”




    “There was no time!” Robin sput­tered. “If that bird had gone up, the launch plume would

    have in­cin­er­at­ed us all any­way.”




    “I am not in­ter­est­ed in your lame ex­cus­es,” Chi­un re­tort­ed. “Re­mo, you will car­ry

    my trunk. Let us see what we can do to pre­vent fur­ther atroc­ities such as near­ly hap­pened

    here.”




    Robin Green watched the tiny Ori­en­tal walk huffi­ly down the dusty ac­cess road, her mouth

    hang­ing open. She shut it and put a ques­tion to Re­mo:




    “Did he un­der­stand one io­ta of what al­most hap­pened here?”




    “Prob­ably. Who knows? One thing I’ve learned is to avoid ar­gu­ing with him. I nev­er win.

    You won’t ei­ther.”




    “I’ll take that as a chal­lenge,” Robin said, start­ing off af­ter the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju.




    “Won­der­ful,” Re­mo mut­tered un­der his breath as he hoist­ed the big trunk across his

    thin shoul­ders. “I think all my trou­bles just went bal­lis­tic.”


  




  

    Chapter 5




    The Fox-4 si­lo could be reached from a fenced-​off ac­cess hatch in the mid­dle of an oat

    field. Robin Green led Re­mo and Chi­un down this and in­to the un­der­ground Field

    Main­te­nance build­ing. They had no spe­cial clear­ance to en­ter the si­lo it­self. So while

    the nec­es­sary red tape was be­ing cut, Robin left Re­mo and Chi­un in the mis­sile-​parts

    stor­age area.




    Chi­un walked around the area, sniff­ing.




    “I smell elec­tric­ity,” he said at last. He was puz­zled.




    “Sure. All this equip­ment,” Re­mo point­ed out.




    “It is not cling­ing to these ma­chine parts,” Chi­un said. “It hangs in the air. It is not

    right.”




    Then Robin re­turned to es­cort them to the un­der­ground launch fa­cil­ity through a pair

    of air-​lock-​like hatch­es, down a gleam­ing steel tun­nel to the si­lo it­self.




    They gath­ered at the launch plat­form on which the big en­gine noz­zle sat like a great

    silent bell. Gray-​over­alled AF­SC main­te­nance teams swarmed around them. Re­mo was

    sur­prised at all the cor­ro­sion and wa­ter seep­age. A rat scur­ried be­hind a ca­ble. Above

    them, tech­ni­cians worked on main­te­nance plat­forms, open­ing ac­cess pan­els and yank­ing

    um­bil­ical ca­bles. Far above, where day­light fil­tered down, the scorched jeep was be­ing

    lift­ed free by a chain hoist.




    A tech­ni­cian up on a high plat­form pulled his head from an ac­cess pan­el and called

    down:




    “Ev­ery­body can re­lax. This bird isn’t go­ing any­where. It’s been gut­ted.”




    “What do you mean, gut­ted?” Robin Green called up.




    “Just what I said. Gut­ted. Some­body pulled out all the firmware. It’s just not here.”




    “Let me see that,” she said, climb­ing up to the plat­form.




    The tech­ni­cian hand­ed her a flash­light. She shone it in through the hatch. The light

    picked out a mass of con­nec­tions and me­chan­ical de­vices. Tan­gles of flat con­nec­tor

    ca­ble hung slack, like de­tached hoses. Tooth-​like prongs gleamed hun­gri­ly.




    “See? All the BITE firmware has been yanked,” the tech­ni­cian was say­ing.




    “Just what is that? And use small words. I’m no ex­pert.”




    “BITE stands for built-​in test equip­ment. They’re most­ly ROM and PROM chips mount­ed on

    cards. They per­form con­stant di­ag­nos­tic tests of the bird’s sys­tems. This ex­plains why

    she’s been ANORS. But it doesn’t ex­plain how this stuff dis­ap­peared from a sealed

    mis­sile.”




    “I want a list of ev­ery man who worked around this bird since it was load­ed,” Robin Green

    said an­gri­ly.




    “That’s four years’ worth of du­ty ros­ters.”




    “Then you’d damn well bet­ter get start­ed, hadn’t you? And I want it by oh-​six-​hun­dred

    hours.”




    Robin joined Re­mo and Chi­un be­low.




    “You were pret­ty tough on him,” Re­mo re­marked.




    “Don’t let these hoot­ers fool you,” Robin snapped, cock­ing a thumb at her chest. “I’m all

    busi­ness.”




    An Air Force se­cu­ri­ty po­lice­man in cam­ou­flage fa­tigues and an olive-​drab hel­met

    em­bla­zoned with the Strate­gic Air Com­mand crest ap­proached.




    “Beg­ging your par­don, ma’am,” he said. “The launch and sta­tus of­fi­cers are be­ing held

    for you in the LC, as per your re­quest.”




    “Come on, you two.”




    Re­mo picked up Chi­un’s trunk. He tucked it un­der one arm, al­though it was ob­vi­ous­ly

    very heavy.




    “I’m be­gin­ning to feel like the fifth wheel on this job,” he com­plained.




    “Just do not drop my trunk,” Chi­un sniffed, hur­ry­ing ahead of him.




    In the launch-​con­trol room the launch of­fi­cers ner­vous­ly wait­ed un­der the steely

    gaze of an­oth­er SP in fa­tigues, who stood with his hands clasped be­hind his back. A

    tech­ni­cian was open­ing up one of the du­al boards.




    “Look,” he said.




    While the tech­ni­cian held a light steady, Robin Green ex­am­ined the con­sole’s

    in­nards.




    “What am I look­ing for?” she asked.




    “The launch-​in­hib­it mod­ule.”




    “Is that the boxy thing?”




    “No. The launch-​in­hib­it mod­ule is nor­mal­ly con­nect­ed to the boxy thing. But it’s not

    there.”




    Robin Green stood up. “Not there? As in miss­ing?”




    The tech­ni­cian nod­ded grim­ly. “Some­one stole it,” he said.




    “Get me the du­ty ros­ter of ev­ery­one who per­formed main­te­nance on this con­sole.”




    “Not nec­es­sary. I was the last one to open her up.”




    “Do you re­mem­ber the launch-​in­hib­it mod­ule be­ing there?”




    “It was there two days ago. And I can guar­an­tee you that no one’s opened this con­sole

    un­til a few min­utes ago.”




    “How can you be cer­tain?”




    “Be­cause it was the act of dis­con­nect­ing the mod­ule that trig­gered the launch

    se­quence.”




    “That means-“




    “It was lift­ed in the last hour. Don’t ask me how. Grem­lins. Mar­tians. Blue smoke and

    mir­rors. Take your pick.”




    Chi­un cocked an ear in the man’s di­rec­tion and his face grew more in­tent. He whis­pered

    some­thing to Re­mo, who in re­sponse shook his head and hissed, “Not now.”




    “Where are the launch of­fi­cers?” Robin shout­ed, turn­ing around. “Step for­ward!”




    Cap­tains Au­ton and Mc­Crone stepped for­ward sheep­ish­ly.




    Robin Green shoved her flash­light in­to their faces. They fliched from its hard glare.




    “Don’t look away when I’m ad­dress­ing you. Stand easy. I’m Green. OSI. Let’s make this

    eas­ier all the way around. You were both on du­ty. You sat twelve feet apart in full view of

    each oth­er. Nei­ther one of you could have lift­ed the mod­ule with­out col­lu­sion on the

    part of the oth­er. There­fore, you’re both guilty of theft and trea­son. Who wants to talk

    first?”




    Cap­tain Au­ton spoke up. “Ma’am, I had noth­ing to do with this. And I can vouch for

    Cap­tain Mc­Crone.”




    Robin frowned. “You!” she barked, switch­ing the beam in­to Cap­tain Mc­Crone’s dark

    eyes.




    “Ma’am, I was sit­ting at my board, as was Cap­tain Au­ton. The mod­ule may be miss­ing from

    his con­sole, but I can as­sure you that Cap­tain Au­ton was at his post at all times.”




    “I see,” Robin said tight­ly. “A pair of col­lab­ora­tors.”




    “Hold,” Chi­un said. “Al­low me to speak with them.”




    “What good will that do?” Robin de­mand­ed hot­ly.




    “I be­lieve they speak the truth. I wish to ver­ify this.”




    “And how do you pro­pose to ac­com­plish that?” Robin said, eye­ing Chi­un’s scrawny arms as

    he shook them free of his sleeves.




    “A sim­ple in­ter­ro­ga­tion,” Chi­un said bland­ly.




    “That’s up to OSI. This isn’t your de­part­ment.” Robin turned to the stony-​faced SP.

    “Guard, these two are not to in­ter­fere with my in­ter­ro­ga­tion. Got that?”




    The SP took a ten­ta­tive step for­ward.




    Chi­un turned to Re­mo. “Re­mo.”




    “Gotcha, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said, flash­ing an A-​okay sign.




    Re­mo stepped back and took the sur­prised guard by one wrist. He piv­ot­ed in place,

    send­ing the man slip-​slid­ing out of the con­trol room. Re­mo shut the door af­ter him. The

    guard could be heard beat­ing on the thick met­al with his trun­cheon and blow­ing his whis­tle

    fu­ri­ous­ly.




    “Go ahead, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” Re­mo said calm­ly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped up to the trem­bling of­fi­cers.




    “Do not be afraid,” he mur­mured. “I wish mere­ly to speak with you. Will you an­swer one,

    pos­si­bly two, sim­ple ques­tions from a harm­less old man?”




    The pair hes­itat­ed, look­ing to Robin Green.




    Robin shrugged. “Go ahead.”




    “Here,” Chi­un said, ex­tend­ing claw­like fin­gers. “Take my in­firm old hand, if it will

    re­as­sure you.”




    When the pair took Chi­un’s hand in theirs, they sud­den­ly fell to their knees, faces

    twist­ing, their bod­ies writhing in agony.




    “Speak now!” Chi­un urged them. “On­ly the truth will stop the pain.”




    “I don’t know any­thing! Re­al­ly!” Au­ton howled.




    Mc­Crone shrilled that she knew noth­ing ei­ther.




    Au­ton point­ed out that they were locked in this con­trol room. If ei­ther of them had

    lift­ed the mod­ule, it would still be here.




    Chi­un re­leased their hands. He faced Robin Green and tucked his hands to­geth­er

    solemn­ly.




    “They speak the truth,” he an­nounced.




    “Non­sense,” she re­tort­ed.




    “Check out their sto­ry, then,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed. “Have the place searched.”




    “I’ll need the guard.”




    Re­mo re­leased the door and the guard crashed in, his sidearm out and wa­ver­ing be­tween

    Re­mo and Chi­un.




    “Oh, put that away,” Robin said in an an­noyed tone.




    When the SP hes­itat­ed, Re­mo re­lieved him of his hel­met. He clamped it over the

    au­to­mat­ic and ma­nip­ulat­ed the hel­met with swift fin­ger strokes. The hel­met rapid­ly

    com­pressed in­to a mashed ball that en­veloped the guard’s hand and weapon. The SP looked at

    it stupid­ly.




    “How did you do that?” Robin Green want­ed to know.




    “Do what?” Re­mo asked ca­su­al­ly.




    “Oh, nev­er mind,” Robin said ex­as­per­at­ed­ly. She or­dered the SP to go get his hand

    at­tend­ed to.




    The SP re­treat­ed from the room. Oth­er SP’s came, sum­moned by the first one’s whis­tle.

    Robin or­dered them to take apart ev­ery square inch of the room un­til they found the miss­ing

    mod­ule.




    Af­ter a three-​hour search, no mod­ule turned up.




    “I give up,” Robin Green said mo­rose­ly.




    “Good,” Chi­un said. “Now it is my turn. Re­mo, the trunk.”




    “Over there, Lit­tle Fa­ther.”




    Chi­un bent over his trunk and un­locked it with a brass key. He flung the lid back and came

    away with his hands full of what seemed to Re­mo like cer­emo­ni­al ob­jects.




    As they watched in open­mouthed amaze­ment, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju be­gan to set crude

    can­dles at ev­ery cor­ner of the con­trol room. He lit them. Then he took three jars of

    col­ored flu­ids to the cen­ter of the room.




    He poured a pink­ish flu­id in a dish in the mid­dle of the floor and ig­nit­ed it with one

    of the can­dles. Then he poured a blue flu­id in a cir­cle around the burn­ing dish.




    Robin Green held her nose against the stench that re­sult­ed. Re­mo sim­ply keyed his

    breath­ing down so that his nos­trils fil­tered out the most dis­agree­able as­pects of the

    smell.




    “What on earth is he do­ing?” Robin asked Re­mo.




    “Si­lence,” Chi­un com­mand­ed.




    Then the Mas­ters of Sinan­ju took up two bam­boo sticks that were dec­orat­ed with

    vari­col­ored feath­ers and topped with sil­ver bells. He be­gan to stalk around the burn­ing

    bowl and his voice rose from its usu­al squeaky pitch to a qua­ver­ing howl that re­mind­ed

    Re­mo of a lovesick al­ley cat.




    It re­mind­ed Robin Green of some­thing en­tire­ly dif­fer­ent.




    “What is he do­ing?” she asked tart­ly. “A rain dance?”




    Re­mo, who knew Ko­re­an, lis­tened for a mo­ment and of­fered what he called a loose

    trans­la­tion.




    “It sounds like he’s say­ing some­thing to the ef­fect of ‘Be­gone, spir­its of the out­er

    void. Re­turn from whence you came. Leave this ridicu­lous mis­sile and the un­sa­vory steaks

    and gar­ments to the liv­ing. There is noth­ing here for you.’ Un­quote.”




    “An ex­or­cism!” Robin shrieked. “He’s per­form­ing an ex­or­cism on a nu­cle­ar fa­cil­ity!

    Oh, I’m not see­ing this! I’m not hear­ing this.”




    “Hey,” Re­mo said. “I said it was a loose trans­la­tion. I might have got­ten a few of the

    words wrong.”




    “Well, I’m putting a stop to this right now.”




    Robin Green start­ed for­ward. Re­mo caught her by the waist.




    “Uh-​uh,” he said. “Se­ri­ous­ly.”




    “Let me go, you big goof. I have au­thor­ity here.”




    “You may have au­thor­ity, but not over him. Look.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was now in a fren­zy of mo­tion. He ran from wall to wall,

    lit­er­al­ly bounc­ing off them. When­ev­er he bounced, he struck the wall with one of the

    bam­boo rods. He leapt in­to the air, twirling like a dervish. The sil­ver bells jin­gled like

    sleigh bells. Chi­un seemed to be us­ing the rods to de­scribe in­vis­ible cir­cles in the

    air.




    “There was a time when he was ad­dict­ed to soap op­eras,” Re­mo ex­plained. “No­body, but

    no­body, ev­er in­ter­fered with his dai­ly view­ing. A cou­ple of times peo­ple did. I al­ways

    had to dis­pose of the bod­ies.”




    “Bod­ies! Him?”




    “Parts of bod­ies, ac­tu­al­ly. They looked like they had walked in­to a bal­ing ma­chine or

    some­thing.”




    “Him?” Robin re­peat­ed in­cred­ulous­ly.




    “Trust me.”




    “That’s ridicu­lous! He can’t weigh more then nine­ty pounds.”




    “A black wid­ow spi­der weighs even less.”




    “Well, I don’t care. This is chick­en­shit. And it’s got to stop.”




    At the sound of Robin’s shout­ed words, Chi­un sud­den­ly stopped in his tracks.




    “Thank you for re­mind­ing me,” he said, go­ing to the trunk. He re­turned with two jars of

    a dark ashy sub­stance. He hand­ed one to Robin.




    “Since you are ob­vi­ous­ly fa­mil­iar with this rit­ual, you may help,” he said. “Dip your

    fin­ger in­to the jar and anoint first your fore­head, then ev­ery­thing else in this room that

    is green. For they like green and use it to em­pow­er them­selves.”




    “Green?” Robin croaked.




    “Yes. Be cer­tain to do your fore­head first. It will pro­tect you. Even if you are not

    tru­ly green, but on­ly named so.”




    “What is this stuff?” Robin asked, bring­ing a smudge of it to her nos­trils.




    “It is the chick­en stuff of which you spoke, of course,” said Chi­un, who then marched off

    and be­gan smear­ing ash over ev­ery green sta­tus light and in­di­ca­tor on the twin

    con­soles.




    Robin Green’s eyes widened in hor­ror. “Chick­en . . . ? He can’t mean that this . . . This

    isn’t… I mean …”




    “Search me,” Re­mo said. “Guano isn’t my area of ex­per­tise. But maybe you’d bet­ter do as

    he says. You’re start­ing to look a lit­tle green around the gills.”




    Robin didn’t re­ply. Her ex­pres­sion was dazed.




    At length Chi­un fin­ished his min­is­tra­tions to the launch-​con­trol room.




    “All done, Chi­un?”




    “No. I must do the mis­sile too. I will do all the mis­siles so that the wicked ghost

    caus­es no ac­ci­den­tal launch­ings.”




    “There are ten mis­siles at­tached to this LCF alone,” Robin Green point­ed out. “And

    fif­teen LCF’s in the grid. That’s one hun­dred and fifty mis­sile si­los.”




    “I will start with this one. If nec­es­sary, I will do oth­ers.”




    “Bet­ter hu­mor him,” Re­mo said quick­ly. “The soon­er we’re done, the soon­er we can get

    on with the re­al in­ves­ti­ga­tion.”




    “This is mad­ness. But all right. Just let go of me.”




    “Huh?”




    “You’ve still got your arms wrapped around my waist, buster. Or haven’t you no­ticed?”




    “Oh! Sor­ry,” Re­mo said, his face red­den­ing. “I just didn’t want you to get hurt.” He

    re­leased her.




    An hour lat­er, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju stepped back from the si­lo hatch to Fox-4. He

    sur­veyed the hatch from ev­ery an­gle. The en­tire sur­face was cov­ered with ar­cane Ko­re­an

    sym­bols, daubed on in dried chick­en guano. He had placed one of the feath­ered rods to the

    north of the si­lo and the oth­er to the south. They tin­kled in the breeze like wind

    chimes.




    “Fi­nal­ly,” he in­toned, ad­dress­ing a ring of se­cu­ri­ty po­lice, whom he had set to

    beat­ing on their hel­mets be­cause it fright­ened off cer­tain kinds of spir­its, “I de­clare

    this ab­surd con­trap­tion proof against spir­its, demons, and oth­er in­hab­itants of the

    out­er void. You may all go about your busi­ness nor­mal­ly.”




    “I don’t be­lieve this,” Robin Green groaned. “I’m go­ing to be drummed out of OSI for

    this.”




    “Hey, who you gonna call?” Re­mo joked. When Robin Green gave him the ben­efit of the

    stoni­est ex­pres­sion Re­mo had seen since vis­it­ing Mount Rush-​more, Re­mo added, “But

    se­ri­ous­ly, now that Chi­un is sat­is­fied, we can re­al­ly go af­ter this guy.”




    “How?”




    “We know he likes steaks. Let’s put a hook in one. Maybe he’ll take the bait again.”




    “I al­ready tried that. You know what hap­pened.”




    “Did you ev­er wait for him in­side the freez­er?”




    “No. I didn’t dare. No one on the LCF knew I was OSI. If I got locked in, I could have

    frozen to death be­fore any­one re­al­ized I was miss­ing.”




    “I guar­an­tee that I won’t let that hap­pen,” Re­mo said, smil­ing broad­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    OSI Spe­cial Agent Robin Green shiv­ered be­hind a hang­ing side of beef.




    She clutched the white blan­ket around her more tight­ly. The blan­ket was white to help her

    blend in with the col­or of the butch­er pa­per in which the as­sort­ment of pork chops, ribs,

    and oth­er meats that oc­cu­pied the up­per shelves at the rear of the freez­er were wrapped.

    She perched on the low­est shelf.




    “I swear,” she mut­tered, “af­ter tonight, I’m nev­er go­ing to eat meat again.”




    “Did you say some­thing?” Re­mo asked, stick­ing his head in­to the freez­er. The over­head

    light came on au­to­mat­ical­ly.




    “Shut that door!” she scold­ed. “I was on­ly talk­ing to my­self.”




    “Oops! Sor­ry,” Re­mo said, shut­ting the door. The freez­er went dark again.




    How the hell did he hear me through that door? Robin thought. I spoke un­der my breath.




    But that wasn’t the most amaz­ing thing she had seen Re­mo, or even Chi­un, for that

    mat­ter, do in the few hours she had known them.




    If they were GAO, then Robin Green was PTA. But they had been cleared by the high­est

    au­thor­ities. Robin had at­tempt­ed to back­track their clear­ance. The base com­man­der at

    Grand Forks had in­formed her that it came from the Pen­tagon. When she at­tempt­ed to trace

    the spe­cif­ic of­fice or ser­vice branch, she was in­formed that their clear­ance didn’t

    orig­inate in the Pen­tagon. The Pen­tagon was on­ly a con­ve­nient con­duit.




    The last Robin Green had heard, the Pen­tagon was not an arm of the Gen­er­al Ac­count­ing

    Of­fice. Hell, they were mor­tal en­emies in the year­ly bat­tle of the bud­gets.




    It didn’t fig­ure. But there they were, T-​shirts, feath­ered wands, and ev­ery­thing.




    As Robin’s eyes read­just­ed to the dark­ness, she shift­ed again. Her head struck the shelf

    di­rect­ly above, knock­ing over a rack of ribs. She looked to see if the dis­placed ribs

    ex­posed her to view. They didn’t. She pulled the blan­ket about her more tight­ly.




    When she looked up, the air was filled with a soft white glow, and even un­der her blan­ket

    she felt the hair on her arms rise like a mil­lion salut­ing in­sect an­ten­nae.




    It was there. Right in the freez­er. It glowed. Its back was to her. From head to toe it was

    a blur­ry white, like a fuzzy blan­ket with a light un­der it. Ex­cept that all over its body,

    gold­en veins showed. They swam with light. It was as if this thing had veins on the out­side

    of its skin through which light in­stead of blood coursed. And on its back was slung a

    nap­sack­like thing, al­so white. It was open at the top, with two ca­bles com­ing out of it

    like ten­ta­cles. They looped up to con­nec­tors in its shoul­ders.




    It was man­like, Robin saw. It had two hu­manoid legs and two arms-​al­though she couldn’t

    quite see the arms clear­ly. It was bent over the steak rack. The back of its head was as

    smooth and white as an egg. Hair­less, it lacked those gold­en veins.




    Robin Green knew the white thing had not en­tered by the freez­er door. It could not have

    got­ten past Re­mo and Chi­un. And even if it had, the light would have gone on

    au­to­mat­ical­ly. And it had not.




    Un­less . . . un­less he had killed the elec­tric­ity. No, that wasn’t it, she re­al­ized.

    The com­pres­sors still hummed. But there was an­oth­er sound. A crin­kling. Rhyth­mic and

    brit­tle. It was like the slow crush­ing of stiff cel­lo­phane. It start­ed sud­den­ly, and

    Robin no­ticed that the fuzzy glow had fad­ed. The white thing now re­sem­bled some glossy

    white crea­ture. The gold­en veins had fad­ed away. No, they were still there. But they were

    col­or­less now.




    Then the ap­pari­tion spoke.




    “Krah­see­vah!” it breathed.




    Robin Green tried to speak. Noth­ing came out of her chat­ter­ing mouth ex­cept cold

    con­den­sa­tion. She de­cid­ed to scream.




    But be­fore she could sum­mon up the breath for a re­al­ly good yell, the ap­pari­tion

    turned.




    And then Robin Green saw the crea­ture’s pro­file.




    It was fea­ture­less. It stuck out like a white blis­ter. Her scream died in her throat. As

    she watched, the blis­ter con­tract­ed, and Robin knew that was the source of the crin­kling

    sound. In­hale. Crin­kle. Ex­hale. Blis­ter. In­hale. Crin­kle. Ex­hale. Blis­ter.




    Ev­ery time it took in air, the blis­ter crin­kled in­ward. Then it bal­looned out. It was

    breath­ing some­how. It was breath­ing even though it didn’t have a nose or mouth or eyes or

    any­thing. Just a smooth fea­ture­less blis­ter that ex­pand­ed and col­lapsed like some

    grue­some ex­ter­nal lung.




    It was too much for Robin Green. She cov­ered her head with the blan­ket and start­ed

    scream­ing.




    “He’s here! In here! He’s here!” Robin shout­ed.




    The light went on. The door opened and Re­mo and Chi­un were sud­den­ly in the freez­er.

    Robin shook the blan­ket off and jumped from her hid­ing place.




    “Where?” Re­mo de­mand­ed, look­ing around.




    “Right there!”




    Robin point­ed to the rear of the freez­er.




    “I don’t see any­thing,” Re­mo said.




    “Damn! He flew the coop again!”




    Chi­un ap­proached the wall, tap­ping it with his long fin­ger­nails. “He dis­ap­peared

    through this wall?” he de­mand­ed.




    “I think so! What took you so damn long?”




    “We were here be­fore you fin­ished scream­ing,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “I did not scream,” Robin said de­fen­sive­ly. “I called for help.”




    “Sound­ed like a scream to me.”




    “You are such a chau­vin­ist jerk, you know that?” Robin shout­ed, clutch­ing her­self. She

    shiv­ered un­con­trol­lably.




    “Re­mo, do you smell it?” Chi­un asked sud­den­ly.




    Re­mo sniffed the air.




    “Yeah. Elec­tric­ity. It’s very strong.”




    Robin Green sniffed the air too. It smelled cold to her. Like old ice cubes.




    “I don’t smell any­thing,” she said.




    “There are four steaks miss­ing,” Re­mo said, ex­am­in­ing the steak shelf. “The four

    biggest, thick­est, juici­est, most suc­cu­lent-“




    “Re­mo!” Chi­un ad­mon­ished.




    “Sor­ry,” Re­mo said. “I haven’t had a steak in years and years. You miss lit­tle things

    like that.”




    “Well, don’t just stand there,” Robin snapped. “He went through that wall. Maybe we can

    still catch him.”




    “Yes, for once this loud fe­male is cor­rect, Re­mo,” Chi­un said. “We will search.”




    They searched the en­tire launch-​con­trol fa­cil­ity. The post went to full alert. No trace

    of a white-​skinned man­like crea­ture with ex­ter­nal gold­en veins was found.




    “He must have left the fa­cil­ity,” Robin sug­gest­ed at last.




    “We can split up,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed. “There’s a lot of ground to cov­er. But we can make

    good time if ev­ery­one pitch­es in.”




    “Not nec­es­sary,” she barked sud­den­ly. “Come on.”




    Re­mo fol­lowed her out to the LCF perime­ter. A green Air Force Bell Ranger he­li­copter

    was set­tling to the ground. A ma­jor stepped out, clutch­ing his cap against the prop

    wash.




    Robin ran up to him and said, “Ma­jor, I’m com­man­deer­ing your chop­per.”




    The ma­jor be­gan to blus­ter, but Robin flashed her OSI card and he sub­sid­ed.




    Robin waved Re­mo and Chi­un in­to the he­li­copter.




    “Step out, air­man,” Robin told the pi­lot. “I’m rat­ed for one of these birds.”




    The pi­lot hasti­ly got out of the way while Robin seized the con­trols. She test­ed the

    cyclic con­trol and worked the di­rec­tion­al-​con­trol ped­als while Re­mo and Chi­un climbed

    aboard. The he­li­copter lift­ed off like an an­gry buzz saw.




    “You han­dled that ma­jor like you out­ranked him,” Re­mo said over the tur­bine noise. “Do

    you?”




    “No,” Robin said tart­ly, “but he doesn’t know that.”




    “Oh, It’s get­ting dark. Think we can find our phan­tom?”




    “He was all white and he glowed. He should be easy to spot,” Robin ex­plained over the

    ro­tor churn.




    “I hate to break this to you,” Re­mo said. “But Chi­un and I didn’t see or hear a

    thing.”




    “He spoke. You didn’t hear that?”




    Re­mo frowned. “What did he say?”




    “It sound­ed like ‘grasee­va’ or some­thing.”




    “I thought that was you,” Re­mo said.




    “Me? Why would I say some­thing like that?”




    “That’s what I won­dered. I fig­ured maybe you were mut­ter­ing un­der your breath

    again.”




    “You know, if you’d act­ed when you heard that, you’d have been in time to catch him.”




    “And if it was on­ly you, you’d have bit­ten my head off.”




    Robin Green was silent for a long while as she cant­ed the Bell Ranger in spi­ral­ing

    cir­cles.




    “You’re right,” she said fi­nal­ly in a qui­et voice. “I’m sor­ry. There was some­thing

    else. Some­thing I’m al­most afraid to men­tion.”




    “What’s that?”




    “Re­mem­ber the car bat­tery I saw go through the wall the day the jeans were stolen? Well,

    I just saw it again. It was strapped to the thing’s back.”




    “Re­al­ly?”




    “That’s not the strange part. It had a brand name on it. It was a Sears car bat­tery.”




    Re­mo looked at Robin Green’s tense pro­file.




    “Don’t look at me like that,” she said tight­ly.




    “I won­der,” Chi­un mused from the back of the he­li­copter.




    “What’s that, Lit­tle Fa­ther?”




    “Why would an Amer­ican ghost be speak­ing Rus­sian?”




    Re­mo and Robin ex­changed glances.




    But be­fore ei­ther of them could ask the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju what he meant by that re­mark,

    Robin Green’s voice lift­ed.




    “There!” she called, point­ing down. “There in that field. See? He’s run­ning.”




    A tiny white fig­ure dart­ed be­tween rows of corn. It shone faint­ly, like a

    glow-​in-​the-​dark light switch seen from a dis­tance. It made for a soli­tary tree and popped

    be­hind it. It didn’t come out again.




    “Must be tak­ing a leak,” Re­mo re­marked.




    “I’m go­ing to set her down,” Robin warned them “Get on the horn and call for sup­port.”




    “Glad to,” Re­mo said, reach­ing for the ra­dio. “Just tell me how to work this thing.”




    “Nev­er mind,” Robin said dis­mal­ly as she set­tled the he­li­copter down to­ward the

    rip­pling grass.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    “He’s got to be up there,” Robin Green said wor­ried­ly, shin­ing a flash­light up in­to the

    thick tan­gle of oak branch­es. She held her au­to­mat­ic in the oth­er hand. It was cocked and

    aimed up­ward.




    The he­li­copter sat on­ly a hun­dred yards away, its ro­tors whirling qui­et­ly. The lazy

    back­wash stirred the leaves and her short red hair.




    Re­mo stared up in­to the tree. “I don’t see any­one,” he said. “How about you, Chi­un?”




    Chi­un walked around the thick tree bole, his parch­ment lips com­pressed in

    con­cen­tra­tion. “No,” he ad­mit­ted.




    “Well, we know he ducked be­hind this tree,” Robin said pee­vish­ly. “I saw him. We all saw

    him.”




    “Guess so,” Re­mo said vague­ly.




    “Pos­si­bly,” Chi­un re­marked. His hazel eyes were in­tent on the ground.




    “This is the on­ly tree on this field,” Robin said. When no one replied, she went on: “Look,

    let’s ap­proach this ra­tio­nal­ly. We saw him go be­hind the tree. He’s not be­hind the tree.

    Okay. But we know he didn’t run away from the tree, oth­er­wise we would have spot­ted him.

    Er­go, he’s up the tree.”




    “If he were up there, he would glow,” Re­mo point­ed out. “We’d see him.”




    “One of us should go up there to make sure,” Robin sug­gest­ed.




    “Waste of time,” Re­mo said, look­ing around the field.




    “Then I’ll go,” Robin said, tuck­ing her light in­to her belt. She un­cocked her

    au­to­mat­ic and bol­stered it. Then she shin­nied up the thick bole un­til she got hold of a

    sol­id branch, and lev­ered her­self in­to the crotch of a limb. She pulled out her

    flash­light, shin­ing it this way and that.




    “I take back what I said about that one,” Chi­un told Re­mo as they watched her throw light

    around.




    “What do you mean?”




    “She is cor­rect­ly named. She refers to ev­ery­thing, whether it is an atom­ic mis­sile or

    a he­li­copter, as a bird. Now she is demon­strat­ing that she is per­fect­ly at home perched

    on a tree branch. She is in­deed a robin, even if she is not tru­ly green.”




    “I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to hear that, Lit­tle Fa­ther.” Re­mo cupped his hands to his

    mouth. “See any­thing?” he called up.




    Robin Green peered down through the thick­en­ing dusk.




    “No,” she said won­der­ing­ly. “I don’t un­der­stand this. We all saw him go be­hind this

    very tree. But there are no foot­prints lead­ing away.”




    “And there are none lead­ing to it,” Chi­un point­ed out. “Ex­cept our own.”




    “What?” Robin Green scram­bled down the tree, ag­ile as a mon­key.




    “Damn these jugs,” she said, fix­ing her blouse. “My but­tons came loose while I was up

    there. You’d think the Air Force would de­sign their uni­forms to take the full-​fig­ured

    wom­an in­to ac­count.” She looked up. “Well, you don’t have to stare.”




    “I was not star­ing,” Chi­un said in­dig­nant­ly.




    “I meant him,” Robin re­tort­ed, in­di­cat­ing Re­mo, who then pre­tend­ed to look away.

    “I’ll nev­er fath­om the Amer­ican male fas­ci­na­tion with boobs.”




    “Like at­tract­ing like,” Chi­un mut­tered. Re­mo shot him a with­er­ing glance.




    “Now, what’s this about no foot­prints?” Robin de­mand­ed, once more pre­sentable.




    “Be­hold,” Chi­un said, point­ing to the dusty earth. The tree was sur­round­ed by the

    patch­work of many feet.




    “This is mine,” Robin said, kick­ing at one set of prints.”




    “And these are mine,” Chi­un said, press­ing his san­dal in­to a del­icate foot­print. It

    fit­ted per­fect­ly. “And these ridicu­lous­ly large ones are Re­mo’s, of course,” Chi­un

    added.




    “No, some of them must be­long to that thing,” Robin coun­tered. “We all saw him come this

    way. You, Re­mo, come with me. We’ll do a pro­cess of elim­ina­tion.”




    “Why me, Lord?” Re­mo asked the heav­ens. But he al­lowed Robin to lead him around the tree.

    Each time he stepped in­to one of the large foot­prints, it fit­ted. And Robin then would erase

    it with the heel of her boot.




    When they were done, all that re­mained were her foot­prints and those of the Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju. And a string of tracks be­long­ing to all three lead­ing back to the

    he­li­copter.




    “No strange foot­prints com­ing. No foot­prints go­ing away,” Robin moaned. “How am I go­ing

    to ex­plain this? How the hell am I go­ing to write this up? They al­ready have a psy­chi­atric

    no­ta­tion in my files from the oth­er day.”




    “Look, we’re wast­ing time here,” Re­mo point­ed out. “Ob­vi­ous­ly he got away. Let’s get

    up­stairs again. Maybe we can spot him from the air.”




    “No. No. He came to this tree. He’s still here. I don’t care if he is a ghost and doesn’t

    leave foot­prints. This is wide-​open space. We would have seen him run­ning off. He’s

    some­where around this damn tree. We just have to fig­ure out where.”




    “Okay, tell me where to start look­ing and I will,” Re­mo said.




    “I don’t know,” Robin moaned un­hap­pi­ly.




    At that mo­ment a dusty sta­tion wag­on pulled up. A farmer in over­alls cranked down the

    win­dow and put his seamed face out.




    “Some­thing wrong here, folks?” he drawled.




    “Do you own this field?” Robin asked him.




    “All but what the gov­ern­ment took for their dang si­lo.”




    “Then I’m sor­ry. But I’m go­ing to have to ask you to leave,” Robin told him. “This is an

    of­fi­cial Air Force in­ves­ti­ga­tion. You’ll be no­ti­fied of the seizure.”




    “What seizure? What are you seiz­ing?”




    “I’m afraid I’m go­ing to have to con­fis­cate this tree in the name of the U.S. Air

    Force.”




    “That there tree? What’s it done?”




    “That’s clas­si­fied. Now, could you please be on your way?”




    The farmer stared at them. His eyes went to Robin, then to Re­mo, and fi­nal­ly to Chi­un,

    who stood mag­nif­icent in his blue-​and-​white silk ki­mono.




    “I’m gonna have to check on this, you know,” he said, putting the sta­tion wag­on in­to

    re­verse.




    Af­ter he was gone, Re­mo had what he thought was a rea­son­able ques­tion.




    “How do you con­fis­cate a tree?”




    “With chain saw and winch­es,” Robin re­tort­ed. “Now, ex­cuse me while I ra­dio for

    equip­ment.” She start­ed walk­ing back to the he­li­copter.




    The ground shook sud­den­ly. She whirled.




    “What the hell?” she blurt­ed, be­hold­ing a cu­ri­ous sight. Re­mo was on one side of the

    tree, Chi­un on the oth­er. Re­mo kicked at the base of the tree. It shud­dered vi­olent­ly.

    Re­mo’s foot left a dis­tinct­ly no­tice­able dent. Then Chi­un kicked at the op­po­site side.

    He kicked a lit­tle high­er than Re­mo had. About a foot high­er. His del­icate san­dals left a

    dent too. Then Re­mo kicked again.




    As Robin Green watched with her mouth go­ing slow­ly from mere­ly part­ed to wide open, they

    switched off un­til the tree was poised on a thick­ness no larg­er than a strong man’s

    thigh.




    Re­mo stepped back and the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju pressed his hand against the tree. It snapped

    with a thun­der­ous sound.




    “Tim­ber­rr!” Re­mo shout­ed. He was grin­ning. It was the grin of a hap­py id­iot, Robin

    thought. The show-​off. Then her eyes flicked from Re­mo’s too-​wide grin to the space where

    the tree no longer stood.




    Stand­ing there, its feet sunk in­to the stump like some kind of life-​sized Os­car

    stat­uette, was the thing.




    “There it is!” Robin screeched. “There’s the bas­tard!”




    Re­mo’s grin van­ished. He turned.




    And he saw it too. Tall as a man, a fuzzy glow­ing white and cov­ered with mov­ing streams

    of gold­en light. Its face was a bub­ble that col­lapsed and ex­pand­ed even as they fo­cused

    on it.




    Then, care­ful­ly, silent­ly, the thing stepped out from the stump and stalked away.




    Chi­un re­act­ed first. He leaped for it, one foot ex­tend­ed in an at­tack thrust.




    Re­mo saw the im­pos­si­ble. His skirts flar­ing, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju was de­scend­ing

    in a Heron Drop ma­neu­ver. He was go­ing to take the thing’s head right off. But when his foot

    seemed about to make con­tact, the thing con­tin­ued run­ning, obliv­ious of Chi­un’s

    light­ning kick.




    Chi­un hit the ground in a ball. He snapped to his feet, his cheeks puffed out in fury.




    Re­mo flashed past him. Chi­un, rac­ing, caught up with Re­mo.




    “He is mine,” Chi­un hissed ex­plo­sive­ly.




    “You missed. How could you miss?” Re­mo de­mand­ed. “You nev­er miss.”




    “I did not miss. My foot touched him. But there was no sub­stance to re­ceive the blow.”




    “Yeah? Watch this,” Re­mo said. He pulled out in front of Chi­un. He was gain­ing ground on

    the thing, who might not leave foot­prints in loose dirt, but was no sprint­er. It clumped

    along like it had flat feet.




    Re­mo rec­og­nized the bat­tery on its back. White ca­bles led from it to the crea­ture’s

    shoul­ders. As Re­mo gained ground, the thing turned its head to see its pur­suers, and Re­mo

    saw again that weird bub­ble of a face, sound­less­ly ex­pand­ing and con­tract­ing like a

    blad­der.




    The white thing tried to zigzag. But its move­ments, for all their eerie si­lence, were

    awk­ward.




    Re­mo zipped out in front of him. The crea­ture dodged clum­si­ly. Re­mo was too quick. He

    wrapped his arms around its waist.




    “Got him!” he shout­ed.




    But Re­mo’s ela­tion was mo­men­tary. He re­al­ized he hadn’t con­nect­ed, and the force of

    his leap was car­ry­ing him through and be­yond the thing. Re­mo re­cov­ered and tried

    again.




    The thing weaved. Re­mo was quick­er. He tried to swat its head. The blow kept on go­ing.

    Re­mo felt no con­tact. No noth­ing. It was like grab­bing at smoke- ex­cept smoke could be

    dis­turbed or dis­pelled. The crea­ture sim­ply kept mov­ing.




    Then the thing stopped still. It fold­ed its arms. Tucked in the crook of one arm were two

    steaks wrapped in butch­er pa­per.




    Chi­un caught up. He took a po­si­tion on one side of it, Re­mo on the oth­er.




    “Care to try again?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yes. I owe this vile thing ret­ri­bu­tion for the hu­mil­ia­tion of my fall.”




    “Good luck. I don’t think you’re go­ing to ac­com­plish much.”




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju cir­cled the white thing war­ily, like a hunter be­fore a sleep­ing

    beast. He feint­ed with a hand. The thing’s fea­ture­less head flinched.




    “Hah!” Chi­un ex­ult­ed. “This mon­stros­ity fears harm. It can know pain. And if it knows

    pain, we need on­ly find its weak points.”




    But when the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju at­tempt­ed to knock the thing’s feet out from un­der it,

    it sim­ple stood there like a pil­lar of wan light. Chi­un kicked again. He kicked a third

    time. All to no ef­fect.




    In frus­tra­tion, the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju left off his care­ful cir­cling. He stepped up to

    the thing and me­thod­ical­ly tried to kick it in the shins, al­ter­nat­ing left and right

    shins. He looked like a fussy lit­tle hen scratch­ing at grav­el.




    The crea­ture just stood there in si­lence, its blis­ter face work­ing noise­less­ly. Re­mo

    timed the con­trac­tions. They cor­re­spond­ed to a nor­mal hu­man res­pi­ra­tion cy­cle. A

    tight smile warped his mouth. It was hu­man enough to breathe, at least.




    Re­mo tried a rear ap­proach. He put his hands in­to the bat­tery. They dis­ap­peared as if

    in­to milk. Re­mo kept his hands in there. He felt no sen­sa­tions. Nei­ther heat nor cold.

    There was no sound or dis­cernible vi­bra­tion. On­ly steady clods of dirt pass­ing through the

    crea­ture’s form to land on Re­mo’s Ital­ian loafers.




    Re­mo stepped around to the front.




    “Might as well give up, Lit­tle Fa­ther,” he told Chi­un. “You’re not go­ing to make an

    im­pres­sion on this guy.”




    “And what would you have me do?” Chi­un said, still kick­ing up dirt.




    “I don’t know. But for once, let’s try to fig­ure this out calm­ly.”




    “I am calm,” Chi­un in­sist­ed as he tried to crush the thing’s toes with re­peat­ed

    stamp­ing mo­tions. All that he ac­com­plished was to shake the ground.




    Re­mo ex­am­ined the thing from the front. He saw that its en­tire body was en­veloped in

    some lu­mi­nous ma­te­ri­al. It seemed to shine from with­in. Re­mo looked clos­er. The gold­en

    trac­eries, he saw, were less like a web than veins. They sug­gest­ed cir­cuit­ry. Re­mo saw

    junc­tures at sev­er­al spots. The hands were en­cased in what Re­mo saw were white gloves, and

    the feet in white boots. Re­mo no­ticed that the boots had un­usu­al­ly thick soles. The

    crea­ture ap­peared to be about five-​foot-​five-​but three inch­es of that was boot sole.




    Then Re­mo no­ticed a rheo­stat on the thing’s low­er stom­ach. About where a belt buck­le

    would be. Re­mo blinked. It was at­tached to a belt af­ter all. A white one. For some rea­son,

    the belt’s edges were in­dis­tinct, just like the out­lines of the crea­ture. It all blend­ed

    in.




    “Chi­un, look at him clos­er. Do you have trou­ble with your eyes?”




    “My eyes are per­fect,” Chi­un snapped. But when he stared at the crea­ture, he had to look

    away. He bat­ted his hazel eyes and looked again.




    “This crea­ture is at­tempt­ing to trick my eyes,” Chi­un said, kick­ing at it again.




    “Hm­mmm,” Re­mo said. He put his hand over the thing’s face. The head re­treat­ed a lit­tle,

    but on­ly a lit­tle. Re­mo passed his hands up and down be­fore the blis­ter, test­ing it. The

    blank face moved up and down, fol­low­ing Re­mo’s ges­tures.




    “I think it can see us.”




    “Of course,” Chi­un said testi­ly. “It is not blind. How could it know to hide with­in a

    tree if it could not see?”




    “But it doesn’t have any face-​that I can see,” Re­mo added. He looked at the head more

    close­ly.




    “Do not both­er me with triv­ial de­tails,” Chi­un spat. He puffed out his cheeks and blew

    gusty breaths at the crea­ture, as if try­ing to blow out a can­dle. His mighty ef­forts made

    his face red­den, but oth­er­wise had no ef­fect.




    Re­mo stared. The blis­ter was opaque. He could not see in­to it. He won­dered what the

    thing thought it was do­ing by just stand­ing there. Be­fore, it had run. Was it taunt­ing them

    now? Re­mo pre­tend­ed to draw back, but on a hunch, sent his fist crash­ing for the face.




    The crea­ture quailed as if struck a mor­tal blow. But it shook its head and re­sumed its

    de­fi­ant stance.




    Re­mo took Chi­un aside.




    “We can see it. But we can’t touch it.”




    “There is no scent ei­ther.”




    “Look, I know it seems spooky, but I don’t think it’s a ghost.”




    “Of course it is not a ghost. Re­mo, do not be ridicu­lous. Ghosts do not look like that

    thing. It is elec­tri­cal.”




    “That’s my con­clu­sion. So what do we do?”




    “Let us at­tempt to com­mu­ni­cate with it,” Chi­un said, gird­ing his ki­mono skirts and

    march­ing back to the wait­ing crea­ture.




    “Why don’t you let me try?” Re­mo of­fered. “You’re pret­ty up­set, I can tell.”




    “Can you speak flu­ent Rus­sian?”




    “You know I can’t.”




    “Then this is my task. For I speak ex­cel­lent Rus­sian, as does this crea­ture.”




    “How do you know that?”




    “The word it spoke on two oc­ca­sions,” Chi­un said. “Krah­see­vah. It is Rus­sian for

    ‘beau­ti­ful.’ “




    “Beau­ti­ful? Beau­ti­ful what?”




    “Sim­ply ‘beau­ti­ful.’ Like a sun­set or an Ung po­em. It is an ex­cla­ma­tion of

    ap­pre­ci­ation.”




    As they ap­proached the crea­ture, a red light sud­den­ly glowed in the cen­ter of its belt

    rheo­stat. It lit up like a re­sent­ful red eye.




    The crea­ture looked down. It start­ed. Abrupt­ly it turned and clumped off

    stiff-​legged­ly. It waved its arms as if on fire.




    “Come on,” Re­mo shout­ed.




    They over­hauled the crea­ture eas­ily. They kept pace with it. Ev­ery so of­ten, Chi­un

    reached out in a fu­tile at­tempt to grab it. Re­mo sim­ply kept pace. The bul­bous face

    con­tin­ual­ly bent down to the glow from the rheo­stat buck­le.




    “I got a hunch about this,” Re­mo called.




    The crea­ture dodged to­ward a stand of trees by the side of a road.




    “Damn,” Re­mo said. “Once he’s in those trees, he’s go­ing to pull one of those van­ish­ing

    acts of his.”




    “If you are so con­cerned about that,” Chi­un said queru­lous­ly, “then you at­tempt to stop

    him. I am the one do­ing all the work.”




    “Where the hell is Robin, I won­der?” Re­mo asked, look­ing over his shoul­der.




    He saw the he­li­copter al­most as soon as he heard the wop-​wop-​wop of its ro­tor. It was

    Robin. She was bear­ing down on them, the chop­per’s skids skim­ming the nap of the ground.




    “Don’t look now, Chi­un, but Robin’s got her feath­ers in an up­roar,” Re­mo shout­ed.

    “Bet­ter duck!”




    Re­mo hit the ground. Chi­un danced out of the way as the he­li­copter, twist­ing like an

    an­gry wasp, swept over­head. It went through the run­ning crea­ture and lift­ed just clear of

    the trees.




    When it cir­cled back, there was no sign of the crea­ture. There was on­ly the

    shad­ow-​clot­ted stand of trees.




    The he­li­copter cir­cled an­gri­ly. Then, as if re­lent­ing, it set­tled to the ground.




    “It’s in that bunch of trees,” Re­mo said, open­ing the door.




    Robin sat star­ing through the Plex­iglas bub­ble.




    “Robin?”




    “I went right through him,” she choked. “He went through me. I didn’t feel any­thing. He was

    in­side this he­li­copter. Then he was gone. It was like he wasn’t re­al.”




    “Why don’t you just come out?” Re­mo said so­lic­itous­ly. “We’ll talk about it.”




    He reached out to take her arm. She wouldn’t budge.




    “He is a ghost, isn’t he? An ac­tu­al ghost.”




    “No,” Re­mo said. “He’s no ghost. Come on out and I’ll try to ex­plain it to you.”




    “I nev­er used to be­lieve in ghosts,” Robin said in a stunned voice. “They didn’t fit in­to

    my world. They’re not in the regs.”


  




  

    Chapter 8




    When Robin Green was col­lect­ed enough to step from the Bell Ranger he­li­copter, Re­mo

    pa­tient­ly ex­plained what he and Chi­un had wit­nessed.




    “So you see,” Re­mo fin­ished qui­et­ly, “he can’t be a ghost. Ghosts don’t run around with

    bat­tery packs strapped to their backs.”




    Robin shud­dered vis­ibly. “I went through him,” she moaned. “It was as if he was laugh­ing

    at me. And that un­nat­ural white face!”




    “All white faces are un­nat­ural,” Chi­un said un­der his breath. He was star­ing in­to the

    silent trees.




    “Do you mind?” Re­mo said. Turn­ing to Robin again, he took her by the shoul­ders. He looked

    her square in the eye. “Come on, get a grip on your­self. That was no ghost. Just be­cause we

    can’t ex­plain it doesn’t mean we have to be afraid of it.”




    Robin looked up. Her blue eyes were mis­er­able.




    “I don’t know how to feel about this any­more,” she said, her voice hol­low. Her low­er lip

    trem­bled un­con­trol­lably.




    “Join the club. But if we’re go­ing to deal with this, we’re go­ing to have to do it

    ra­tio­nal­ly. Even Chi­un doesn’t be­lieve it’s a ghost any­more. He says it’s Rus­sian.”




    “Rus­sian?” Robin said sharply.




    “That word, krah­see­vah” Re­mo ex­plained. “It’s Rus­sian. It means ‘beau­ti­ful.’ “




    “He said that when he saw the jeans,” Robin said slow­ly. “And the steaks.”




    “Then he is def­inite­ly a Rus­sian,” Chi­un an­nounced. “On­ly a Rus­sian would be­come

    ex­cit­ed over Amer­ican blue jeans.” He kept his nar­row eyes on the trees.




    “Hah! There! Did you see?” he de­mand­ed, point­ing.




    Re­mo’s head snapped around. He saw a ghost­ly white light slip be­tween two trees.




    “Okay,” Re­mo said de­ci­sive­ly. “He’s on the move again. My guess is he’ll try to con­fuse

    us with the old shell game. In­stead of which shell is the pea un­der, it’ll be which tree is

    the Krah­see­vah hid­ing in.”




    “Krah­see­vah?” Chi­un and Robin said in uni­son.




    “Any­body got a bet­ter name for it?” Re­mo want­ed to know.




    No one did. Swift­ly Re­mo ex­plained his plan.




    “Robin. You get up in the air. I think our Krah­see­vah is in trou­ble. Chi­un and I will

    try to flush him out of the trees. See if you can spot him when he tries to leave. When you get

    a fix, we’ll just hop on and fol­low him.”




    “What good will that do?” Robin asked doubt­ful­ly. “You know we can’t touch him. How can we

    catch him?”




    Re­mo kept an eye on the tree the Krah­see­vah had en­tered as he an­swered. “It’s like

    this,” he said. “It knows we can’t touch it, yet when we chased it, it stopped dead and let us

    prove that for our­selves. It could have kept on go­ing. But I think it want­ed to dis­cour­age

    us. Maybe it fig­ured if we re­al­ized it was be­yond our reach, we wouldn’t both­er to fol­low

    it.”




    “It is pro­tect­ing some­thing,” Chi­un said quick­ly. “A lair, per­haps.”




    “Ex­act­ly,” Re­mo re­turned. “And if it’s try­ing to get to a spe­cial place, maybe we can

    trap it there. Some­how.”




    “A sound plan,” Chi­un said. “Let us ex­ecute it.”




    “Are you with us on this?” Re­mo asked Robin.




    Robin Green stuck out her chin de­ci­sive­ly. “I’m go­ing to clip this bird’s wings,” she

    said. “You just watch me.”




    She ran to the he­li­copter and sent it in­to the air. She cir­cled me­thod­ical­ly.




    Re­mo turned to Chi­un. “Okay, know which tree he went be­hind?”




    “Of course.”




    “Good. Go for it. I’ll cir­cle in from the oth­er side. I have a hunch he won’t stay in­side

    very long. Maybe he can’t. Let’s see what de­vel­ops.”




    Re­mo slipped around the edge of the stand. Then he plunged in. He moved qui­et­ly, mak­ing

    less sound than a stalk­ing cat. His deep-​set brown eyes ad­just­ed to what was now pitch

    black­ness. He would not need his night vi­sion to spot the glow­ing Krah­see­vah, but it

    helped to avoid ground roots and rocks. The Krah­see­vah might be as stealthy as Sinan­ju, but

    Re­mo guessed it could hear, even if it didn’t have ex­ter­nal ears.




    He came up on a great box el­der. Chi­un stood guard over it.




    Chi­un laid a fin­ger to his lips as a sig­nal for Re­mo to be silent.




    Re­mo nod­ded. He point­ed to the tree. Chi­un nod­ded firm­ly.




    They wait­ed. Af­ter ten min­utes, Re­mo be­gan to have doubts. His idea was to sur­round

    the tree so they were ready when the thing made its next move. He looked around. He picked a

    for­tu­nate time to look around. About thir­ty yards dis­tant, a faint glow ap­peared on the

    trunk of a great elm. It was like a lu­mi­nous fun­gus.




    “Over there,” Re­mo said, wav­ing Chi­un along.




    The lu­mi­nous spot quick­ly with­drew.




    When they got to the tree, they sur­round­ed it.




    “What did you see?” Chi­un de­mand­ed hot­ly.




    “It stuck its face out of the bark,” Re­mo whis­pered. “Right . . . about . . . here.” He

    tapped the spot.




    Chi­un peered in­tent­ly. “You are cer­tain?”




    “One way to find out.”




    It was a rel­ative­ly old tree, so Re­mo sim­ply at­tacked it with the hard edge of his

    hand. He ham­mered away, each blow split­ting off chunks of bark and pale wood.




    The trunk keeled over with splin­ter­ing fi­nal­ity. Re­mo was set to re­act in­stant­ly to

    what was re­vealed. To his sur­prise, there was on­ly empti­ness where the elm had stood.




    “Damn!” Re­mo said. “He must have slipped out the back.”




    Chi­un’s eyes raked the sur­round­ings. “That one,” he an­nounced. He flounced to a near­by

    oak. He ap­proached it an­gri­ly. With a sin­gle fin­ger­nail he split the trunk down the

    cen­ter. It sep­arat­ed, falling in two equal halves.




    But the Krah­see­vah was not in­side that tree ei­ther.




    “Now what do we do?” Re­mo asked, look­ing around at the ranks of trees. “We can’t chop them

    all down.”




    “Why not?” Chi­un de­mand­ed, at­tack­ing an­oth­er oak. It fell with a thun­der­clap of

    sound.




    “Be­cause that farmer we met prob­ably owns this grove. Prob­ably makes his liv­ing off

    them. Farm­ers have it tough enough these days. Hey! Over there,” Re­mo sud­den­ly spat

    out.




    They saw the Krah­see­vah slip be­tween two dis­tant trees like a will-​o’-the-​wisp. It

    melt­ed in­to an oak.




    They at­tacked the oak with fu­ri­ous en­er­gy. It was dy­ing, the roots and limbs rot­ten.

    Their blows shook it, but the wood was soft-​so soft that the oak sim­ply shed chips in­stead

    of top­pling. It took them near­ly five min­utes of hand-​and-​foot chip­ping to re­duce the

    dy­ing tree to a ragged bro­ken stump.




    Still no Krah­see­vah.




    “This could go on all night,” Re­mo groaned.




    “Bet­ter that we split up,” Chi­un sug­gest­ed. “We will have a greater chance of find­ing

    it.”




    They went their sep­arate ways. Above their heads, Robin’s he­li­copter cir­cled and

    cir­cled. Then the ro­tor sound be­gan to miss and sput­ter.




    “Uh-​oh,” Re­mo said. He went up an elm and watched as the he­li­copter set­tled to earth.

    Robin flew out of it. She fell to kick­ing the he­li­copter’s snout in frus­tra­tion.




    “Ev­ery­one’s in a bad mood tonight,” he said, com­ing down from the branch­es.




    When Robin Green got tired of abus­ing the he­li­copter, she ap­proached the trees. Re­mo

    glid­ed up be­hind her.




    “Boo!” he said gen­tly.




    She turned on him, her face an­gry. “Don’t do that!”




    “Sor­ry. Run out of gas?”




    Robin nod­ded. “I ra­dioed for a jeep. We’re not licked yet.”




    “Let’s hope. We spot­ted it a bunch of times. But it’s slip­pery.”




    “They’re bring­ing chain saws too.”




    “Don’t you think you’re tak­ing this to ex­tremes? Some­body went to a lot of trou­ble to

    plant these trees a long time be­fore we were born.”




    “A tree is just a tree. But na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty is for­ev­er. Be­sides, this is just a

    shel­ter­belt. It’s here to keep snow­drifts off the si­lo-​ac­cess roads.”




    “Just so I’m not the one be­ing sued. Let’s go find Chi­un.”




    They found Chi­un stalk­ing the shel­ter­belt like an an­gry tiger. He was not hap­py, and

    looked it.




    “I think the Rus­sian is gone,” Chi­un said sourly.




    “What makes you say that, Lit­tle Fa­ther?” Re­mo asked.




    “I have kept a sharp watch. I have seen no glow­ing lights. I think he has left this

    place.”




    “If he has, then we’ve re­al­ly lost him,” Robin said mo­rose­ly.




    “Might as well wait for the jeep,” Re­mo ven­tured. “We’re not go­ing any­place with­out

    it.”




    When the jeep pulled up, driv­en by an SP wear­ing fa­tigues and a blue beret, Robin Green

    ran to meet it. She root­ed around in the back and then glared in the driv­er’s freck­led

    face.




    “What’s this?” she shout­ed, point­ing back. “One mis­er­able chain saw?”




    “It’s all I could find,” the SP said. “The Air Force doesn’t fight many forests.”




    “Watch your mouth, air­man,” Robin snapped, yank­ing the chain saw up on­to her

    shoul­der.




    “Go easy on him,” Re­mo said. “He’s just try­ing to help. And what hap­pened to the scared

    lit­tle girl of a few min­utes ago?”




    “I was not scared,” Robin in­sist­ed. “I was thrown off my stride.”




    “What­ev­er. Look, as I said be­fore, we’re not go­ing to get any­where run­ning in all

    di­rec­tions at once and scream­ing at the top of our lungs. For­get the chain saw. It would

    take all night to cut ev­ery one of these trees down. And I think Chi­un is right. It slipped

    away. Once we lost the he­li­copter, it must have known it could make a break for it un­seen.

    It did. Let’s try to pick up the trail.”




    “Where, ge­nius? Where do we start?”




    “Yes, ge­nius,” Chi­un in­sert­ed. “Where should we start? It is a large state.”




    Re­mo turned to the driv­er. “Bud­dy, where’s the near­est gas sta­tion?”




    “Civ­iliza­tion or Mo­gas?”




    “What’s Mo­gas?”




    “Mil­itary gas de­pot. We got one at Grand Forks.”




    “He wouldn’t go there,” Re­mo mused aloud. “Civ­iliza­tion.”




    “About five miles north of here.”




    “Good,” Re­mo said, hop­ping in­to the pas­sen­ger seat. “Take us there.”




    When Robin and Chi­un hes­itat­ed, Re­mo said, “Shake a leg. We haven’t got all night.”




    They piled in the back. Chi­un threw the chain saw over the side, claim­ing that he need­ed

    to make room for him­self, but ac­tu­al­ly he want­ed to get rid of the de­test­ed smell of

    oil.




    “Why, pray tell, are we go­ing to a gas sta­tion?” Robin asked as they flew down the

    road.




    “Yes, Re­mo. Pray tell, why?” Chi­un de­mand­ed.




    “How did you end up on her side?” Re­mo asked Chi­un. “Nev­er mind. Look, the Krah­see­vah

    act­ed pret­ty cocky when we first cor­nered it. Then that red light went on and it took off

    like it had ants in its pants. I think that light meant that its bat­tery was go­ing. My guess

    is that it’s go­ing to get it recharged.”




    “Oh, that’s ab­surd,” Robin snort­ed.




    “You have a bet­ter the­ory?”




    Robin lapsed in­to sullen si­lence. The rush­ing air threw her red hair around as the jeep

    sped through the emp­ty North Dako­ta night.




    They pulled up at Ed’s Fill­ing Sta­tion. It was a tarpa­per shack with two old-​fash­ioned

    pumps set in the dirt. One pump was reg­ular, the oth­er gave un­lead­ed, Ed, the pro­pri­etor,

    said.




    “But the un­lead­ed one ain’t work­ing,” he added.




    “Nev­er mind the gas,” Re­mo shot back. “See any­thing of a guy in white cov­er­alls?”




    “You mean the Rus­sian?”




    “Rus­sian?” Re­mo, Chi­un, and Robin said in the same flat blank voice.




    “Yup. Least­ways, he sound­ed Rus­sian to me. I nev­er met a Rus­sian be­fore, but he had

    the ac­cent. You know, like they do on the TV.”




    “Let me guess,” Re­mo said. “He bought a bat­tery?”




    “Good guess,” Ed said. “But no. We don’t sell bat­ter­ies here. Just gas. He said his car

    broke down a ways back. Bat­tery went dead. Need­ed a recharge. Smart guy. He had it slung on

    his back.”




    “And you gave it to him!” Robin shout­ed in an ac­cus­ing voice.




    “What else was I gonna do? Strand­ed mo­torist like that. Of course I did. Fixed him up

    re­al good.”




    “You didn’t no­tice that he was dressed rather odd­ly, did you?” Robin asked, arch­ing an

    eye­brow.




    “You mean the plas­tic suit? Sure, he looked kin­da like an as­tro­naut. He even car­ried a

    hel­met un­der his arm. I thought it strange, all right. Why would he car­ry his hel­met all

    this way? No one’s gonna steal it from his car, way out here.”




    “You saw his face?” Robin asked. “What did he look like?”




    Ed con­sid­ered. “Noth­ing spe­cial about him. Friend­ly. Kin­da on the dark side. Black

    hair, black eyes. Your ba­sic Rus­sian type, I’d say.”




    “And you’re ob­vi­ous­ly such an ex­pert.” Robin sneered.




    “Let’s cut to the chase,” Re­mo in­ter­rupt­ed. “Which way?”




    “Well, he came from that di­rec­tion,” Ed stat­ed, point­ing south. “But when he was done,

    he took off in that di­rec­tion.” Ed point­ed north. “Af­ter he made the call, that is.”




    “Call?” Re­mo asked.




    “Yeah, asked to use my pay phone. Said sure. No harm in it that I could see. He called a

    cab.”




    “Hap­pen to re­mem­ber the name of the cab com­pa­ny?” Re­mo said, pulling out a

    twen­ty-​dol­lar bill. “It would mean a lot to us.”




    “Keep your twen­ty. I don’t need it. I’m the on­ly gas sta­tion for forty miles here­abouts.

    I do fine. Why do you think I can af­ford not to stock bat­ter­ies?”




    “So which one?” Re­mo asked, pock­et­ing the twen­ty.




    “Ned’s Cab. We don’t have no re­al cab com­pa­nies out here. Ned’s the on­ly hired driv­er

    you can get.”




    “Got his num­ber?”




    “Busi­ness card’s taped to the pay phone. See for your­self.”




    “Great,” Re­mo said, hop­ping out of the jeep. “Thanks.”




    Re­mo went to the pay phone. He di­aled Ned’s Cab. Ned him­self an­swered.




    “You picked up a Rus­sian at Ed’s Fill­ing Sta­tion,” Re­mo said. “Do you re­mem­ber where

    you took him?”




    “He wasn’t no Rus­sian,” Ned in­sist­ed. “Told me he was a Czech.”




    Re­mo sighed. “Did he wear a white cov­er­all suit?”




    “That’s the one.”




    “Now we’re get­ting some­place. Where’d you take him?”




    “I dropped him off at the Hol­iday Inn on In­ter­state Twen­ty-​nine.”




    “Great. Ap­pre­ci­ate it.”




    When Re­mo re­joined the oth­ers, Ed asked, “Ned help you out?”




    “He did. Thanks,” Re­mo told him.




    “Good. Be­cause if he didn’t, I woul­da boxed his ears. Ned’s my twin broth­er.”




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said as he climbed back in­to the jeep. He nod­ded to the driv­er and they

    drove off, Ed wav­ing an oily rag in farewell.




    As they tore along the road, the sun came up, turn­ing the dis­tant sky or­ange.




    “He was dropped off at a Hol­iday Inn,” Re­mo told the driv­er. “Know it?”




    “Sure. All the lo­cal hook­ers work out of that one.”




    “Good. Take us there.”




    “You don’t think you’ll ac­tu­al­ly find him there, do you?” Robin de­mand­ed. “Wouldn’t he

    have switched to a car or an­oth­er cab?”




    “One halt­ing step at a time,” Re­mo said.




    The desk clerk was ex­treme­ly help­ful. He told them that he would have to speak to the

    man­ag­er be­fore he could an­swer any ques­tions about the ho­tel’s guests.




    Robin Green, putting on a charm­ing if strained smile, leaned over the desk and whis­pered

    some­thing low and breathy.




    The clerk leaned for­ward, his brows grow­ing to­geth­er as he con­cen­trat­ed. His eyes

    fell to Robin’s am­ple chest.




    “I didn’t quite catch that, miss,” he be­gan.




    Then Robin yanked his face down on­to the shiny coun­ter­top and stuck a cocked au­to­mat­ic

    in his left ear.




    “I said if you’re hard of hear­ing, I got just the thing to clean the wax out of your ears,”

    she shout­ed.




    The desk clerk looked to Re­mo with wild, plead­ing eyes.




    “I’d an­swer her,” Re­mo said se­ri­ous­ly. “She’s been like that all day.” He smiled. The

    clerk’s face sagged like hot taffy.




    “For­eign ac­cent? White cov­er­alls?” he said quick­ly. “Room 5-C. Been here two weeks.

    He’s reg­is­tered as Ivan Grozny.”




    “Thank you,” Robin said po­lite­ly, re­leas­ing the desk clerk.”You’ve been very help­ful.

    Any­thing else you care to tell us?”




    “The el­eva­tor’s around the cor­ner.”




    They start­ed for the el­eva­tor. Re­mo paused to have a word with the desk clerk. “If

    you’re think­ing of giv­ing the room a buzz to warn any­one, don’t. We know where you

    work.”




    “My break starts in five min­utes.”




    “Why not get a head start on it?” Re­mo sug­gest­ed pleas­ant­ly. “You prob­ably don’t want

    to be on du­ty when the fun starts.”




    They ex­it­ed the el­eva­tor on the fifth floor. Re­mo led them to the room marked 5-C. He

    waved for them to stay back, and slipped un­der the door peep­hole. No sense in tak­ing any

    chances.




    Re­mo put his ear to the door. He heard the un­mis­tak­able beep­ing of a Touch-​Tone

    tele­phone at work. Good, Re­mo thought. He’s pre­oc­cu­pied. Re­mo got down on the gar­ish

    red-​and-​blue rug and tried to peer un­der the crack in the door. He was in luck. He saw the

    legs of as­sort­ed fur­ni­ture. And near a cir­cu­lar lamp­stand stood a pair of white plas­tic

    boots. They were sharp and clear this time. Not fuzzy-​look­ing at all. And they didn’t

    glow.




    Re­mo took that as a good sign. He eased him­self to his feet and joined the oth­ers.




    “He’s mak­ing a call,” Re­mo told them. “This is per­fect. Chi­un and I will go first. You

    stay back un­til we sub­due him. If we can.”




    “Try to stop me!” Robin said, wav­ing her au­to­mat­ic.




    Re­mo calm­ly re­lieved Robin of her weapon. He held it up and shoved his in­dex fin­ger

    down the bar­rel. The mech­anism cracked. The slide fell off.




    “I meant it,” Re­mo warned, leav­ing Robin to stare at her maimed weapon in

    won­der­ment.




    “Ready, Chi­un?” Re­mo asked. They placed them­selves on ei­ther side of the door. Chi­un

    nod­ded silent­ly.




    “Okay,” Re­mo said.”One … two … three!”




    Re­mo cracked the lock with a short-​armed blow while Chi­un pul­ver­ized the

    hinge-​sup­port­ing wood with ham­mer­like blows. The door felt in like a ramp.




    They jumped in. And stopped dead in their tracks.




    The room was emp­ty. The tele­phone re­ceiv­er dropped to the rug with a soft thud.




    “Damn!” Re­mo snapped. “He’s made his move. Search ev­ery­where.”




    Chi­un pulled open the bath­room door. It was emp­ty. Re­mo checked the clos­et. Al­so

    emp­ty. They looked out the win­dow. The park­ing lot was de­sert­ed.




    Re­mo lunged in­to the cor­ri­dor. “He slipped through one of the walls,” he shout­ed.

    “Knock on ev­ery door. Some­one must have seen him. You, air­man. Call the front desk. Keep an

    open line. I want to know if he tries to es­cape through the lob­by.”




    Re­mo knocked on the next room. Get­ting no an­swer, he forced it. The room was dark.

    De­sert­ed. He hur­ried to the next room. A sleepy man an­swered.




    “See any­thing of a man in white?” Re­mo asked earnest­ly. “With no face? We think he might

    have walked through your walls.”




    The door slammed in Re­mo’s face and the guest could be heard an­gri­ly com­plain­ing to the

    front desk.




    Work­ing her way down the cor­ri­dor, Robin knocked on doors. She was propo­si­tioned twice

    and had to slap one man who re­fused to take no for an an­swer.




    They ren­dezvoused near the el­eva­tor.




    “No sign of him,” the SP re­port­ed. “No­body fits the de­scrip­tion the gas-​sta­tion

    own­er gave us. And he wasn’t seen in the lob­by.”




    “Then he’s got­ta be on this floor,” Re­mo of­fered.




    “Maybe he’s a mas­ter of dis­guise,” Robin sug­gest­ed.




    At the end of a half-​hour they had marched ev­ery ho­tel guest out of his or her room.




    “Re­peat af­ter me,” Chi­un was telling them. “Krah­see­vah.”




    “Krah­see­vah,” they re­cit­ed. Or those who re­mained con­scious did.




    “No, one at a time,” Chi­un said. “I wish to hear your ac­cents.”




    One by one, the fifth-​floor guests re­peat­ed the word krah­see­vah in ac­cents rang­ing

    from a mel­low Cal­ifor­ni­an war­ble to a mid­west­ern twang.




    “None of them is Rus­sian,” Chi­un de­cid­ed,




    “Maybe he’s a voice mim­ic,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “We’re wast­ing our time,” Robin in­sist­ed. “He got away. Maybe down the stairs or the

    el­eva­tor.”




    “No, at least one of us was in the hall­way at all times. He couldn’t have tak­en the stairs

    or the el­eva­tor.”




    “But he’s not on this floor. Un­less . . . un­less he’s in­side one of the walls.”




    “Then we will tear down ev­ery trea­sonous wall un­til we un­cov­er the cul­prit,” Chi­un

    an­nounced, to the hor­ror of ev­ery­one, in­clud­ing Re­mo.




    “What do you think?” Re­mo asked Robin.




    “We got­ta get this guy. Let’s do it!”




    When the lob­by switch­board lit up with fright­ened calls that the fifth floor was be­ing

    sys­tem­at­ical­ly dis­man­tled by ma­ni­acs, the po­lice were called. Two pa­trol­men en­tered

    from the el­eva­tor with their ser­vice re­volvers drawn.




    Robin met them with a hard face and a res­olute tone of voice.




    “We have a re­port of a dis­tur­bance on this floor,” one of the cops said in a dead

    mono­tone.




    “Green, OSI,” she said, flash­ing her ID. “We’re con­fis­cat­ing this floor in the name of

    na­tion­al se­cu­ri­ty.”




    The cops hes­itat­ed. They ex­am­ined her ID card care­ful­ly. Then they eyed her up and

    down, lin­ger­ing wist­ful­ly on her bust­line, which strained at her uni­form blouse.




    Fi­nal­ly they hand­ed the card back to her. “Sounds like the ho­tel is be­ing

    dis­man­tled,” one of them said while the oth­er stared up and down the cor­ri­dor.




    “Just the walls on this floor,” Robin said crisply. “We’re look­ing for stolen mil­itary

    equip­ment we be­lieve to be hid­den in the walls.”




    The cops hes­itat­ed and went off in­to a cor­ner to con­fer.




    Fi­nal­ly they said, “We’ll have to check with our su­pe­ri­ors.”




    “Have them call Grand Forks AFB. But do it from the lob­by. This floor is off-​lim­its to

    civil­ians.”




    The po­lice re­luc­tant­ly de­part­ed. Robin found Re­mo and ex­plained the sit­ua­tion to

    him.




    Re­mo was tear­ing crum­bling plas­ter chunks from the room the Krah­see­vah had oc­cuped.

    “Can you re­al­ly con­fis­cate a ho­tel?” he asked, his hand crush­ing plas­ter like a

    jack­ham­mer. “A tree I can un­der­stand. But an en­tire ho­tel?”




    “It’s just this floor. And be­tween you and me, I have no idea what my ju­ris­dic­tion­al

    lim­its are in a sit­ua­tion like this. I just want this guy any way I can nail him.”




    “Well, I have some good news for you,” Re­mo said. “Check out the clos­et.”




    Robin looked. On the floor of the clos­et was a heap cov­ered by a sheet. Un­der the sheet

    was an as­sort­ment of cir­cuit boards and oth­er me­chan­ical de­vices, two pairs of Calvin

    Klein blue jeans, and a Sty­ro­foam cool­er crammed with porter­house steaks.




    “Bin­go!” Robin Green said. “Now all we need is the thief him­self.”




    But they turned up no trace of the Krah­see­vah. They fi­nal­ly gave up af­ter re­duc­ing

    the in­ner walls of the fifth floor to skele­tal sup­ports. Chi­un sug­gest­ed that the out­er

    wall be de­mol­ished too. But Re­mo pre­vailed up­on him that those walls were too thin to

    con­tain a hu­man be­ing, and be­sides the ho­tel might col­lapse. Chi­un re­luc­tant­ly

    con­curred.




    “He’s done it again,” Robin said as they stood in the room they had chased the Krah­see­vah

    to. “Now what?”




    Re­mo hap­pened to no­tice the tele­phone re­ceiv­er. It was ly­ing on the floor where the

    Krah­see­vah had dropped it when they sur­prised him.




    “He was mak­ing a call,” Re­mo said. “Let’s see if he com­plet­ed it. Might lead us

    some­where.”




    “What if he was just send­ing out for Chi­nese?” Robin asked.




    “Let’s not sink in­to to­tal de­spair. We haven’t done too bad­ly so far.”




    Robin Green looked around the fifth floor. It was a sham­bles in which iden­ti­cal

    fur­ni­ture ar­range­ments sur­round­ed them like some Daliesque re­peat­ing im­age.




    “I wish to God I knew how I’m go­ing to ex­plain this,” she said weak­ly. “I’ll have to

    write a re­port as thick as the Yel­low Pages.”


  




  

    Chapter 9




    Down in the lob­by, Re­mo asked the switch­board op­er­ator if she had any record of an

    out­go­ing call from room 5-C.




    Even though Re­mo did his best to be po­lite, the op­er­ator quailed from him as if from a

    po­lar bear lum­ber­ing in­to her cu­bi­cle. It was the plas­ter dust on his face and hair that

    fright­ened her. She had field­ed the fren­zy of calls dur­ing the ear­ly-​morn­ing hours when

    it looked as if the ho­tel was about to come crash­ing down.




    “One . . . one mo­ment,” she said jerk­ily. She called up a file on her ter­mi­nal

    screen.




    “One call was made at five-​oh-​two,” she told him. “It last­ed less than a minute.”




    “What’s the num­ber?” Re­mo asked.




    “It’s this one,” she said, plac­ing a trem­bling pink-​paint­ed nail on a line of green

    glow­ing dig­its.




    Re­mo mem­orized the num­ber.




    “Okay. Now get me an out­side line.”




    When the op­er­ator hand­ed him her head­set, Re­mo took her by one el­bow and eased her out

    of her chair.




    “This is pri­vate,” he said gen­tly but firm­ly. “Take a cof­fee break. I won’t be

    long.”




    Re­mo di­aled a num­ber. It rang a chi­ro­prac­tor’s of­fice in San­ta Ana, Cal­ifor­nia,

    and then was rout­ed through the switch­board of ra­dio sta­tion KDAD in near­by River­side,

    fi­nal­ly ring­ing a phone on the desk of Dr. Harold W. Smith in Fol­croft San­itar­ium, the

    cov­er for CURE.




    “Smith? Re­mo here. We’re mak­ing progress. I don’t have time to ex­plain it all right now,

    and maybe you wouldn’t be­lieve me if I did, but we traced the thief to a Hol­iday Inn.

    Re­cov­ered some of the stuff he filched. But he slipped away.’”




    “Where?” Smith’s lemo­ny voice in­quired.




    “In­to the Twi­light Zone, for all I know. Look, it’s com­pli­cat­ed. I’ll fill you in

    lat­er. Just trust me. Here’s a phone num­ber. Can you tell me who he was call­ing? It’s our

    on­ly lead.”




    “One mo­ment, Re­mo,” Smith said.




    At Fol­croft, Smith called up the re­verse tele­phone di­rec­to­ry da­ta base. It was an

    elec­tron­ic ver­sion of a tele­phone-​com­pa­ny pub­li­ca­tion few knew ex­ist­ed. It list­ed

    all phone num­bers in nu­mer­ical or­der by re­gion, cross-​ref­er­enc­ing each one to the

    sub­scriber’s name and ad­dress.




    Smith keyed in the area code-​which he rec­og­nized as Wash­ing­ton, D.C.-then the

    ex­change, and fi­nal­ly the last four dig­its.




    “Oh, my God,” he said hoarse­ly, star­ing at the an­swer.




    “Yeah? What’ve you got?” Re­mo asked.




    “It’s the So­vi­et em­bassy in Wash­ing­ton.”




    “Great! It fits, Smit­ty. The thief spoke Rus­sian.”




    “He did? Re­mo, if the So­vi­ets have been sys­tem­at­ical­ly loot­ing LCF-​Fox, there’s no

    telling how much dam­age they could do-​have al­ready done.”




    “Maybe it’s time Chi­un and I paid a cour­tesy call on the em­bassy,” Re­mo sug­gest­ed.




    “No. Don’t. Things are bad enough. This could es­ca­late in­to a ma­jor diplo­mat­ic

    in­ci­dent. This re­quires care­ful plan­ning. If the trail is cold, you will both re­turn to

    Fol­croft for de­brief­ing at once. I will de­cide how to pro­ceed once I speak with the

    Pres­ident.”




    “You’re the boss, Smit­ty. See you soon.”




    By the time Re­mo left the switch­board desk, the lob­by was filled with lo­cal po­lice

    of­fi­cers and a con­tin­gent of high-​rank­ing Air Force of­fi­cers and SP’s from Grand Forks

    Air Force Base.




    Robin Green was ex­cit­ed­ly at­tempt­ing to ex­plain the ru­ined state of the fifth

    floor.




    “I’m telling you,” she flung at them, “I didn’t steal any of that stuff. It was the

    Rus­sian. And he’s prob­ably hid­ing in­side one of these walls laugh­ing at us. But you

    turkeys are so afraid of law­suits you won’t check it out.”




    Chi­un stood back from the tight knot of uni­forms, his face as in­no­cent as a child’s.




    Re­mo si­dled up to him. “What’s go­ing on?”




    “They are bad­ger­ing that poor girl,” Chi­un told him.




    “They’re go­ing to want to talk to us next,” Re­mo said. “And Smith is re­call­ing us to

    Fol­croft. Let’s slip out the back.”




    “Oh, they will not both­er us. I have al­ready told them I do not even know that poor

    un­for­tu­nate girl whose rav­ings are plain­ly the prod­uct of a de­ranged mind.”




    “You said that?”




    “Of course. How could I keep Em­per­or Smith wait­ing?”




    “But you didn’t know that Smith want­ed us back un­til I told you just now.”




    “Non­sense,” Chi­un said as they slipped out a fire ex­it. “I knew you were call­ing Smith

    and I knew Smith would call us home. For what else can we do here?”




    “I wish there was some­thing we could do to help Robin,” Re­mo said as they got to the

    wait­ing jeep.




    “I am sure they will find a nice qui­et place for her to rest in,” Chi­un said.




    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Re­mo mut­tered as he sent the jeep out of the park­ing area.

    “Still, that voice does get on the nerves af­ter a while, doesn’t it?”




    Chi­un nod­ded. He idly picked up a leaf that had blown on­to his lap and held it up to the

    wind. The wind tore it away. “She com­plains too much,” he sniffed.




    Re­mo gave Chi­un a side­long skep­ti­cal glance and shook his head slow­ly.


  




  

    Chapter 10




    Cap­tain Rair Brash­nikov knew he was dead.




    All the signs were there. He felt light, dis­em­bod­ied, and he was mov­ing through a dark

    tun­nel at in­cred­ible speed. He swished. It was ex­act­ly as his grand­fa­ther, Illya

    Nieo­laiv­itch Brash­nikov, had once de­scribed it to him back in Geor­gia, USSR, when he was a

    boy.




    Grand­fa­ther Brash­nikov had been driv­ing his an­cient Ford trac­tor when he suf­fered a

    heart at­tack. He was still sit­ting in the hard seat, his face slate blue, when the front tire

    bumped a rock and tipped over. Rair’s fa­ther was the first on the scene. He had tried

    re­viv­ing his fa­ther with ar­ti­fi­cial res­pi­ra­tion, and when that didn’t change the

    blue-​turn­ing-​gray col­or of his face, he pound­ed on his fa­ther’s chest in

    frus­tra­tion.




    It was the pound­ing that did the trick. Grand­fa­ther Brash­nikov coughed up phlegm and was

    car­ried hack­ing and spit­ting to the fam­ily house, ad­ja­cent to the col­lec­tive pota­to

    farm where they all toiled.




    That night, over din­ner, Grand­fa­ther Brash­nikov de­scribed his ex­pe­ri­ence.




    “I was in vast tun­nel,” he ex­plained, a joy­ful gleam in his old eyes. “Be­yond tun­nel

    were stars, the most scin­til­lat­ing stars ev­er imag­ined. I felt my­self be­ing hurled

    through tun­nel to­ward won­der­ful clean light. That is on­ly word I know to de­scribe this

    light. It was sil­very. Pure.




    “Then,” he went on, “I felt my­self slow down. Some­thing tugged me back. I did not want to

    leave light. I was dead. I knew it in my heart. I was dead and yet I did not fear death. I

    want­ed to be with light. I think”-he low­ered his voice and fixed Rair with his re­newed

    eyes-“I think this light was God.”




    “No one be­lieves in God any­more, de­dush­ka,” Rair had said. He was four­teen and thought

    he knew more than his sev­en­ty-​year-​old grand­fa­ther.




    “Hush, Krosh­ka,” he said, us­ing a nick­name- “Crumb”-Grand­fa­ther Brash­nikov used when

    he wished to re­mind Rair that he had once played on his grand­fa­ther’s knee. “Let me fin­ish

    my sto­ry. I felt my­self drawn back. The light fad­ed in the dis­tance. When I opened my eyes

    once again, your fa­ther-​my son-​was beat­ing on my chest.” He laughed rue­ful­ly. “My ribs

    still ache. I am hap­py to be with fam­ily, but I feel sad too. For I ache for that light the

    way I used to ache for my dead wife, Saint Basil pre­serve her.”




    Rair nev­er for­got the sto­ry of his grand­fa­ther, who lived an­oth­er ten years but came

    away from be­ing dead with a lighter step and joy-​filled heart. He was a man who had faced

    death and found it an ex­pe­ri­ence filled with hope, not gloom.




    The dark walls of the tun­nel flew past Rair. He looked to see his body, but he had none. He

    was part of the dark­ness. He looked ahead of him, seek­ing the pure clean light that had once

    stirred his grand­fa­ther’s soul. But he saw noth­ing like it. On­ly the snaking, whizzing

    walls of the tun­nel through which he passed, no more sub­stan­tial than a beam of light

    him­self.




    So this was death, Rair thought. It was not so bad. Cer­tain­ly prefer­able to fac­ing a KGB

    fir­ing squad, which had near­ly been his fate.




    As he raced along, Rair Brash­nikov re­flect­ed on the events that had brought him to his

    death.




    Had it start­ed when he joined the KGB as a sig­nals in­tel­li­gence an­alyst? Or be­fore

    that, the first time he felt that urge which was to dom­inate his life and near­ly end his

    ca­reer at the age of thir­ty-​one? Or had it tru­ly be­gun the day they came to cell num­ber

    twen­ty-​six in the base­ment of Moscow’s Lefor­to­vo Prison. His cell.




    It was cold in Lefor­to­vo. For a prison that had known many fa­mous oc­cu­pants, from

    sur­vivors of the czarist days to framed Amer­ican jour­nal­ists, it was un­re­mark­able. A

    stone cell with a blue steel cot and scratchy camel-​hair blan­kets.




    Rair Brash­nikov had spent less than two months in that cell, shunned ex­cept for the dai­ly

    por­tion of run­ny soup and a mashed-​pota­to-​and-​fish mix­ture in a cracked bowl shoved

    through the feed win­dow of the rust-​col­ored door.




    Then one day they came for him.




    They were two cor­po­rals and the prison’s com­man­dant. One of the cor­po­rals opened the

    cell with a grat­ing brass key.




    Rair Brash­nikov cow­ered in his bunk. It was too soon. They had come for him too soon.




    “Nyet. Not to­day. I do not want to die to­day,” he whim­pered, pulling the coarse blan­ket

    over his head.




    “Come with us, thief,” said the com­man­dant. “Do not be a wom­an.”




    He was hauled out of the cell by the cor­po­rals, set on his feet, and hand­ed his soft gray

    slip­pers. The men tow­ered over Brash­nikov, who had bare­ly met the KGB’s min­imum-​height

    re­quire­ment. He had the nim­ble body of a bal­let dancer.




    It was the mid­dle of the night, which puz­zled Brash­nikov. Usu­al­ly they shot pris­on­ers

    at dawn. Of course KGB fir­ing squads were nor­mal­ly re­served for cap­tured spies, not

    cashiered KGB in­tel­li­gence cap­tains like him­self.




    In­stead, snap­ping their fin­gers as a warn­ing to the guards that a pris­on­er was be­ing

    trans­ferred, they es­cort­ed him to a garage and put him blind­fold­ed in­to a car. Min­utes

    lat­er he found him­self in a heav­ily guard­ed of­fice. It was the of­fice of the gen­er­al

    who ran the KGB. Se­moy­an. He was in KGB head­quar­ters.




    “Leave him,” Gen­er­al Ser­noy­an had said. His face was a dour mask. “Sit.”




    Rair Brash­nikov took the hard wood­en chair the gen­er­al in­di­cat­ed with a care­less

    wave.




    “You are thief, Rair Brash­nikov,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an said. His voice was

    mat­ter-​of-​fact, not ac­cus­ing.




    “Da,” Rair had ad­mit­ted. His eyes leapt to the gen­er­al’s T-​shaped desk. There was a

    gold pen in a hold­er. Rair won­dered if it was sol­id gold or mere­ly gilt.




    “You have been con­vict­ed of steal­ing KGB of­fice sup­plies and sell­ing them on black

    mar­ket.”




    “I can­not help my­self,” Rair blurt­ed out. “I have had this urge since I was boy.”




    “Do not make ex­cus­es, To­varich Brash­nikov. I am told you are very clever thief, if such

    a thing can be said of a man who steals from his moth­er­land and his com­rades in

    uni­form.”




    “I will nev­er do it again,” Rair promised, leap­ing to his feet. He leaned on the

    gen­er­al’s desk. His eyes welled up with tears.




    “I be­lieve you,” said Gen­er­al Se­moy­an. “Now, sit down. Please.”




    “Thank you,” said Rair Brash­nikov, palm­ing the gen­er­al’s pen from its onyx hold­er. The

    pen felt heavy. Yes, true gold. Rair slipped the pen up his frayed cot­ton sleeve.




    “We are pre­pared to re­in­state you, com­rade,” the gen­er­al con­tin­ued, “at your for­mer

    rank of cap­tain, with all back pay and ben­efits. Your past crimes will be ex­punged from your

    record.”




    “For that I will do any­thing,” Rair promised. He wrung his hands so the pen would not fall

    out. “Just name the thing.”




    “You will go to USA.”




    “Amer­ica?” Rair Brash­nikov’s voice had been filled with dis­be­lief. The gen­er­al

    mis­in­ter­pret­ed this as fright.




    “You will be pro­tect­ed while you are be­tween mis­sions,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an as­sured

    him.




    “Amer­ica,” Rair re­peat­ed. His mind was rac­ing. The best elec­tron­ic equip­ment came

    from Amer­ica. The finest blue jeans. The food was in­cred­ible in its di­ver­si­ty. Red meat,

    it was said, was ac­tu­al­ly red in Amer­ica. Not gray like So­vi­et gris­tle steaks.




    The gen­er­al’s voice broke in­to his rever­ie. “If you fear it so, we can find an­oth­er

    agent.”




    “Nyet!” said Rair Brash­nikov. “I will un­der­take this mis­sion. Just tell me what to

    do.”




    Gen­er­al Se­moy­an stood up. “Then come with me, Cap­tain Brash­nikov.”




    They es­cort­ed him to a room where a uni­form with cap­tain’s bars was wait­ing for him. He

    was al­lowed to dress once more in civ­ilized cloth­ing with warm leather shoes on his feet,

    and, his black hair wet with fra­grant hair oil, Rair emerged from the dress­ing room, his

    black eyes shin­ing like rosary beads. The gen­er­al’s gold pen was tucked in­to a reg­ula­tion

    sock.




    Un­der guard, with Gen­er­al Se­moy­an in the lead, re­stored Cap­tain Rair Nico­laiv­itch

    Brash­nikov was brought deep in­to the sub­ter­ranean bow­els of KGB head­quar­ters in

    Dz­er­shin­sky Square.




    They halt­ed be­fore a thick steel door while se­cu­ri­ty guards ma­nip­ulat­ed a

    com­pli­cat­ed elec­tron­ic lock. Above the door, in Cyril­lic let­ter­ing, was a large

    sign:




    RE­VERSE EN­GI­NEER­ING DI­REC­TORATE




    Rair Brash­nikov won­dered what re­verse en­gi­neer­ing meant as he was led in­to an

    an­ti­sep­tic white room. Men in white smocks stood like stu­dents around a work­bench. The air

    was tinged with ozone.




    “Step up to bench, please,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an said. The oth­ers crowd­ed around un­der the

    un­sta­ble flu­ores­cent light­ing.




    On the bench were two ob­jects. They ap­peared to be iden­ti­cal.




    “This is com­po­nent of the rock­et mo­tor of our new shut­tle space­plane,” Gen­er­al

    Se­moy­an told Brash­nikov, tap­ping one of them.




    “It is quite . . . shiny,” Rair ven­tured. In fact it was very shiny. Rair won­dered what it

    might fetch on the black mar­ket. He shoved his hands in­to his trous­er pock­ets. There were

    too many wit­ness­es in this room. He could not palm it in full view of all these men.




    The gen­er­al heft­ed the oth­er ob­ject.




    “And this is com­po­nent from Amer­ican shut­tle,” he said. “Do they look sim­ilar to

    you?”




    Rair took the sec­ond com­po­nent in his hands and turned it over and over. The old urge

    tugged at his heart. Re­luc­tant­ly he re­placed it on the bench’s grainy sur­face.




    “Yes,” he said firm­ly. “They are iden­ti­cal. A tes­ta­ment to the abil­ity of So­vi­et

    tech­ni­cians to match much-​vaunt­ed Amer­icans.”




    “No,” the gen­er­al said. “A trib­ute to good for­tune and what we call re­verse

    en­gi­neer­ing.”




    “I do not know this term, ‘re­verse en­gi­neer­ing,’ ” Rair ad­mit­ted. He won­dered what

    this had to do with Amer­ica.




    “You un­der­stand prin­ci­ple of en­gi­neer­ing a tool or ma­chine part, nyet! One be­gins

    with pro­to­type. From this, blueprint is made. And from blueprint, many copies are built. Here

    is blueprint of the rock­et-​mo­tor part. See? It shows in ex­act­ing de­tail how the

    com­po­nents are to be man­ufac­tured, how to ma­chine fine thick­ness­es of parts and how to

    join parts to­geth­er to re­sult in a work­ing mech­anism.”




    “Da, I un­der­stand,” said Brash­nikov.




    “No, you do not. While this So­vi­et com­po­nent was built from So­vi­et blueprint, it is

    not to­tal sto­ry. For these blueprints are not drawn from So­vi­et pro­to­type. They were

    cre­at­ed from this Amer­ican com­po­nent. One of our agents ob­tained this from its point of

    man­ufac­ture. We took it apart, cal­ibrat­ed mea­sure­ments and de­duced ma­te­ri­als, and

    de­vel­oped blueprints. Thus, with­out in­cur­ring cost and time re­quired to de­vel­op

    com­po­nent that might or might not work prop­er­ly first time, we have at­tained abil­ity to

    mass-​pro­duce this part. Thus our shut­tle soared as well as its Amer­ican coun­ter­part.”




    “Re­verse en­gi­neer­ing,” Rair said blankly.




    “Re­verse en­gi­neer­ing, da. For de­spite what you may have read in Prav­da or Izves­tia or

    what­ev­er it is thieves read, So­vi­et tech­nol­ogy still lags far be­hind the West. Even now,

    we have hun­dreds of agents in U.S. at­tempt­ing to ac­quire work­ing parts to ev­ery­thing

    from mi­crowave ovens to neu­tron bombs.”




    “What­ev­er works,” Rair said, in­ad­ver­tent­ly re­coin­ing an Amer­ican catch­phrase. He

    was try­ing to be diplo­mat­ic.




    “But,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an went on, “even with all of our agents, Amer­ica is too

    pro­duc­tive. Too cre­ative. Of­ten by the time a find comes in­to our hands and can be

    du­pli­cat­ed, it is al­ready ob­so­lete by West­ern stan­dards. In short, we can­not steal

    Amer­ican tech­nol­ogy as fast as Amer­icans can cre­ate and im­prove it.”




    “This is iron­ic,” Rair said.




    “This is trag­ic,” the gen­er­al coun­tered. “For if this trend con­tin­ues, we will be left

    far be­hind. Even now, al­most sev­en­ty years af­ter Amer­ican so­ci­ety was first

    trans­formed by mass-​pro­duced au­to­mo­bile, Moth­er Rus­sia still can­not build a de­cent

    af­ford­able car.”




    Rair nod­ded un­think­ing­ly. He drove a La­da.




    Gen­er­al Se­moy­an laughed grim­ly. “In­stead of mak­ing glo­ri­ous rev­olu­tion, we should

    have been mak­ing Mod­el T’s. And to­day, Amer­ican com­put­er tech­nol­ogy is so far ahead of

    us, they will bury us in mi­crochips. Khrushchev is no doubt turn­ing in grave.”




    “I will be hap­py to steal as much Amer­ican tech­nol­ogy as you would like,” Rair

    Brash­nikov said brave­ly, “but I fear I am not equal to this mighty task.”




    “Nyet, you are not. No or­di­nary man is. But we can make you so. Bring it,” the gen­er­al

    said to a hov­er­ing tech­ni­cian.




    The tech­ni­cian came back with a black box the size of a light trav­el­ing suit­case. It

    had a com­bi­na­tion lock and two key­holes. The tech­ni­cian re­moved a small key from a chain

    around his throat and un­did the locks. Then he worked the com­bi­na­tion.




    “What that man did, the un­lock­ing, would de­feat any thief,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an said

    cool­ly. “Even you, Brash­nikov.”




    “Yes,” Brashikov said, but he re­al­ly meant “no.” He was con­fi­dent he could pick any

    lock. But he was afraid to seem like too much of a thief. He still couldn’t take his eyes off

    the shiny shut­tle com­po­nents.




    But when the tech­ni­cian opened the case and re­vealed a heap of white plas­tic,

    Brash­nikov for­got all about the com­po­nents.




    “This,” the gen­er­al said proud­ly, “will al­low you to de­feat locks, doors, vaults,

    walls-​even the most im­preg­nable for­ti­fied mil­itary in­stal­la­tions in USA.”




    The tech­ni­cian lift­ed the thing out of the case. It hung from his hands like a

    cos­mo­naut suit. Gloves and thick-​soled boots lay in the case, along with what ap­peared to

    be a col­lapsed hel­met. They were slick like plas­tic, but the skin was net­worked with pale

    plas­tic fil­aments.




    “Please demon­strate our prize for Cap­tain Brash­nikov,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an or­dered.




    One of the tech­ni­cans-​the short­est of them-​strug­gled in­to the suit. It took the help

    of two oth­ers to pull the skintight ma­te­ri­al on. It was like get­ting in­to a scu­ba suit

    that was a size too small. They sealed it in the back by Vel­cro flaps. The hel­met went on the

    same way.




    Rair no­ticed with in­ter­est that the face shield was not trans­par­ent glass or plas­tic,

    but a kind of opaque white cel­lo­phane. Af­ter the hel­met was in place, the cel­lo­phane

    ex­pand­ed. Then it con­tract­ed. Its rhyth­mic ex­pan­sions were ob­vi­ous­ly the re­sult of

    the tech­ni­cian’s res­pi­ra­tion.




    “The fa­cial mem­brane is like two-​way mir­ror,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an ex­plained as he

    not­ed Brash­nikov’s per­plexed ex­pres­sion. “He can see out, but no one can see his face. It

    has added ad­van­tage of be­ing per­me­able to oxy­gen, but proof against all known forms of

    chem­ical agents. How­ev­er, its prime pur­pose is that no mat­ter how well we train a man to

    pre­pare him­self for rig­ors of wear­ing de­vice, the hu­man eye is de­signed to flinch from

    per­ceived ob­sta­cles, even when brain knows those ob­sta­cles can­not pos­si­bly harm

    it.”




    “I do not un­der­stand,” Rair said as the tech­ni­cans turned the man around. They hooked

    two white ca­bles to ports on the suit’s shoul­ders. The oth­er ends were hooked up to an

    or­di­nary car bat­tery. Then they fit­ted the bat­tery in­to a webbed sling that at­tached to

    the man’s back like a ruck­sack.




    The man in the suit turned around and wait­ed, his blank blis­ter of a face crin­kling as he

    breathed.




    Gen­er­al Se­moy­an smiled ex­pan­sive­ly.




    “If you are cu­ri­ous about the ma­te­ri­al, Cap­tain Brash­nikov, go ahead, touch it. Feel

    it if you wish.”




    Brash­nikov touched the man’s chest. It felt slick, like plas­tic. It was plas­tic, Rair

    de­cid­ed, pos­si­bly some kind of rub­ber­ized plas­tic. The sewn-​in tubes al­so felt

    pla­sticky. Fiberop­tic ca­bles, he de­cid­ed.




    “Does it feel sol­id to you?” the gen­er­al asked pleas­ant­ly.




    “Yes, of course. It is very sub­stan­tial. Is it bul­let­proof?”




    The gen­er­al laughed loud­ly. “Yes,” he said. “But not in the way you think. I mean, did it

    feel sol­id to the touch?”




    “Yes,” Rair said. What did the gen­er­al mean? Of course it was sol­id. What else could it

    be?




    “And this,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an asked, rap­ping on the bench. “Is it sol­id?”




    Rair Brash­nikov ran his fin­gers along the edges of the bench. He was care­ful to keep his

    fin­gers away from the shut­tle parts which sat so care­less­ly, so tempt­ing­ly with­in

    reach.




    “Yes. It is oak.”




    “If you were to ex­am­ine this ta­ble or that suit un­der an elec­tron mi­cro­scope, you

    would see that it is not as sol­id as it ap­pears. For all mat­ter in the uni­verse is

    com­posed of atoms, all clus­tered to­geth­er like the stars in the night sky.”




    “I know my sci­ence,” Rair said de­fen­sive­ly. “I have read of this.”




    “Then you doubt­less un­der­stand that atoms are very, very tiny. And that they are

    pro­tect­ed by elec­trons whirling at speeds so high that they form pro­tec­tive shell like

    whirling blades of high-​speed fan. And there are spaces be­tween atoms as vast as void

    be­tween stars.”




    “Yes.”




    “That ta­ble, that man, even you and I, are com­posed of vast emp­ty spaces in which these

    tiny spheres clus­ter. You, when you are struck, you feel im­pact. You feel pain. Be­cause

    these elec­trons pro­tect emp­ty spaces. From earth, stars in cos­mos look to be mere inch­es

    apart, but we know that is not so. It is very op­po­site with atoms. We can see dense­ness

    which make them sol­id to touch, but not spaces be­tween.”




    “I do not fol­low,” Rair ad­mit­ted.




    “Then fol­low this.” The gen­er­al signed to the tech­ni­cian in the white plas­tic

    suit.




    The tech­ni­cian reached down to his belt buck­le. For the first time, Rair no­ticed a white

    rheo­stat on the buck­le. The man turned it. Then, soft­ly, the suit glowed.




    Rair watched. His eyes hurt sud­den­ly. He tried to fo­cus them. But they wouldn’t fo­cus.

    The man seemed to blur at the edges. The vein­like net­work of fil­aments pulsed and ran with

    tiny gold­en lights. Even the web­bing straps that held the bat­tery pack in place grew

    in­dis­tinct.




    Rair looked away. A blueprint on a wall was crys­tal clear. But when his gaze re­turned to

    the man in the suit, he couldn’t quite fo­cus on him.




    “The ef­fect you are try­ing to un­der­stand is re­sult of hy­per­vi­bra­tion,” Gen­er­al

    Se­moy­an an­nounced. “Suit is vi­brat­ing at tril­lions of puls­es per mil­lisec­ond. This is

    why we have dubbed it our zib­riruyushchiy kostyum, or vi­bra­tion suit.”




    Rair walked around the man in the suit. There was some­thing very odd about him now.

    Some­thing he could not quite put his fin­ger on.




    When he looked clos­er at the man’s con­cealed face, he rec­og­nized it. The fea­ture­less

    mem­brane ex­pand­ed out like bub­blegum bub­ble, but there was no crin­kling sound

    any­more.




    “If he spoke, we could not hear his voice, al­though he can un­der­stand us,” the gen­er­al

    ex­plained.




    “Will he be­come in­vis­ible?” Rair asked. Rea­son­ably, he thought.




    “That would be per­fect, but no. You may touch him if you wish.”




    Rair hes­itate. “Will it hurt?”




    “Nyet, you will feel no pain. Nor will he.”




    Rair Brash­nikov still held back. Why would they want him to touch the suit again? He

    reached out care­ful fin­gers. The tips of his fin­gers dis­ap­peared in­to it.




    “Ah­hh!” he cried, re­coil­ing as if stung. “My hand!”




    “Your hand is fine,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an as­sured him.




    “I felt . . . noth­ing,” Rair said in a dull in­com­pre­hend­ing tone. He was pleased to see

    that he still had fin­ger­tips.




    “Ex­act­ly,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an said. “It is much like known phe­nomenon of col­lid­ing

    galax­ies. As­tronomers know that in cos­mos, galax­ies some­times col­lide. But there is no

    re­sult­ing catas­tro­phe, for suns mere­ly pass one an­oth­er, so great are spaces be­tween

    them. Vi­bra­tion suit is vi­brat­ing so that its atom­ic struc­ture is flu­id, like wa­ter.

    When you place your hand with­in the field, suit com­pen­sates for your atom­ic struc­ture. Its

    elec­trons are re­pelled by your elec­trons. The spaces merge, but atoms re­main apart. Thus,

    your hand co­ex­ist­ed in the same phys­ical space as his chest. At least, that is our

    the­ory.”




    “No bul­let, no hand could harm him,” Rair breathed, inch­ing clos­er.




    “No wall can stop him ei­ther.” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an smiled. “Com­rade, please

    demon­strate.”




    As Rair Brash­nikov watched with wide black eyes, the man in tht suit walked through the

    sol­id oak bench. He passed from it to one wall, walk­ing as sound­less­ly as a ghost. He

    passed through the wall. Then he was gone. Ut­ter si­lence filled the room as they stared at

    the blank white wall.




    Soon the tech­ni­cian stepped from an­oth­er wall. He emerged from it as if com­ing through

    a dense fog. Ex­cept he was the fog and the wall was sol­id.




    “This is as­ton­ish­ing! This is in­cred­ible!” Rair Brash­nikov shout­ed ea­ger­ly. “Who

    says Rus­sian tech­nol­ogy is back­ward? Who says we can­not com­pete with West? If So­vi­et

    sci­ence can pro­duce such a won­der, there is noth­ing we can­not do!”




    “We stole the suit from the Japanese,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an said dry­ly.




    Rair sub­sid­ed. “It is Japanese?”




    “An­oth­er rea­son why you were cho­sen, cap­tain. Aside from your crim­inal past, you are

    short and slim enough to fit in­to the suit. It was built by the Nishit­su Cor­po­ra­tion, and

    is de­signed for the av­er­age Japanese male physique. We be­lieve it is a by-​prod­uct of

    their re­cent su­per­con­duc­tor break­throughs.”




    “You do not know?” Raid asked in sur­prise. “Why not take it apart and make blueprints, then

    build suit that will fit stur­dy Rus­sian?”




    Gen­er­al Se­moy­an shook his leo­nine head.




    “It is too com­pli­cat­ed. We dare not dis­man­tle it for fear of not be­ing able to

    re­store suit to prop­er op­er­at­ing or­der. Bet­ter to risk the suit in the field than to

    lose it to our in­com­pe­tent tech­ni­cians.”




    The tech­ni­cians in the room shift­ed their feet and looked down in em­bar­rass­ment.




    Gen­er­al Se­moy­an cleared his throat. The tech­ni­cian in the suit turned it off. The

    blur­ry in­dis­tinct­ness of his out­line fad­ed with the lam­bent glow of the suit

    it­self.




    “We will train you to walk in suit,” Gen­er­al Se­moy­an told him as the man was helped out

    of the suit, “to pass through sol­id ob­jects with­out hes­ita­tion or fear. Then we will let

    you loose in Amer­ica, with a shop­ping list of what we most need. Are you pre­pared for this,

    Cap­tain Brash­nikov?”




    “As al­ways, I am brave in the ser­vice of my moth­er­land,” Rair Brash­nikov said, vi­sions

    of Amer­ican blue jeans and VCR’s danc­ing in his head. He was so elat­ed he did some­thing he

    had nev­er done since he picked his first pock­et. He slipped the gold pen in­to the

    gen­er­al’s coat pock­et.




    That way, when Se­moy­an no­ticed it miss­ing, even if he sus­pect­ed Brash­nikov, the proof

    of his in­no­cence would even­tu­al­ly be found.




    For Rair Brash­nikov was not about to risk los­ing the op­por­tu­ni­ty to be set loose in

    the con­sumers’ par­adise of the world for a mere gold pen.




    For months, they trained him. He learned that for all its won­ders the vi­bra­tion suit was

    fraught with hid­den per­ils. One had to be care­ful how one walked. For the vi­bra­tions which

    al­lowed a man to pass through six feet of con­crete would al­so cause him to sink in­to a

    floor.




    The tech­ni­cians who main­tained it, ob­vi­ous­ly on­ly dim­ly un­der­stood the suit. They

    ex­plained to him that the thick boot soles con­tained tiny vi­brat­ing el­ements that caused

    the bot­toms to vi­brate in coun­ter­point to the suit vi­bra­tion. On­ly a mi­cron thick­ness

    of the bot­tom vi­brat­ed out of syn­chro­niza­tion, they the­orized. But it was enough to

    al­low for foot­ing and trac­tion. Still, the suit wear­er had to be care­ful, when he passed

    through an ob­sta­cle, that he did it with the toes and soles kept lev­el.




    Rair tried this a few times. It was a dif­fi­cult skill to learn. If he stepped wrong, his

    up­per body passed through the test walls, but his feet got hung up.




    It took thir­ty days un­til he mas­tered the art of walk­ing through a wall. At the same

    time, he had to deal with the eye’s blink­ing re­flex. The face mem­brane helped, but when a

    con­crete wall came up to the eye, the eye nat­ural­ly flinched and the body flinched too.

    Mere­ly shut­ting the eyes was not enough. For Rair was taught that al­though he could pass

    through walls, he could not see through them. He could nev­er be cer­tain what was on the

    oth­er side. It was im­per­ative that be­fore he dared en­ter such walls, he stick his face

    in­to them like a swim­mer stick­ing his face above wa­ter to see what lay on the sur­face.




    It took time, and skill, and it was dif­fi­cult.




    They taught him that he could trot while in the suit, but he could not run. Even with his

    body as in­sub­stan­tial as smoke, his mi­cron-​thick soles could trip on ground rocks. If he

    tripped, he was told, he would fall. And if he fell . . .




    “What?” Rair had asked anx­ious­ly.




    The tech­ni­cian shrugged. They did not ac­tu­al­ly know, but they the­orized that a fall

    would pro­pel the suit through the earth’s crust, where a man might, in the­ory, sink un­til he

    emerged on the op­po­site side of the globe.




    “That would not be so ter­ri­ble,” Rair had said, vis­ibly re­lieved.




    True, they told him. But no one could say if, af­ter pass­ing through the earth, the man

    might not keep go­ing, for­ev­er and ev­er, in­to deep­est space.




    “Oh,” Rair had said in a sober voice.




    There were oth­er prob­lems with the suit. The more he learned, the less he liked the

    as­sign­ment, but be­cause giv­ing up meant fac­ing a fir­ing squad, Rair Brash­nikov

    con­tin­ued train­ing.




    Even af­ter they warned him that he must nev­er, ev­er, turn off the suit while in­side

    some­thing sol­id.




    “What would hap­pen then?” he had asked fear­ful­ly.




    On this the tech­ni­cians were not in com­plete agree­ment.




    One thought that Rair would be­come trapped like a fly in am­ber.




    An­oth­er be­lieved that the atom­ic struc­ture of both sub­stances would be­come

    in­ex­tri­ca­ble, so that in his last mo­ments Rair would taste wood or con­crete in his mouth,

    his stom­ach would feel full of mat­ter. His brain would be rid­dled with for­eign nonor­gan­ic

    sub­stances. His bod­ily flu­ids would min­gle with the ma­te­ri­al. It would be a weird,

    ter­ri­ble, suf­fo­cat­ing death.




    Still an­oth­er the­orized that with the vi­bra­tion suit shut down, the re­pelling forces

    that kept the atoms sep­arat­ed would cease, pos­si­bly re­sult in a nu­cle­ar ex­plo­sion.




    Rair Brash­nikov kept the thought of be­com­ing a walk­ing Cher­nobyl in mind all through

    the Aeroflot flight from Moscow to Wash­ing­ton, D.C., where he met his case of­fi­cer, the

    charge d’af­faires of the So­vi­et em­bassy, ac­tu­al­ly a KGB ma­jor. The charge d’af­faires

    pro­vid­ed Rair with a se­cure place to live be­tween pen­etra­tions, which ranged from

    pluck­ing key parts from U.S. mis­siles so that when they went awry and had to be de­stroyed,

    no one dreamed that they had mal­func­tioned be­cause they had been pil­fered, to ob­tain­ing

    mis­sion-​crit­ical com­put­er chips from Pen­tagon su­per-​com­put­ers.




    Through it all, Rair Brash­nikov had been ex­tra, ex­tra care­ful not to be seen, not to be

    heard, not to be sus­pect­ed. Amer­ican se­cu­ri­ty was so lax it was rel­ative­ly easy. And

    Rair Brash­nikov had been very, very well-​trained. Even in Amer­ica, the train­ing

    con­tin­ued. He was forced to en­ter mock-​ups of cramped mis­sile in­te­ri­ors, po­si­tion­ing

    him­self so that when he de­ac­ti­vat­ed the suit, no toe or fin­ger re­mained in­side

    any­thing sol­id. It was a sim­ple mat­ter, then, to re­move what­ev­er he wished,

    re­ac­ti­vate the suit, and slip away.




    It was a hap­py prop­er­ty of the suit that what­ev­er Brash­nikov held in his hands when

    the suit ac­ti­vat­ed, vi­brat­ed in sym­pa­thy so that it could be car­ried through solids as

    well.




    Rair Brash­nikov trained very hard. He did not de­sire to go up in a small mush­room cloud.

    Nor did he wish to be cap­tured when the bat­tery pack ran down, as it did when he was be­ing

    pur­sued from LCF-​Fox by the Amer­ican with un­usu­al­ly thick wrists and the ab­surd­ly

    garbed Ori­en­tal.




    The pair had been in­cred­ibly fleet of foot. And strong. They had chopped down a thick tree

    while he hid with­in. Rair had no idea who they were. He had been fas­ci­nat­ed by them-​un­til

    the rheo­stat warn­ing light went on, in­di­cat­ing that he had on­ly the six­ty-​minute

    re­serve-​en­er­gy sup­ply left.




    Rair had count­ed him­self for­tu­nate that he had so many trees to hide in. He had

    fi­nal­ly giv­en them the slip, and made it back to his ho­tel, where he im­me­di­ate­ly

    re­port­ed his en­counter with U.S. mil­itary per­son­nel to the charge d’af­faires.




    Rair had been cer­tain that the trio had been left far be­hind. That had been a fa­tal

    mis­take, he now re­al­ized.




    As the dark tun­nel walls zoomed past him, Brash­nikov tried to re­mem­ber his last mo­ment

    of life. He had di­aled the So­vi­et em­bassy. The switch­board had an­swered, and Rair had

    asked to speak with the charge d’af­faires, giv­ing his code name, Ly­ovkiy Dukh-​Nim­ble

    Ghost.




    While he wait­ed to be con­nect­ed, the ho­tel-​room door crashed in. Rair did not turn to

    see what had hap­pened. That was not im­por­tant. Turn­ing on the suit was by then a re­flex in

    any dan­ger­ous sit­ua­tion.




    He re­mem­bered reach­ing for the belt rheo­stat. At the same time, the charge d’af­faire’s

    voice came over the line, say­ing, “Hel­lo?” That was the last thing Rair heard. The room went

    white like a star go­ing no­va, and now he was hurl­ing through this end­less tun­nel at the

    speed of light.




    The ex­pla­na­tion was ob­vi­ous. The suit must have gone nu­cle­ar. There was no oth­er

    pos­si­ble an­swer.




    It had been the thing that Rair Brash­nikov had most feared. Yet now that it had hap­pened,

    he felt a cu­ri­ous lack of con­cern. It had been quick and pain­less. How much more could one

    ex­pect from death?




    And so Rair Brash­nikov, on­ly a lit­tle sad, rushed through the snaking tube, search­ing

    for the light his grand­fa­ther had spo­ken of so long ago, in an­oth­er time and place.




    It was a strange thing. In his ears, he could still hear the charge d’af­faires’ an­gry

    voice. It kept re­peat­ing, “Hel­lo? Hel­lo? Are you there, Brash­nikov? An­swer me!”




    And be­hind it, there were oth­er voic­es. A mul­ti­tude of them. Laugh­ing and

    whis­per­ing. Shout­ing and sob­bing. Rair thought they were the voic­es of the dead. If he

    lis­tened hard enough, could he pick out his grand­fa­ther’s voice too? he won­dered.




    But when he tried, he dis­cov­ered a strange thing.




    All the voic­es spoke En­glish. Amer­ican En­glish.




    How cu­ri­ous, Brash­nikov thought. Were there no So­vi­ets in the af­ter­life?




    Then he heard the charge d’af­faires’ voice again, an­gry and anx­ious, call­ing his name

    over and over again. It was most pass­ing strange.


  




  

    Chapter 11




    “It’s okay, I’ll get it,” Re­mo Williams called out in re­sponse to the fa­mil­iar knock. He

    leapt to the back door, swip­ing at the smoke that had seeped in­to the kitchen de­spite the

    in­su­la­tion of two closed doors.




    “Hi, Smit­ty,” Re­mo said. “Back for more rice?” Then he stopped. “You look dif­fer­ent. Did

    you break down and get a face lift?”




    “Non­sense,” Smith snapped, clos­ing the door be­hind him like a ner­vous milk­man on a dawn

    assig­na­tion.




    “No, re­al­ly,” Re­mo re­turned, fol­low­ing him to the kitchen ta­ble. “There’s some­thing

    dif­fer­ent about you. New hair­cut?”




    “I have been us­ing the same bar­ber for near­ly thir­ty years.”




    “And you prob­ably tip him the same way you did in 1962.”




    “I con­sid­er my loy­al pa­tron­age to be tip enough.” Smith looked around, notic­ing the

    haze.




    “Has some­one been smok­ing?” he asked.




    “Sort of. This is Chi­un’s lat­est kick.”




    Smith looked at Re­mo with dis­be­lief. “I can­not imag­ine Chi­un smok­ing.”




    “I’ll ex­plain lat­er. I’m still try­ing to put my fin­ger on what’s dif­fer­ent about you

    to­day. A new tie?” Re­mo asked. “No, that’s a Dart­mouth tie. And your suit the same. Gray as

    a mouse.”




    Smith took a seat at the ta­ble and laid a small brown car­ry­ing case on it.




    Notic­ing this, Re­mo snapped his fin­gers.




    “That’s it!” he said. “That’s not your usu­al brief­case. I knew you look dif­fer­ent.”




    Smith looked at Re­mo as if un­cer­tain if he was be­ing kid­ded.




    “Please sit down, Re­mo,” he said qui­et­ly. Re­mo sat. He looked at the case. It was

    small­er than a suit­case, but larg­er than a valise. It was near­ly a box. Re­mo won­dered

    what was in it.




    “Any leads on our miss­ing spook?” Re­mo asked.




    “None. I ran com­put­er checks on all com­mer­ical and char­ter flights out of North

    Dako­ta. I don’t be­lieve our man was on any of them. And the name he was reg­is­tered

    un­der-​Ivan Grozny-​is fic­ti­tious. It means ‘Ivan the Ter­ri­ble.’ We will have to pick up

    his trail when we can. Right now I have a more press­ing task for you and Chi­un.”




    “Did I hear my name spo­ken?” a squeaky voice said sud­den­ly.




    The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju sud­den­ly stood in the now-​open door. He wore a plain ki­mono. It

    was as white as a snow­drift, and it made the aged ivory tex­ture of his wrin­kled skin look

    ac­tu­al­ly brown.




    Bluish smoke rolled around him like a fog­bank.




    “I was just start­ing to ex­plain your next as­sign­ments,” Smith said, his gray eyes alert

    to the ex­ces­sive amount of smoke. He felt it tick­le his throat and he coughed in­to his fist

    un­com­fort­ably.




    “Then I should be present to see that Re­mo does not mis­in­ter­pret your pre­cise

    in­struc­tions,” Chi­un re­marked.




    “I was just about to tell Re­mo that my com­put­ers have so far had no luck in trac­ing the

    crea­ture you both en­coun­tered.”




    “What about his se­cret?” Chi­un asked ea­ger­ly.




    “It rep­re­sents a tech­nol­ogy be­yond cur­rent knowl­edge,” Smith ad­mit­ted. “Al­though

    it is pos­si­ble to as­sume the Rus­sian-​for sure­ly the ev­idence points to a So­vi­et

    agent-​wore an elec­tron­ic suit that some­how en­ables him to pass through solids.”




    Chi­un’s face lost its hope­ful ex­pres­sion. “Oh,” he said. “I was hop­ing you, as a white

    fa­mil­iar with ma­chine tech­niques, could help me with my ex­per­iment.”




    “What ex­per­iment is that?” asked Smith.




    “You’ll be sor­ry you asked,” Re­mo warned.




    Chi­un made low, furtive shoo­ing mo­tions at Re­mo.




    “I have been at­tempt­ing to du­pli­cate this pow­er, which no Mas­ter of Sinan­ju has ev­er

    pos­sessed,” Chi­un said lofti­ly.




    “Re­al­ly? I would like to see this.”




    Chi­un stepped aside and bowed. “En­ter.”




    Re­mo fol­lowed Smith in­to Chi­un’s per­son­al room. The walls were cov­ered with mir­rors.

    They hung on the walls and leaned pre­car­ious­ly against clos­et doors. Mir­ror tiles were

    neat­ly ar­ranged on the floor and oth­ers were at­tached to the ceil­ing. In the cen­ter of

    the room stood a tall brass censer. Some­thing smol­dered in the cen­ter, emit­ting bil­lows of

    bluish smoke.




    As Smith reached for a hand­ker­chief to cov­er his sting­ing nos­trils, Chi­un pulled a red

    silk pouch from his sleeve and sprin­kled a pow­der in­to the censer. A brief flame flared up

    and the smoke in­ten­si­fied.




    “Ob­serve,” Chi­un said.




    He then walked to a wall and with arms out­stretched at­tempt­ed to pass through a lean­ing

    mir­ror. His long fin­ger­nails tapped the re­flec­tive sur­face. He pushed. The pane

    shat­tered, shards falling at Chi­un’s san­daled feet.




    “You see?” Chi­un said in an ex­as­per­at­ed voice. “It does not work. Could you tell me

    what is wrong, the mir­ror or the smoke?”




    “Ex­cuse me?” Smith said as Re­mo hid a widen­ing grin be­hind his hand.




    “Is this the cor­rect kind of mir­ror?” Chi­un went on.




    “Or is it that the smoke is not prop­er­ly col­ored? I am in­clined to think that the smoke

    is not blue enough, but Re­mo re­fus­es to ad­vise me.”




    Re­mo caught Smith’s help­less side­long glance.




    “Blue smoke and mir­rors,” Re­mo whis­pered. “Chi­un over­heard Robin sug­gest it as a

    pos­si­ble ex­pla­na­tion. He’s try­ing to crack the method.”




    “Uh, ex­cuse me, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Smith ven­tured. “But the phrase ‘blue smoke and

    mir­rors’ is just an ex­pres­sion. It’s mean­ing­less.”




    “That is what Re­mo told me, but I heard two dif­fer­ent per­sons pro­fess that the thief

    used blue smoke and mir­rors to ac­com­plish his ne­far­ious deeds. I saw no ev­idence of this

    my­self, but whites are so de­vi­ous” -Chi­un looked at Re­mo with spe­cial point­ed­ness-

    “that I can­not be cer­tain.”




    “I as­sure you, Mas­ter of Sinan­ju,” Smith said, back­ing away from the smoke, his eyes

    tear­ing, “that the de­vice used was elec­tron­ic.”




    “Ah, elec­tron­ic,” Chi­un mur­mured. “I un­der­stand now. But tell me, which was

    elec­tron­ic-​the smoke or the mir­rors?”




    And Re­mo burst out in­to such laugh­ter that Smith nev­er got a chance to an­swer. Chi­un

    flew out of the room, slam­ming the door be­hind him so hard that the sound of break­ing glass

    was a crescen­do as he un­leashed a tor­rent of in­vec­tive in both Ko­re­an and En­glish.

    Smith couldn’t fol­low the Ko­re­an por­tion- and the En­glish was de­liv­ered at such speed

    that he had trou­ble catch­ing all of that too-​but he was cer­tain that Chi­un called Re­mo “a

    pale piece of pig’s ear” at least six times.




    When Chi­un fi­nal­ly sub­sid­ed, he joined Re­mo and Smith at the kitchen ta­ble. His face

    was stormy and Re­mo had to hold up Chi­un’s end of the con­ver­sa­tion as well as his own.




    “This much we know,” Smith was say­ing. “This agent worked out of the So­vi­et em­bassy in

    Wash­ing­ton, D.C. I have been tap­ping CIA in­ter­cepts of tele­phone and telex traf­fic

    be­tween the em­bassy and Moscow. Much of it is in open code-​mun­dane words used to

    sub­sti­tute for crit­ical terms-​but I be­lieve I have the gen­er­al idea. It seems that the

    charge d’af­faires there is about to re­turn to Moscow with un­spec­ified stolen U.S.

    tech­nol­ogy.”




    “But we re­cov­ered the stuff the guy lift­ed in North Dako­ta,” Re­mo in­sist­ed.




    “Yes, but that ap­par­ent­ly rep­re­sents on­ly the most re­cent loot­ing. I have been

    run­ning checks on oth­er mil­itary in­stal­la­tions for phe­nom­ena such as oc­curred at

    LCF-​Fox. Miss­ing food and per­son­al items. Things of that sort.”




    “Yeah?”




    Smith sighed. “Ei­ther U.S. mil­itary per­son­nel are all steal­ing one an­oth­er blind, or

    this pat­tern of ac­tiv­ity has been go­ing on for a long time.”




    “How long?”




    “Two or three years.”




    “Years!” Re­mo ex­plod­ed. “He’s been rip­ping us off for years and no­body’s even

    no­ticed?”




    “I am afraid so. You must un­der­stand that we in­ven­to­ry so many parts with re­dun­dant

    back­ups and all, that miss­ing com­po­nents are of­ten dis­missed as book­keep­ing er­rors.

    It’s eas­ier to call it that than to dis­rupt the sta­tus quo with a full-​fledged

    in­ves­ti­ga­tion.”




    “Well, hip-​hip-​hooray for the U.S. ser­vice­man, pro­tec­tor of his pre­cious

    be­hind.”




    “But per­son­al thefts are re­port­ed,” Smith went on. “I have ac­cu­mu­lat­ed a list of

    miss­ing blue jeans, per­son­al com­put­ers, VCR’s, and Walk­men.”




    “I think it’s Walk­mans,” Re­mo said sourly.




    “What­ev­er. These are ex­act­ly the kinds of items that are in de­mand on the Rus­sian

    black mar­ket.”




    “Now, why would a So­vi­et agent risk his mis­sion to lift stuff like that on the side?”

    Re­mo won­dered. “When we caught up with him he was car­ry­ing steaks. That was all. Just

    steaks.”




    “Be­cause he is stupid, like all Rus­sians,” Chi­un in­ter­ject­ed sud­den­ly.




    “It’s be­cause he’s a klep­to­ma­ni­ac,” Smith added.




    “Klep­to­ma­ni­ac?” Re­mo asked. Chi­un leaned clos­er, in­ter­est on his wise face.




    “I pre­sent­ed my find­ings, dis­guised, of course, to Fol­croft’s head psy­chi­atrist,”

    Smith ex­plained. “It’s his rea­soned be­lief that we are deal­ing with a clas­sic com­pul­sive

    klep­to­ma­ni­ac.”




    “I un­der­stand a ma­ni­ac,” Chi­un said, glanc­ing at Re­mo. “I live with one. But what is

    a klep­to? Is it like a poltergeist?”




    “A klep­to­ma­ni­ac is a per­son who has a com­pul­sive ma­nia to steal,” Smith ex­plained.

    “He can­not help him­self. He will steal any­thing that catch­es his fan­cy, re­gard­less of

    its val­ue or the risk in­volved.”




    “You know, Chi­un,” Re­mo put in point­ed­ly, “like cer­tain per­sons who lift all the

    tooth­picks and mints at restau­rant cash reg­is­ters.”




    “They are there for the ben­efit of cus­tomers,” Chi­un snapped back. “And I do not take

    them all. I leave some.”




    “Three or four out of fifty tooth­picks is not some. It’s a to­ken ges­ture to your

    con­science. And you don’t even eat can­dy.”




    “I give the mints to chil­dren,” Chi­un replied huffi­ly. “Would you de­ny an old man the

    sim­ple plea­sure of shar­ing with chil­dren?”




    “You charge them a nick­el a pop.”




    “On­ly the ones who look as if they can af­ford to pay. The raga­muffins get them with­out

    cost.”




    “Could you two please stop this?” Smith said testi­ly. “Time is of the essence.”




    “Yes, of course. The mis­sion. Please for­give Re­mo’s carp­ing, Em­per­or. I do not know

    where he gets these ug­ly habits from.”




    Re­mo rolled his eyes ceil­ing­ward. He drummed his fin­gers on the kitchen ta­ble

    im­pa­tient­ly.




    “As I was say­ing,” Smith con­tin­ued, “the charge d’af­faires is about to fly to Moscow.

    He’s leav­ing from Dulles on an Aeroflot flight. And he will be car­ry­ing a case iden­ti­cal

    to this one.”




    “Re­al­ly?” Chi­un said, ex­am­in­ing the case. “How do you know this?”




    “This is a stan­dard diplo­mat­ic case, nick­named ‘Jaws’ be­cause of its

    ca­pa­cious­ness.”




    “That means it is large,” Chi­un said for Re­mo’s ben­efit.




    “Thanks,” Re­mo said dry­ly. “I caught the drift all by my­self.”




    “Lucky you.”




    Smith cleared his throat. “Air­port se­cu­ri­ty peo­ple do not X-​ray or in­spect these

    cas­es when em­bassy of­fi­cials car­ry them. I am cer­tain that the charge d’af­faires will be

    car­ry­ing sen­si­tive mil­itary parts in his case.”




    “He will not live to en­joy his ill-​got­ten gains,” Chi­un promised ve­he­ment­ly.




    “No, that’s ex­act­ly what we do not want,” Smith said hasti­ly. “You must not harm him. The

    diplo­mat­ic reper­cus­sions could be grave.”




    “Then let me sug­gest a tiny blow,” Chi­un said in a con­spir­ato­ri­al tone. “Harm­less as

    a fly’s bite at first, but three weeks lat­er the vic­tim drops dead from kid­ney fail­ure.

    This ser­vice was very much in de­mand dur­ing Ro­man times.”




    “Please,” Smith plead­ed. “This must not get back to us in any way.”




    “It will not,” Chi­un said firm­ly. “I as­sure you.”




    “No,” Smith said just as firm­ly. “I want to switch cas­es. That’s all. Do it so he doesn’t

    sus­pect the ex­change has tak­en place. Can you ac­com­plish this?”




    “We will be as the drift­ing smoke in our stealth,” Chi­un promised. “The drift­ing blue

    smoke.”




    Re­mo opened the case. “It’s emp­ty,” he said. “Won’t he no­tice the switch?”




    “Fill it with junk,” Smith sug­gest­ed.




    Re­mo shut the case. “I don’t do junk col­lect­ing,” he said. “It’s not in my job

    de­scrip­tion.”




    “Do not fret, Em­per­or Smith,” Chi­un said. “I have just the thing.”




    “You do?” Smith said.




    “He does,” Re­mo said. “Four­teen steam­er trunks full.”




    “I see,” Smith said as he rose from his chair. “Here is a pho­to­graph of your tar­get. His

    name is Yuli Batenin.”




    “Rice pa­per?” Re­mo asked, look­ing at the face.




    “Don’t be ridicu­lous.”




    “Who, me?”




    Smith paused at the open back door. “By the way, did you dis­pose of those files?”




    “Of course,” Re­mo lied, sud­den­ly re­mem­ber­ing the files tucked in­to his back

    pock­et.




    “Good. And I sug­gest you clear this house of smoke be­fore some­one calls the fire

    de­part­ment.”




    “Fear not, Em­per­or,” Chi­un called loud­ly. “We will serve your needs with skill and

    dar­ing, for we hon­or your wis­dom and your gra­cious­ness.”




    His pa­tri­cian face em­bar­rassed, Smith hasti­ly closed the door af­ter him.




    “Why do you al­ways raise your voice when he’s got the door open?” Re­mo asked. “You know

    how he is about se­cu­ri­ty.”




    Chi­un shrugged, pulling the case off the ta­ble. “Per­haps it will en­cour­age him to

    vis­it less of­ten.” He dis­ap­peared in­to an­oth­er room.




    A few min­utes lat­er, the rack­et com­ing from the at­tic was too much for Re­mo to ig­nore

    and he went up the fold­ing stairs.




    He found the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju dump­ing the con­tents of one of his steam­er trunks in­to

    the diplo­mat­ic valise. Re­mo no­ticed that the items in­clud­ed video­tapes and phono­graph

    al­bums.




    Re­mo plucked up one of the lat­ter as Chi­un be­gan stuff­ing posters in be­tween the

    heav­ier ob­jects as pack­ing.




    “Bar­bra Streisand’s Great­est Hits?” Re­mo asked, point­ing to the smil­ing face on the

    al­bum cov­er.




    “When one has a re­ten­tive mind, one need lis­ten to a song but once and it will stay in

    the heart for­ev­er,” Chi­un said dis­tant­ly.




    “That’s not what I meant. I thought you still har­bored a crush on her-​al­though I’ll

    ad­mit it’s been a long time since you’ve men­tioned it.”




    “She has spurned me for too long.”




    “The love let­ters still com­ing back un­opened, eh?”




    Chi­un shrugged his frail shoul­ders. “It is not that so much. I as­sume that self­ish

    syco­phants around her are re­spon­si­ble for that. But I lost re­spect for Bar­bra af­ter she

    took up with that mere boy.”




    “And who might that be?” Re­mo asked, hand­ing the al­bum to Chi­un. The Mas­ter of Sinan­ju

    snapped it in two with­out hes­itat­ing and stuffed it in­to the case. A framed por­trait of

    Streisand fol­lowed it in, its glass front cracked.




    “I do not re­call his name. John Don­son, or some­thing. He is the one on that ab­surd

    flamin­go show. Flori­da Lice, I think it is called.”




    “Flori­da . . .? Oh, that. Yeah. I can see how you’d be up­set, get­ting shut out by a twerp

    like that. I mean, the guy must be … what, forty, fifty years younger than you?”




    “She could have had per­fec­tion,” Chi­un growled. “In­stead she set­tled for one who shows

    so lit­tle re­spect for him­self that he wears no socks and shaves on­ly once a week.”




    “I got news for you, Lit­tle Fa­ther. Mi­ami Vice is off the air, and I think Bar­bra

    Streisand dumped him long ago.”




    “It is? She did?” Chi­un looked up, his fa­cial hair quiv­er­ing with hope.




    “Of course, that’s just a ru­mor,” Re­mo ad­mit­ted. “It may not be true.”




    Chi­un hes­itat­ed. Then he shred­ded the unau­tho­rized Bar­bra Streisand life sto­ry-​both

    the hard­cov­er and pa­per­back edi­tions-​in­to con­fet­ti and used them for pack­ing as

    well.




    “It no longer mat­ters,” the Mas­ter of Sinan­ju said re­signed­ly. “That she kissed such a

    one as that is enough of an in­sult to my feel­ings.”




    “She ac­tu­al­ly kissed him, huh?”




    “I know it is shock­ing, but I have it on ex­cel­lent au­thor­ity. Now I can nev­er

    for­give, nor will I for­get this hu­mil­ia­tion.”




    Chi­un slammed the case closed. Then, hands tucked in­to his sleeves, he marched, chin

    lift­ed high and on­ly slight­ly quiv­er­ing, to the lad­der steps. He float­ed down them with

    stol­id dig­ni­ty. On­ly Re­mo rec­og­nized the square set of his thin shoul­ders as

    in­di­cat­ing a break­ing heart.




    “What about this case?” Re­mo called af­ter him. “You gonna just leave it here?”




    “No,” Chi­un re­turned dul­ly. “You may car­ry it.”




    “Why not?” Re­mo mut­tered, heft­ing the case. “I’ve been car­ry­ing your spear for years.”

    It was sur­pris­ing­ly heavy. He hoped it weighed as much as a case full of stolen mil­itary

    equip­ment.




    Out­side, Re­mo placed the case in the trunk of his blue Buick. It felt strange to think of

    a car as his. He used to rent cars ex­clu­sive­ly for se­cu­ri­ty rea­sons, of­ten leav­ing

    them in re­mote lo­ca­tions so that the rental bills would go through the roof. But now that he

    had a per­ma­nent home, Re­mo fig­ured se­cu­ri­ty wouldn’t suf­fer from own­ing a per­ma­nent

    car too-​al­though he missed Smith’s howls of protest when the rental bills came in.




    Chi­un was al­ready in the pas­sen­ger seat when Re­mo got be­hind the wheel. The Mas­ter of

    Sinan­ju stared ahead wood­en­ly.




    “When we get back,” he said in a low, bit­ter voice, “re­mind me to speak to Smith about

    John Don­son.”




    Re­mo start­ed the en­gine. “What about him?”




    “I have heard ru­mors that he has a crim­inal past.”




    “I think you’re con­fus­ing the TV role with the ac­tor.”




    “We shall see. But per­haps Smith’s com­put­er things will turn up some­thing, and I can

    per­suade him to al­low me to pun­ish Don­son for his vi­cious in­frac­tions com­mit­ted

    against the glo­ri­ous Amer­ican Con­sti­tu­tion. In God We Trust.”




    Re­mo grunt­ed. “I’m glad you’re tak­ing this so well.”




    “Mas­ters of Sinan­ju learn how to bear up un­der dis­ap­point­ment,” Chi­un sniffed,

    re­ar­rang­ing his ki­mono skirts prim­ly. “Be­sides, there is al­ways Chee­ta Ching, the

    beau­ti­ful Ko­re­an an­chor­per­son.”




    “Isn’t she mar­ried now?”




    Chi­un’s voice dropped to a con­spir­ato­ri­al whis­per. “I have writ­ten to her about her

    hus­band. He has been lay­ing hands on oth­er wom­en, the per­vert.”




    “How do you know that?” Re­mo asked as he backed out of the drive­way.




    “He is a gy­ne­col­ogist,” Chi­un hissed. “He ad­mits this.”




    “No!” Re­mo said in a mock-​se­ri­ous voice.




    Chi­un nod­ded se­ri­ous­ly. “They are worse than klep­to­ma­ni­acs. Be­lieve me, Re­mo.

    Chee­ta will be eter­nal­ly grate­ful for the in­for­ma­tion I have pro­vid­ed her.”




    “If it works out, can I be your best man?”




    “No. When a Mas­ter of Sinan­ju mar­ries, there is on­ly one best man in at­ten­dance. And

    that is the bride­groom.”




    “Oh,” Re­mo said in a small voice.




    Chi­un reached out to touch Re­mo on the arm.




    “Oh, do not fret, my son. I have not for­got­ten you. You may be sec­ond-​best man at my

    wed­ding. Or third. Pos­si­bly fourth. But no low­er than fourth. Un­less, of course, you

    dis­grace me in some hor­ri­ble way. Then I might de­mote you to fifth-​best-​man po­si­tion.

    But that is the ab­so­lute­ly low­est, un­less-“




    “I get the pic­ture,” Re­mo snapped, press­ing the ac­cel­er­ator hard­er. He promised

    him­self that he would grab the win­dow seat on the flight down, and to hell with Chi­un’s

    protests about hav­ing to have a clear view of the wings in case they start­ed to fall off.


  




  

    Chapter 12




    Ma­jor Yuli Batenin hummed “Moscow Nights” con­tent­ed­ly. He looked for­ward to go­ing home

    af­ter so long.




    Most would con­sid­er the Wash­ing­ton-​em­bassy post the plum as­sign­ment in the So­vi­et

    diplo­mat­ic corps. Or in the KGB, for that mat­ter, for Yuli Batenin was first and fore­most

    KGB sta­tion chief in Wash­ing­ton. He was at­tached to the So­vi­et em­bassy as charge

    d’af­faires.




    But as the white em­bassy com­pound re­ced­ed in the nar­row rear win­dow of the

    am­bas­sador’s Lin­coln Con­ti­nen­tal, Yuli Batenin did not look back. Wash­ing­ton was fine.

    Amer­ica was fas­ci­nat­ing, but this par­tic­ular as­sign­ment had gone on too long. When he

    reached Moscow and hand­ed over the lat­est plun­der from U.S. in­stal­la­tions, Batenin would

    re­quest a new post­ing. Three years was enough.




    Of course his KGB su­pe­ri­ors would ask him why.




    And Ma­jor Batenin would tell them. He was cer­tain they would un­der­stand.




    It was not Amer­ica, he would say in the dusha-​dushe-​heart-​to-​heart-​talk he

    en­vi­sioned. It was not the em­bassy. It was not even the de­vi­ous Cap­tain Rair Brash­nikov.

    Ex­act­ly. Batenin could han­dle the diminu­tive thief. True, it was an­noy­ing to have to

    search Brash­nikov’s room when he was away in or­der to re­cov­er per­son­al ef­fects

    be­long­ing to the em­bassy staff, but it was a small price to pay for the great

    tech­no­log­ical gains that were be­ing re­al­ized through Op­er­ation Nim­ble Spir­it. Batenin

    un­der­stood that. Cer­tain sac­ri­fices were nec­es­sary.




    It was not that he would have to re­port that af­ter near­ly three years of un­sus­pect­ed

    op­er­ations, their agent had been seen. He had not been cap­tured. He had not been

    iden­ti­fied. No one even knew he was a Rus­sian, so far as Batenin knew. True, for the first

    time, stolen U.S. prop­er­ty had not been de­liv­ered to the em­bassy on sched­ule. No doubt

    those items were now in the hands of puz­zled Amer­ican CIA agents.




    That was ac­cept­able. Ma­jor Batenin felt cer­tain that one blem­ish in what was

    oth­er­wise the most flaw­less long-​term KGB op­er­ation ev­er con­duct­ed in the west­ern

    hemi­sphere would be over­looked.




    But, Batenin in­tend­ed to say, there were some things that were too much to bear.




    It was sim­ply, Yuli Batenin con­sid­ered as he watched the im­mac­ulate shrub­bery of

    Wash­ing­ton streak by the tint­ed car win­dow, the Jaws trav­el case hand­cuffed to his left

    wrist, that things had got­ten just too strange.




    His su­pe­ri­ors would nat­ural­ly have an an­swer to that. Of course it is strange, they

    might say. You have charge of an agent who walks through walls and can­not be touched by hu­man

    hands.




    Batenin would re­ply that he had got­ten used to that. It had be­come al­most nor­mal.




    What was not nor­mal was near­ly suc­cumb­ing to a heart at­tack from sim­ply an­swer­ing

    the tele­phone. That was not nor­mal. It was too much. He would not want to go through it

    again. In fact, he had de­vel­oped night­mares as a re­sult. Now when the phone rang, Ma­jor

    Yuli Batenin would jump like a star­tled cat.




    For Ma­jor Batenin, gen­er­al­ly re­gard­ed as one of the KGB’s best sta­tion chiefs, had

    de­vel­oped a se­vere tele­phone pho­bia.




    It had hap­pened two days ago, and Yuli still shiv­ered at the mem­ory.




    A phone call had come in through the em­bassy switch­board. Ma­jor Batenin was in his

    of­fice at the time, in­ven­to­ry­ing the lat­est mil­itary ac­qui­si­tions, and ea­ger­ly

    an­tic­ipat­ing the next group, which were be­ing col­lect­ed at a North Dako­ta mis­sile grid.

    He re­mem­bered reach­ing for the in­ter­com to ask who was call­ing. It was a sim­ple thing,

    some­thing he had done many times be­fore.




    “Ivan Grozny,” he was told.




    It was Brash­nikov’s alias. Batenin re­called say­ing, “I will take it,” and switch­ing off

    the in­ter­com. He pushed the line-​four but­ton on his tele­phone-​even the num­ber four

    haunt­ed him now-​and picked up the re­ceiv­er.




    A sim­ple act, this pick­ing up of a tele­phone re­ceiv­er. Ma­jor Batenin had picked up

    pos­si­bly a hun­dred thou­sand tele­phone re­ceivers in his long ca­reer. He had no rea­son to

    sus­pect that this was any­thing oth­er than a rou­tine con­tact call.




    He had placed the re­ceiv­er to his ear. The sound of stat­ic was very loud. It was odd.

    Usu­al­ly U.S. tele­phone lines were quite clear. This one crack­led and whooshed. Most­ly it

    whooshed.




    “Hel­lo?” he had asked.




    The whoosh­ing grew. Soon it was a roar.




    “Hel­lo?” Batenin had re­peat­ed. He heard voic­es. A mix­ture of voic­es in the re­ceiv­er.

    None of them be­longed to Rair Brash­nikov. “Hel­lo, Brash­nikov? Are you there?” Batenin

    blurt­ed out, an­noyed. What fool­ish games was that thief up to now?




    On­ly grow­ing stat­ic an­swered him.




    “Brash­nikov! Speak! An­swer me.”




    It was on­ly be­cause the roar of stat­ic grew un­en­durable that Yuli Batenin knew

    some­thing was ter­ri­bly wrong. He yanked the re­ceiv­er from his ear. It was a for­tu­nate

    thing that he did so, for who knew what might have hap­pened had he not?




    It all hap­pened in an in­stant of time, but it would re­main seared in Yuli Batenin’s

    mem­ory for­ev­er.




    He had just jerked the re­ceiv­er away when there came a sharp spit­ting sound from the

    ear­piece, fol­lowed by a flash of su­per­nat­ural bright­ness.




    “Chart voz­mi!” Yuli swore, in­ad­ver­tent­ly drop­ping the phone. He clutched at his eyes.

    The light had blind­ed him. He stum­bled against his chair, crack­ing one knee.




    “Gov­no!” he howled, falling to the rug. Tak­ing his hairy hand from his eyes, he blinked

    fu­ri­ous­ly. He could not see the room. All was white.




    “Help me,” he cried help­less­ly. “I am blind­ed! Help me!”




    Yuli Batenin heard the door open and his sec­re­tary call his name. Then, in­ex­pli­ca­bly,

    she screamed. The door slammed shut. He could hear her high heels clop away clum­si­ly.




    “Where are you go­ing?” he cried. “I need help. I can­not see. Help me. Any­one. I am

    blind,” Ma­jor Batenin cried. His face set­tled to the rug, which smelled of old sham­poo, and

    he be­gan sob­bing.




    The next sev­er­al min­utes were a mael­strom of white noise. He heard voic­es, cries. And

    then strong hands took him by the arms and lift­ed him to his feet.




    By this time, the white bright­ness that his eyes per­ceived when the lids were closed had

    fad­ed to a shim­mery gray. He feared that it would go black next.




    “Batenin,” the So­vi­et am­bas­sador was shout­ing. “How do we get him down? Tell us!”




    “Blind. I am blind,” Yuli re­peat­ed dazed­ly. “Help me. I want to go home. Take me back to

    Moscow.”




    “Open your eyes,” he was told stern­ly.




    “Blind!” Batenin sobbed.




    “Open them!” Then he felt a hard smack against his cheek. Star­tled, his eyes flew open.




    “Blind!” he re­peat­ed. But when he blinked, he could see again. “See! I can see. I am not

    blind!” he shout­ed hap­pi­ly.




    “Get hold of your­self, Ma­jor. We need your knowl­edge. He is your man. How do we get him

    down?”




    “Who? How?” Batenin asked shak­ily as he stead­ied him­self against his desk.




    He be­came aware of oth­ers in the room. They were stand­ing in one cor­ner of his of­fice,

    broom­sticks and desk blot­ters in their hands. They were swat­ting the air, as if at a pesky

    fly.




    But it was not a fly that ex­cit­ed the em­bassy staff, Yuli saw to his hor­ror.




    For float­ing silent­ly above the duck­ing and weav­ing heads of the em­bassy staff was a

    faint­ly lu­mi­nous ap­pari­tion.




    “Brash­nikov!” Batenin cried hoarse­ly.




    “We can­not make con­tact with him, Batenin,” the am­bas­sador bit out. “And he is float­ing

    to­ward the wall. What can we do?”




    Yuli Batenin pushed the am­bas­sador aside as he stepped un­der the float­ing fig­ure, his

    left knee wob­bly with pain.




    “Give me that,” he or­dered his sec­re­tary, re­liev­ing her of a broom­stick.




    He flipped the broom­stick around un­til he had the straw end up in the air. He poked it at

    Brash­nikov’s eeri­ly silent form.




    The straw dis­ap­peared in­to Brash­nikov’s chest, as if swal­lowed by a cloud of milk.




    “Is it ghost?” his sec­re­tary asked, hor­ror in her voice.




    Batenin with­drew the broom. Brash­nikov’s blis­ter­like face was dis­tend­ed like a clam’s

    stom­ach. It nei­ther con­tract­ed nor ex­pand­ed. Brash­nikov was not breath­ing. His arms and

    legs were splayed like a dead swim­mer’s. He float­ed on his stom­ach, just un­der the

    ceil­ing.




    As Batenin watched, Brash­nikov seemed to be drift­ing to­ward one wall. It was an out­er

    wall.




    “We must stop him!” Batenin sud­den­ly cried. “If he floats away, it will be as if we raised

    flag over of­fi­cial Wash­ing­ton pro­claim­ing So­vi­et re­spon­si­bil­ity for their

    tech­no­log­ical loss­es.”




    “How?” the am­bas­sador de­mand­ed. “We have tried ev­ery­thing.”




    “Have you tried blow­ing at him?”




    “What?”




    “He is float­ing like bal­loon. Let us all get un­der him and blow might­ily.”




    It took a mo­ment for the thought to reg­is­ter, but fi­nal­ly the am­bas­sador shrugged as

    if to say: What have we to lose?




    The em­bassy staff stooped down un­der Brash­nikov’s silent, hov­er­ing body, their backs to

    the out­er wall.




    “Ev­ery­one,” Batenin or­dered, “take deep breath. Ready? Now . . . ex­hale!”




    They all blew hot streams of air at the body. But there was no per­cep­ti­ble

    re­ac­tion.




    “Again!” Batenin called.




    They tried again. They huffed and they puffed, un­til their faces grew pur­ple and some of

    them be­came dizzy from oxy­gen de­pri­va­tion.




    They end­ed up sprawled on the rug, out of breath. Batenin looked up dazed­ly. If any­thing,

    Brash­nikov had inched clos­er to the out­er wall. In an­oth­er few min­utes his left hand

    would drift in­to the wall it­self.




    “He is dead?” the am­bas­sador wheezed.




    “Da,” Batenin gasped. “He breathes not.”




    “Then there is noth­ing we can do to stop him?”




    “Nyet. Per­haps he will float out to sea.”




    “Moscow will not be hap­py that we have lost the suit.”




    Yuli Batenin looked up help­less­ly. If on­ly there was a way . . .




    And then he saw some­thing that, had he not been so soul-​shocked by the events of the last

    half-​hour, he would have no­ticed long be­fore this.




    “Oh, God, no,” Yuli breathed.




    “What . . . what is wrong?”




    “His belt light,” Yuli said, point­ing shak­ily. “It is red.”




    “Da,” the am­bas­sador said. “So?”




    “It means that he is on emer­gen­cy pow­er sup­ply.” Batenin looked at his watch. “There is

    less than a half-​hour un­til the suit shuts it­self off.”




    The am­bas­sador’s dour face bright­ened.




    “That is good, da?”




    “That is bad, nyet” Yuli said, find­ing his feet. He didn’t take his eyes off Brash­nikov’s

    float­ing form. “If the suit shuts it­self off now, he will drop to rug and all will be well.

    But if he floats in­to wall, and suit shuts off then, there is no ac­count­ing for what could

    hap­pen.”




    “What are the pos­si­bil­ities?” the am­bas­sador asked. He had not been briefed on the

    vi­bra­tion suit’s op­er­ational de­tails.




    “It is pos­si­ble Brash­nikov’s body will be­come per­ma­nent­ly stuck in wall. In which

    case we need on­ly re­place wall.”




    “A mi­nor in­con­ve­nience un­der cir­cum­stance.”




    “The oth­er pos­si­bil­ity is nu­cle­ar.”




    “Nu­cle­ar!” This came from al­most ev­ery­one in the room in a sin­gle breath.




    “If atoms mix,” Batenin told them, “they may shat­ter. The re­sult will be atom­ic

    ex­plo­sion.”




    The am­bas­sador jumped to his feet. “Quick­ly. We must evac­uate em­bassy.”




    “No,” Yuli said dul­ly, still look­ing at the im­mo­bile blis­ter face on­ly inch­es above

    him. “How far could we get in less than one-​half hour? Not enough to clear Wash­ing­ton

    out­skirts. And if there is split­ting of atoms, it will be many, many atoms split­ting. Too

    many to count.” He shook his head. “No, we are bet­ter off here, where our end will be swift

    and pain­less. For if suit goes dead at wrong time, all of Wash­ing­ton will be oblit­er­at­ed.

    Per­haps much of east­ern seaboard as well.”




    The em­bassy staff all looked at one an­oth­er in white-​faced ter­ror. And, as if

    tele­path­ical­ly in­spired, they leapt to their feet and be­gan blow­ing at the in­ex­orably

    mov­ing fig­ure with all their com­bined lung pow­er.




    Even Yuli Batenin joined in, al­though he knew it was fu­tile. But what else was there left

    for them to do-​lie down and die?




    It hap­pened just be­fore the tips of Rair Brash­nikov’s still fin­gers brushed the

    wall­pa­per. With­out warn­ing, the blis­ter face con­strict­ed. Then it bal­looned out.

    An­oth­er con­trac­tion. And a rhythm was es­tab­lished.




    “He breathes!” Yuli shout­ed. “Brash­nikov! Do you hear me? Turn off suit. Turn off

    vi­bra­tion suit!”




    Then the fin­ger­tips of Brash­nikov’s left hand dis­ap­peared in­to the wall.




    “Oh, God,” some­one said hoarse­ly. Batenin’s sec­re­tary ran from the room scream­ing.




    “Rair …” Batenin was sob­bing now. “The suit! Turn it off. Use your left hand. Please!”




    The face mem­brane res­pi­rat­ed. But Rair Brash­nikov still float­ed inert­ly, his limbs

    splayed. Then the red light blinked. Batenin’s eyes widened in ter­ror. He nev­er saw the

    van­ished fin­gers of Rair Brash­nikov with­draw from the wall as he stiffly at­tempt­ed to

    reach his belt rheo­stat. Batenin’s eyes were fixed on that red light whose ex­tin­guish­ing

    meant their lives.




    Then the whole world seemed to fall on Yuli Batenin.




    When he woke up in the em­bassy in­fir­mary lat­er, he was scream­ing.




    “Nyet! Nyet! Nyet!”




    The in­fir­mary nurse at­tempt­ed to calm him.




    “Be a man, Com­rade Ma­jor,” the nurse ad­mon­ished. She was a hulk­ing blond who knew

    noth­ing of what had tran­spired in the of­fice two floors above.




    “I live,” Yuli breathed. It was more of a prayer than a ques­tion.




    “Da. Com­rade Brash­nikov will sur­vive too. He had a nasty fall. It was for­tu­nate that

    you were there to throw your­self un­der him to break it, oth­er­wise he would have been

    severe­ly in­jured.”




    Yuli Batenin turned his head. In the next bed, Rair Brash­nikov lay with a white sheet

    pulled up to his sharp chin. His fer­ret­like pro­file was peace­ful. He snored

    con­tent­ed­ly.




    Ma­jor Batenin’s ner­vous re­ac­tion to the sight of Brash­nikov was so vi­olent that he had

    to be se­dat­ed.




    A calmer Batenin him­self de­briefed Brash­nikov the next morn­ing. Brash­nikov’s sto­ry was

    dis­joint­ed and Batenin did not be­lieve much of it. He was cer­tain that Brash­nikov was

    hold­ing some­thing back. He did not know what. Brash­nikov had spent much more time in North

    Dako­ta than had been nec­es­sary. What had he been do­ing there? Brash­nikov in­sist­ed that

    pen­etrat­ing un­der­ground launch fa­cil­ities had been very dif­fi­cult.




    Lat­er, Batenin con­ferred with the tech­ni­cian on staff who main­tained the suit.




    “He claims he was in North Dako­ta, mak­ing call to this em­bassy when he was sur­prised in

    ho­tel room,” Batenin ex­plained. “He turned on suit. He re­mem­bers rush­ing through dark

    tun­nel. He thought him­self dead. The next he knew he crashed to floor of my of­fice. Tell me,

    how can this be?”




    The tech­ni­cian con­sid­ered.




    “This tun­nel,” he asked, “was it a long straight tun­nel?”




    “No. He said it twist­ed and turned.”




    “Hm­mmm. We do not ful­ly un­der­stand the suit’s many prop­er­ties,” the tech­ni­cian said

    slow­ly. “But as you know, when it is on, the atoms of the body are in an un­sta­ble state, as

    are the com­po­nent pro­tons, neu­trons, and elec­trons.”




    “Yes, of course. I know all that.”




    “Elec­tric­ity is com­posed of elec­trons. It is pos­si­ble the­oret­ical­ly

    pos­si­ble-​that tele­por­ta­tion might have been achieved.”




    “I do not know that word,” Batenin had ad­mit­ted.




    “A the­oret­ical fan­ta­sy,” the tech­ni­cian sup­plied. “One that pos­tu­lates that if it

    were pos­si­ble to dis­as­sem­ble a per­son or an ob­ject on the molec­ular lev­el, it should

    al­so be pos­si­ble to trans­mit those el­ements, as elec­tric­ity is trans­port­ed through

    wire or ca­ble, to an­oth­er place, there to be re­con­sti­tut­ed in­to its orig­inal

    form.”




    “I fail to-“




    “Imag­ine a fax ma­chine,” the tech­ni­cian said. “One which, in­stead of pro­duc­ing a

    du­pli­cate copy of a doc­ument at an­oth­er site, trans­mits the orig­inal doc­ument, which

    ceas­es to ex­ist at the point of ori­gin.”




    “Are you say­ing that Brash­nikov faxed him­self through tele­phone?”




    “I do not think it was in­ten­tion­al. How could he know? As he said, he was talk­ing in­to

    an open-​line re­ceiv­er. He turned on the suit. Some­how his free-​float­ing elec­trons were

    con­duct­ed in­to the re­ceiv­er, tak­ing his oth­er atom­ic par­ti­cles with them, and

    trans­mit­ted out the oth­er end.”




    Batenin shud­dered at the mem­ory of the in­cred­ible white light that had blind­ed him.




    “And the tun­nel he de­scribed?” Batenin prompt­ed.




    “Wire or fiberop­tic ca­bles,” the tech­ni­cian as­sured him. “The Amer­icans use both for

    voice trans­mis­sion.”




    “This ac­ci­dent. Might it be du­pli­cat­ed?”




    “If it worked once, it should work again. But I would not ad­vise a rep­eti­tion of the

    ex­pe­ri­ence. It ob­vi­ous­ly had a trau­mat­ic ef­fect on the agent. He was not breath­ing

    when he emerged from the re­ceiv­er.”




    “Per­haps he will be­come used to the ex­pe­ri­ence,” Batenin said thought­ful­ly. “Thank

    you for your anal­ysis.”




    Yuli Batenin had al­ready made his de­ci­sion when he vis­it­ed Brash­nikov in the

    in­fir­mary.




    The Rus­sian was al­ready sit­ting up, eat­ing ice cream.




    He had de­vel­oped a sus­pect ad­dic­tion to Amer­ican foods.




    “I am re­turn­ing to Moscow, cap­tain,” Yuli told him stiffly af­ter ex­plain­ing the

    tech­ni­cian’s the­ory to the in­ter­est­ed thief.




    “I will be here when you get back,” Rair said, spoon­ing out the nuts in the bowl of

    pis­ta­chio ice cream. He liked pis­ta­chio, but hat­ed the nuts.




    “I may not be com­ing back,” Yuli told him. “I am go­ing to ask for a new as­sign­ment.

    While I am in Moscow, see that you be­have your­self un­til my re­place­ment ar­rives. Then you

    will pro­ceed with the op­er­ation.”




    Sur­prised, Rair Brash­nikov had put down the bowl of ice cream.




    “I am sor­ry to see you go,” Brash­nikov said, his black eyes shin­ing like a fawn’s. “You

    have been a good man to work with. And you saved me from bad fall, for which I am

    grate­ful.”




    Touched in spite of him­self, Yuli Batenin nod­ded. “Da, I will miss you too,

    Brash­nikov.”




    And when Rair reached out his arms to give him a farewell bear hug, Yuli re­turned the

    ges­ture, even though he had nev­er liked the tiny thief.




    Yuli had to strug­gle to ex­tri­cate him­self from the sen­ti­men­tal ges­ture.




    With a stiff “Farewell, To­varich Cap­tain,” Ma­jor Yuli Batenin ex­it­ed the room, quick­ly

    picked up the diplo­mat­ic case, and en­tered the wait­ing limou­sine.




    And now, as the limou­sine pulled up at his ter­mi­nal at Dulles In­ter­na­tion­al Air­port,

    Batenin was pleased and re­lieved that he would no longer have re­spon­si­bil­ity for such a

    high-​risk op­er­ation as this.




    With the big case still hand­cuffed to his wrist, Yuli Batenin strolled to the air­port

    lounge. He or­dered a C-​breeze, and stared at his watch, while await­ing his de­par­ture time.

    He did not want to be seen in the wait­ing room, the case so ob­vi­ous on his wrist. There were

    many thieves in Amer­ica who would be at­tract­ed to the case for that very rea­son. Yuli

    hat­ed thieves of all kinds.




    When the board­ing call fi­nal­ly came, Batenin drained the last of his drink and walked

    ca­su­al­ly to the X-​ray sta­tion. There was an armed guard in uni­form stand­ing by the

    met­al-​de­tec­tor frame. An­oth­er man was op­er­at­ing the X-​ray ma­chine. Yuli bare­ly

    no­ticed him. It would be the guard he would have to deal with. This shouldn’t take more than a

    few mo­ments.




    Ig­nor­ing the met­al de­tec­tor, Batenin walked up to the guard and fixed him with a bold

    stare.




    “I am Batenin, charge d’af­faires with the So­vi­et em­bassy,” he said firm­ly, reach­ing

    for his wal­let. He froze.




    “I . . .” Yuli swal­lowed. “One mo­ment, please,” he said sheep­ish­ly, pat­ting his in­side

    coat pock­et. It was emp­ty. He tried the out­er pock­ets. They too were emp­ty. In vain, the

    per­spi­ra­tion stream­ing from his brow, he tried his pants pock­ets, al­though he knew that

    he nev­er car­ried his wal­let con­tain­ing diplo­mat­ic iden­ti­fi­ca­tion there. Amer­ica was

    full of pick­pock­ets.




    “I am afraid . . . that is, I seem to have left bill­fold in car,” Yuli said in a sick voice

    as the loud­speak­er an­nounced the fi­nal board­ing call for Aeroflot Right 182.




    “Do you have your tick­et, sir?” the guard asked po­lite­ly.




    “Yes, yes. It is here,” Yuli said in re­lief, pluck­ing it from his shirt pock­et. “But

    diplo­mat­ic iden­ti­fi­ca­tion is miss­ing.”




    “There are a lot of thieves at this air­port.”




    “Thieves?” Yuli said blankly. Then his fa­cial ex­pres­sion changed to one of anger. He was

    think­ing of a farewell bear hug from a man whom he de­spised. “Brash­nikov,” he hissed.




    “Beg par­don?” the guard said.




    “It is noth­ing,” Batenin said quick­ly. “Please. I beg you. I must make flight.”




    “Cer­tain­ly. But with­out ID, I’ll have to ask you to go through the met­al de­tec­tor. And

    your valise will have to be X-​rayed.”




    Yuli Batenin looked over to the X-​ray ma­chine. The op­er­ator was look­ing at him with an

    in­no­cent ex­pres­sion. He had the dead­est eyes Yuli had ev­er seen. Like nail holes.




    “I’m afraid I must in­sist. For I have diplo­mat­ic im­mu­ni­ty.”




    “I don’t doubt that,” the guard said firm­ly. “But with­out doc­umen­ta­tion, you’ll have to

    go through the same se­cu­ri­ty pro­ce­dures as ev­ery­one else. It’s for your own safe­ty,

    sir.”




    “But I can­not,” Yuli sput­tered. “For key to hand­cuffs in miss­ing wal­let. You can­not

    ex­pect me to go through X-​ray de­vice with case. I would not fit.”




    Yuli gave the guard a help­less smile. In truth, the key was nes­tled in his left shoe.




    The guard looked to the dead-​eyed X-​ray op­er­ator.




    “How do we han­dle this?” he asked.




    “No prob­lem,” the oth­er man said help­ful­ly. “We can X-​ray the case with­out it go­ing

    all the way through the belt.”




    “But … but .. .” Batenin sput­tered.




    “If it’s a prob­lem, you can miss your flight,” the guard said. “We can’t make you go

    through se­cu­ri­ty, but you can’t board your plane un­less you do. Your choice, sir.”




    The thought of hav­ing to re­turn to the em­bassy and to that thief Brash­nikov, whose

    scrawny neck he would like to stran­gle, flicked through Ma­jor Batenin’s pan­icky mind. He

    de­cid­ed to take the chance. Any­thing was bet­ter than an­oth­er day on this op­er­ation.




    “Very well,” Batenin said stiffly. “I give con­sent.”




    “Fine. Now, since you can’t go through the met­al de­tec­tor, I’ll have to pat you down.

    Just take a mo­ment.”




    Clutch­ing the case with both hands, Yuli Batenin al­lowed him­self to en­dure the

    in­dig­ni­ty of be­ing frisked. When that or­deal was over, he was es­cort­ed to the X-​ray

    de­vice.




    “Just put it down on the belt,” the op­er­ator told him cheer­ful­ly. He shut down the

    con­vey­or belt.




    He was a very hap­py me­nial, Yuli no­ticed. Usu­al­ly air­port se­cu­ri­ty peo­ple were as

    grave of face as a stat­ue of Stal­in, but this one seemed quite ea­ger to be of help. Per­haps

    this would not be so bad. For he doubt­ed that the X-​ray would show any­thing that an

    un­trained per­son would con­sid­er sus­pi­cious.




    Yuli com­plied. The op­er­ator jabbed a but­ton sev­er­al times to make the con­vey­or belt

    inch for­ward. The case dis­ap­peared in­to the in­nards of the X-​ray ma­chine, Yuli’s right

    hand fol­low­ing it in right up to the el­bow.




    “Will this hurt?” Yuli asked awk­ward­ly. He had to lean on the ma­chine to keep his

    bal­ance. This was very dif­fi­cult.




    “Just hold that pose,” the op­er­ator told him. Then he pressed a but­ton. He pressed it

    again.




    “What is wrong?” Yuli de­mand­ed ner­vous­ly.




    “Mi­nor glitch. Be just an­oth­er sec­ond. Don’t wor­ry.”




    “I do not want my hand to be X-​rayed to what you Amer­icans call a crisp.”




    “Not a chance,” the op­er­ator as­sured him. He tapped the ma­chine again. It seemed to tap

    back. And then the op­er­ator smiled.




    “Okay,” he said bright­ly, “you can pull it out now.”




    Batenin pulled the fa­mil­iar case out again. He looked at his hand fear­ful­ly, but

    ap­peared not to be dis­col­ored from over­ex­po­sure.




    Nod­ding to the guard, the X-​ray op­er­ator said, “He checks out. Let him through.”




    Ma­jor Batenin in­clined his head to the two Amer­icans as diplo­mat­ical­ly as he could and

    hur­ried to the gate, mut­ter­ing curs­es on the head of Rair Brash­nikov un­der his

    breath.




    The air­craft doors were locked af­ter Yuli board­ed. The mo­ment he sat down, he felt the

    cold per­spi­ra­tion soak­ing his suit. But he breathed a slow sigh of re­lief.




    But just to be cer­tain, he kicked off one shoe and ex­tract­ed the key as the wide-​bod­ied

    Ilyushin-96 backed away from the gate. He put the key in the lock and twist­ed. The key would

    not turn. He forced it. It broke in the lock.




    “What?” he mut­tered. Then he no­ticed that the bracelet at­tached to the case’s han­dle was

    warped. He looked clos­er. It was fused at the lock­ing point. It had not been that way dur­ing

    the drive. Could the mul­ti­ple X-​rays have fused the met­al? he won­dered anx­ious­ly.




    And what about the con­tents?




    Yuli Batenin pulled an­oth­er key from his right shoe. It would not open the case. Not at

    all.




    Fierce­ly, fear­ing the worst, he tore at the case with fin­gers like hooks. He broke his

    nails in the pro­cess, but by sheer might he ripped away one cor­ner of the case.




    Bits of torn pa­per flut­tered out. There had been no pa­per in Batenin’s case. Anx­ious­ly

    he dug his fin­gers in. They came away red. He had cut them on some­thing. Glass.




    “There was no glass in this case,” he howled aloud.




    Dig­ging fur­ther, he found a slick sheet of pa­per. It looked like a page from a book or

    mag­azine. There was a col­or pho­to­graph print­ed on it. A wom­an’s face. Yuli Batenin

    thought the face was fa­mil­iar. It took him un­til the Aeroflot flight had rolled in­to

    po­si­tion for take­off be­fore he rec­og­nized the face of the fa­mous Amer­ican singer and

    ac­tress Bar­bra Streisand.




    “Let me off plane!” Batenin screamed. “I must get off!”




    Back at the X-​ray sta­tion, the op­er­ator point­ed out to the guard that foot traf­fic had

    fi­nal­ly qui­et­ed down.




    “Wan­na get us both a cup of cof­fee?” he sug­gest­ed.




    “Sure. Take it black?”




    “Yeah, black is fine,” said Re­mo, to whom a cup of cof­fee was the equiv­alent to a dose of

    strych­nine.




    Af­ter the guard had dis­ap­p