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Eric Van Lustbader - N14 Kaisho

A false enchantment can all too easily last a lifetime. -- W. H. Auden

I don't mind living in a man's world as long as I can be a woman in it. -- Marilyn Monroe

You can't say that civilization don't advance, for in every war they kill you a new way. -- Will Rogers

Hollywood/New York

AUTUMN

His name was Do Duc Fujiru, but everyone who knew him in Hollywood, Florida called him Donald
True because all the forged papers he was using identified him by this name. Do Duc, a physically
intimidating man, claimed that while his muscles came from his father, a Vietnamese martial arts expert,
his inner spirit came from his mother. Not that anyone in Hollywood was that interested in his inner spirit
or anyone else's for that matter. At least, no one at the auto mechanic shop where he worked. In fact, Do
Duc's father was not Vietnamese at all.

At thirty-eight, he was the oldest mechanic there. While the younger mechanics all surfed in their spare
time. Do Duc worked out at a gym and a martial arts dojo that, by his standards, was woefully
inadequate, but better than nothing at all.

He was an exceedingly handsome man in a dark, exotic manner, charismatic to women, frightening to
other men. He had thick blue-black hair and bold, explorer's eyes. The sharp planes of his face gave him
an aura he could intensify from deep inside himself when he deemed it necessary. What he was doing
wasting his time in an auto shop was anyone's guess, save for the fact that he quite obviously had an
extraordinary affinity for vehicular devices. He could remake engines of any kind so that they far
outperformed their factory specs.
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In fact. Do Duc had chosen Hollywood because he could blend into the ethnic stew, could most easily
remain anonymous within the grid of the bleak post-modern

metroscape of endless strip malls, nearly identical housing developments and shoreline freeways.

He had been married for the past two years to a beautiful all-American woman named Hope. She was a
tall, lithe, blue-eyed blonde, who had been born and raised in Fort Lauderdale. Besides adoring Do Duc,
she was deeply in love with fast cars, fast food, and a life without responsibilities.

To Do Duc, who had been raised to treat the myriad responsibilities of adulthood with care and respect,
she was like some gorgeous alien creature, unfathomable, a curiosity from a zoo whom he took to bed as
often as he liked. In those moments, when her screams of ecstasy echoed in his ears, when her strong,
firm body arched up uncontrollably beneath him, Do Duc came closest to finding life in America
bearable.

But, in truth, those moments were fleeting.

He was in the bedroom of his ranch house, pulling on his oil- and grease-smeared overalls, when the
front doorbell rang. It was a clear, hot late October morning, the sunlight already so strong it would have
made a northerner's eye sockets ache with the glare. He looked first at his wife, lying asleep on her
stomach amid the rumpled bedclothes. He was abruptly overcome by a sense of distaste, all eroticism
drained from the sight of her naked buttocks.

This feeling was not new to him. It was more like a toothache - if not constant, then recurring when one
bit down on a roll. The sound of the doorbell came again, more insistent this time, but the woman did not
stir.

Making a hissing sound in the back of his throat. Do Puc padded in his bare feet down the hall, through
the kitchen and the living-room to open the front door.

There, a young Federal Express agent bade him sign his name on a clipboard, then handed him a small
package. As the agent did so, he caught a glimpse of the image tattooed on the inside of Do Duc's left
wrist. It was a
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human face. The left side was skin-colored, its eye open; the right side was blue with dye, and where the
eye should have been was a vertical crescent.

The agent gave an involuntary start, then recovered himself, and hurried off. Do Duc turned the package
over. He saw that it had come from a store in London called Avalon Ltd. He offered a strange smile to
the already insubstantial house around him.

With the door closed behind him, he unwrapped the package. Inside was a dark-bfue matt box within
which he found a pair of socks swaddled in hunter-green tissue paper. The socks, green and white
striped, had what seemed to be a pattern running down their outsides. Do Duc stepped into the kitchen
where the sunlight slanted in through the large eastern-facing window.

It was then that he saw the words emerging from the pattern. They were in a vertical strip down the
outside of each sock. PRIMO ZANNI, they said.

The packaging dropped from Do Duc's hand, and he felt the slow thud of his heartbeat. He sat on an
aluminum and plastic chair while he donned the green and white socks. Then he walked through the
house, looking around each room as he passed through it, fixing them all in his mind.

At length, he returned to the bedroom. He went to his closet, pulled down his dusty overnight bag, thrust
mto it what he needed from the closet and his dresser drawers. He found it wasn't much. In the
bathroom, he did the same.

Back in the bedroom, he gave one swift glance toward his still sleeping wife before moving his dresser to
one side. He took out a folding pocket knife, inserted the blade beneath the exposed edge of the carpet,
pried it up.

He removed two lengths of floorboard he had sawn through when he had first moved into the house,
before he had met Hope, and removed the old olive-metal ammo box. He opened this, pushed aside the
cushioning wads of

unmarked bills, plucked out a mask. It was a remarkable item. It appeared old and was hand-painted in
rich, burnished black, with accents of green and gold on the cheeks, over the eyeholes and the lips. It
was constructed of papier-mache, and depicted a man with a rather large nose, prominent brows and
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cheekbones, and a crowned forehead in the shape of a V. The mask ended just above where a person's
mouth would be. Do Duc held the mask as tenderly as he would the body of an infant.

'"What's that?'

He started, looking around to find Hope sitting naked on the corner of the bed.

"What are you doing?'

She ran a hand through her long blonde hair, stretching in that sinuous manner she had.

'It's nothing,' he said, hurriedly thrusting the mask back into its incongruous container.

'I's not nothing, Donald,' Hope said, standing up. 'Don't tell me that. You know I hate secrets.' She
came across to where he was still crouched.

He saw her with the morning sun firing the tiny pale hairs along the curve of her arm, and the air around
her exploded in a rainbow hue of arcs. The aura emanated from her, seemed to pulsate with the beat of
her heart or the firing of the nerve synapses in her brain. Do Duc's lips opened just a bit, as if he wanted
to taste this aura with his tongue.

A sly smile spread across Hope's face. "We're supposed to tell each other everything. Didn't we
promise-'

Do Duc drove the blade of the pocket knife into Hope's lower belly and, using the strength coming up
through the soles of his feet, ripped the knife upward through her flesh and muscle, and reached her
heart.

He watched with a trembling of intensity as surprise, disbelief, confusion and terror chased each other
across her face. It was a veritable smorgasbord of delicious emotions which he sopped up with his soul.
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He stepped quickly back from the bright fountain of blood that erupted. A foul stench filled the
bedroom.

Silence. Not even a scream. He had been trained to kill in this manner.

Do Duc looked down, staring at his wife's viscera which gleamed dully in the morning light. Steam came
off them. The iridescent coils" seemed to him beautiful in both pattern and texture, speaking to him in a
language that had no rules, no name.

The sight and the smell, familiar as old companions, reminded him of where, soon, he would be headed.

On the plane ride up to New York, Do Duc had time to think. He drew out the strip of color head-shots
of himself he had taken in an automated booth in a mall where he had stopped on his way to the airport in
Lauderdale. Then he put it away, along with his ticket stub, which was made out in the name of Robert
Ashuko, and opened a copy of Forbes. While he stared at the text, he pulled out of memory the
information he had memorized just after he had moved to Hollywood. It had been sent to him in a book
of John Singer Sargent's paintings, remarkable for the extraordinary sensuality of their women, the
lushness of their landscapes.

The information was contained on a page on which was printed a full-length photo of Sargent's
magnificent painting Madame X, which seemed to Do Duc to secure the imperious eroticism that
smoldered in these female creatures of another age.

He had decoded the information, memorized it, then had burned it, flushing what ashes remained down
the toilet. The book he had kept to gaze at again and again. It was the one item he regretted leaving
behind, but it was far too large and cumbersome to take with him on this particular journey.

Deplaning at Kennedy airport. Do Duc went immediately to the wall of lockers in the main terminal.
There he

produced a key with a number stamped into it. He inserted it into the appropriate lock and removed the
contents of the locker, which consisted of what appeared to be a physician's black bag.
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Do Duc rented a car. He used a false driver's license and a protected credit card, one that could not be
traced to him, and would not show up on a hot sheet. He had spent some time in New York, and so had
no trouble finding the Belt Parkway even through the tricky maze of the airport grounds. Some miles east,
in Nassau County, the highway became the Southern State Parkway.

It was heading toward evening, and traffic was barely moving. A Mack truck loaded with gravel heading
west had jumped the divider, and plowed head-on into, first,a VW bug, then a Toyota MR2, and finally
a Chevy Citation. Do Duc didn't mind the slow going; he had time to kill and, besides, the vectors of the
disaster interested him. By the degree of the carnage he began calculating the speeds of the respective
vehicles. Then he began to imagine what it must have been like inside them.

Death, whether quick or drawn-out, was his meat, and he was never sated.

He could hear a howling filling his ears, flooding his mind until his fingers resonated to its frequency. Feral
lights danced before his eyes like forest sprites, and every manifestation of civilization dropped away.
Time, thus naked, turned primeval, and Do Duc, a beast in the forest, was fearless, omnipotent. He
thought briefly of Hope, not of her life, but of her death, and he feasted on it all over again.

Do Duc took the Wantaugh State Parkway exit, and headed north for two exits. He was now on Old
Country Road. By this time, the world had reverted to normal except for the slight aura visible to him
around each person he passed.

Old Country Road took him into Hicksville, where he came upon the sprawling Lilco building on his
right. At

first glance, it could have passed for a school: a two-story red-brick structure. He pulled over, unfolded
a. hand-drawn map of the building's interior. Everything he needed to know was clearly marked. He
memorized the map, put a lit match to one corner, watched it burn into his fingertips. He mashed what
ashes remained into the car's ashtray, then got out and went quickly across Old Country Road.

He was in and out within seven minutes, having retrieved boots, overalls, shirt, webbed utility belt and,
most important, an official laminated clip-on ID. The photo of the man, Roger Burke, looked nothing like
Do Duc, but it made no difference.
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Three miles from the building. Do Duc stopped the car and changed into the Lilco uniform. Working
with an artist's knife, provided for him in the capacious doctor's satchel, he pried up the outer layer of
lamination. He cut one of his photos from the strip he had taken outside Lauderdale, glued it over Burke's
black countenance, replaced the lamination. The result would fool no one for long, but Do Duc didn't
need long.

He looked at his watch: just after seven. Dinner time. He found a Chinese take-out restaurant, ordered,
brought the loaded plastic bag back to the car. He broke open several cardboard containers, extended
the first and second fingers of his right hand. With this utensil, he shoveled into his mouth cold rice
lacquered with a glutinous fish sauce. He washed this down with draughts of strong black tea. Refreshed,
he was ready to go.

He made his way back to the packed northbound Wan-taugh Parkway, which soon turned into the
Northern State Parkway heading west. The first exit was Post Avenue, and he took this north. Just after
he crossed Jericho Turnpike he found himself in the tony suburb of Old Westbury. He went under the
Long Island Expressway, made a left onto the north service road. Just past the Old Westbury Police
Station, he made a right onto Wheatley Road. Here, in

stark contrast with the industrial clutter of Hicksville, he cruised slowly past large old-money estates,
complete with white-brick walls, stately oaks, winding driveways and massive brick or fieldstone houses
with whitewashed porticos or columned porte-cocheres.

The house he was looking for stood well back from the road, behind a ten-foot-high serpentine
red-brick wall. It had a black wrought-iron gate and an electronic security squawk-box. Do Duc pulled
up to it.

'Roger Burke, Lilco,' he said into the grill set into the metal box, in response to a thin, electronicized
voice. He had to put his head and shoulders out the window of his car to do it, and this afforded him an
excellent view between the posts of the gate, along the wide crushed-clam-shell drive that swept up to
the white and dark-green house. He noted a large black-and-tan Rottweiler bounding through the thick
privet hedges. Dangerous beasts, they had originally been Roman cattle dogs centuries ago. Nowadays,
they were most popular as police and guard dogs because of their ferociousness and their strength.

He gave Burke's Lilco ID number and a line about having to check the feeder cables because of a
dangerous outage in the area. The simplest lies were the most believable, he had been taught, and the risk
of raw electricity made even the most stout-hearted people nervous. A moment later, he heard electronic
servos start up, and the gates began to swing slowly inward.
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Do Duc pulled on padded gloves with a black rubberized exterior, put the car in gear, went slowly up
the driveway. He drove with his left hand only. His right hand was buried in the open jaws of the black
physician's bag.

He saw the armed guard coming toward him across the wide sloping lawn and he stopped obediently.
Not far away the Rottweiler, unleashed, was urinating nervously in some sheared boxwood as he eyed
Do Duc with a half-open mouth.

The guard came up, made eye contact, and asked for

Do Duc's ID. He was clad in sneakers, jeans, a chambray workshirt and a corduroy jacket beneath
which his piece bulged from its shoulder holster. Mafia button-man or ex-cop. Do Duc mused; these
days it was difficult to say.

In either case, he was not a stupid man, and Do Duc had made his move before the guard could get
suspicious about the hand in the bag. With his left hand. Do Duc grabbed a fistful of chambray, jerked
the man toward him. The guard's hand was on his way to the butt of his gun when Do Duc's right hand,
wrapped around a slender steel blade, flashed upward.

There was a certain amount of galvanic reaction when the blade buried itself in the soft flesh of the
guard's throat. Do Duc was ready for it, but even so the guard, who was very strong, almost jerked out
of Do Duc's grip. Do Duc rose up off his seat, slamming the blade through the roof of the guard's mouth
into the base of his brain.

The body in his hands trembled. There was the quick offensive stench as the guard's bowels gave way.
The Rottweiler was downwind, and it began to whine, then growl as its nostrils filled with the scent of
death.

'Couldn't be helped,' Do Duc said as if to an invisible companion as he heard the dog coming fast at him.
He let go of the corpse and opened the car door in almost the same motion.

The Rottweiler, ears flat back, teeth bared, was already upon him. The frightening, stubby muzzle was
white with saliva. Do Duc led with his left hand, catching it between the dog's snapping jaws as it leapt,


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

flinging him back against the car roof.

The long teeth penetrated into the rubberized glove, and while the animal was thus occupied. Do Duc
took the bloody blade and inserted it into the Rottweiler's left ear, punching it right through to the other
side.

The teeth almost came through the padding then, as the dog bit down in reflex. Do Duc stepped away
from the fountain of blood, holding the twitching beast at arm's

length, grunting at its weight, but happy at the resistance in his biceps and deltoid muscles.

In the end, he was obliged to slip off the glove because, even in death, the Rottweiler would not
relinquish its hold. Do Duc bent, extracting the blade from the dog. He wiped it on the leg of the guard's
jeans, then climbed back into the -car, resuming his journey up the driveway to the massive
porte-cochere.

The mock Doric columns rose above him as he pulled in, turned off the ignition. He took the physician's
bag from the seat beside him, went up the brick steps to the front door,

'Mr Goldoni?'

The well-dressed man standing in the doorway shook his head. 'Dominic Goldoni is, ah, away.'

Do Duc frowned, consulting papers on a steel clipboard; papers that were meaningless to the situation.
This the Goldoni residence?'

'Yes, it is,' the well-dressed man said. He was handsome in a large-featured Mediterranean manner. His
brown eyes were hooded, liquid. He was pushing fifty, and seemed foreign, almost courtly in his rich
Brioni suit, Roman silk shirt and thousand-dollar loafers. 'Are you the Lilco man?'

'Right,' Do Duc said, flashing his ID briefly as he stepped across the threshold.
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The man's eyes tracked the plastic badge. Tm Tony DeCamillo, Mr Goldoni's brother-in-law,'

"Yeah, I know,' Do Duc said, burying his fist in DeCamillo's solar plexus. He held the man up almost
gently as DeCamillo retched and gasped for air. Then he brought a knee up into DeCamillo's chin,
snapping his head back.

Do Duc let DeCamillo's unconscious form slide to the floor. While so bent over, he took the time to
inventory the man's gold jewelry - rings, watch, cufflinks, tie pin. Then he took DeCamillo under the arms
and dragged him into the coat closet in the huge marble-floored foyer.

Do Duc used flex he produced from his bag to tie DeCamillo's wrists and ankles. He took a scarf from a
shelf, balled it up and stuffed it in DeCamillo's mouth, then secured it with more flex.

There was no cook; Margarite DeCamillo prided herself on being a first-class chef. But there was a
live-in cleaning woman. Do Duc found her in the kitchen pantry, preparing her own dinner. He came up
silently behind her, looped a-piece of flex around her neck and exerted pressure. She gasped, tried to cry
out. Her.nails flailed the air, scratched him down one burly forearm before her breath gave out and she
pitched forward into the cans of Redpack tomatoes. He left her there, hunched over, cooling quickly. He
crossed to the phone on the wall next to the enormous built-in refrigerator, cautiously picked up the
receiver. It was not in use, and he dialed a local number, listened while the electronic clicks and relays
sent it caroming on its way out of State. He counted off the requisite five rings before the call was
answered, then said into the silence, T'm in.'

Back in the foyer Do Duc mounted the wide mahogany staircase. The wood was polished to such a high
gloss he could see himself reflected in it. His shoes made no sound on the Persian runner.

Margarite DeCamillo was luxuriating in a steamy bath in the master bedroom wing. Her head was back
against a rubber pad, her eyes half closed as she felt the heat seep through her muscles into her bones.
This was her favorite time of the day, when she could shut the world away, relax and let her thoughts drift
free. The added responsibilities her husband had taken on recently had changed him irrevocably. She
knew he was worried, definitely over his head, and probably in trouble.

She knew she was the only person in the world who could help him, but he was Sicilian, and she knew
she would have to tread a careful path. It would do no good
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reminding him of the roster of show business personalities who had become his clients because of her
contacts,

Serenissima, her highly successful boutique cosmetics company, catered to many of the biggest stars of
Hollywood and New York, and because she was the creator of all the products they wanted to meet
her. Because she was such a shrewd judge of character, it wasn't difficult to pass some of them on to
Tony.

As her mind drifted, her fingertips almost unconsciously explored her body, pressing those spots that
hurt, the bruises that recurred. The heat of the bath drew the pain out, like the tendrils of some sea
creature, and she relaxed.

Eventually, as they inevitably did, her thoughts turned to Francine. At fifteen, her daughter was at a
difficult age, too old to be considered a child, too young for the responsibilities of adulthood. The fact
that she already had the body of a woman only compounded the problem. Several times, before her
brother Dominic had entered the WITSEC program, Margarite had been forced to go to him and ask for
his help in extricating Francie from difficulties at school or with a boyfriend too old for her.

Margarite sighed. She loved Francie more than anything in life - and perhaps the resonances of that love
were overwhelming to her. She had been torn between following a career and raising Francie virtually
alone. She was all too aware that she had never spent enough time with her daughter. But what was she
to do? She would shrivel and die if she were chained to the house. Tony had no time or patience for a
female child - she believed he continued to resent her for not giving him the male heir he so desperately
wanted. But now Margarite could no longer bring a baby to term, and there would only be Francie. No
wonder Tony was angry all the time.

The outsized tub was carved from a monstrous piece of black-and-brown onyx, an oval bowl filled now
with hot water, aromatic salts and Margarite DeCamillo's voluptuous form. The water spigot was gold,
carved in the shape

of a swan's head and artfully curved neck, the taps, also gold, its wings. The niche into which the
steeping tub had been set was dad with floor-to-ceiling mirrors, which now reflected the image of Do
Duc as he entered the humid room.
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Margarite DeCamillo started, simultaneously sitting up straight and clasping her hands over her naked
breasts. Her amber eyes opened wide, her ample lips forming an 'O'.

"Who are you? What do you mean by coming -'

'T'm here to make you an offer.' Do Duc's deep voice was soft. Nevertheless, Margarite was compelled
to silence.

She stared at this interloper and, somewhat to Do Duc's surprise, had the presence of mind to say,
"What have you done to my husband?'

"He's not dead,' Do Duc said, 'if that's what you're thinking.' He approached her slowly across the
steam-sheened tiles. Her eyes watched him as a mongoose will scrutinize a cobra, with equal degrees of
fascination and dread. 'He's not even badly injured. Just - sleeping.'

Do Duc now stood at the edge of the tub, looking down at Margarite. She was an exceedingly
handsome woman in her mid-thirties, with high cheekbones, wide-set, direct eyes, prominent nose and a
thick head of curling dark hair, wet now at the ends so strands stuck to the pearlized flesh of her
shoulders and neck. It was an altogether aggressive face, yet he could see that she had learned to guard
her private thoughts well. She had that canny, intelligent look that he had seen in many a successful
gambler. The initial fright was over, and color returned to her cheeks as she recovered her composure.
Do Duc gauged that she was not as frightened of him as she ought to be.

"Y ou said something about an offer.'

Do Duc nodded, noting the choice of her response as well as the coolness of her voice. That's right. We
both have something the other wants.' He allowed a smile to

spread over his face. 'For instance, [ want to know where Dominic Goldoni is,'

A look of relief came over Margarite, and she laughed. Then you've come to the wrong person. Ask the
Feds. I have no idea where my brother is.' Then she snorted derisively. Now get the hell out of here, you
cheap hustler.'
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Do Duc ignored her. He said, 'Don't you want to know what I have that you want?'

She smiled sweetly. 'What could you possibly-?'

Do Duc had already stepped into the tub, the water slopping noisily over the side. He put one hand over
her face, the other on her chest, and pressed her violently down until her head disappeared beneath the

hot water.

He sidestepped her thrashing legs and dug his fingers into her thick hair, pulling her sputtering and
coughing from the water. Her eyes were tearing, her heavy breasts heaving. He saw that, at last, he had
gotten her attention.

"Now,' he said, 'can we agree that we have something to talk about?'

'Bastard,' she moaned. 'Bastard to do this to me.'

You haven't seen anything yet, Do Duc thought with a measure of satisfaction.

T've got nothing to say to you.' Margarite pulled her hair off her face. She sat on the edge of the tub,
seemingly oblivious now to her nudity. 'My own life means nothing to me. I'd never betray my brother,
even if I knew where they've put him.'

Do Duc drew an oversized bath towel from a rack above his head, threw it at her. 'Dry yourself off,' he
said, stepping out of the tub. 'T've got something to show you.'

He herded Margarite out of the bathroom. She had wrapped the towel around her so that it covered her
from just above her breasts to just above her knees.
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"How stupid are you? Don't you understand it doesn't matter what you do to me? I don't know anything.
The Feds made sure of that.'

He took her through the vast master bedroom with its

canopied, four-poster bed and sunken sitting area, complete with curved velvet love-seat and ornate
marble fireplace, its mantel held aloft by carved cherubim. A hideous ormolu clock ticked sonorously in
the center of the mantel.

Halfway down the hall, Margarite felt her throat catch. She knew where they were headed. 'No,' she
said in a very small voice. 'Oh, please, God, no!'

He allowed her to break away from him, and she ran the rest of the way through a half-open door into
another bedroom suite. Do Duc followed after her, stopped at the threshold, stooping to retrieve the bath
towel that had come undone. He put it over his left arm as he entered a room painted pale pink. Ruffled
curtains covered the windows and a number of large stuffed animals sat or stood on the bed.

'Francie!'

Do Duc watched the scene: the naked mother, distraught, tea'ry, hands clasped to her face, staring in
horror at her fifteen-year-old daughter strung up by her ankles to the central light fixture.

'Oh, my God, Francie!'

The teenager's oval face, flushed with blood, was wholly inexpressive. Her eyes were closed, her lips
half open.

'She isn't dead,' Do Duc said. 'But she will be if you don't do as I say.'

Margarite whirled. 'Yes, yes. Anything. But take her down!"
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"When you've done as I ask.' Do Duc's voice was gentle. 'T've no wish to hurt her, you see. But know
that her life is in your hands.' He came across the room, handed Margarite the towel. 'Do we understand
one another now?'

Margarite again gave him that look he had seen so often in canny gamblers, and he knew that she was
thinking of slipping a letter opener between his ribs. He wondered whether she had it in her to actually
commit such an act of finality, to be party to an act that would forever alter

the core of her. Contemplating her, this was the question that intrigued him the most, because now that
he had come in contact with her, he recognized something in her and was drawn to it.

"What is it you want from me?' she asked.

Downstairs in the library, he poured them both brandies. He had allowed her to dress, but only while he
watched. She had put on a short black pleated skirt, a cream-colored blouse and suede slipper-shoes
worked with gold thread. He was impressed that she dressed with an economy of movement and a
dignity to try to protect herself from his presence.

At first, she refused his offer.

'Drink,' he insisted. The brandy will calm your nerves.' He eyed her. 'It will be to your benefit.'

She accepted the glass balloon from him, sipped slowly, evenly.

Do Duc took his drink, sat down on the plush sofa beside her. 'All right,' he said. This is what I require.
When your brother calls you, you will contrive a way to get him to tell you where he is,'

Margarite put her balloon onto the glass and brass coffee table. "You're crazy. It'll never happen. For
one thing, calling me - or anyone else in his family for that matter - is strictly against the rules,’
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'Nevertheless,' Do Duc said, 'he'll call,'

Margarite studied him for a moment, before leaning forward to extract a cigarette from a silver filigree
box. As she did so, her breasts strained against the blouse. It was the first provocative gesture she had
made, and Do Duc knew she had begun to think the situation through. That was good for both of them.
Better the demon you knew...

"You stupid beast. My brother Dominic was put into the Federal Witness Security Program almost a
year ago. He was allowed to take his wife and children with him. Since then, I have not heard from him.
Neither has his mother.

He Was told in no uncertain terms what the rules were -no contact with family or friends, otherwise the
Feds could no longer guarantee his safety.'

She watched him as he picked up the tooled silver lighter, lit the flame for her. She hesitated only
fractionally before leaning forward to light the end of her cigarette. She inhaled deeply, blew out a stream
of smoke in such a way that he could mark her agitation.

'Are you aware that in the entire history of WITSEC not one inductee who has stuck to the rules has
been gotten to?' She continued to watch him as she smoked. 'The WIT-SEC Deputy Marshal at the
Office of Enforcement Operations told us that, and after what Dominic had done, I know he took it to
heart. He's got no death wish, just the opposite. He's got everything to live for.'

Suddenly she stopped speaking, and Do Duc knew that she desperately wanted a response from him.

This had been her first shot at trying to gain the upper hand, and for this hel awarded her more points.
He said nothing.

Margarite continued to smoke until the cigarette was finished. Then she stubbed it out in a Steuben
ashtray. Do Duc expected her to reach for another but, again, she surprised him with her willpower. She
sat with her hands in her lap.

"Let my daughter go,' she said softly.
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"We were speaking about your brother Dominic.' Do Duc watched with interest the single line of
perspiration make its way from her hairline down her temple onto her cheek. He was aware of the
tension in the same way he often saw the auras around people. There was a tangible humming in the air.

He could see the tiny tremble of her lips before she put her head down. 'Okay, say Dominic does call,'
she said in capitulation. Then what?'

'Set up an immediate meeting -" without his WITSEC handler.'

'He won't do that.'

He took another cigarette out of the silver box, lit it and handed it to her. 'But he will, Margarite,' he
said. 'l know that he's phoned you several times before. The last time, let's see, wasn't it because he
found out what Tony D. does to you behind closed doors?'

Margarite gave a tiny cry. She drew her knees up just as if his words had assaulted her physically. Her
face was white and she was breathing hard through her half-open mouth.

"This time, information will come to Dominic that your husband has beaten Francie.' He seemed as calm
as if he were reading a number from the phone book, and this matter-of-fact delivery was the most
horrifying element. 'He'll call you, Margarite, won't he? And when he does you're going to act the part.
You'll be properly hysterical, and if Dominic doesn't suggest it, you'll insist on. a meeting,’

'Ah, you bastard.' She closed her eyes. He's mined everything, she thought.

She felt her control slip away, salty tears sliding down her cheeks, panic turning her mind to jelly. She
fought to put one coherent thought in front of another. "You know what you're asking me to do,' she
whispered.

Do Duc abruptly slammed his hands together. Her brandy balloon was between them and it shattered
with a loud crackle, making Margarite jump. He liked what that did to her eyes, and he was poignantly
reminded of the Sargent painting of Madame X.
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He said, T have killed your bodyguard, your Rottweiler and your maid. Don't think for a moment that I
will hesitate to take your daughter's life.' His glittery eyes would not let hers go. 'As I have pointed out,
Francine's life is quite literally in your hands.'

Margarite stubbed out her cigarette. 'Christ, how do you manage to sleep at night?'

Do Duc stood up. 'An interesting question coming from Dominic Goldoni's sister. Don't you use your
maiden

name - his name - in your own business? Of course you do.' Giving her a small, convincing smile, he
said, 'T wonder how Tony D. feels about you being known as Margarite Goldoni? Is that part of the rage
he feels for you?'

She watched him with a kind of fascinated awe that walked the razor's edge of revulsion. He went
around behind the sofa, stood looking at a large painting by Henri Martin of a wheatfield fecund with
color and texture.

'Margarite, you're intelligent enough to know we all have our ways of rationalizing what we do; that's
hardly the sole province of the fanatical and the righteous.'

He waited, losing part of himself in the Provencal landscape Martin had conjured with the arcane power
of a sorcerer. Do Duc thought that he would gladly give up everything, even the constant proximity to
death that kept him focused and stable, to be able to paint just one canvas like this one. He had no
children - at least none that he knew of - but this masterpiece was better than a child because it sprang

godlike from your head and stayed exactly as you had envisioned it. He could imagine no greater reward
in life.

'How interesting, a beast who appreciates fine an,' Margarite said at his elbow.

He had heard her coming or - more precisely - had felt it, and he recalled his own question of whether
she would have the guts to wield the letter opener. He did not turn his head away from the Martin, but
said, 'Dominic will call within the next two hours. Are you ready to keep your side of the bargain?'
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'Give me a moment,' she said. 'I've never made a deal with the Devil before.'

'"Perhaps not,' he said as he swung toward her, 'but I'll bet your brother has - more times than he can
count.'

You know nothing about my brother, she wanted to shout at him, but she was terribly afraid that he
would prove to her in quite precise terms just how wrong she was.

Their eyes locked, and Do Duc recognized the ambivalence lurking behind the overt animosity she
projected. He doubted whether she was yet aware of how attracted she was to him. He was certain that
she had no knowledge of his use of the classic interrogator's tactic of personalizing, then making intimate
what was in all respects a cut-and-dried relationship. But she could recognize the other side of what he
was doing. It was not so much that women wanted to be dominated, he had concluded some years ago,
but that they appreciated more than men what such domination could produce in others.

Margarine's tongue came out, moistening her lips. 'Do you have a name?'

'A few,' Do Duc said. "You can call me Robert.'

'Robert.' She took a step toward him so that she was very close. She studied his face. 'Curious. That's
not an Oriental name, and you're so obviously Oriental.' She cocked her head at an angle. 'Or are you?
What other race... Let me see... Polynesian?' She smiled. T'm Venetian, myself, so I know what it's like.'

'"What what's like?'

To be an outsider.' Margarite walked away from him, back to the sofa. 'l live among Sicilians. No one
trusts you, not really.' She sat down, crossed her legs. "You're always being put in the position of having
to prove your loyalty, even to Family.'

Do Duc smiled to himself. He liked this part of her, the schemer. He stared at the long expanse of her
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legs with desire - which was hardly difficult - in order to encourage her. Just because his desire was
deliberate didn't mean she had to know that. He wanted - no, to be truthful, he needed - to know how
far she would go, what she might be capable of under the most extreme conditions. Now he knew one
thing: she was going to allow him to find out.

'Do you have family?'

The question knifed through him, so he smiled at her, charming her with one of his many masks. "That
was a

long time ago,' But his voice sounded hollow even to his own ears, and Margarite was clever enough to
pick up on this.

"Were you an orphan?'

The seeds of my destruction were sown when I was very young.'

Margarite held his gaze. 'What an extraordinary thing to say. Is it true? You have no family?'

It was, so he shrugged in order that she should discount it. He was appalled at what had come out of his
own mouth. Was he mad?

He broke the connection with her that was beginning to disturb him as profoundly as it did her,

"What do you want with Dominic?' Margarite asked to his back.

'Information,' Do Duc said, 'that only he can provide.'

"That simplifies things,' she said. 'I can get it for you when he calls,’
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Do Duc smiled coldly so that she knew in her heart he was nothing more than a weapon. 'Margarite, [
will tell you now that if you deviate at all from our prepared scenario, Francine will die and you will
witness it,'

'All right!" She shuddered and put her face in her hands. 'Just - don't say it again. I don't want you even
thinking it,

She looked up at him, her eyes searching his face through her tears. "Y ou know, despite what Dominic
did, he's still got a number of friends he saved from the Feds and they're very powerful,’

"Yes, I know just how powerful,' Do Duc said. "Who do you think sent me?'

It was a calculated risk, but a necessary one to help him maintain his control over her.

'Christ, you can't mean it,' Margarite said in alarm. That would kill him,’

Do Duc shrugged as he came and sat down beside her. 'Life is full of surprises - even for me,’

"No, no, no,' she said in a breathless voice, 'you're to me.' She shuddered. 'l know Dominic's friends.
They're utterly loyal. If you harm him they'll come after you. Doesn't that worry you?'

'On the contrary. I welcome it.'

He watched the emotions flurry across her lace.

"My God, who are you?' she whispered. 'What sins have I committed that would bring you here?'
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Tell me, are you as innocent as your brother is guilty?'

She ignored the tears as they rolled slowly down her cheeks. 'No one is wholly innocent, but I - this is
like Judgment Day. No matter what I do I will have blood on my hands.'

'In the end, we're all animals,' he said. "'We've got to get dirty sometime. This is your time.'

She pulled out another cigarette. 'Become like you, you mean? No, never!'

'T wish you wouldn't,' Do Duc said.

Margarite put her hand around the lighter, then apparently thought better of it. She returned the unlit
cigarette to the filigreed box.

Tt frightens me that you know Dominic is going to call.'

'Yes. I know.'

'His friends...'

'He has no more friends.'

He dipped his fingertip into the sticky residue of the spilled brandy, brought up on it not only the sweet
liquor but a tiny shard of glass. She watched as he pressed the glass until it pierced his skin and drew
blood. By this gesture of machismo she reckoned that pain in one form or another was a significant
component of his personality. She filed this inference away, not yet able to deduce its usefulness.

She wondered why he hadn't assaulted her. He had had every opportunity to take advantage of an entire


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

array of provocative situations: while she was naked in the bath, while she was dressing as he watched,
any time while

they had been here in the library. Certainly, after she had recovered from the initial shock of his
presence, she had given him every opportunity, knowing that he would not be thinking clearly trapped
between her thighs with his blood filled with testosterone.

She had to try something to extricate herself from this nightmare. She shifted on the sofa, in the process
hiking up her skirt to the tops of her thighs. She saw his gaze shift from the blood on his fingertip to her
flesh. His gaze had weight as it rested on her, and heat. She could feel her cheeks beginning, to burn.

'What is it about you?' She did not recognize her own voice.

Do Duc looked at her. His fingertip traced a red crescent on the trembling flesh of her inner thigh. He
stroked higher, into the spot where she was warm, even now. She felt a kind of connection, and she did
what she could to draw him on, to make the heat rise in his blood.

The harsh jangle of the phone made her start. She stared at it as if it were a deadly adder. He took his
hand away, and her one chance was gone.

'Answer it,' Do Duc ordered, staring into her terrified eyes.

Margarite hesitated, trembling. It didn't have to be Dominic; it could be anyone, she told herself. Please
let it be anyone but him.

She snatched up the receiver with a convulsive gesture. She swallowed, then said hopefully, 'Hello?'

'Margarite, bellissima!' Dominic's voice said in her ear, and she slowly closed her eyes.

BOOK ONE
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Old Friends

Year after year

On the monkey's face,

A monkey's mask.

Matsuo Basho

ONE

Tokyo/Marine on St Croix/New York

So early in the morning Tokyo smelled like fish. Perhaps it was the Sumida River, still home to hundreds
of fishermen plying their ancient trade. Or, thought Nicholas Linnear, perhaps it was the steel-hued haze
that squatted like a gluttonous guest over the sprawling metropolis.

Somewhere in the countryside far away the sun was struggling up over the mountaintops, but here in the
heart of the city it was still dark. Just a hint of predawn light turned the shadows nacreous.

As Nicholas ascended the Shinjuku Suiryu Building in the non-stop chairman's elevator he considered
the formidable array of decisions awaiting him at Sato International, the vast keiretsu, industrial
conglomerate, he ran jointly with Tanzan Nangi.

Nangi was the canny Japanese, a former vice-minister of MITT, Japan's all-powerful Ministry of
International Trade and Industry, with whom Nicholas had decided to join forces, merging his own
company, Tomkin Industries, with Nangi's Sato International.
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It was interesting that both men had inherited the top position in their respective conglomerates: Nangi
from his best Mend's dead brother; Nicholas from his late father-in-law. For this, and many other
reasons, there was a unique bond between the two men which could never be severed.

Nicholas stepped off the elevator at the fifty-second floor, walked past the deserted teak and chrome
reception lobby, past silent offices and work stations, into his own

office which, together with Nangi's, comprised the entire western-facing end of the floor.

He crossed to a low couch in the welled seating area alongside a huge window, and sat staring out at the
city. The haze, pale as green tea, was a filthy nimbus, occluding his coveted view of Mt Fuji.

He knew that very soon he needed to return to America, not only to sit down face to face with Harley
Gaunt, but also to lobby in person in Washington against the rising tide of animosity toward the
admittedly arrogant Japanese. Gaunt had hired a man named Terrence McNaughton, a professional
lobbyist, to work on their behalf, but Nicholas was beginning to believe that in these retrogressive times
persuasion by proxy was not enough. Nicholas 1"d thought of flying to Washington many times during the
last several years, but always Nangi convinced him of the need to stay here, to lobby their
pro-international stance with the Japanese themselves.

Nicholas, Nangi had argued with unassailable logic, was uniquely qualified to do this since the Japanese
did not view him as an iteki, a barbarian outsider. Nicholas's father, the Englishman Colonel Denis
Linnear, held a special place in the hearts of the older generation of Japanese, for he had been seconded
to General Douglas MacArthur's SCAP headquarters just after the end of World War I1. It was he who
had liaised so successfully with the upper-echelon officials when MacArthur had given the defeated
Japanese a new democratic Constitution which had survived into the present. When Colonel Linnear
died, his funeral was as widely attended and reported as that of any Japanese emperor.

Nicholas became aware of Tanzan Nangi emerging onto the floor before he actually saw him. Nangi was
now well past middle age. His face was striking, but not in any normal way. His right eye was an unseeing
milky-white orb set behind a damaged lid forever frozen half shut. Otherwise his face might have been
that of a top-flight diplomat

who knew the exigencies of his world and how to maneuver among them.
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Nangi tapped on the half-open door to Nicholas's suite with the end of his walking stick which was
capped by a carving of a dragon. Depending on the time of day, his state of health and the weather, he
moved more or less stiffly on legs that had been damaged during the war in the Pacific.

The two men greeted each other with warmth and the minimum of formality. It would have been far
different had anyone else been in the room with them.

They savored their green macha tea in the silence of close companionship, then commenced their
morning business - the strategic planning for Sato which they liked to have set before the rest of the staft
arrived.

'The news is very bad,' Nangi began. 'l have been unable to come up with the capital you feel we so
desperately need to expand into Vietnam.'

Nicholas sighed. 'Ironic since business is so good. Look at the last quarter's figures. Demand for the
Sphynx T-PRAM is far exceeding our current production capabilities.' The T-PRAM was Sato
International's proprietary computer chip - the first and only programmable random access memory chip
on the market. That's why we need to expand into Vietnam as quickly as possible. Ramping up new
manufacturing facilities which meet our standards and which also hold down production costs is an
exhausting marathon.'

Nangi sipped his tea. 'Unfortunately, Sphynx is only one kobun in the keiretsu's vast network of
businesses. Not all of them are doing so well.' Kobun was a divisional company within the keiretsu, the
conglomerate.

Nicholas understood the reference. Unlike Tomkin Industries before the merger, Sato International had
always had ready access to capital until now, when the ground rules in Japan had suddenly changed. The
most radical difference between American and Japanese

corporations had in recent years turned from being a valuable asset to a dangerous liability. All major
keiretsu in Japan were either owned by or folded into a commercial bank. In Sato's case, it was the
Daimyo Development Bank. This cozy relationship within the keiretsu allowed it to borrow money for
expansion or research and development at low rates and with exceedingly generous terms.
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Now, however, Japan was in the grip of an economic crunch of a size and gravity unknown since the
horrors of the immediate postwar period. It had begun in 1988 with the Government's misguided efforts
to prop up an economy already suffering the first effects of a far too strong yen by artificially creating a
land boom. Investing within their own country, these ministers reasoned, would mitigate, at least to some
extent, the value of the yen. And the theory worked - up to a point. Then values began to stretch the
bounds of reality. And still Japanese businessmen - cash-rich and arrogant in their seemingly unflagging
success - poured money into real estate. Inevitably, the bubble burst. Over-leveraged on property they
could no longer unload even at steep discounts, many businessmen went under, losing vast fortunes
virtually overnight.

The carnage grew, widening like ripples in a pond. Money-center banks which had blithely extended
credit for what had appeared to be gilt-edged real estate were left with foreclosed properties that could
not resupply them with sufficient capital. They were forced to draw down assets to pay the huge loan
losses, and within the space of a year their balance sheets were stained with the red that is the only blood
a banker recognizes.

Daimyo Development Bank was no exception. Though hit less hard than some that were now out of
business, the bank was weathering an exceptionally rocky period, and its losses had recently become a
significant drag on Sato International's bottom line. As recently as six months ago Nangi had had to
replace Daimyo's chairman, and still the

mess was far from being under control. It was a source of particular humiliation to him since he had once
been the bank's director.

The new watchword in Japan was risutora, something heretofore unheard of: industrial contraction.
Japan Inc. was coming to terms with restructuring - a painful reduction in factories, consumer goods, and
Japan's most precious resource, superbly trained and loyal personnel. In a country where the
expansionist 'bigger and better' had been the key economic phrase for over four decades, risutora was a
bitter reverse course indeed. Thankfully, Nangi and Nicholas had never allowed their keiretsu to become
bloated and inefficient. And Nicholas's role within the conglomerate was increasing exponentially, since
he had more experience with significant economic downturns than any Japanese. Nevertheless, the
crunch in their operating capital was real enough.

'Still, one way or another, we've got to come up with the capital,' Nicholas urged. 'If we don't get
involved there in a major way - and quickly - we're going to find ourselves run over by all the other major
keiretsu.'

T need to give the situation some more time,' Nangi cautioned, not for the first time. "Vietnam is still
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newly opened, and I don't fully trust the Government.'

'What you mean is you don't trust the Vietnamese at all.'

Nangi swirled the dregs of his tea around in his cup. He disliked this tension between them. Ever since
Nicholas had first gone to Saigon several years ago to recruit this man Vincent Tinh as their director in
Vietnam, Nangi had been worried. Tinh was a Vietnamese, and he supposed Nicholas was right, he did
not trust them. So much money already committed to this strange, newly capitalist Vietnam, and Nicholas
had been pushing him to commit so much more. What if the Communists returned and nationalized all
private business? He and Nicholas would lose everything.

"These people are opaque to me,' Nangi said, raising his eyes from the shifting runes of the tea leaves.

They're just different.'

Nangi shook his head. The Hong Kong Chinese are different and I deal with them all the time. They're
devious but I must admit I enjoy their intrigues. I have no feel for the Vietnamese.'

'Which is why I'm handling them,' Nicholas said. 'But just look at the bottom line. Profits from the small
amount of goods we now manufacture out of Saigon under Vinnie's direction are astronomical. Think
what these lower manufacturing costs would do for the kobun whose profits are currently in a downward

spiral.'

Of course, Nicholas was right, Nangi thought. He most often was in these matters. Also, he could not
minimize Nicholas's success in predicting trends in business.

He nodded. 'All right. I'll do what I can to squeeze the capital we need out of some rock somewhere.'

'Excellent,' Nicholas said, pouring them both more tea. "Y ou won't regret your decision,’

'T hope not,' Nangi said. 'l am going to have to call on some of my Yakuza contacts,’
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'If only you knew the Kaisho,' Nicholas said with no little sarcasm.

'T know you have no respect for the Yakuza,' Nangi said. 'But then again you've never made any effort
to understand them. I find that particularly curious considering the pains you've taken in assimilating
virtually every other aspect of Japanese life,

The Yakuza are gangsters,"Nicholas said flatly. 'Of what use would understanding them be to me?’

'l cannot answer that,' Nangi said. 'No one can, save yourself,’

"What I can't fathom is your connection with them. Leave them to their own dirty business,’

"That is like saying "Please don't inhale nitrogen with your oxygen." It's just not possible,’

"You mean it's not practical.’

Nangi sighed, knowing he was not going to win this argument with his friend; he never did.

'Go see your Kaisho, then,' Nicholas said, 'or whoever he is,'

Nangi shook his head. The Kaisho is purported to be the oyabun of all oyabun. The boss of all the
Yakuza family bosses. But let me assure you he does not exist. It is a term some clever Yakuza
concocted to keep the police in their place.' Kaisho meant the mysterious commander. 'As long as there
1s a sense among us outsiders that there is a quasi-mythical boss of all the oyabun, there's a level of the
Yakuza hierarchy no one can penetrate. It aids their mystique, enhances their face whenever the cops
stage a gambling-parlor raid or two for the media.' He shifted in his seat. 'All of my Yakuza contacts
deny any knowledge of a Kaisho.'
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Their conversation eventually turned to the Hive computer. Nicholas's pet project, which was now on
hold because Hyrotech-inc, the American firm designated by the US Government to design the computer
for all its branches, had inexplicably reneged on the deal Nicholas had negotiated to manufacture it.

The most worrisome aspect of this is that no one at Hyrotech will return Harley Gaunt's calls,' Nicholas
said. 'T've told him to go ahead and institute a lawsuit claiming breach of contract. In addition, I instructed
him to name the US Government as co-defendant,’

The Government?' Nangi said, concerned.

"Yes. I think they're behind the whole thing. Stonewalling is their forte, not Hyrotech's,'

He brought Nangi up to date on the company's progress on the Chi Project. Nicholas had chosen the
name - Chi - which meant wisdom. It had been his idea to turn one entire kobun - division - of the
company over to the Chi Project. The Chi was a new kind of computer that required no software: it was
literally as flexible as its user. It needed no software because it was a neural-net machine. The Chi

prototype contained over a thousand minuscule 'cubes' -as opposed to chips - composed of sixty-four
electronic neurons whose design was based on those in the human brain. This machine operated by
example. A 'correct' decision as determined by its user produced one kind of current through the neural
net, a 'wrong' decision another kind of current. In this way the computer actually learned the functions
required of it and how to best perform them without having to be configured for different software
interfaces.

Though it looks as if Ricoh will be the first to market with a neural-net computer,' Nicholas said, 'T'm
convinced Chi will be far more advanced and will gain us market share very quickly after its introduction.

1

The early-morning meeting ended. Nangi rose, took up his walking stick and went down the hall to his
office.

Nicholas spent the next hour and forty-five minutes calling his manufacturing managers in Bangkok,
Singapore, Saigon, Kuala Lumpur, Indonesia and Guangzhou, in southeastern China. It should have
taken less than half the time, but the phone systems in such places were maddeningly inefficient, and he
had to accustom himself to busy signals, being cut off in mid-sentence and dialing one number and
reaching an altogether different one. But these calls to what had once been remote, unvisited backwashes


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

were becoming increasingly important.

At last the arduous task of dealing with third-world telephone communication was done. He glanced at
the time, then set about making a pot of green tea.

He had just taken up the whisk when his private line rang. He put the heavy iron kettle down, stared at
the phone. Too early in the morning for this line to be ringing, he thought. He picked up the receiver with
a distinct sense of foreboding.

'Moshi-moshi.'

'Mr Linnear? Nicholas Linnear?' said an unfamiliar voice in his ear.

"Who is calling?'

T represent Mikio Okami. Does the name mean anything to you?'

Nicholas could feel his heartbeat, strong and heavy, in his throat. He fought to control his breathing.
'How did you get this number?'

'Mikio Okami extends his personal greetings,' the voice said. 'Okami-san takes care of everything.'
There was a brief pause, during which Nicholas was certain he could hear the other person breathing
softly. 'Okami-san wishes to-'

Nicholas said, 'Here is a phone number.' He reeled off eight digits. 'Use it in ten minutes.'

He took the first sixty seconds after replacing the phone to regain complete control of his breathing.
Then he did five minutes of zazen. But even the meditation could not stop his mind from racing backward

In time.
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Before Nicholas's father had died he told him that Mikio Okami was a friend of his - a very special
friend. The Colonel had told Nicholas that he owed Okami his life, that if Okami should contact Nicholas
the situation would be such that Okami had no other recourse but to ask for Nicholas's help.

Now, after all these years, the call had come.

Nicholas went out of his office, down the still-deserted corridor to the bank of elevators. The chairman's
elevator was waiting for him, patient as a loyal servant, but he wondered, as he pressed the button for the
mezzanine level, where it was taking him this time.

Nicholas and Nangi had decided to buy the mezzanine space in the Shinjuku Suiryu Building late last
year, after an unconscionably overpriced French restaurant went bust. Since then, they had gutted the
vast three-story space, installed their own interior walls, and begun work on an opulent nightclub called
Indigo.

The smells of lathe and plaster, varnish, paint and heated flex greeted Nicholas as he stepped off the
eleVator. The

foreman recognized him at once, bowed and handed him a hardhat, which Nicholas wordlessly put on.
He went straight to a wall phone. He had only thirty seconds to wait before it rang.

'Yes?'

'Mr Linnear.'

'Speaking.'

'Ah.' There was a great deal of emotion in that one brief exclamation. 'l understand it is safe now to
speak. I am gratified that we have connected so quickly.'
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Nicholas was gazing into a space composed of a series of curled-edged platforms large enough to hold
three or four small tables, each with a semi-circular banquette which the architect had designed to appear
as if they were floating like magic carpets above a cuneiform dancefloor, laser-etched to resemble a
Persian rug.

'Who is this?' Nicholas asked. Tou obviously know me, but-'

'T am employed by Mikio Okami. My name is therefore of no matter.' The voice, waited a beat. 'Do you
remember your promise?'

"Yes, of course,' Nicholas said.

'Okami-san is in need of your most immediate help.'

'T understand.'

'He requires you to go to Venice, Italy. A first-class ticket in your name is waiting for you at the Air
France counter at Narita. Please be prompt and pick it up at least two hours before flight time, 9.40
p.m.'

"This evening? I can't just drop every-' Nicholas stopped, realizing he was speaking to dead air; the
voice had already hung up.

Nicholas replaced the receiver. Plaster dust hung in the air, made sharp and glittery by the many
workers' tungsten clamp-lights which were strong enough to define every edge and sweeping curve,
reveal even the most minute flaw in the skin of sand-dusted stucco being applied to the major vertical
surfaces.

He thought about what little his father had told him about the mysterious Mikio Okami. There are times,
Nicholas, when one exhausts every ordinary means of accomplishing one's goal, Denis Linnear had told
him when Nicholas was no more than thirteen. Still, that goal must be achieved- at any cost. You are
young now, but believe it or not there are such times when the end is so vital that the means to that end
must be overlooked. It may be unfortunate, but one cannot live one's life as a saint; one must oftentimes
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make compromises, painful and questionable though they may be. So there are times when one is grateful
one knows a man such as Mikio Okami.

Suddenly, in the wake of the call, the Colonel's words had taken on a very sinister cast indeed. Nicholas
had surmised even then, so long ago, that Mikio Okami had to be Yakuza. In fact, given the difficult and
demanding nature of his father's work in the muddy postwar flux of Japanese political circles, it seemed
natural that he would have come into contact with this potent and rather ubiquitous element of Japanese
society. Nicholas remembered hearing persistent rumors of factions of Yakuza being hired by the
American Occupation Hierarchy to quell certain labor strikes in 1947-8, said to be coordinated and
funded by the Communists. The fierce and intimidating Yakuza were the logical foot soldiers in such an
internecine war, since they were the quintessential capitalist-loyalists, ready and willing to die for the
freedom of their country, virulently opposed to any leftist tilt.

But if Mikio Okami had been a Yakuza oyabun, family boss, just after the war, and assuming -
generously, Nicholas thought - that he was thirty at the time, he would be in his late seventies now -
possibly over eighty. Too old to continue the neverending orchestration required to maintain the Yakuza's
unique symbiosis with the police, government and bureaucracies? Or old enough to be in need of
reinforcements against the encroachment of the other Yakuza families on the rise in power and influence?
Either way, he did not like the possibilities.

Back in his office, Nicholas hastily dictated two memos to Seiko Ito, his assistant: the first, to tell her of
his trip and to confirm his reservations; the second regarding the eight most vital matters that required
follow-ups, letters, calls, faxes. He faxed Vinnie Tinh in the Saigon office that he would be postponing his
planned trip for at least a week, then made a raft of calls which he was planning to put off until after the
Saigon trip.

That done, he thought about Justine. She would be livid, of course. Bad enough he had refused to take
her back to the States; now he was leaving her alone in Japan. How was it, he thought, that she had
come to despise this place? Was it her refusal to learn Japanese, her eternal homesickness, or just her
intolerance of the Japanese themselves? Perhaps it was a combination of all three. Other than her
friendship with Nangi, she had made precious few connections in Tokyo, and thus found herself isolated,
en-isled on an Elba of her own making. Or was it of her own making? Nicholas wondered if he was
being unfair to her - or whether he was simply fed up with her complaining.

Of course, there were pressures peculiar to their circumstance. Justine had been pregnant twice. The
first time, she had given birth to a girl who had quickly died. The second time, less than a year ago, she
had miscarried in her sixth month. Now there seemed to be no solace for her agony.

Nicholas put his head in his hands, his mind haunted still by the face of his three-week-old daughter, her
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blue-white face distorted by the oxygen tent. His dreams echoed with the feeble sound of her small cries
like the iebrile panting of a wolf snapping at his heels.

He heard sounds from the corridors as the offices began to fill up. He had no interest in facing anyone at
the moment, so he slipped out the side door to his office, took the spiral staircase down one flight to the
fully equipped gymnasium. There, stripped to shorts, t-shirt and sneakers, he spent the next three hours
working first on aerobics.

then abdominals, weight-circuit.training and, finally, his beloved martial arts: aikido, kendo, as well as the

various sub-disciplines of Akshara that were so ancient that they had no names in the Japanese language.
In this manner he cleansed first his body, then his mind and, finally, his spirit of the various negative toxins
that the post-modern world invariably built up.

Nicholas was long-muscled and wide-shouldered. It was obvious that he was an athlete of some kind,
but it was his presence, what the Japanese called hara, that made him such an extraordinarily intimidating
figure. He moved from the waist down as if his feet were a part of the floor or the earth he walked upon.
Seeing him for the first time, one had the distinct feeling that he could not be moved from the spot on
which he stood even with extreme measures. He had the unusually upswept eyes that were a legacy of his
mother, along with the angular, rugged cheeks, nose and chin of his father. He was handsome in a
charismatic rather than a poster-boy manner, with dark, curling hair flecked here and there with silver.

He himself did not see it, but those old enough to have known Colonel Denis Linnear saw the striking
resemblance between father and son in the overall shape of Nicholas's face, the line of his nose, lips and
jaw. The father, who counted among his ancestors calculating Romans and wild Celts, rather than
barbarous Saxons, had that extraordinary gift of being both warrior and statesman. It was said by those
who knew them both that the son possessed the same quality.

Nicholas's mother, Cheong, was Oriental, and it was only recently that he had been able to unravel the
puzzle of her origins. She had been secretly tanjian, like Nicholas's Chinese grandfather, So-Peng, who
had adopted her. So was Nicholas.

Trained in the arcane mysteries of Tau-tau, the tanjian, whose origins harked back to myth-shrouded
ancient China, were ancient mage-warriors, who wielded a

knowledge so potent, so elemental, that most humans had been cut off from it for centuries.
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The basis of Tau-tau was kokoro, the heart of the cosmos. Kokoro was the membrane of life. Just as in
physics the excitation of the atom caused the most extraordinary reactions of energy - light, heat and
percussion - so, too, did the excitation of the cosmic membrane manifest its own ethereal energy.

Akshara and Kshira, the Way of Light and the Path of Darkness, were the two main branches of
Tau-tau. Nicholas, who had been only recently trained in the basics of Akshara, had nevertheless some
experience as well battling those versed in the deadly path of shadows. He w,as perhaps the only man on
earth who had faced and defeated two Kshira adepts. This he had done partly by utilizing the gift
So-Peng had passed down to him, the mystic emeralds of the tanjian. They had become a kind of

psychic weapon which had penetrated even Kansatsu's Kshira and, at Nicholas's bidding, had destroyed
him.

Kansatsu had instructed Nicholas in Akshara, but all the while he was also secretly an adept in Kshira,
and it was Kshira which had almost destroyed Nicholas. In a very real way, it was Kshira which had
destroyed Kansatsu. He had believed himself capable of containing the two separate disciplines inside
himself; he had believed himself powerful enough to keep Kshira harnessed, using it only when required,
but he was wrong. Its pollutant had seeped out, and so slowly that he had not been able to recognize it; it
had poisoned him, turning him from good to evil.

The more Nicholas studied Akshara, the more he understood Kansatsu's temptation, for it was
becoming clear to him that the Way of Light was in some aspects an incomplete discipline. No records
existed that far back in time, but he suspected that in the first days of Tau-tau the two disciplines were
part of one whole. At what point they were riven in two - or why - he could not say. Perhaps at some
date now long forgotten the mind of man - even

a tanjian mind - could no longer be trusted to use the knowledge of Kshira in a prudent fashion; perhaps
the lure of massive power became too great even for these ancient mages of the mind.

In any event, what was once one was now forever separated by such a profound philosophical abyss
that proponents of Akshara were forbidden to plunge into the dark mysteries of Kshira.

Once, Kansatsu had spoken of koryoku - the Illuminating Power - with the kind of reverence he
reserved only for gods. If there had ever been a focal point - real or imagined - between Akshara and
Kshira, Kansatsu had been convinced koryoku was it. His anguish that for all his expertise in Tau-tau he
could not achieve the Illuminating Power must have been a crushing blow to him - one so deeply felt that
he had not allowed anyone to suspect.
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In his studies after Kansatsu's death Nicholas had come to believe that koryoku might be the Path, the
needle-like fulcrum from which the whole would open up like a flower.

He had named this whole Shuken - the Dominion: where one mind could contain Akshara and Kshira,
both hemispheres of Tau-tau, without being destroyed by the dark side.

But koryoku was not like other states of deep meditation. Though little was known about it, it seemed
clear that one needed to be born with a kind of psychic trigger that would access the doorway. Without
that trigger no amount of study, concentration or incantation at kokoro would prove useful.

Nicholas had never encountered anyone with koryoku and so had never been able to test his theories.
He did not even know whether he himself possessed the trigger that would access the doorway. Only
another so gifted could tell him.

Sometimes, lying in the shallows of night, Nicholas started awake to discover that he had been dreaming.
In

his dream-world, he existed in Shuken, as he believed his forebears had once done, open to the full
limits of Tau-tau - the full sphere of Akshara and Kshira at his command. And he knew with the certainty
that comes in dreams that koryoku was the sole path to Shuken.

As he rose out of theta, parted from his dream, he could almost reach out and touch koryoku, the
doorway, just another second and...

But when he became fully awake, the knowledge was lost to him, and he could not help but feel an acute
sense of loss which brought tears to his eyes.

Still, he knew he had an entire new world to explore. This reason perhaps more than any other had
compelled him to remain in Japan, even though this was a source of increasing friction between him and
his wife, Justine, who longed to return to America.

The thought of Justine's unhappiness was as painful as the sight of a stunned sparrow. He put his hand
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across his eyes as he closed them. Even this far from her he could feel her distress like a child's cry in the
night. And yet there was a kind of abyss between them, dark and unfathomable. How long had it been
there? Nicholas, beginning to slide into Tau-tau, tasted it, found it as familiar as an old jacket. With a
start, he realized that it had begun to form at the time he had discovered he was tanjian. Was he slipping
further away from the world most people knew? Were his explorations of the Tau-tau universe giving rise
to a form of anomie from which he could not extricate himself? He did not think so, and yet there was
that abyss yawning between him and Justine.

Sometimes, his anger at Justine was palpable. She had been in Japan for years now, yet she had failed to
make the requisite effort in joining in. She had no Japanese friends of her own - save Nangi, and that was
at his instigation and continuing effort. She still exhibited the Westerner's typical bewilderment at the
complex net of customs, courtesies and expressions of respect that defined Japanese society.

And, worst of all, she was beginning to exhibit that kind of blind impatience and outright resentment
toward the Japanese Nicholas had witnessed in a number of American business contacts.

As Kansatsu had taught him, he began the journey inward, until he reached kokoro, the heart of all
things. Then he selected the proper rthythm, began to beat at the membrane of kokoro, creating the
psychic resonance that would transform thought into deed.

Sinking deeper into Akshara, the reverberations of kokoro filling the space around him, Nicholas's
consciousness expanded until it filled the entire gym, then burst beyond the confining walls. In his mind he
saw the city stretched out before him, and then, as if he were gathering enormous speed, the image of its
bustling sprawl blurred. That familiar sensation of confinement fell away as, with a burst of psychic
energy, he broke through the womb of Time.

Outside in the spangled darkness past, present and future existed only as meaningless definitions of
concepts that did not exist. He did not yet know his way through this space or how to most effectively
utilize its infinite horizons. That would take many years of trial and error. Instruction would have been
preferable, of course, but the only other tanjian who had been qualified to teach him was now dead at his
own hands and the inexorable forces of Tau-tau.

How long Nicholas spent in exploration of his new world it was difficult to say, because time as humans
knew it did not correspond in that state. They had a taste of what it was like to be Outside in the midst of
dreams when hours, even days, could seemingly be compressed into the space of micro-seconds.

When he again opened his eyes he felt refreshed and invigorated; the ghost of Justine's unhappiness was
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a scent in the air soon dissipated.

During his workout, the cordless phone at one end of

the gym rang several times and, even though he knew the calls must be for him, he ignored them. His
staff was used to his eccentric schedules, and they understood that if he did not answer he should only be
disturbed in case of a full-scale emergency.

He stood beneath a cold shower, took a steam, then showered again, and dressed in new clothes. Even
the terrible image of his infant daughter as she took her last gasping breath had been expunged for a time.

Seiko was waiting for him outside the gymnasium. True to her work ethic, she had taken several folders
of paperwork, and while she sat on a low rung of the spiral stairs, she industriously made notes,
corrections and scheduling rearrangements for her boss.

'Seiko,' Nicholas said.

She jumped up, slammed her folders shut and bowed deeply, then pulled her gleaming hair back from
her cheek. Her beauty, seeming so fragile because of her translucent skin, actually appeared to have
deepened during the time she had worked as his assistant.

'Linnear-san,' she said, 'l have received faxes of the litigation our New York lawyers have prepared
against Hyrotech-inc. I think you should review them before you leave.'

'Have you looked at them?' Nicholas asked as they mounted the stairs toward his offices.

'Yes, sir. I have questions on clauses 6a and 13c.’

'Seiko, I don't know how long I'm going to be away,' he said as they reached the landing. "You've got to
get used to relying on your own good judgement. Just remember I trust you.' He smiled at her as he led
the way to his office. 'Now tell me your concerns on how the lawsuit is worded.'
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She answered him in clear, concise phrases, and he saw immediately that she had a facility for cutting
through the mind-numbing legalese.

T agree,' he told her when she had finished. 'Let me see how you would solve the problems in a revised
draft before I leave the office this afternoon. If I agree with you, we'll

run it by the legal department in New York,' Before she left, he added, 'And tell Nangi-san that I need
to see him as soon as possible.'

Here I am in a sleazy motel off Highway 95, Margarite Goldoni thought. What am I doing here? I must
have lost my mind. No, not your mind, she reminded herself. Your freedom.

They were ten miles from Marine on St Croix, Minnesota. This small town was where WITSEC, in their
infinite wisdom, had chosen to transport Dominic Goldoni. They had given him new identity documents, a
house, two cars, a consultancy job that fit in with his background as a construction engineer, the whole
nine yards.

Robert had insisted she bring Francine with them, which had quite naturally terrified her, but she could
see his point. Holding her and Francine hostage would keep Tony quiet.

Of course Dominic's first reaction was to kill Tony. Slowly, he had said to her. I'll kill the sonuvabitch so
slowly his eyeballs will pop out with pain. A very Venetian response. But then she had said. We both
need Tony, Dom, and he had gone quiet, ruminating, she was quite certain, on hatred and ambition. And
when she had suggested they meet alone, he had agreed. Under the circumstances, it made sense, and he
knew it.

All the way out to Minnesota she had begged Robert to let Francine go. Robert had merely turned to
her, smiling into her face as if he were her lover instead of her captor.

If it had been just the two of them they could have taken a plane, she supposed, but there was Francine
to think of - so he had her drive them in her BMW. Besides, she came to see that any other means of
transportation would have left a more distinct trail. In the car, Robert could see a tail and take evasive
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measures. On the other hand, he had had her write out a message to her husband. In it, she had written
that if her captor even suspected that Tony had posted surveillance, he would kill Francine. She

thought that was a directive Tony the Sicilian could take to heart.

To be truthful, she didn't really mind the driving; the endless miles of the interstates lulled her into a false
sense of security. Here on the American roads they seemed unbound by time, lost in a wilderness of strip
malls, convenience stores and used car lots, and it seemed to her that she almost forgot that they had a
destination, could push it into the furthest reaches of her mind as if it only existed in some nightmare realm
that had lost the immediacy of reality. Besides, there was a relief, vivid as hunger pangs, at being away
from Tony.

Then they entered Minnesota and the future became inescapable. She wept bitter tears in the mean
motel by the side of the highway. The inconstant hum of the passing cars took the place of the drone of
insects. It no longer mattered whether she was in the city or the country because she existed in a twilight
world, a fly trapped in amber, consumed by what was about to take place.

Francine, who was drugged throughout the entire trip, lay on the cot provided by the motel owner.
Robert sat on his side of the bed reading an issue of Forbes magazine just as if he was her husband,
Tony. He appeared unmoved by her tears, but as she dragged herself beneath the sheets he had put
away the magazine and said, Tomorrow we'll see your brother and it will all be over.'

Margarite, shivering so much that she drew the covers up to her chin, said, 'What will happen?'

For a long time Robert did not answer. She could feel him, his heat, hear his slow tidal breathing, smell
his peculiar though not unpleasant scent, but she could not look at him. To give him such reality, she
knew, would be too much for her to bear.

'Go to sleep.' His voice was soft, almost gentle, so that in the end she felt compelled to turn her head,
look at him.

His face was handsome in the light endemic to motels at night - a pallid violetblue from the neons and
bug-
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zappers that seeped through the flyblown curtains like ash. In another, all too imaginable reality he might
have been her lover, tenderly turning to her as she extinguished the lights.

She closed her eyes, trying in vain to imagine such a reality, as if by that mental effort she might be able
to conjure it up and escape the terrible trap that had been laid for her.

On that last night of their journey to the nexus point that would forever alter her, she thought again about
the vicissitudes of escape. Of course, Dom had insisted that Francine come to see him, but now
Margarite saw what Robert had known all along: that escape with a drugged girl was impossible.

He knew what she was thinking.

Margarite was left with this one unalterable fact: in order to escape, she would have to kill him.

She did not know whether she had it in her - not whether she had the courage to put a bullet into his
brain or a knife into his heart, but whether she was smart enough to get the opportunity to do it.

He carried with him an old-fashioned straight razor. She had caught a glimpse of him their first night on
the road, shaving his arms while she was tied to the bed, twisting on one side so that part of the mirror
over the sink in the bathroom brought her his reflection. He had very little hair on his body, but apparently
he was happier with none.

The bathroom was the only place he allowed her to be alone, but she could not lock the door, could not
even close it all the way. And, squatting on the seat, she was always aware of his breathing, his bulk just
out of her sight.

Also, she worried about Francine, who was sleeping in the grip of the liquid he would force down her
throat each morning. He had a bag of phials and small canisters tucked away in the kit bag in which
resided, like a death's-head, her savior the razor. Every night, he would spend an hour

or so grinding what looked to her to be roots and herbs and unidentifiable dried things in a stone mortar,
adding at times liquids from his phials. What was he doing? These alchemical constructs which, by
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degrees, perfumed the dose air of their mean motel rooms seemed the most menacing part of him. She
was certain she could feel an almost primitive heat emanating from them, a kind of power which
frightened her.

She was not, by nature, a superstitious person, but his almost cabalistic absorption in these ceremonies
in the dark unnerved her. It was as if he possessed a power to make real the stuff of nightmare. She
could imagine him extending himself into a dark corner, wrenching out a shadow and, turning it inside out,
making it real.

'Lights out,' he had said to her, stretching toward the bedside lamp.

'Wait,' she had whispered. 'l have to use the bathroom.'

Her face taut with fear, she had crossed the room, shut the bathroom door just enough to block him out.
As she lifted her nightgown, she could hear him getting out of bed, padding after her to stand, breathing
shallowly, behind the door. Hearing him without seeing him was in some ways worse because her
imagination, working overtime, conjured up his presence, ghostly and evil, as if he had the power to drift
through solid objects to reach her.

She peed noisily, wiped herself, then flushed the toilet. Under that meager cover, she twisted toward the
sink, turned on the tap with her left hand. With her right, she picked out the straight razor from his open
kit bag.

She experienced an instant of panic then, because she had not thought it through. Where was she going
to secrete the thing so that he would not see it? She could only imagine one place, and she quickly bent
her knees and spread her legs, inserting it into her warmth. It was not easy, but the pain served as a
tangible confirmation of her will to do this terrible thing.

With a trembling hand she turned off the tap, went out to where he waited for her in the semi-dark.

'Finished?'

She nodded at him, too terrified to speak. In bed, she pulled the covers over her, turned away from him.
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He extinguished the light,. She felt him - she imagined that she would always feel him: that curious sense
of menace and arousal which confused and appalled her.

She put her hand on the thatch of hair between her thighs, moving her forefinger over the end of the
razor. She forced herself not to shudder. She closed her eyes, trying to still the hammering of her heart,
but surely it was only her imagination that warned her this might betray her.

All the same, she started when she felt the press of his hand on her shoulder.

"You're vibrating.'

She had given a little moan.

He knew what she was thinking.

'What do you mean?'

'l can see the energy boiling oft you like smoke.'

She turned around in the dark to face him. "You can see what?'

'l can see auras,' he said. 'There's a way. I've been trained.'

'Okay. So you can see I'm frightened. What did you expect? I'm all alone here with my little girl,' Had
her voice cracked? She bit her lip, determined to keep better control over herself. But she could feel the
rivulets of sweat under her arms, in the small of her back, at the idea that he had the ability to see inside
her, to know her very thoughts.

He said, 'We're all alone, in the end, with our sins,'
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She shuddered. 'T was never alone. Ever since I can remember I've been in the company of men: my
father, my uncle, then boyfriends, lovers, a husband. What must it be like to be alone? The freedom it
must -'

'T've always been alone,' he said thoughtfully. 'Even in the most crowded city street I am isolated,’

'Don't you have any family... friends?'

'Who can I really count on,' he said, 'but myself?'

For the first time she thought she could see behind the dangerous shell of him, and she thought. He's
been damaged.

"What family I had is dead. Dangerous,'

Margarite turned toward him, clearly fascinated. 'Dangerous?’

He continued to stare at the ceiling, striped by pale, phosphorescent light. 'Family,' he said, after a time.
'Family is dangerous.'

No, no. You're wrong. Family is the only solace in times of tragedy.'

"Not if the tragedy destroys what family you had,' he said.

'All the love you missed.'
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Damaged.

'We rise at dawn. Go to sleep,' he said.

She watched him, afraid now to turn away. 'How in Christ do you expect me to sleep?’

What would it be like to see mother and father, sister destroyed in front of one's eyes? she asked
herself. The very idea was impossible to imagine. If she were an actress, perhaps, weeping bitter tears
she contrived to well up out of her, the bodies strewn in front of her, blood that would never coagulate or
turn brown smeared over them, weeping, until the director yelled 'Cut!' and the cameras stopped rolling.
Only then. But in real life? No, never.

'Come here,' he said, in a voice that floated over her like a buzzard crossing a ravine.

It took her a moment to realize that he was holding his arms out to her.

She wanted to laugh, to spit in his face, but she also felt the razor, warm inside her - and there was
something else.

a mysterious emotion, elusive as mist, which locked her lips together.

In retrospect, it still surprised her that she crawled into his embrace, as meekly as a child; stunned her
that in the grip of that embrace she felt more protected than she had ever felt before.

What was happening to her? She had no answer. Had he somehow managed to enchant her with one of
his magic potions? She thought back to when she had eaten or taken something to drink. Had he
secreted something at those times? Terrified, she could not say.

"How like his signature these bruises are.'
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With his fingertips on her purple flesh she could not speak; her mind was blank save for the warmth she
felt flowing from him, entering her where she hurt the most.

His head bent and his mouth opened against those bruises, and she felt his tongue, a pressure, and then
nothing, as if even the memories that had lingered in those painful places had been exorcized.

She shivered when she felt his lips on her neck, at the tender place where her carotid artery softly
pulsed. He did something then with his tongue that sent ripples of desire through her. She felt her nipples
stiffen, and she grew damp between her thighs. It was then that she reached down. The razor thus
lubricated came out without the difficulty she had had in sliding it in. It lay in the palm of her hand, gravid
with its promise of death, warm as a living thing.

Margarite closed her slender fingers around it, and her lips opened to expel a soft groan. She used her
forefinger to swing open the blade, and now she was ready.

His tongue slipped into the hollow between her breasts, a place that had always been a spot of intense
arousal for her. He knows, she thought.

The blade moved as if of its own volition, a beast hungry to taste blood, to slice through flesh and sinew.

Kill him now, said a voice in her mind. It's what you want. It will get you out of the trap.

She squeezed her eyes shut and, grunting with the effort, swung her arm across the space between them.
The edge of the blade struck him dead on but, instead of cutting him, the steel slid' harmlessly along the
skin of his lower belly.

She could see him grinning, his teeth large and white in the dimness as he held up her hand with one of
his, clasped the opened razor blade with his other one.

Margarite gasped as he opened his fingers. They were uncut.
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Touch it,' he said. 'The blade is unsharpened. The one I use is locked away.' His grin broadened. 'l
could feel you watching me, your eyes following the track of the blade as it scraped away my hair. [
know greed, Margarite, and I could feel your greed. You wanted my razor... and I gave it to you,'

"No,' she said faintly, dropping it on the sheets between them. "You gave me nothing,' The acrid taste of
bile was in her mouth. She thought she might be sick.

'On the contrary,' he said, taking her in his arms again. 'l have given you what is most important: a taste
of your revenge,' His tongue touched her skin again. 'l wonder, Margarite, was it as sweet as you had
imagined it to be?'

She had refused to answer him, instead swallowing heavily to try to rid her mouth of the awful taste. And
again she thought. He knows.

'Answer me!' His voice so sudden, so harsh that she started.

And said, 'Yes,'

'l suspected as much,' he said with a curious satisfaction which caught her. "You would have killed me;
you have it in you,'

She could smell his breath, a scent of cloves, hear his heartbeat. 'T don't have to listen to this,’

'And what else have I given you, Margarite? Do I need

to tell you? Now you know you have the strength of purpose... to do anything.' He touched her nipples,
setting them on fire. Now you see that I know you better than you know yourself.'

Lying there, quiescent, the impotent razor digging into one buttock, she tried to summon up her revulsion
of him and, shockingly, could not. She was dizzy with a longing she could not name, with a desire she
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could not acknowledge.

Slowly, as if her body weighed a thousand pounds, she turned over, away from him, into the darkness.

Outside the window, cars passed, whirring like insects.

Home. Once it was all the comfort he required. Nicholas's house was located on the outskirts of Tokyo.
It had been a strictly Japanese structure inside and out when he had first bought it from the estate of his
late aunt, Itami, but gradually Justine had transformed the inside, ordering tiles, wall coverings, fixtures
and furniture from the States, Italy and France, until he no longer recognized the place with which he had
originally fallen in love.

The camphor-wood beam exterior and the surrounding landscape had so far been spared her hand, but
lately she had been making noises about wanting to turn the expanse of painstakingly manicured rare
miniature parviflora and cryptomeria into a traditional English perennial garden. Denying her what she
really wanted - to return to her home in America - Nicholas had been loath to deny her these smaller
concessions which would surely make her feel more at home here.

Not only had these transformations failed to assuage her essential unease but, he realized now as he spun
around the dangerous hairpin turn near the house, they had made him uncomfortable in the one place he
had once felt most at ease. Even the construction going on two lots further down the road hadn't
dampened his love for the place, but he took the last half-mile at a slower than normal

speed. It was a good thing he did because just before the driveway to the house he came upon one of
the gigantic earth-movers being used to excavate the new house's foundation, and he was obliged to pull
into a neighbor's driveway so that the monstrous vehicle could safely pass.

Justine was waiting for him. He saw her as he went up the rough-hewn stone path from the gravel
parking area. Her hazel eyes were the green they turned when she was upset or under stress, and the red
motes danced in her left eye.

'Seiko called,' she said even before he had a chance to kiss her hello. 'Were you too busy to phone me
yourself ?'
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She turned on her heel, went inside, where he followed her into the kitchen.

"The truth was I was too upset,' he said. 'T had to work out to calm myself down.' He went past her,
began the preparations for brewing green tea.

'God, you've become just like all your Japanese friends. When only talk will do you go ahead and brew
your foul-tasting green tea,'

'T'm happy to talk to you,' he said as he measured out the finely cut leaf, took up the reed whisk.

"Why did you ask Seiko to call me?'

T didn't,' he said. 'She saw it as her duty,’

'Well, she was wrong,'

The water was boiling in the ceramic pot. He took it up, poured it carefully into the cup. 'Why can't you
understand? Here, efficiency is the most prized-'

'Dammit!' Justine's outflung hand slapped the cup across the counter. It skidded into the wall, smashed
to pieces. 'I'm tired of hearing about what's important to the Japanese!' She ignored the reddening mark
on her wrist where the boiling water had scalded her. 'What about what's important to this American!
Why is it always a matter of my having to adapt to their way of doing things?’

"You're in their country, and you -'

'But I don't want to be here!' Tears were coursing down
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her cheeks. 'I can't stand it any more, being the outsider, feeling no emotion from them but this subtle
hostility. It's freezing my bones, Nick! I can't memorize one more minuscule custom, ritual, protocol,
formality or courtesy. I'm fed up with being shoved out of the way on the streets, pushed aside when I'm
trying to use a public washroom, elbowed on a subway platform. How a people who are so insufferably
polite in their own homes can be so rude in public is beyond me.'

Tve told you, Justine, if a space doesn't belong to any individual - like a public space - the Japanese feel
there's no need for politeness.'

Justine was trembling and weeping all at once. These people are nuts, Nick!' She turned on him. 'If I'm
going to be left alone with these madmen at least I should have heard it from you.'

T'm sorry.' She said nothing. 'Justine, Seiko was only doing her job.'

Then she's too efficient by half.'

"How can you be angry with her for being efficient?' He looked at her carefully, and was struck by how
strange this house had become. It was like a suit you had liked in the store but didn't in the clear light of
day. This isn't about Seiko calling you, is it?'

She turned away, her palms flat against the counter, her arms like rigid poles. Her long dark hair was
disheveled, her body almost painfully thin. 'No,' she said in a strangled voice, 'but it is about Seiko,'

He saw the extreme tension in the hunch of her shoulders, the way she stood spread-legged. She had
unconsciously assumed the stance of a street fighter spoiling for a confrontation.

Nicholas was about to say something, then thought better of it, intuiting that she would use anything he
said now as further provocation.

Justine turned, her face dark with anger that had been pent-up too long. 'Are you having an affair with
Seiko?'
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'What are you talking about?'

"Tell me the truth, dammit! Anything will be better than this hell of suspicion,’

He took a step toward her. 'Justine, Seiko is my assistant, period,’

'Is that the.whole truth? You'd better search your soul before you answer,'

"Why would you doubt me?' Her stricken face hung before him and his heart broke. 'Justine.. ,'

"You've spent so much time with her,'

'It was necessary,’

Her shoulders shook. Taking her to Saigon-'

'She knows Vietnam far better than either Nangi or I. I couldn't have completed my business in Saigon
without her,' He went to her, took her in his arms.

'Oh, Christ, Nick, I'm sorry. I don't know.. '

At his touch all the tension went out of her, and a heat flowed through her to him. His lips came down
over hers and her mouth was already open, her tongue hungrily entwined with his. Her heat suffused him,
warming a body whose bones, it seemed, had indeed grown cold in the bitterness of her accusations.

It had been unfair of her to suspect him, he knew, even as he was uncomfortably aware that it was unfair
of him to continue to imprison her here in a land she despised and could never understand.
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He opened her shirt, held her breasts in his hands as the nipples grew taut and hot. Her mouth would not
relinquish its hold on him, and he thrust his hands down further, unfastening the Western belt, dragging her
jeans off her thighs.

He was so hard he pushed up against her urgently, but she shoved him back with surprising strength,
slipping to her knees before him. She undressed him with sure knowledge.

'Justine-'

Her hand encircled the base of him while her hot mouth

slipped over the tip. He tried to pull her up and away but she resisted him. He did not want this now, to
see her submissive, so terrified of losing him that she would do anything to keep him hers. He wanted
only to lose himself inside her, to block out all else, in their intimate twining to remove her doubt about
him and their life together. But, in the end, her busy tongue and lips obliterated his resolve and he dug his
fingers into her thick hair, feeling her head move back and forth.

At last, he found the strength to drag her away from him. He picked her up as if she were a child and her
thighs came around him. He could taste the sex in her mouth as it came down over his. He found her
open and waiting, and with a deep groan, she impaled herself on him to the hilt. She was so wild that he
had no choice but to cede control of their movements to her. It was all he could do to keep up with her.
He felt her belly ripple as her nipples whipped back and forth across his chest. He felt the tremor-ing of
the muscles on the insides of her thighs, and the vibrations of her hard, breathless grunts into his mouth.

There was no rhythm, just a clawing, animalistic response of pleasure and, surely, of pain as she bit him
deep enough to draw blood. With that, her ecstatic spasms began in her groin, spiralling outward until she
shook and trembled as if in the grip of a terrible illness. She cried out, and tears flew from the corners of
her tightly closed eyes. The dense cloud of her wet hair engulfed him as he felt her working her sex
against him in stages, as she rose higher and higher in a series of orgasms that brought him over the edge.
He felt her fingers on his scrotum, clutching urgently while she whispered incoherently into his ear, and he
collapsed to the floor with her still clasped tightly in his arms.

She was weeping uncontrollably, and he kissed her lips, her cheeks, eyes, forehead and temples.
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'Justine, Justine, as soon as I get back from Venice, I promise we'll go to New York.'

For a long time she said nothing, her face buried in his shoulder, her mouth half open as she tasted his
sweat and blood. When, at length, she looked up into his face he was sick to recognize the despair
there. 'Please don't go, Nick.'

'T - Justine, I have no choice,’

'T'm begging you, just stay with me a few days. Take time off from work, from... everything. We'll go
away, into the countryside - to Nara, the ryokan you like so much.'

That sounds wonderful, but this trip is not of my making. I can't-'

'Just tell me what's so important in Venice and I swear I'll try to understand,’

'An old friend of my father needs my help.'

'Who is he?'

'I'm not sure,'

"You mean you don't know him?'

'Justine, I gave my word to my father just before he died. I have a duty,’

She shook her head, tears rolling down her cheeks again. 'Ah, now we come to it. Your duty. Don't you
have a duty to me?'
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'Please try to understand,'

'God knows I've tried, but this Japanese concept of giri, of a debt of duty, I most certainly do not
understand. And, d'you know what? I realize now I don't want to try any more,' She rose unsteadily,
stared down at him. 'First it was your business, then your friendship with Nangi, then your trips to Saigon
with Seiko. Now this - a duty to a father who's been dead for years to help someone you 've never even
met. Christ, you're as crazy as all the rest of them!'

'Justine -'

He reached out for her but she had already spun away from him, was fleeing down the hall. In a
moment, he heard a door slam, but he made no move to go after her. What would be the point?

Sadly, he got up, slowly dressed himself with wooden fingers. He went silently out the back door,
through the whispering cryptomeria. The sky was misted gray, a soup thickened by swirling clouds that
hung low like the robes of ghostly daimyo from ages past. He made his way through the garden, and
before he knew it, found himself ascending the slope filled with a copse of carefully planted ginkgo,
ancient of ancients, their white trunks like sentinels, the vestiges of their copper bi-lobed leaves trembling
like the fingers of an oracle.

He had no conscious idea of where he was headed until he topped the rise and, below him, saw the
lake. The water was invisible beneath the curling layer of nacreous mist,

father, Nicholas thought.

He crouched on the boggy bank of the lake, looking into the mist as if it were an alchemist's mirror that
could break the barrier of time. In that mirror, he saw the Colonel and himself, younger and innocent, as
the elder Linneargave him the present of Iss-hogai, the dai-katana, the long samurai sword that, many
years later, Nicholas had hurled into this lake.

He could feel Iss-hogai now, just as he could see it as it struck the water so many years ago, plunging
vertically to the bottom. And now, as past and present began to collide, it seemed so close to him that he
could reach out and touch it.
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He had thought he was quits with it then, that he had no more need of its power to inflict death, but like
his own past with his father, like his present with Justine, there was an essential element, unknown, as yet
unwritten, that remained unresolved.

The Colonel, whom Nicholas loved and revered, had nevertheless had a secret life wholly apart from
Nicholas and Cheong. Nicholas had discovered years after the Colonel's death that he had murdered a
dangerous political radical named Satsugai. He was the husband of Nicholas's aunt, Itami, and though she
despised him still she was his

wife. The Colonel's action had had the profoundest effect on Nicholas's life when Satsugai's son, Saigo,
had sought to murder Nicholas in revenge.

The phone call from Mikio Okami had stirred waters that, for a long time, had remained unruffled.

The Colonel's secret life. What had he been up to with Mikio Okami? Why had he made friends with a
Yakuza oyabun? Nicholas had no answers to these questions. He only knew that, in seeking them, he
was being drawn once again toward his father - and toward the unknown past.

At last, he rose, went as silently as he had come, returning through forest and glade, past dreaming
gardens, along stone paths laid centuries ago, to the kitchen of his house.

For the longest time he stood looking out the window at the cryptomeria and the cut-leaf maples whose
boughs were dancing in the wind he had only moments before felt against his flesh.

At last, he turned to the counter, reached for a cup, measuring out the macha, the finely cut green tea
leaf.

He took up the reed whisk, waiting for the water to boil.

Harley Gaunt was in the middle of a crisis of Brobding-nagian proportions. Bad enough that
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Tomkin-Sato Industries was losing accounts, pressured no doubt by retrocessive Democrats espousing
pernicious isolationist economics with the feverish zeal of born-again Christians, but now the corporate
headquarters here in Manhattan was literally under siege by consumers incensed by what placards on the
street below misidentified as 'consorting with the enemy'.

All chickens eventually come home to roost, Gaunt thought as he stared gloomily out his office window
at the gathering demonstration. As he watched like a hawk in its eyrie, he saw a CNN remote TV truck
pull up. Within minutes, the local TV stations were represented, then the networks, as usual dead last.

Christ, he thought. I need Nicholas over here. We've ridden the economic rollercoaster of our merger
with Sato International all the way up to the top of the loop, and from where I'm sitting the ride down 1s
going to be scary as hell.

His intercom buzzed, and he answered curtly, 'Suzie, is that Mr Linnear on the line?'

'T'm afraid not, Mr Gaunt,' his secretary's voice spoke out of thin air, 'but your ten o'clock appointment is
here.'

"What ten o'clock appointment?’

"You remember, he called late yesterday. I told you I put it on your calendar just before I left for the
day.'

T don't..." But Gaunt was already turning from the stomach-churning scene out his window, his eye
catching the hastily scribbled notation on the calendar section of his computer terminal,

'Who the hell is Edward Minton?'

'He's from Washington,' Suzie said, as if that solved the riddle. 'He flew in first thing this morning on the
shuttle to see you.'
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Gaunt's stomach knotted. He didn't like the sound of that. Those Democrats on the Hill were positively
incendiary on the subject of the Japanese. According to them, an economic war was brewing, and all
Americans required the benevolent protection of the Democratic Party in order to avoid the economic
humiliations plotted for us in some moldy sub-basement of the Imperial Palace in Tokyo.

Tojo Lives! might well be their battle cry, though he had begun to notice springing up like noxious
mushrooms in a humid climate posters of the Imperial rising sun of Japan encircled with a red line,
another red line running diagonally through it.

These were to him nothing more than a symbol of the moral bankruptcy of his own country - an
advertiser's dream, where even the most complex issues could be reduced to simplistic decais.

Gaunt closed his eyes for a moment. He was a massive

man, with as much fat as muscle, a three-letter man in college athletics who, typical of his kind, assumed
that heavy physical exercise once accomplished need not be continued to maintain form. He had been a
wide receiver of no little renown, and on the mound of a baseball diamond had once possessed a slider
that justifiably intimidated the opposition. Only being hit in the shoulder by a wicked line drive had kept
him out of professional sports.

Lucky for him, no doubt, since even if his bank account would have swollen, his mind would have
atrophied. The fact was that Gaunt was possessed of an intelligence rare in his chosen field of
administration. He could summon up that astonishing leap of insight usually the purview of programming
geniuses and maverick entrepreneurs. This was how he had come to the attention of Nicholas Linnear,
and why Nicholas had promoted him to Managing Director, North America of Tomkin-Sato Industries.

Now that intuition told him that his ten o'clock was poison. He put his fingers to his forehead, closed his
eyes for a moment as if with force of will alone he could cause Edward Minton to disappear.

'Mr Gaunt?'

"Yes, Suzie.'
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'It's ten fifteen.'

Gaunt sighed. 'In that case send Mr Minton in.'

If Gaunt's body had lost the hard athlete's edge it had possessed in college, his face had not. It was still
firm-jawed, and there was no wattle under his chin as, astonished, he had noted in many of his classmates
at their last reunion. His hair, still thick, was flecked with gray, but this matched the sprays of that color in
his brown eyes. What lines appeared in his face were like those etched by a fine sculptor - they seemed
to belong there, to, moreover, have always been.there, part of his craggy strength, his canny insight.

Edward Minton was, on the other hand, a whole differ-

ent story. Tall and thin, he had that stoop-shouldered mien of those made self-conscious at an early age
of their ungainly height. He had skin the color of wax paper, by which hue Gaunt's worst fears- were
realized: he was government-issue, and right now that was as ill an omen as a crow in a cornfield.

Minton wore a three-piece suit, shiny at the elbows, rumpled at crotch and sleeves, of an indeterminate
color and material. No doubt it was fire-retardant. He wore steel-rimmed spectacles above a straight
nose, thin lips. Behind them were the clear blue eyes of the raptor. Gaunt was unsurprised to see a gold
Phi Beta Kappa chain strung from the watch pocket of his vest. Politicians were like dogs. Gaunt
observed silently. They liked best to lie down with their own breed.

'Mr Minton,' he said now, wrapping a smile around his lips, 'won't you sit down? What can I do for
you?'

Minton, who had brought with him his own gust of ill-scented air, settled himself'in a leather and
chromium chair on the other side of Gaunt's old, scarred mahogany desk.

'Quite a crowd you've collected downstairs,' he said with the brittle tone of a scolding mother.

"These things have a way of blowing over,' Gaunt countered. 'By tomorrow afternoon the war in
Yugoslavia will be back on the front page.'
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'Perhaps not this time,' Minton said. As he spoke he fondled his Phi Beta Kappa in that conspicuous
way certain men will a magnificent woman whose services they have bought for the evening. These are
hard times in America and the populace is aroused,' His lenses flashed with light as he turned his head
slightly. By the practiced way he did it, Gaunt could tell he was well schooled in the tactics of
intimidation. 'l believe that we are seeing a locomotive of incalculable energy stoking up steam,' Fondle,
fondle. Phi Beta Kappa. Gaunt was willing to bet this bastard knew he had never even finished college.
"When it gets under

way, Mr Gaunt, I pity the person - or company - that stands astride its tracks.'

Gaunt cleared his throat but said nothing. He felt a bit like Marie Antoinette. It was always like this, he
thought, when you waited for the guillotine to fall.

"We on Capitol Hill have taken the pulse of the growing unrest in America and we're determined to
respond with alacrity and force to what the people want.'

"What you want, more like it,' Gaunt said under his breath.

'What?' Minton leaned forward, suddenly alert as a terrier scenting its prey. "What did you say?'

'l merely cleared my throat.'

A certain rigidity had come into Minton's spine. "What the people of the United States want is for Japan
Inc. to get out of their face. And that, Mr Gaunt, is precisely what the Congress of the United States
proposes to give them.'

He slapped a folded sheet of paper onto the desk. 'T am a prosecutor in the US Attorney General's
office on assignment to the Senate. I am here to inform you that you, Hariey Gaunt, as Managing Director
of Tomkin-Sato Industries, and one Nicholas Linnear, Chairman and Chief Operating Officer of
Tomkin-Sato Industries, are hereby subpoenaed by the Senate of the United States of America. I am
also to inform you that you are the subject of an investigation of the Senate Strategic Economic Oversight
Committee, by order of Senator Ranee Bane. You are hereby ordered to appear before the Committee
one week from this Thursday promptly at ten o'clock in the morning.'
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Senator Ranee Bane, Gaunt repeated to himself. Somehow, after that name had been uttered, he had
ceased to listen to the remainder of Minton's governmentese spiel.

Bane was a Democrat from Texas who had his sights trained firmly on the White House, where it
seemed -whether Democrat or Republican sat in the Hot Seat - the

mountain of debt incurred for decades wasn't getting any smaller.

Ranee Bane was an opportunist. He had come out of the heartland of America's southwest, from a state
perhaps battered by economic woes, but still fabled as the birthplace of America's movers and shakers,
from cowboys to Texas Rangers to gung-ho senators. Which was surely what Ranee Bane was: the
President's fiercest foe, purporting to be the staunchest ally of America and Americans- 'First, Foremost
and Only', as he would say. But in the end Bane was a telegenic good old boy who understood
modern-day power politics, and who knew how to best utilize its acolytes: advertising and the media. His
state, among others in the south and the rust belt, had become staunchly protectionist. Losing jobs to the
Japanese was no fun and Bane, ever the canny psychologist, had picked up on this economic fear, and
had fanned it into a bonfire of paranoia. The most alarming thing was he wasn't alone.

Bane's uncommon brain trust drew from such divergent American loci as Hollywood, Detroit and New
York. Not surprisingly, the men Bane chose to present him to the public all melded into a synergistic
whole. Gaunt was certain this was because they had one thing in common: they lived and died in the
marketplace. They knew how to sell, whether it be on the silver screen, on the roads of America or on
Wall Street and Madison Avenue.

And sell him they did. Until he became what he was today: polities' great, shining hope for resurgence
after years of declining interest and then outright animosity on the part of the American populace.

Flash of a magnetic face seen almost daily on TV and in the papers: curling reddish hair, wide forehead,
quick eyes, ready smile, hearty handshake. A raw-boned, rangy man not unlike a youngish LBJ but
without the blubbery lips. A man associated not only with oil but with cattle as well, the farmers and
oilmen combined into a formidable special-interest base that drew not only from a traditional

Democratic sector but poached on Republican territory as well.
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And a new brand of McCarthyism - this time safeguarding the country against the infiltration of the
Japanese - was raising its head, this time in the guise of liberalism and a return to good old-fashioned
American values.

"What the hell is the Strategic Economic Oversight Committee, anyway?' Gaunt asked, although he
suspected he already knew.

"The Committee is the brainchild of Senator Bane,' Minton said, toadylike. His blatantly righteous
admiration for Bane was nauseating. 'It has been convened to review all companies whose business with
the Japanese consists of more than fifty per cent of their gross annual earnings, or who have entered into
partnerships of any kind with Japanese-owned corporations.'

"Why?' It was perhaps an unnecessary question, except that Gaunt wanted this paranoia spelled out for
him from beginning to end.

'Certain information has come into Senator Bane's possession that some of these transactions may
involve transgressions of national security.'

"National security?' Gaunt almost laughed in Minton's face. "You've got to be kidding.' But he could see
by the attorney's expression that neither he nor his newly anointed champion. Ranee Bane, were kidding.
"What information?'

'At this time I'm not at liberty to say.' Minton rose abruptly, as if he were concerned that a prolonged
stay here would expose him to some form of insidious contamination.

"You have been served, Mr Gaunt.' Minton continued to fondle his Phi Beta Kappa, flaunt and taunt to
the end. 'The Committee expects to see you at the appointed time.'

'What about Nicholas Linnear? He's currently out of the country.'

'A formal request for his appearance has been duly filed
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'

with your Tokyo office.' Minton showed the yellowed teeth of a hound. 'We got you; we'll get him.

With a curt nod, Edward Minton was gone, taking with him the faintly rank smell, an unappetizing
confluence of Egg McMuffins and week-old socks, but leaving behind a residue like rime: the
ramifications of inexorable power.

Wallowing in the wake of this rather godlike visitation, Gaunt had not the slightest interest in laughing in
anyone's face. Rather, he was experiencing the queasy sensation of being caught in the jaws of a
gargantuan machine that had no other interest than to chew him up and spit him out. Or an even worse
nightmare, engulfing and devouring him, so that months from now he might become the first of the
American disappeared, a direct translation from Argentine Spanish, a New World fascist fad, spreading
like an unwitting virus northward along the continental drift.

Seiko met Nicholas at Narita. He saw her walking serenely through the chattering throngs which filled
the airport terminal. She smiled, bowing as she came up. She handed him a slim briefcase. He had been
standing at the Air France First Class check-in desk, and he moved them away from the line.

'I brought some documents for you to look at on the flight over,' she said. 'Included in there is a coded
fax from Vincent Tinh.'

Saigon again, Nicholas thought. Tinh, Sato's director in Vietnam, had big plans for the company there,
but he sometimes had a tendency to get ahead of himself and the physical resources allotted him. It was
he who had been urging Nicholas to allocate more capital to their start-up operations there. 'Thank you,
Seiko-san.'

She recognized the sorrow in his eyes, but true to her nature she made no overt comment on it. Instead,
she said, 'Did you remember your passport?'

'Hai.' Yes.

There is some time before your flight,' she said.
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Nicholas knew a cue when he heard one. "Why don't we go into that shop and have some tea.'

Seiko nodded her head, and they made their way across the crowded concourse, to stand at a curving
counter while green tea was served them in paper cups.

The smell of fish was very strong and, looking down into his tea, Nicholas was reminded of Justine's
disgust for the national drink which, she said, tasted of fish.

This trip,' Seiko began in a halting fashion, 'it is very important to you.'

'Yes.'

To honor your father in such a fashion is very... Japanese.'

Thank you.' Usually serene even in a crisis, Seiko seemed filled with a curious energy. 'Seiko-san, what
is it?'

'l had-' She paused to lick her lips. 'l had a premonition. It was - do you remember [ knew everything
about Vincent Tinh? That was partly a premonition, as well. We met him and he was everything I told
you he'd be - and more, given the cost figures beginning to come out of Saigon.'

Her small hand clasped the paper cup so tightly, the green tea slopped over the side. 'l was right then
and I -this trip will be very dangerous. I beg you to be careful.' She was speaking very quickly now, the
words tumbling one over the other as if she knew she must spill out her secret knowledge before she had
a chance to bite it back. 'l may never see you again. I have this feeling that even if I do everything will be
changed. I will not be the same and certainly you will be different - so different that no one will recognize

you,'

Despite his Western impulse to laugh at her melodramatic words, Nicholas felt an unpleasant chill race
down his spine as he recalled his own sense of foreboding earlier when the call summoning him to Mikio

Okami's side had come in.
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'Even if what you say is true I must go. There is an old debt which my father incurred that I must pay,’

Seiko took a quick gulp of her tea, almost choked on it.

Nicholas placed his hand on the center of her back, massaging the spasmed muscles as she coughed.
She turned to stare at him, her face reddened not only by the paroxysm, but by something else.

It was not proper for him to be touching her in public, even in such an innocent manner. 'Pardon me,’
he said, as he hastily took his hand away.

Her head swung back to her contemplation of her tea. Nicholas became aware of the intense anxiety
radiating from her.

'Seiko-san, what is it?'

Her hands were clasped tightly together on the coun-tertop, as if she were terrified she could no longer
keep them under control. 'T am an evil, selfish woman.'

'Seiko-san-'

'Let me finish. Please.' She took a breath. 'Ever since Nangi-san assigned me to work for you I have
known that [ have a - special feeling toward you.'

Nicholas's mind was now caught in a minefield that was part electrifying present, part recent past, in
which he heard over and over again Justine's accusations.

She looked at him, finally, with a directness he could not dismiss. 'l fell in love with you against my will. I
knew you were married; knew that I could never have you. But none of that mattered. In affairs of the
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heart, [ am afraid logic and common sense have no place.'

There was a silence between them. Now that the appalling truth was out, Seiko slumped over as if
exhausted. T never would have told you - never, never, never. But then this premonition - if it were true
that I would never see you again, I knew I could not keep this secret inside me. I am not strong enough,
you see,’ She bit her lip. 'l apologize, though any apology I make is inadequate. I am weak and
self-indulgent. My love should have remained my own

private anguish.' She put her head down. "You see how kindness is repaid. But I am helpless. I love you,
Nicholas.'

Nothing she had said before could have prepared him for the effect of her use of tfiis first name. He felt
as if he had abruptly walked off solid land into a patch of quicksand from which he could not recover.

My God, he thought, Justine must have known - must have seen this awful secret in Seiko's face. No
wonder she had confronted him. Part of him wanted to rush home to Justine's arms, to tell her that he
loved her, that he would never leave her again. But here he sat rooted to the spot, in a neon-lit tea shop
in a crowded concourse of Narita airport with a beautiful young woman who said she loved him. And for
the first time, he acknowledged what he had unconsciously known from the moment he heard Mikio
Okami's name invoked: that he was on a collision course with a future from which he would not emerge
unscathed.

You will be different - so different that no one will recognize you, she had told him, and he shivered now
because he began to suspect the truth of those words even while he had no idea what they could mean.

'Please don't say anything,' Seiko murmured. 'It doesn't matter if you don't love me as I love you. What
good would it do anyway? You are married and in love with your wife. I have been betrayed by my
heart, and now I do not expect you to keep me on as your assistant.'

'If you suppose I'll send you away like a disobedient child, you're wrong,' Nicholas said. He hardly
knew how to respond to everything she said, but he did know that he did not want to lose the best
assistant who had ever worked for him. 'Whatever you're feeling toward me is irrelevant. You are so
quick to learn, so good at everything I've given you to do that I expect you'll outgrow your job within a
year. At that point, we'll have to talk about a promotion and a raise.' He shook his head. "Whether or not
you can recognize it, Seiko, you're on a fast track at Sato International. You're far too valuable to me to
risk
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losing you now. You work for me and that's the way it's going to be, period,'

Seiko gave a little bow. 'l thank you again for your unending kindness, Linnear-san. I cannot imagine
what my life would be like without you.' She glanced at her watch, slipped off her stool. 'It is time for you
to go through immigration control. Your plane will be boarding in five minutes.'

She walked him as far as she could. She looked quite composed, even calm, now that the emotional
storm had passed.

'Do you have a contact number for me while you are in Venice?'

Nicholas opened the thick buff-colored folder that had been waiting for him at the First Class Air France
check-in counter. 'I'm staying at a hotel called Il Palazzo di Maschere Veneziane.' He showed her both
the phone and fax numbers printed on the hotel's reservation confirmation slip. Seiko jotted them down in
the tiny leather notebook that Nicholas had given her as a present her first day on the job.

T think that's it, then,' he said as they reached the end of the line waiting to go through immigration and
security. He watched her as she stood apart, looking very beautiful and very alone. She seemed so full of
pain his heart went out to her. He was about to say something but she put her forefinger to her lips.

"No goodbyes,' Seiko said. 'We will see each other again.'

On the far side of the barriers, Nicholas took the few minutes as his plane began boarding to call Justine.
He let the phone ring nine times but there was no answer. He wished now that he had his last hours with
her to do all over again. It was only now that the reality of the physical leaving swept over him. He longed
to talk with her, at least, to tell her how sorry he was. But, as he walked toward the departure gate, he

consoled himself by thinking

apologies were better delivered in person. There would be plenty of time for that when he returned.

Tanzan Nangi was dictating letters to Umi, his assistant, when Seiko walked in. He broke off, looked up
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at her for a moment, silent. Then he said, "What is your news?'

"It is not good,' she said. She opened a file, handed over several typewritten sheets. "We have just
received a formal request from the United States Senate. Linnear-san is required to appear before the
Strategic Economic Oversight Committee to answer questions regarding the merging of Tomkin
Industries with Sato International.'

'Good Lord, this has the smell of an American witchhunt,' Nangi said. He scanned the documents, 'T've
read the stories on this Senator Bane. The international news has been filled with him lately. I saw him
interviewed on CNN. And there was a feature about him in last week's edition of Time.' He pointed. 'Did
this request come in the mail?'

"No, sir,’ Seiko said, obviously uncomfortable. 'It was delivered by someone from the American
embassy. They told me it arrived this morning via diplomatic pouch.'

Nangi carefully folded the sheets, handed them back to Seiko. 'Well, if we don't know where Nicholas
is we can't very well serve him with these papers. Seiko, draft a reply to the Committee outlining the bare
bones of the current situation. You know the drill, Linnear-san's urgent business, somewhere in Europe,
currently out of touch with the office, et cetera.'

'Yes, sir.'

But after she left he did not immediately go back to his dictating. His mind was on Senator Bane and his
Committee. He had been dreading something like this as Bane's status and prestige escalated
exponentially. Someone was going to become the touchstone for the Senator's righteous anger and
Tomkin-Sato was a logical choice.

The fact was that Nicholas was vulnerable. He had been

an outsider brought in to run the company by decree of his father-in-law's will after Tomkin's untimely
death. Nangi supposed that it might not be too difficult for Bane to make a case for Nicholas, a neophyte
in the ranks of corporate businessmen, relying rather too heavily on the Japanese side of the merger. Hell,
Nangi thought, he could make the same accusation and make it stick. Look where Nicholas had chosen
to live for the past eight years - Tokyo, not New York.
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Now Nangi was overcome with guilt. He began to second-guess himself for talking Nicholas out of
returning to the States to lobby on the conglomerate's behalf. The fact was Nangi had been selfish - not
only in the area of business, where Nicholas's presence caused the most astonishing results both in
research and restructuring, but also because he was Nangi's best friend.

What have I done? Nangi asked himself as he sat, silent in his office. By keeping Nicholas at my side I
may have condemned him - and us - to oblivion.

TWO

Marco Island/Venice/Tokyo/Marine on St Croix

Lew Croaker squinted through the glare of the tropical sun and uttered a hearty curse under his breath.
The Coast Guard cutter had just appeared through the heat haze, heading straight for him.

He was aboard his sleek boat. Captain Sumo, which he hired out for exorbitant fees for the best sport
fishing on Florida's West Coast. A mile and a half out of Marco Island, Croaker was not currently
chartered. In fact, he had left port not only to try and outrun recent memories, but for some peace and
quiet. The -last thing he needed, he reflected sourly as he cut the engines and came about, was another
semi-official visit from the CG.

Croaker was an ex-detective from the NYPD. He had retired down here with Alix Logan, a former
model who, much to his surprise and delight, had fallen in love with him. Now she was gone, back to the
glittery high life she missed more than she loved him. She was in New York -or was it Paris? He couldn't
keep track any more. And even though she called him regularly, he had no illusions that her fidelity to him
would last. The lure of her previous life - and all the perks that went with it - was far too strong. How
had he ever thought that she would be content with him, a wide-shouldered man of forty-five with the
slightly pushed-in, weather-beaten face of a cowboy? He couldn't call himself handsome, and though his
hair was still dark and thick, it wasn't styled and slicked back like that of her once and future model
buddies. You remind

me of Robert Mitchum, Alix had told him early in their relationship. So much character, so much history
in your face.
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The evening she had left, he sat behind the wheel of the vintage 1969 flamingo-and-white Thunderbird
he had completely and lovingly restored, and watched her plane cleave the last of the long, languorous
sunset. Despair washed over him, and his first thought was to call his friend Nicholas Linnear, with whom
he had shared so much danger. But it was not Croaker's way to cry into his beer, even with a close
friend like Nicholas. Brought up in the vicious Hell's Kitchen area of Manhattan's west side, Croaker had
seen his policeman father gunned down in an alley, seen his mother's spirit broken. He had learned how
to be tough the hard way, and for him there was no going back.

The Coast Guard cutter had throttled down, and he threw his engines into neutral, then cut them entirely.
He let go the electronic windlass and heard the anchor hit the water.

As he made preparations to be boarded, he considered what streak of altruism had made him accept the
CG's offer to help them from time to time in controlling the diug trade that was endemic to Florida's
seemingly endless miles of coastline. Perhaps he was not as truly quit with police work as he had
convinced himself he would be when he had moved down here.

The cutter was now fully powered down, bobbing in the swell. Croaker made fast the lines thrown up to
him by the small boat launched from the cutter. He peered down at the three men as they began to climb
up the vertical ladder he had let down.

He had expected to see his friend, Lt Mark McDonald, who had become his liaison with the CG.
Instead, he counted two young ensigns with service revolvers on their hips. These serious-looking sailors
were flanking a man Croaker had never seen before. He was tall and as thin as a whippet, with dark
brows and ruddy cheeks. As he came

on board. Croaker was struck by the intensity of his clear blue eyes. He had a distinctly boyish look
even though Croaker judged him to be somewhere in the vicinity of fifty. He was carrying a briefcase
made of what looked to be a kind of dull gray polycarbonate.

The two ensigns were very formal. They saluted Croaker, then stood at military ease on their side of the
ladder entry.

'Mr Croaker, the man said, extending his hand. 'Good to meet you. My name's Will Lillehammer.' His
eyes crinkled but his mouth refused to smile. 'Kind of you to let us board.' Those blue eyes were like an
X-ray machine, measuring everything. 'I'm on special assignment for the President of the United States.'
He did not say with whom, and Croaker did not think it was the Coast Guard, even though Lillehammer
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was wearing a CG lieutenant's uniform. He had a faint but discernible British accent. 'Is there somewhere
we can speak in private?'

Croaker looked around. Besides the cutter close to, there was a fishing boat, a brace of sailboats
tacking into the wind, and a sleek cigarette booming its way back to shore. All were quite a distance
away. He spread his arms.

Now Lillehammer smiled, and it wasn't a pleasant sight. It brought into view a spiderweb of pale scars at
the corners of his mouth. "You'd be astounded at the advances in electronic surveillance since you left the
Force,' he said.

So he's been briefed on my history. Croaker thought as he led Lillehammer into the cabin. He broke out
iced beers, and they sat on a vinyl-covered bench. Lillehammer lifted his bottle, said, 'Cheers,' and took
a grateful swallow. Then he drew the briefcase up onto the bench, unlocked it, and opened it. Inside,
Croaker saw an array of what might have been the guts of a computer, except there was no keyboard.
Lillehammer inserted an odd-looking key, turned it left, then right.

Croaker made a face.

'Getting a slight headache, are you?' Lillehammer said. He extended a hand. 'Here, swallow this.'

Croaker took the tiny white pill, gulped it down with a swig of beer. In a moment, his head cleared.
"What the hell was that?' he asked.

'Electronic surveillance has become so sophisticated so quickly we've been forced to bring into the field
counter-measures not always one hundred per cent refined.' He indicated the workings of the briefcase.
"This baby will do the job, but it's still a bit hard on the brain. Something to do with the pitch of the
vibrations it sends out.' He looked down at it rather fondly, 'Seems I've gotten used to the bastard.
Doesn't say much for my ears, I suppose.'

He finished his beer, smacked his lips. 'Regards from Lieutenant McDonald, by the way. I'm certain he's
sorry I pitched him out of his own wicket.'
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'Another beer?'

'Only ever have one during the day,' Lillehammer said. Thanks just the same.'

'Just how British are you?' Croaker said, opening another bottle for himself.

Lillehammer laughed. 'Very, actually. But where I come from I've gotten so used to American idioms I
sometimes find myself worrying that the English pan of me has gotten snowed under. Out of the office,
I'm afraid I have an alarming tendency to become a flaming Brit. It's what comes from being afflicted with
an English mother and an American father.'

'And just where is your office?'

'l don't have one.'

'You don't?'

Lillehammer lifted a forefinger. 'If you have an office eventually everyone knows what it is you do. It
took the CIA decades to work that one out.'

Croaker saw those X-ray eyes fixed on his left hand. He uncurled the titanium and polycarbonate
fingers. 'l imagine you're curious about this. Everyone is.'

Lillehammer nodded deferentially. 'If you wouldn't mind,’

T've long ago gotten over being sensitive about it.' He laid open the artificial hand which a team of
bio-mechanics and surgeons in Tokyo had grafted to what had been the stump of his left wrist.

It looked, more than anything, like a work of art: four finger-like appendages and an opposable thumb,
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articulated where human joints - or knuckles - would be. They had underpinnings of titanium and boron,
were sheathed in matt-black polycarbonate, and were affixed to a stainless-steel and blued titanium hand:
palm, back and wrist.

'l don't fully understand how it works,' Croaker said, 'but the main servos are somehow connected to
my own nerves. The hand is also powered by a pair of special lithium batteries.'

Lillehammer bent over, examining the hand like an archeologist poring over an historic find. He said, 'Do
you mind telling me what happened?'

Croaker suspected that he already knew, but said, 'l was in a pitched battle with one very smart
bastard. He was a champion sumo and very strong. He was also an expert in kendo - do you know what
that is? Japanese swordsmanship.'

Lillehammer nodded. 'I've been lucky enough to examine a number of katana close up.'

"Then you know just how sharp those swordblades can be. In the best of them, the very edge of the
blade is so finely ground it virtually disappears. The sumo severed my hand with one of those.'

'And how well does this work?' Lillehammer said, tapping one of the long, articulated fingers.

Croaker made a fist, very slowly, then released the fingers back again, revealing the iridescent blue
titanium palm. This is the second model - new and improved. The prototype was amazing enough, but
this

He rose, went over to pick up one of the empty beer bottles. He held it in his right hand, pressed the tip
of one articulated finger against the glass. There was a strange

sound, like the tearing of thin fabric. The razor-sharp Up traced its way down the bottle, across the
bottom, up the opposite side. A moment later, the bottle fell open in two equal halves.
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'Remarkable combination of strength and delicacy.' Lillehammer observed.

Croaker came back, sat down. He pointed to the briefcase Lillehammer had brought aboard. "What's
that made of?'

'Dunno, really. Some space-age plastic tougher and lighter than steel. But I can tell you it's bloody well
indestructible. Couldn't get a bullet to dent it in the lab. Couldn't blow a hole in it with plastique, either.'

Croaker held up his hand for Lillehammer's inspection, carefully retracted the long fingers until they were
only the equivalent of one knuckle in length. Then he leaned over, took one corner of the top of the case
between his left thumb and attenuated forefinger in a. pincer motion. He pressed inward.

Foamp!

His fingers clicked together through the small hole they had pierced in the material.

Lillehammer sat staring at what Croaker had done to his previously indestructible briefcase. 'I think I'1l
have that second beer now, thank you very much,' he said softly.

Lillehammer sat nursing his beer for the longest time. Croaker was aware of the sun moving across the
cabin's cowling, the light changing as the wind shifted. Storm coming, he thought, scenting the phosphorus
in the air. But we still have time. For what? He waited patiently for Lillehammer to tell him why he had
come.

The chop had picked up, and the boat was bobbing quite a bit on its tether. Croaker felt distinctly
unwell, and he got up abruptly, went out of the cabin. He bent over the rail on the opposite side of the
boat where the young ensigns still stood watch, and vomited over the side.

'Sorry about that,' Lillehammer said when he returned.

'T'm afraid those pills haven't quite been perfected yet, either.'
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'Do me a favor and next time keep that shit to yourself.' Croaker said, and rinsed his mouth out with
beer. 'T'd rather deal with the slight headache.'

'T quite understand. My apologies.'

'De nada,' Croaker said.

Lillehammer put down his beer, came close to him and said quietly, Does the name Dominic Goldoni
mean anything to you?'

'Sure. Mob boss, sang his brains out so that the Feds took out two of his leading rivals, lock, stock and
barrel. For that, they didn't fry him. They put him into WITSEC. From which sanctuary, so I have heard,
he's been running his entire East Coast machine through his brother-in-law, the respected attorney
Anthony DeCamillo, also known as Tony D., among his friends. I also hear that Goldoni's remaining chief
rival, the Clam Man -'

"You mean Caesare Leonforte.'

That's right. Bad Clams, they call him. Anyway, I understand that the Clam Man is thinking of taking fate
by the throat, making the move he's been itching to make on Goldoni's territory.'

Lillehammer nodded. 'Commendable. You have details not known to the general public. However, the
connection between Goldoni and Anthony DeCamillo, a well-renowned legit lawyer, cannot in any way
be proved. I know. WITSEC has tried,' He squinted at Croaker, the effect of which was to further
intensify the focus of his extraordinary eyes. 'l see you have kept up your contacts,'

'Some of them,' Croaker said. 'Others, I can no longer afford,'

Lillehammer made that awful smile again. 'l fancy your humor, Mr Croaker. Dry and distinct, like a fine
wine,’
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'But not half as complex,' Croaker said, giving in to the man's nuttiness.

Lillehammer's smile broadened, and now Croaker could

see the tiny crosshatch lines of the stitching on the pale scars. It had been a hurried job, perhaps in a red
zone somewhere far away from the high-tech civilization that had provided Croaker with his remarkable
prosthesis. But the fact that the scars were on both sides of Lillehammer's mouth ruled out an accident or
a wound taken in the pursuit of a clandestine enemy. Rather, they seemed the deliberate hallmark of the
torturer - there was a sadism implicit in what the incisions had tried to do as well as explicit in the scars
themselves.

'T wouldn't talk, so they tried to make my silence permanent,’ Lillehammer said as if reading Croaker's
mind. Of course, that wasn't true; he had merely seen the direction of Croaker's scrutiny. 'l suppose they
could have slit my throat and been done with it but that was not their way. I had frustrated them, and they
wanted me to live with what they would do to me. They tried to sever the muscles that worked my lips.
As it happened, they failed. I count myself fortunate.'

Croaker was about to ask him who they were, when he realized it really didn't matter. And perhaps in
his day he had encountered as many of them as had Lillehammer, It appeared as if he and this Brit might
have a great deal in common.

Lillehammer fingered his upper lip. 'Pity I can't grow a mustache. Whatever they did to me killed the hair
follicles here.'

He shrugged. "Well.' He rubbed his hands together briskly. "We'd better get down to it. The wind's
swung round and is picking up. As it is we'll have a bumpy ride home.' He peered through one of the
cabin windows, where the brace of sailboats had turned and were running for the shelter of Marco
Island. No other boats seemed to be around. 'Back to Dominic Goldoni. Your intelligence is spot on, as
far as it goes. Fact is, yesterday, Goldoni inexplicably and overtly broke his covenant with the Federal
Government of the United States.'

'What did he do?'
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'He got himself killed, is what he did,' Lillehammer said.

"Dominic Goldoni dead,' Croaker mused almost to himself. 'Seems impossible.'

"Not only got himself killed,' Lillehammer continued, 'but did so in a manner that has got the best people
at WITSEC totally freaked out.'

'Can you tell me why?'

"Well, now, that depends,' Lillehammer said, 'on whether you agree to work with me on this.'

Croaker thought a moment. "'Why the hell would you want me? You're obviously a Fed very high up in
the bureaucratic organization. You've got zillions of candidates to choose from who are younger, trained
in the latest techniques.' He swept his right hand toward the anti-surveillance case. 'l mean, I had no idea
that kind of hardware existed.'

Lillehammer shook his head. 'Don't give me the old war-horse routine, it won't hold with me. I found
your name in our computers. You worked with Nicholas Linnear some years ago when he was recruited
by C. Gordon Minck, who was then head of Red Station, our Soviet Affairs bureau. You and Linnear
ferreted out a very nasty mole in Minck's henhouse.' He frowned. The truth is I can't trust anyone back
home, not until I've discovered how someone got to Dominic Goldoni, a man supposedly tucked away
from all harm.

'Frankly, I need help,' Lillehammer said. 'Goldoni had strict orders not to call anyone from his house
where the line could be tapped at the other end, and never to meet with someone without his WITSEC
handler's knowledge. So how did this happen? WITSEC's record of protecting its inductees who obeyed
the rules was, until this incident, absolute.'

'So somebody got to him some way.'

Lillehammer looked away for a long moment. Then his head came back and his piercing blue eyes fixed
on
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Croaker's face. The way I see it, someone inside, someone he trusted, betrayed him. I'm telling you his
security was one hundred per cent as long as he didn't break the WIT-SEC rules.'

Croaker turned the problem around in his mind a while before he said, 'It's clear you need help, but I
doubt it's from me. I'm a maverick. I never was much good at memorizing the rule book. I go my own

way.

Lillehammer looked him square in the face. 'Just answer this question: are you intrigued enough to be my
field man - or would you rather continue your quiet existence chauffeuring beer-guzzling businessmen
around this pond?'

Croaker laughed. "You do have a way with words, Mr Lillehammer.'

'Call me Will'

Croaker looked down at the extended right hand before taking it in his and squeezing it. "Why do I feel
like Ishmael about to sign on the Pequod?’

Lillehammer let out a heartfelt belly-laugh, and this time his grotesque scars disappeared in the folds of
his tanned face. 'T'm going to enjoy our association. Lew. May I call you Lew? It will be for the last time,
because our operation names have been set for all non-secure communication - which, under the
circumstances, means everything. Ishmael, meet Ahab. We're going to make one crackerjack team!'

But when the Coast Guard cutter had taken the mysterious Ahab away. Croaker remained at sea,
waiting for the sun to go down and wondering what the hell he was doing getting involved with the Feds
again. He had a week's charter beginning tomorrow morning with Maracay, the Venezuelan magnate
whom Croaker entertained three or four times a year. Maracay had made his enormous fortune from the
land, dragging iron and diamonds from it in profusion. He was a gregarious man of immense appetites, an
excellent fisherman, a big spender, and a generous tipper.

Not to mention the harem of eager young women he brought with him that he was more than willing to
share.
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Croaker felt the sun on his back as he bent over the side of Captain Sumo. He spotted some flotsam
riding at the waterline and, fetching a boat-hook, pulled it away from the hull. Maybe the boat needed a
good scraping.

Right, he told himself. Think about everything but Alix. Maybe Lillehammer's offer had been the catalyst
but he felt a sick, hollow sensation inside him as keenly as if he had not eaten in days. The truth was he
missed Alix. And he resented her leaving him here, marooned on a diet of seawater and booze while she

jetted off to her glamorous former life in the glittering capitals of the Western world. What other choice
had he had? But now...

He could see her face, burnished by the flamboyant Florida sunset as they stood just outside the Miami
International airport terminal. Neither of them had wanted to say goodbye.

What exactly do you think you 're doing here? she had said softly. You don't even like this life any more.

He had vehemently denied it, but she was right, of course. Thinking now about Maracay and his floating
whorehouse. Croaker understood what she had been trying to tell him. He had come here because he
had seen one too many corpses, had ventured down one too many mean streets. He had smelled the
stink of corruption, power, inhumanity all around him and he had been sick unto death. So he had
dropped out, migrated south... only to find another kind of death.

He loved Alix but what could he do, marry her and take her away from the life she loved, or marry her
and endure the long separations her work would demand of them? Neither was a tolerable solution so he
had let her go and had remained here among the sea grape and the decaying palms.

He turned the boat-hook, watched the flotsam disentangle itself, purl away, a dark stain upon the sunlit
water.

"

If I stay here a day longer, he thought, ,",",' feel as useless as that piece of flotsam.

He put the boat-hook away, climbed into the cabin and pulled up anchor. Then he throttled up and,
turning about, headed back to Marco Island. His blood had begun to sing. It felt good to have a purpose
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again, to be caught up in mystery and intrigue, to have a murder to solve.

To hell with babysitting the rich and spoiled, he thought. Time to get back into life.

Beneath the bloated red sun of a late autumn afternoon. Venice lay domed and crowned in a shimmering
pool of green and gold.

Nicholas had never been to Venice before, and he was unsure what to expect. It was a rotting city,
sinking like Atlantis into the lagoons that surrounded it like the sheltering arms of the ancient earth mother.
The putrefaction of centuries clung to the stuccoed walls of its palazzi, perfumed the air, and within the
dense, dank maze of the city one lost all sense of direction.

These dark and disturbing reflections Nicholas had heard from people who had come, seen, and
departed unmoved and vowing in the unrelenting crowds and the stifling heat of summer never to return.

How unfortunate these people were. This was his first thought, instinctive and unbidden, as he rode a
spotless motoscafo across the lagoon toward a city that seemed to rest not on bedrock and silt but on
nothing less ephemeral than dreams.

He rode up top with the captain, and he was obliged to draw closed his padded whiskey-colored suede
jacket against the stiff, chilly breeze. As the launch plied its way at high speed across the gunmetal water,
the city appeared to create itself out of seawater and cloud, rising from a low, nacreous mist which swam
in amorphous schools across the water.

Above, the vast bowl of the sky, a breathtaking blue so

lucid it seemed infinite, reflected at its lowest reaches the splendid golden domes and umber towers that
seemed to have been magically preserved from the time of the Arabian Nights.

The vibration of the motoscafo's powerful engine changed, deepening to a liquid gurgle as the craft hit
the outer limits of the inner lagoon and, taking a long, sweeping curve along the high wooden poles that
served as channel markers as they had for centuries, commenced a slow, almost ritualistic final approach
through the belly of the city into the Grand Canal.
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Now, they swung round the point of the San Georgio Maggiore and dead ahead he was greeted by the
sight of the Basilica Santa Maria della Salute, pale and magnificent, over which the oblate sun, ruddy as
dried blood, was slowly settling like a great winged steed whose day of racing was done.

Nicholas felt the small hairs at the back of his neck stir, and he was electrified by an image of himself,
striding across a cobblestone piazzetta. He was dressed in high black leather boots, long black cloak and
a kind of mask which covered his face from his nose to his hairline. On his head he wore a stiff felt
tricornered hat. Far above him, flags he could not recognize cracked and fluttered, and he knew without
understanding that it was a time of war. He had the distinct sensation that he was coming home.

He blinked, as if having been blinded by the huge autumn sun. The motoscafo had turned again, and he
was now face to face with the Piazzetta di San Marco, with the Doge's Palace on the right. To his left
rose the statues of the magisterial Venetian winged lion and of Saint Theodore, the patron saint of
Venice. His sensation of deja vu was so strong that for a moment he staggered, and he grabbed the
cowling of the mahogany and brass hatch cover in order to keep himself from stumbling down the
companlonway. This was the piazzetta in his vision, and

though he knew that it had been of a time long gone, still the unmistakable scent of war was in the air.

I1 Palazzo di Maschere Veneziane was approximately midway between the Punta della Dogana, where
the Basilica Santa Maria della Salute rose in burnished splendor, and the Campo della Carita, where sat
the Galleria dell'Accademia at the far end of the fairy-tale confection of its wooden bridge.

Once, the hotel had been an ornate summer palazzo for the ruling Doge. Its spot overlooking the Grand
Canal was impeccable: on the Rio di San Maurizio, a canale itself, of course, but as Nicholas was to
learn in Venice only the Grand Canal bore that designation. Also, the grand structures commonly called
palazzi were, in fact, case. During the age of the Serene Republic only the Ducal residence -could
technically be called a palazzo.

The hotel had its own private dock, and its green-and-gold-uniformed porters were on hand to greet
him, take his bags and lead him past the tables of the hotel's open-air restaurant being set for dinner.

Inside, the public rooms were sumptuously decorated in the florid style of old Venice with arching,
beamed ceilings, sconced walls covered with opulent moire silks, and lush color everywhere - the wholly
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Venetian shades of blue, green, yellow and burnt orange. And always rococo gilt edging on furniture,
picture frames, massive clocks, Mur-ano candelabra and chandeliers weeping pear-shaped tears of
blown glass.

Nicholas was checked in with great formality, almost as if he were an old guest returning for a special
occasion. An enormous mask hung above the burnished burlwood counter. It was painted a glossy white,
with a protruding nose and a wide, aggressive upper lip. Nicholas, curious, asked the concierge the
nature of the mask.

'Ah, signore, Venice is a city of masks - or at least it once was in centuries past. The name of this hotel -
II Palazzo di Maschere Veneziane - means the Palace of the Venetian

Mask. The particular Doge who built this palazzo and summered here was a rather mischievous fellow,
prone to donning his Bauta to go among the common folk and perpetrate - well, all manner of; er,
indelicate activity.' The concierge stroked his upper lip. 'In this disguise I believe the Doge fathered any
number of illegitimate children, and consummated many a nefarious political arrangement.' He pointed
upward to the oversized mask. 'This is the Bauta - the mask known as the great leveler because it was
used by many a powerful Doge, judge or prince to conceal his identity. As The Common Man he
roamed the calli and rii of the city in perfect secrecy.'

'And no one ever knew who he really was?'

"No one, signore,' the concierge assured him. "Venezia keeps its secrets.'

Nicholas's second-floor room was huge. The porter put down his bags and, crossing the Persian carpet,
flung open the twelve-foot wooden shutters to let in the sounds, smells and, most significant of all, the
light from the Grand Canal.

Bathed in the aqueous illumination of this city, marooned for all time in the geographical twilight between
the shore and the sea, the ornately furnished room appeared just as it might have three hundred years ago
when the Doges ruled and the songs of the East perfumed their campi and gardens with enchantment.

Left alone, Nicholas went into the marbled bathroom to shower away the dry grit of travel. He shaved
before a gilt mirror, watching the subtle transformation of his face as the stubble came off, and he was
reminded again of Seiko's words. You will be different - so different that no one will retognize you.
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He splashed cold water on his face and, with a towel in his hands, returned to the room. He stood at the
open window, watching night stretch its long fingers across the Grand Canal. To his left, the Santa Maria
della Salute was

powder-white in the tungsten lights and, below and to his right, across the water further down, four
gondolas, painted blue, green, black and red, bobbed at a deserted imbarcadero. Their high, arching
prows, six-pronged to represent the city's Sestieri, its districts, seemed to Nicholas in that velvet light to
be musical instruments that gave off melody and harmonies as beautiful as they were ancient.

Wiping his face dry, he turned away from the scene to find a large cardboard box on the king-sized bed.
He went to it, certain that it hadn't been there when the porter had shown him in. He called down to the
front desk, was assured that no package for him had been delivered to the hotel.

He opened the box and, peering into it, stood as still as a statue. He felt, again, the small hairs stirring at
the base of his neck and a thin line of sweat snaked its way along his spine.

Reaching into the box, he drew out the long black cloak of his vision. Beneath it was a mask,
hand-made of papier-mache. Like the Bauta over the concierge's desk downstairs, it was painted a
glossy white, had a prominent nose and even more aggressive upper lip line which defined its lower edge,
so that there was something vaguely apelike about its overall appearance. It was the mask that secured
the identity of the high-born.

At the bottom of the box was a sea-green envelope bordered in gilt. He opened this, slid out a single
sheet of stiff paper. On it was beautifully written one sentence in large, back-sloping script:

"Your presence is requested, cloaked antd masked, at thirty minutes past ten o'clock p.m. at Campiello
di San Belisario."

Nicholas looked at his watch. It was fifteen minutes to seven, not yet time for dinner. He dropped his
bizarre costume, dressed and opened up the briefcase Seiko had handed him at the airport. He had
deliberately ignored it
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during his flight; he had not been in any mood then to look at work.

He settled himself into an overstuffed chair and, with the hydrous light from outside mixing with the
room's lamplight, began to read the latest coded report from Vin-nie Tinh. Tinh had been born and raised
in Vietnam, though he had emigrated to Australia for his college and post-graduate years. He was an
expert in international business law, and had even spent a year in the trading pits of Wall Street,
researching his thesis.

Nicholas had spent a good deal of time with Tinh, both in Tokyo and Saigon, and had found him to be
bright and clever, two assets not often found in the same person. There was also a devious streak to him.
Though Nicholas had come to understand that this somewhat dubious talent was necessary in order to be
successful in Southeast Asia, he was nevertheless convinced that Tinh bore watching. In fact, this was
one of his reasons for scheduling the now postponed trip to Saigon.

Nicholas skimmed over the summary of Sato International's projected grosses and nets for the coming
quarter, the rising success rate of the on-going training program for potential employees, and the
continuing problems in getting enough petroleum products at a reasonable cost. The Japanese were
buying almost ninety per cent of Vietnam's crude oil, so it seemed ludicrous that it should be so difficult to
obtain petroleum products within the country. He scrutinized Tinh's assessment of the political regime and
the current business climate. Most importantly, he read Tinh's updates on his political and business
contacts. Among the wealth of fascinating information, one bit of unfocused data stood out. According to
Tinh, there was a spate of recent rumors - none of which he could confirm - of the establishment of a
kind of shadow government, wholly independent from the Vietnamese Government. What this shadow
network meant or what it proposed to do Tinh could not say, only that it was said

that its power and influence was growing every day. Tinh proposed finding out more about it before any
of their competition could possibly exploit it.

He made a mental note to fax Tinh not to waste his time. It was preposterous, he thought. Saigon was
filled to overflowing with rumors of this sort. Anyway, who would support such a regime? How could it
come into being and how could it possibly be maintained? If it was becoming more and more powerful,
who was funding it?

These were questions that would have troubled Nicholas had he believed in Tinh's smoke. If Vietnam
were to abruptly destabilize again, the hundreds of millions of dollars that Sato International had invested
in the country would be in dire jeopardy. In any event, it appeared as if Tinh had been out on the edge of
the jungle too long and was in urgent need of direction from civilization. Making notes in the margins of
the report, Nicholas resolved to get to Saigon as soon as he was able.
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By the time he went down to the hotel restaurant for dinner he was hungry. He sat inside the deep blue
room, staring out the windows at the vaporetti put-putting past, their running lights winking and darting
like fantastic fireflies. Gondolas glided by, carrying Japanese and German tourists festooned with cameras
and colored souvenirs from Murano.

He dined on spaghetti con vongole, a magnificent pasta dish with tiny, delicate clams whose briny
essence exploded in his mouth like caviar, and seppia in teca, squid steamed in its own ink. He let the
captain suggest the wine, a Prosecca, but was loath to drink more than a glass and a half. He declined the
dessert tray, settling for a double espresso instead. By the time he signed the check it was almost ten and,
remembering the address on the note, he asked the concierge for directions to his rendezvous.

He was given a small, folding map of the city on which the concierge circled with a pen the location of
the hotel

and traced several alternative routes to the Campiello di San Belisario.

The best way is, of course, to walk,' the concierge said in the best Venetian tradition. 'It is not the
quickest way but certainly the most beautiful. Have you the time for-a twenty-minute stroll?’

Nicholas said he thought he did, an answer that pleased the concierge. 'Bene. Each hour of the day or
night brings its own particular eminence to La Serenissima, signore, he said with a wide smile.

Upstairs in his room, Nicholas tried calling Justine again, but there was no answer. Where could she be?
It was two in the morning in Tokyo. He cradled the receiver, pulled on a thick sweater, then, feeling
vaguely foolish, wrapped the long, dark cloak across his shoulders. The mask he took up in his hands
and, tucking it beneath one arm, went out the door.

The unique intonation of the city swept over him, a kind of language composed of small sounds - really a
peculiar combination of noise and echoes thrown back by the narrow streets and the houses built up
against the rii. The sounds of footsteps, for instance, took on otherworldly tones; the vigorous slap-slap
of leather striking stone and paving hovered in the cool night air like ghosts.

He would pass a late-night bar and hear a quick burst of laughter, a snatch of conversation that would
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follow him down an alley or across one of the innumerable tiny bridges. And always there arose like a
dream the faint susurrus of the water lapping against the wooden pilings of a traghetto, where, invariably,
a gondola was moored; or against the moss-covered stone foundations of the houses themselves.

Once, he turned a corner and came upon a no filled with gondolas. An old man in a black suit, who
stood at the rear of one of the fleet, had commenced a song, his pure tenor voice ringing off the stones'
facades as his gondola

passed beneath the bridge where Nicholas stood, entranced.

He passed a small palazzo within which was a postage-stamp-sized corte where bougainvillea bloomed
in long, opulent crescents and a fig tree rose, gnarled and twisted, the last of its lush foliage bronzed by
the street and no lights. He could see a wrought-iron bench, patinaed with age, and could imagine
Casanova on one knee, seducing the young woman who sat upon it, staring up at the night sky.

Nicholas, trained to sink in, to feel the cross-currents of places and of people, was beginning to find his
way toward the metaphysical enigma of Venice as he made his way to his rendezvous with Mikio Okami,
This, then, was the secret of Venice: its unique locus in the world, situated neither on land nor on the sea,
had imbued it not only with otherworldly sounds and light, but with the ability to immunize itself against
the ravages of time. No cars, buses, trains or subways had insinuated themselves into this magical place.
People traveled within its breast now as they had done for centuries. Buildings were restored in the
traditional Venetian style using the same techniques craftsmen had employed for centuries. Nicholas
walked down calli, callesse, over ponti of stone, black metal and wood, along fondamenta that fronted rii
that had remained constant for hundreds of years. If he had been alive in the 1600s, his views would have
been fundamentally the same.

And as he walked, Venice took him up in its arms, enfolded him lovingly, bound him to it as it had done
to so many travelers in their time. He lost himself not so much in its maze of streets, rii, bridges and
quays, but in its sorcerous heart, feeling time slip away like an old, withered skin, experiencing the
bracing and ultimately exhilarating gift that the city brings to those willing to accept it: a renewal to the
bone-weary, a reaffirmation of life to the sick at heart.

And so his frustration and anxiety over his relationship with Justine dissipated; he saw his displaced
anger at her for losing two of their children for what it was; he forgot about his last vertiginous encounter
with Seiko. Miraculously, he even found himself calmer about his imminent meeting with Mikio Okami.

This enchanted mood stayed with him as he entered the Campiello di San Belisario. It was a small
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square, cobbled and clean, but with no adornments whatsoever: no trees, fountains, benches or the like.
Just as in most Venetian campiellos, the earth-colored buildings stood on three sides and, on the fourth,
rose the imposing white facade of a church. This one, Nicholas saw as he approached it, bore the same
name as that of the small square. He had never heard of Saint Belisario but, it seemed, the Italians and,
especially, the Venetians venerated a plethora of otherwise unknown holy men and women.

The campiello was deserted. He strained his ears and heard the echoes of footfalls, fading. Pigeons
rattled briefly in the eaves of a building, settling themselves for the night and, far away, he heard the drone
of a motoscafo plying the water of some unseen but not unheard rio. Mist crept along the cobbles,
hanging at the foundations of buildings like a mendicant.

Nicholas waited, the Venetian night, unlike all others, settling upon him like a second cloak. All at once
he remembered the Bauta and, taking it from beneath his arm where he had rather self-consciously kept it
during his walk, he slipped it over his head so that it settled upon his face. The sensation was at once
singular and oddly familiar, and he recalled his vision as he had passed the Piazzetta di San Marco earlier
that evening. Again, he was aware of an acute sense of deja vu. Who was I, he wondered, to have catted
this home?

'Bauta!'

He swung round to see a figure in priestly attire holding

open a small door to one side of the Chiesa San Belisario's main bronze-doored entrance.

'Bauta!' the priest called in an odd, throaty voice. "You are late for Mass!' He gestured urgently. 'Come!
Come!'

Nicholas mounted the worn stone stairs, past the cloaked and hooded priest, into the dank interior of the
church. He heard the s'harp clang of the door as the priest shut it behind him.

The atmosphere of the interior was infused with a plethora of scents: incense, candle wax, mildew, stone
and marble dust, and age.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The priest scurried past Nicholas. "This way!' he said under his breath. 'Follow me!'

The church was dimly lit. Only flickering flames from a profusion of thick, pale-yellow candles
intermittently illuminated vaulted ceilings, frescoed walls, magnificent tiled floors in the intricate Byzantine
style, gold-encrusted religious icons. The interior was a treasure trove of historical relics and religious art.
A ceiling of blackened wooden beams gave way to an elegant, high ogival arcade encrusted with mosaic
scenes from the Bible. But there was an almost Eastern undertone, too, which permeated the dense
atmosphere with the pungency of star anise.

Somewhere Nicholas heard the murmur of voices, the call and response of the solemn liturgical rite.
Improbable as it seemed. Mass was being performed this late at night.

'This is a very old church,' the priest whispered as they hurried down stone passageways. The odd,
parchment-dry voice carried no intimation of age or, even, of gender. It was, rather, a voice wholly of
intent, stripped of any ornamentation or color. 'Some say it is the oldest religious structure in Venice.
Certainly there is evidence in the foundation and elsewhere that it was once a Greek temple.' The voices
of the Mass were fading, only echoes of echoes now. 'But before the Greeks, who knows? The
Scythians, yes, and perhaps the Cycladeans, giants who roamed the earth at the time of the Phoenicians
and, before them, gods

now long forgotten by even the oldest living Venetians.'

Nicholas was surprised. This did not sound like the philosophy dispensed by any priest he had ever
encountered or read about. He was about to ask the man about his peculiar theories when they stopped
at the arched entrance to a small but impressive space.

"The schola cantorum,' the priest whispered, as if this explained everything. A moment later, he had
scurried away into the bending and twisting shadows dancing at the edge of the candlelight. That
uncertain illumination made elemental cave paintings along the curving stone walls.

Nicholas walked into the room, which was all of stone. He went over, ran his hands over the
rough-hewn surface. He was certain that this stone predated that of the exterior of the church - or even
of that part of the interior lavished with the labors of Byzantine craftsmen. Could this be part of the
original Greek temple? The age of this spot! He looked upward, saw that the ceiling was groined in a pair
of unusual arches set at right angles to one another,
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This is where the sacred choir sang,' a melodious voice said. 'So many centuries ago,’

Nicholas turned to see a tall woman in a black mask that shone like a dark sun. She was dressed in the
cloak of a priest or perhaps a monk; in any case, an ecclesiastical habit that hid her clothing as well as her

body.

"The schola cantorum,' she said. "This room was constructed to maximize the beauty of the human voice.
It was, in those days long ago, the center of the nave... the very heart of the church.'

'And now it is relegated to the back,' Nicholas said. Tucked far away from the everyday liturgies of the
modern church,’

'But no less awesome for that,' she said. Then a smile broke over her generous mouth. Her deep-set
eyes flashed, and it seemed as if the entire interior, ancient and esoteric, was held in their depths. 'Forgive

me, my name is Celeste.'

'And you know mine,' Nicholas said, 'that is, if you can be certain of who I am behind the Bauta,'

Celeste laughed, the sound picked up by the extraordinary acoustics of the ceiling, thrown back at them
in segments like a Gregorian chant. 'Yes, I know who you are.'

'Where is -' But he stopped at Celeste's signal, a long, delicate forefinger pressed against her lips.

'Please - do not mention his name even here in the sanctity of the schola cantomm.' She came toward
him, the rustling of her ecclesiastical cloak amplified until it sounded like the murmur of a field of insects
on a hot summer's night. As she crossed a patch of candlelight he saw that she wore a silk turban on her
head. It was the color of the Venetian sky in the moment after sunset, and was draped with crescents of
white and black pearls. Pale green stones hung from its perimeter, and an intricately worked gold
medallion was affixed to the front, from which a long black ostrich feather rose.

'So you know of the mask I chose for you to wear?'
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'"The Bauta. Yes, a little.'

'l am wearing the Domino,' she said softly. 'Actually, the name is taken from the Latin benedicamus
Domino, Bless the Lord, a priestly banality.'

"You were the priest who led me here,' Nicholas said with sudden insight.

T was,' Celeste said. 'l needed to be certain that you were not followed here,'

'"Who would follow me?'

Celeste did not answer him directly. Instead, she said, 'Do you know what tonight is?'

"The end of October, the beginning of November. With the time change I can no longer remember if we
have moved from one to the other,’

It is All Hallows Eve,' Celeste whispered. The one night, other than during Carnival, when masks once
again become the norm. It was important we meet this night. The masks protect us, as they once did our
ancestors,’

"Yours, perhaps,’ Nicholas said. ' don't think any of mine came from Venice.'

Celeste's lips produced a peculiar smile. "Welcome to Serenissima,' she said in her husky whisper. "The
Serene Republic.'

Where Have I seen that smile before? Nicholas asked himself. 'Isn't it time we were leaving? he said.
"My summons here seemed quite urgent.'
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"It was,' Celeste said, 'and the reasons for the urgency are ever more apparent. But, even so, caution has
dictated our itinerary for the evening.' She slid her arm through his, and he caught a whift of a scent, both
musky and spicy, wholly unfamiliar to him. '(trust you won't find my company entirely disagreeable.'

She took him out of the church through a back entrance that let them out beneath the arch of a stone
bridge. It was very dark, the somber water lapping gently against stone, green and crusty with algae and
barnacles. Only the reflection of lights came to them where Nicholas stood in a semi-crouch while
Celeste locked the ancient wood and iron door behind them.

"This is a wondrous spot,' Celeste said, turning to him. 'In the year 535, the Byzantine Emperor Justinian
sent his armies across the sea to Italy to retake what had once been part of his empire before Theodoric
wrested it from Byzantium's control. At the head of this host was the brilliant general, Belisarius.'
Nicholas could just make out the ghost of a smile curling her lips. It seems ironic now that this ancient
church should be dedicated to someone named Saint Belisario.'

'Surely you're not saying that the two are the same?' Nicholas said. 'It's impossible that a Byzantine army
general could become a Christian saint.'

'This is Venezia,' Celeste told him. If you read its history you know that here nothing is impossible.' She
took his hand, led him out from beneath the bridge. On a small, private traghetto, a deep green and gold
gondola awaited

them like a steed. Celeste bade Nicholas climb in and, when he was settled, came aboard. She cast off,
then took up the long pole, began to steer them out into the rio. Hooded and cloaked, she seemed an
illustration out of some historical account of Venice.

'Venice was created as a kind of Shangri-La, a haven from the waves of barbarians - Goths, Huns and
the like - who periodically ravaged Italy,' Celeste said. 'However, as Homer reminds us, Venice was not
founded by those folk indigenous to Western Europe, but rather by the peoples of the far eastern
Mediterranean. Whether these were the remnants of those who fell at the sack of Troy, as Homer
apparently believed, or whether they were of an even more ancient sea-going people, the Phoenicians,
the fact remains that Venice was established because of its natural defenses of malarial salt marshes,
quicksand banks and treacherous shoals whose contours were constantly recreated by the tides.'

Her voice drifted over the rio like the wispy fog that lay in strands across the water. Nicholas absorbed
this fascinating history as he took in the passage of houses with ornate wrought-iron balconies, tiny,
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romantic gardens with surprising bursts of color, and deep, curving Oriental arches and windows that
forever spoke of the manner in which the city's ancestors had chosen to remember their own origins.

'Whatever the case,' Celeste went on, 'the founders of Serenissima were intellectuals on the run from
war, rape, pestilence - from annihilation itself. And here they plied their chimerical arts - and their
labyrinthine forms of intrigue. Here, the golden politics practiced by the Greeks became collusive, then
quickly gave way to bitter internecine vendettas.'

'Which is where the masks came in,' Nicholas said.

"Yes.' Celeste poled them into a traghetto, waited patiently while a late-night motoscafo purred its way
past them. "The masks were pure illusion for purpose. What

purposes? Well, in politics they were used by those who came before the State Inquisitors to confess
confidences. In the personal lives of those ancient Venetians, they allowed anyone and everyone, from
high-born prince to lowly fishmonger, the freedom to pursue their amorous heart's desire.' Celeste leaned
on her pole. 'These are historical perspectives, but what was the reality? Considering human nature, the
masks fostered corruption at every level of Venetian society.'

The launch had disappeared into the low-lying mist, and she pushed them away from the tiny landing.

These masks, the Bauta, the Domino, the Gagna, the Primo Zanni, the Plague Doctor, are not figures
from the Commedia dell'arte, as is often thought. They are characters of a wholly Venetian construct and
they all have their origins in political paradigm rather than in the Commedia's theatrical stereotypes. -

They passed a gondola, with purple velvet seats and gold-painted handrails, A man wrapped in a mohair
blanket slept with his head in the lap of his daughter, a dark-haired girl of no more than ten, who smiled
at them as her hand stroked the crown of his head.

When they were alone again on the rio. Celeste continued. The masks became the symbol of all things
Venetian - the profound mysteries hidden behind the fabulous fairy-tale facades clustered in profusion
throughout the city. Think of Venice as a magnificent shellfish that contains within its shell a prize of
inestimable worth.'
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'Have you lived here all your life?"

'Sometimes it seems so,' Celeste said somewhat enigmatically. 'In any event, I was born here, which is
all that matters.'

They had turned onto the Grand Canal, and ahead of them on the right Nicholas could see the imposing
structure of the Accademia. Celeste steered the gondola to the right, gliding silently over the glittering
water. There were only the tiniest sounds: lappings and creakings and, even.

the soft puffs of her breath as she rhythmically worked the pole into the thick muck of the rio bottom.
Out of all of this arose a kind of melody, ethereal and enthralling, played on an instrument of the
imagination.

At length, they glided into a rather ornate traghetto where two other gondolas were tied up. Nicholas felt
a start of recognition go through him; these were the gondolas he had seen from his hotel window!
Tonight, he had made a long.circuit to end up almost back where he had started from.

The gondola bumped gently against the ancient wooden poles. These were striped gold and green.
Nicholas jumped out of the gondola, caught the ropes as Celeste threw them, tied up the slender boat.

The palazzo they entered was painted in the Venetian style, sea-green and an earthy ocher-yellow.
Oriental filigree edged the double-curved arches toward which they strode. Past the forbidding
sea-gates, Nicholas found himself in a courtyard garden much as the one he had glimpsed on his walk to
the campiello. Bougainvillea and climbing roses perfumed the air even this late in the year, and a massive
pear tree overhung the stucco walls in almost every direction.

Inside, Nicholas saw a gleaming teak and stainless-steel motoscafo set on a low scaffold of raw
two-by-fours. Typical of such palazzi, the floor was a worn and cracked checkerboard of red Cattraran
marble and white Istrian stone, used because water intensified their colors. They went up a wide set of
stone stairs onto what Europeans called the first floor, the piano nobile. The downstairs was deliberately
unreconstructed. Celeste explained, because high tides often caused flooding, and the no-level floors
were useful now only as garages for private motor launches.

Upstairs, the rooms were sumptuous, sensual. The ceilings were composed of Indonesian teak, stained


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

dark by centuries of smoke; the walls were painted the original Venetian ultramarine, highly costly
because the pigment

was composed of ground lapis lazuli, or inlaid with Byzantine mosaics of dusty colors and swirling
patterns. The floors were covered with worn Persian carpets of fine wool and silk, and statuary of carved
porphyry and veined Oriental marble, plundered perhaps from ancient Constantinople, were placed in
prominent positions.

Oversized pillows in jewel-toned raw silk were strewn in areas where normally chairs and sofas would
have been placed. At the far end of the living-room was a short flight of marble steps up to a sitting area
filled with more sumptuous pillows against a wall filled with double-arched windows overlooking the rio.
Fairy lights winked and bobbed through the glass, entering the room along with the amorphous reflections
from the sheened water.

Everything, down to the silver matchbox on the marble table, the flowers in the gem-like Murano glass
bowls, seemed to have its precise place and relation to everything else, as if the person who inhabited this
domain had a highly developed mathematical mind.

As they entered, Nicholas made out a dim figure sitting on the window ledge up in the sitting area.

'Mikio Okami,' Celeste whispered before she slipped from his side, disappearing behind an incised teak
door.

'Celeste, wait-!"

'So you have come.'

Nicholas turned at the sound of the voice. For all his age, Mikio Okami still had the power of command.
Taking oft his mask, Nicholas crossed the room, went up the marble stairs.

Before him stood Mikio Okami, Colonel Denis Linnear's old and valued friend and compatriot. Or had
he merely been such out of expediency? In the aftermath of the war, the Occupation created its own
turbulence. Those had been extraordinary times, and now and again, extraordinary measures were
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required to deal with them. Nicholas found himself staring into the face of one of those extraordinary

measures.

"You look so much like your father!'

Okami, a bald, bullet-headed man, had the round, jovial face of a benevolent dictator. He had eyes too
close together, a rather severe nose and a mouth always on the verge of a smile. His ears were tiny, close
to his head, and there was a dark mole on one side of his chin. He was of medium height, but seemed
somehow shrunken within the Savile Row suit he wore. He was old, yes, but in the way of the Oriental:
his skin had yellowed, like the patina on parchment, and seemed to have grown thin, so translucent that

the blue veins in his temples showed clearly.
'In a strange way, it is like meeting him again.'
He extended a hand in a Western greeting and Nicholas shook it.

Tt is good of you to come, Linnear-san,' he said in Japanese. 'l imagine my summons came as something
of a shock to you. I trust it has not proved overly intrusive.'

"Not at all,' Nicholas said. 'T was in need of a vacation, in any case.'

Okami's lips held that strange demi-smile. He ducked his head once, his only passing reference to
traditional Japanese custom. 'And have you enjoyed cloaking yourself as the magistrates and princelings

of old Venezia used to do?"'

'T had no trouble imagining myself as Casanova.'

Okami gave him a cool, appraising look, then said abruptly, 'May I offer you a drink to warm you?
Sam-bucca? Napoleon brandy? Or perhaps an espresso.'

'An espresso would be perfect.'
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'Excellent. I believe I'll join you.'

Okami went to a sideboard where bottles of liquors and aperitifs surrounded a gleaming stainless-steel
espresso machine. He seemed to take great pleasure in making the coffee himself. His small, bony hands
worked deftly at their tasks and, though he must have been over eighty, Nicholas could detect no
unsteadiness in those fingers.

Okami brought over two tiny cups, complete with a

small twist of lemon rind floating in the dark depths. They sat on the cushions, while diamond-shaped
sprays of reflected light from the canal played over their faces.

'l do so enjoy my espresso,' Okami said after he had taken a first sip. Then, abruptly, he laughed. 'I
suppose you were expecting green tea and tatami mats.'

'As a matter of fact [ make it a habit never to expect anything,' Nicholas said. 'It makes for clear thought
and pure reaction.'

'Instinct, eh?' Okami nodded. 'It may be that everything I've heard about you is true,’

Nicholas said nothing, sat cross-legged sipping the excellent Italian coffee that this Yakuza had learned
to make. From outside came the chug of a delivery boat, perhaps even putting in perishables for the
larder of his own hotel's kitchens, somewhere close across the rio.

T imagine you're wondering what I am doing in Venice?'

Nicholas studied the old but still powerful face.
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It's an odd story, certainly.' Okami finished his espresso, put the cup aside. 'First, you must understand
something of the changing nature of the world I have inhabited, for all of my life. For many years, the
Yakuza were interested only in what went on within the borders of Japan. I was one of the first to
understand the myopic aspect of this policy.' He cocked his head to one side. "The simple fact is, in
matters of business we're not so different from anyone else. There came a time when it became
increasingly difficult to make money in Japan.' He lifted a hand, let it fall to his thigh. "Well, that's not,
strictly speaking, true. What I mean is that there came a time when it became difficult for us to make
enough money in Japan. That was when I called a meeting of the oyabun and said to them a phrase which
your father had taught me and I, in turn, taught to them. It was simply this: The world is our oyster.'

Okami sat back, clapping his hands over his small, round belly. 'Of course, they did not understand me -
not

immediately, anyway. I had to provide a demonstration, and for that I had to leave the country. Since
that time, perhaps twenty years ago, I have been back only rarely. Too much here overseas required my
direct attention to make certain everything was done correctly the first time.' He nodded his head again.
'While it's true that we have a kind of' - and here he used a Japanese word that had no literal translation,
but might best be described as the phrase 'tacit understanding' - 'with the police, the politicians and the
bureaucracy, the other kobun of Japan, it is never as cordial as we would like it to be. The truth is, these
modern-day samurai cannot forget our humble beginnings. Since the Yakuza traditionally came from the
lower classes, these high-bred ministers can do nothing but look down upon us. They may fear us, yes;
they may even, now and again, do our bidding because we, in turn, make ourselves of use to them. But in
their hearts I have no doubt that they despise us, and if the opportunity arose where they could be fully
protected they would do everything in their power to see us annihilated,' That demi-smile again. 'So I set
up my base here in Venice.'

Nicholas recalled Celeste's brief but vivid history lesson on the origins of Venice and saw now that this
was no idle chatter on her part.

"It was the historically correct thing to do,' Okami went on. 'And from a business point of view this city
has its unique uses, not that much has changed since the time of the Medicis. Although we are nominally
in Italy, Venice is still its own city-state. And it is wise to remember that when you are here you are in
Venice, not Italy or, for that matter, Europe.' He shifted restlessly on the pillows. 'But now I am beginning
to wonder whether I haven't made a political blunder.'

'Something has happened,' Nicholas said.

'Yes,' Okami's eyes went abruptly opaque, and he rose with their empty cups in his hands to pour more
espresso. He did not return immediately but, rather, stood
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contemplatively by the sideboard, staring out at the lights of Venice.

All at once, as if making a difficult and agonizing decision, he came back, handing Nicholas his cup. He
stood, looking down at Nicholas. 'The simple fact is that within the next two weeks someone will try to
murder me.'

A mournful horn hooted and a brief shout sounded as a boat pulled into a nearby traghetto. Okami
broke his brief stasis, went quickly to the window, looked out. The expression on his face betrayed his
nervousness.

'Someone wants me to retire. But I have no intention of doing that.'

'Okami-san,' Nicholas said, 'you must be able to mobilize every man in your clan to protect you.'

Okami turned away from the window, and looked at Nicholas with some surprise, as if he had just
appeared out of thin air, 'Oh, more than that,' he said absently. 'Far more than just one clan's worth. But
this man who is coming

He came back to where Nicholas was sitting, squatting very close to him. Even his beloved espresso
was ignored now. Nicholas recognized the strain of anxiety on his face.

"This is not the real issue, for me,' he said. 'One of my oyabun has turned against me. Knowing this, I
can afford to trust no one. I trust Celeste, of course. And, telling you all this, putting myself in your hands,
I am trusting you. But no one else!' For the first time, he had raised his voice. No one,' he repeated,
more softly.

T am calling upon you, upon the debt your father owed me,' Okami said. T need your skills and your -
arts - to protect me so-that I may finish what [ have started. And to discover the traitor among my most
trusted oyabun.'
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Nicholas sat very still, absorbing what Mikio Okami was telling him. It washed over him like a tide,
chilling him. At last, when he had regained control of his breathing, he said, "Y ou have made reference
twice to your oyabun.'

"Yes.' Okami raised his eyebrows. 'Didn't you know? This is how the debt came into being. [ am what
your father helped me become and, from my position of power, I accomplished many, many difficult
things for him.' The demi-smile. "You see, Linnear-san, here is the truth behind the myth: I am Kaisho,
oyabun of all Yakuza oyabun.'

Justine sat in a room at the Tokyo Hilton, the most American of the major mega-hotels in the city. With
the heavy curtains closed against the blaze of the Tokyo night she could be anywhere in the States - New
York or Chicago; even, if she were to imagine it, London's Hyde Park or the Serengeti's veldt could be
just outside her double-glazed windows.

She sat, hunched over, her clasped hands tight between her knees, staring at the wall-to-wall carpet.

She seemed incapable of movement, of even thinking in any coherent manner. Her mind was a sea of
emotion, a cauldron too long on a burner that was now overflowing, inundating her like the sorcerer's
apprentice in massive overload. She felt gripped by a kind of desperation such as she had not felt in,many
years. In fact, after she had met Nicholas, she had felt certain that she would never feel this way again.

Then, he had been her savior, her protector from the kind of debilitating desperation that had threatened
to disintegrate her. Now, much to her horror, Nicholas himself seemed to be the cause of this feeling. She
felt as if she were imprisoned, marooned on the shore of an alien land with no hope of reprieve. Nicholas
had done this to her with his inexplicable love of Japan and its arcane concepts of giri and honor and its
10,000 meaningless rituals that served only to distance people - even family members -from each other.

This last thought, perhaps more than any other, had begun to haunt her from the moment she had
become pregnant for the first time. She had visions - nightmares, really - of Nicholas wanting their child
sent off to a Zen

Buddhist monastery or a martial arts dojo, there to be immersed in the alien precepts of Eastern religion
and philosophy - away from her. This thought - perhaps farfetched and even a bit paranoid - haunted her
with a tenacity that was inescapable. Its horror wore away her resolve to be a mother, eroded her
self-esteem, poisoned the one thing in all the world she had believed to be unassailable: her love for
Nicholas.

She became, in the end, frightened of him. As strong and invincible as he had once been as her
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protector, now he had become by some alchemical process unknown to her a being possessed of a
monstrous power. His tanjian origins terrified her, and the deeper he delved into the dark mysteries of
Tau-tau the less tangible his humanity seemed to her.

And now that she had dared touch her anger and her fear, had seen it dragged into the light, she
recognized that from the moment her daughter had died she had become a different person. She was
forever restless, in sleep as well as during the day, as if she were fated to continue searching for that one
special connection her daughter in her brief life had brought to her. She knew she might never find it
again, true, but she was utterly certain that she had no hope of finding it here in Japan with Nicholas.

She sobbed now, alone in her anonymous hotel room which, for all its American blandness, was calming
after the interior of her own house, which seemed to resonate with a black magic that threatened to
suffocate all who were not initiated into its secrets.

When was it that she had realized she had nowhere to go? Had it been when Nicholas had left despite
her entreaties? Or when they had had sex that last time and she had felt inexplicably abased? Or had it
been far earlier, when she had lost the second baby and, secretly, had thanked God?

How she ,had suffered for that thought! ,' am wicked and selfish, part of her admonished, even while
another part

felt a profound relief. How to describe the panic that had overwhelmed her when she had gotten
pregnant for the second time? Just the thought of bringing another life into the world, of having once again
that special connection, and then having Nicholas intervene with his Tau-tau and his martial obsessions,
made her stomach cramp with dread. ,' am dying inside, she mourned. Soon there will be nothing left to
salvage.

She had hit the breaking point minutes after Nicholas's car had pulled out of the driveway, and with a
kind of violence that precluded thought she had packed a weekend suitcase and had driven into the city.
That had been an ordeal in itself, driving on the wrong side of the road in a right-wheel car - something
she had never been able to get used to - on roads without signs in English. She had to rely entirely on
memory which, in her heightened emotional state, had been somewhat less than trustworthy.

She had made it at last into the labyrinth of Tokyo, and by instinct alone had headed directly for the
Hilton. It was where her American friends stayed during their infrequent visits, her house being too far out
of the city to be convenient.
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She had been sitting in the same position for hours, changing it only to make a single phone call forty
minutes ago - that to Tanzan Nangi, Nicholas's friend and hers. Every so often she shivered as if she
were suffering with a disease - which, in point of fact, she was: it was called despair.

Nangi had been unavailable, but his secretary, Umi, recognizing Justine's voice even before she
introduced herself, had promised to give her boss the message that Justine was waiting for him in her
room at the Hilton. Putting down the receiver, she had no idea what she would say to him when he
arrived - really she had no idea why she had phoned him, except that some core of self-preservation
deep inside her recognized that she had become a mote in a black void, spinning out of control,

that she desperately needed a reference point from which to return to the process of logical
decision-making.

A soft knock on the door dispersed her inertia just enough for her to rise, move across the room on
leaden feet and open the door. She had been ready to greet Nangi, but her heart froze in her chest.

Standing in the hall outside her door was a handsome American with long dark hair, light eyes and a
smiling mouth. He was less tanned than she remembered him in Maui, but somehow more fit, admirably
filling out his dark-blue suit.

He gave her a quick grin as he strode across the'threshold to her room, then took her in his arms and
gave her a long kiss,

'God, it's great to see you again,' Rick Millar said, his arms still encircling her.

Justine, the taste of him still in her mouth, remembered how he had followed her all the way from New
York to Maui after he had promoted her to vice-president of his advertising firm, Millar, Soames &
Robberts. She had walked out on him when she had discovered that he had fired her friend in order to
make room for her. In Maui, she had almost had an affair with him. Almost. Now, seeing him while in this
terribly vulnerable state, her throat locked up and her heart ached. She was so close to weeping she
could feel the tears burning beneath her eyelids, and she thought. Oh, Christ,' It won't take much more to
rip me into pieces.
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'Rtck, what are you doing here?' When she found her voice it was high and breathless.

'T was with Mr Nangi when his secretary phoned about your call. He was going to come here but I
persuaded him that seeing a friendly face from home would be the best tonic for you.' His face creased in
genuine concern. 'He'd been telling me a bit about your problems adjusting to the lifestyle here. He's very
worried about you but at a loss as to how to help.'

Justine shook her head, still confused. 'But how is it you're here, in Japan?'

He would not let her go, looking deep into her pain-racked eyes, and she felt herself trembling beneath
his touch. 'I could lie to you, Justine, and tell you that I'm out here making Far East contacts or that I'm
on vacation, but I'm not. The truth is I came here to find you and somehow - I admit I don't yet know
how - to convince you to come back to New York and rejoin the firm on a permanent basis.'

Justine thought she would faint. How many times as a little girl had she dreamed her dreams and
wondered what would happen if they came true?

"You can't be serious.'

'Justine, listen to me, we're about to expand. After going through a bad patch during the recession,
business has never been better. The problem is, I'm doing everything myself. Try as I may, I haven't been
able to replace you. Would you believe I've gone through four VPs since you left? I can't put in any more
seventy-two-hour weeks.' He squeezed her. 'l need you. I'm not making it a secret. If you come back,
you can do so on your own terms. [ mean it. I'm prepared to give you a piece of the business. A quarter
of it, if that's what it takes.' He squeezed her again, his obvious enthusiasm running like a fever from his
veins to hers. 'Just say yes.'

Justine closed her eyes. She knew what she would say before she heard the word on her lips, and a
curious sensation of warmth washed over her, of some hard carapace breaking open, shattering
irrevocably.

'Yes.'
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"What in the name of God d'you make of that?'

Croaker looked up at the waxy-skinned corpse hanging by its heels from the ceiling fixture in the
kitchen. Outside the window filthy gray clouds streaked with purple pressed

down on the inchoate clutter of a rumbling interstate - a landscape so familiar it was frightening.

Though the blistered vista was cloned virtually everywhere throughout America, this particular portion
was just outside Marine on St Croix, Minnesota.

Croaker stared at the blood which still filled the stainless-steel sink, turning it brilliant carmine in the
center, rich maroon where it had begun to cake at the sides. It was preferable to looking at the corpse,
although no matter what he did he could feel the psychic weight of it like a painful prickling beneath his
skin.

As a former detective-lieutenant in the NYPD, Lew Croaker had seen many a grisly sight strewn about
the garbage-laden streets of New York. But nothing like this.

Every bone in the late don's limbs had been broken. That kind of torture was not new to Croaker, but
the rest was. With the precision of a surgeon, his heart had been cut out of the cavity of his chest, neatly,
cleanly, and lay nestled like a shiny nascent being on the don's navel. Croaker moved closer now, and he
saw a peculiar thing.

The heart,' he said, 'has been stitched to Goldoni's navel.' His gaze moved lower. 'And all the digits seem
to have been broken in order to turn them 180 degrees around.'

'Most curious, isn't it? Smacks of some kind of ritual.’

Christ, what [ wouldn't give to have Nick here, Croaker thought. Arcane rituals were his metier. He
thought about calling him, then rejected the idea. At one time, he wouldn't have had a second thought, but
these days Nick had a huge corporation to run, a wife, and still trying for a family. His priorities had
changed. He had no time any more for jetting across the Pacific to solve bizarre mysteries. Croaker felt a
deep pang of regret. He had never been one to long for the good old days, primarily because they'd
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never been all that good, but now he found himself wishing that time could be folded back upon itself and
in a blink of an eye he'd find himself and Nick as they had

once been. A team on the run, heading full tilt into dangerous waters.

He blinked, just to be sure, but the only live person in the room with him remained Will Lillehammer.

Lillehammer's extreme thinness seemed cadaverous in this grisly setting. He apparently flew around the
country

- perhaps the world, for all Croaker knew - in a US Air Force plane. The vehicle had been waiting for
them, fueled and spotless, in an '"AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY" section of the Naples airport.
The military flight crew deferred to Lillehammer in a way they normally would not with a lowly civilian;

A shadow moved across Croaker's field of vision and he noted it. He marveled at Lillehammer's power.
It was clear that neither the FBI nor the State Troopers who monitored this stretch of the Interstate nor
the local hound dogs from Marine on St Croix had been in here; yet the place was cordoned off by
enough cops to handle a small-scale riot. It took a great deal of influence to keep this kind of murder
scene pristine, he reflected.

During the flight here Croaker had read the Fed sheet on the Goldonis. It was unusual and oddly
incomplete. Dominic was born in 1947 to a woman named Faith Mat-taccino, who, seventeen years
later, would become the second Mrs Goldoni. Nothing, apparently, was known about Dominic's father -
or even if she had been married to him.

According to government files, there was little known about Faith Goldoni herself save that she was an
American of Italian ancestry born in 1923. A year after she married Enrico Goldoni she convinced him to
adopt her son, Dominic. He had two daughters from his first wife, one of whom

- Margarite - lived in New York and was married to the attorney Tony 'D,' DeCamillo. Faith died in
1974, in a boating accident off the Lido, the beachfront resort of Venice. As for Enrico Goldoni, by the
time of his marriage to
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Faith, he was already firmly entrenched in the nether world of the Mafia. How a Venetian came to
power in the essentially Sicilian criminal organization was not known, except that it seemed clear that
through Enrico's company, which manufactured and traded in fine silks and handmade brocades, other
less savory articles were easily transshipped worldwide.

On 11 December of last year, the authorities pulled Enrico's corpse out of the Grand Canal, where it
had been hooked around a wooden pole like a sack of debris. Who had killed him or why remained
unanswered.

The Goldonis were, apparently, a family of death and secrets, but nothing in the file could have prepared
Croaker for Dominic's eerie and disturbing end.

Lillehammer came round from behind the corpse, his mouth quivering. 'Do you ever get used to the
stink?'

Croaker smiled, took a pair of baftled plugs out of his nostrils, replaced them almost immediately. 'I
wonder what happened to the head?'

'Perhaps he buried it.'

"Why would he do that?'

Lillehammer shrugged. "Why would he do any of this? The person's deranged.'

'You think so?'

'What other conclusion could one make?'

'T don't know. But my experience is there's a wide range of possibilities.'


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

They moved out of the kitchen, down the hall. Through a dirt-smudged window Croaker could see the
clouds lowering. He felt the pressure drop, but some of his discomfiture surely came from the defilement
in the kitchen. Inch by mental inch he turned his mind away from the images firing behind his eyes. He
thought they had been lucky to land before the storm hit.

"This the house WITSEC bought for Dominic?'

'Lord no,' Lillehammer said. 'This is where he was brought... to die.' He flipped open a black
alligator-skin

notebook. "This place's for sale.,. been so for eight months now. No one has been in here since the bank
took it over.'

'Except Dominic and his murderer.'

He flipped on a mini-flashlight, playing it over all surfaces. The white walls and ceiling glared back at
them as if with evil intent.

'"What's this?'

Croaker had stopped. The circle of light hovered on one spot on the wall, darker than the surrounding
area. The two men peered at it.

It looks like -'

'"Yeah,' Croaker finished for Lillehammer, 'sweat.'

And he had smelled it then, his fear, and Lillehammer's as well, he supposed, like an animal whose fetid
breath spoke of spilled blood and kills without number.
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That psychic pressure again, like an ache in his soul, more insistent now, even though they were further
from the kitchen, from the site of the defilement.

'Something happened here,' he said. 'Something... evil.'

'Evil?' Lillehammer looked at him quizzically. 'What d'you mean, man? What could be worse than whafs
hanging back there in the kitchen?'

T don't know... yet.'

Croaker played the beam of light over the entire area. The stain, ovoid and almost perfectly symmetrical,
stood out like a stele in the Southeast Asian jungle, marking the passage of an ancient, enigmatic people.

He played the light along the baseboard of the wall, then down along the floor. Almost directly at his feet
was another stain, this one smaller but thick, viscid.

That almost certainly is semen,' Lillehammer said from over his shoulder. 'Perhaps the murderer raped
Goldoni before he strung him up and decapitated him.'

"No,' Croaker said. 'As you pointed out, there was some kind of ritual performed on Goldoni - like a
sacrifice.' He

glanced up at Lillehammer. No violation of the sacrificial victim would be permitted.’

'How the hell do you know that for certain?'

T don't, he said. 'It's just a... feeling.'
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'Yes. I've been in the jungle,' Lillehammer said, 'where feeling is everything. Brush of a ghost's breath can
save your skin... or lead you astray.'

Ullehammer smiled his ghastly smile, the tiny cross-hatched scars standing out white and livid in the
intense beam of the flashlight. 'l want this bastard, you see. Need to run him down, actually.'

"Need? Maybe you picked the right name for yourself, Ahab,’

Lillehammer gave a harsh, metallic laugh, and his rather large teeth clacked together like the jaws of a
crocodile.

'Sure,' he said, employing one of his few Americanisms. Til tell you all about it sometime.'

That'll be the day. Croaker thought. He watched as Lillehammer knelt, opened his small black case,
drew on a pair of surgical rubber gloves, went about preserving the semen. Til have it tested. Probably a
dead end, but with the level of DNA mapping available these days maybe we'll get lucky - such as finding
he has some odd genetic disease that will help us track him down.'

Lillehammer was a total enigma, and that. Croaker thought now, was why he was drawn to him. The
simple fact was Croaker loved mysteries. His father's murder had led him to become a cop, but his own
innate curiosity about the far side of human existence had caused him to become a homicide detective.

'Still,’ Lillehammer continued, as he packed up his gear, 'we have no idea what happened here.'

"Not quite, Croaker said. The murderer was involved in a sexual act, most likely just after he killed
Goldoni. It's clear that Goldoni was killed in the kitchen - exsanguinated there.'

'All right. Perhaps he got off on the killing so much he masturbated to ejaculation. That would be
consistent with a good many homicidal psychotics. They're normally impotent, but the intense rage that
causes them to kill - the very act of bringing death - releases their sexual restraint,’
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Pressure on his psyche, a shadow on his soul.

'Possibly," he said. 'But in this case, I don't think so. Look at what we found in the kitchen. There was no
sense of rage at work there, only a meticulous precision. And the sacrificial aspect? Only magicians,
shamans perform these complex rituals - power after power. I don't see impotence in this particular
psychic equation,'

Lillehammer seemed willing to accept that. He took another look around them. 'If he didn't have sex with
Goldoni and he wasn't masturbating, we're left with only one other possibility,'

'Right,' Croaker said. 'There was someone else,’

They went further into the house. The smell of old paint, turpentine, wet and rot saturated the clotted
atmosphere. The hall ended in an old-fashioned bathroom with tiny black-and-white tiles, cracked and
smudged beyond the pale of any cleanser. A claw-footed bathtub, a square sink with some of the
porcelain chipped off, no towels on the iron bars, the rustle of scuttling insects, it was as sad and desolate
a spot as Croaker could remember seeing.

Lillehammer's mouth twitched again. 'Do you smell something?"

Croaker took the plugs out of his nostrils. 'Christ!" he said, lunging for the door on the opposite side of
the room. It was locked. He raised his left hand to the height of the lock. A thin metallic nail was
extruded from the tip of the index finger. Croaker inserted it into the lock.

Lillehammer looked on in obvious fascination as Croaker turned the nail back and forth, feeling for the
grooves. A moment later, there was an audible click.

'Well done!' Lillehammer said.

Croaker turned the knob and opened the door outward.
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'Bloody hell! What?' Lillehammer took out a handkerchief, pressed it over his nose and mouth. "This
stench is worse than the one in the kitchen.'

'l think we've found our other person,' Croaker said as they entered the room.

On the bed was a young woman or, to be more truthful - what had once been a young woman. She was
spread out in a star - the arms, legs and head making up the five points. Her torso had been incised - cut
all the way through as finely and precisely as if it had been done by a surgeon. Croaker, circling the bed,
counted the number of incisions. There were seven. Tucked neatly into the seventh cut was a white bird's
feather, stained with blood.

Lillehammer, following him, said softly, 'Lord, she was a pretty thing, once.'

Croaker said, 'Another ritual.'

'Look at that!"'

Carved into the center of her forehead was a vertical crescent, dark with dried blood. Lower down,
where the navel had once been, was a dark hole across which something was woven. It had once been
white, but was now stained dark with blood.

Croaker said, 'Is that some kind of bird feather stitched between the flesh and organ?'

't looks that way. As soon as we're finished here I'm going to have it cheeked out with an ornithologist.'
His gaze seemed rooted to the bloody feather. 'T'd better get the forensic team in here as quickly as
possible.'

'T've always been a big believer in old-fashioned police work,' Croaker said, 'but in this case, I doubt it'll
do any good. What we need is a sorcerer. Our murderer isn't about to leave fingerprints.'
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'He left his semen,' Lillehammer reminded him.

"Yes, he did,' Croaker said thoughtfully, still examining the bloody crescent. It was a signpost, and look
where it led us,' He turned to regard Lillehammer. 'But there's

another question that needs to be answered: what in hell happened to Dominic Goldoni's head?'

Mikio Okami said, "You see, Linnear-san, I came to Venice many years ago for a specific purpose.
Here, I have been working to channel the old criminal Yakuza money into new legitimate businesses
which will ensure the Yakuza's existence into the twenty-first century.

'As you must know, the Yakuza were officially outlawed in April of 1992. One can no longer assume the
status quo will remain in effect. Myths are crumbling, even ones so powerful as those surrounding the
Yakuza.

'About a year ago everything changed for me: friends, foes, alliances I have maintained for decades. This
change was forced upon me by a growing disaffection within my own inner council. The result has been
legion. One of my old partners was murdered, and now I have a very powerful enemy. He is a member
of a group that calls itself the Godaishu.'

'Five Continents,' Nicholas said, unconsciously translating from the Japanese.

Okami nodded. 'The Godaishu's philosophy is diametrically opposed to mine. These oyabun feel terribly
threatened by my plan to bring them within the scope of the law. These men revel in their lawlessness
because it is the only thing that gives them community, status and influence. Without it, they feel they
would be reduced to little people, and their fear of losing the status and privilege their old life affords
them is all-consuming. They're power-addicts, unable to face a world stripped of the adrenalin rush their
money, force and clandestine life provides. "What is the value of life without the razor's edge?" I've heard
them ask this question time and again.

"It is vital - even essential - for Yakuza interests to expand. And by that I do not mean multiply from vice
to vice. Yes, we are in the process of gaining a foothold in vices historically the purview of America's
Mafia. These people
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are old and sick; the new blood is of a generation so removed from omerta and the other matters of
honor that there is no more fabric for them to build upon. One don rolls over on another at the slightest
pressure from Federal agents.'

He put a hand up, as if in some arcane form of benediction so that in an odd sense Nicholas was
reminded of the liturgies he had overheard at the Church of San Belisario.

"Now it is time for the moral fiber of the Yakuza to take hold. The soil is ripe and ready for our strength
of purpose. But this is not the Mafia's purpose.

"No, I am speaking now of legitimate businesses we partially control or wish to control. Buying into such
conglomerates is not easy. We have the American SEC to contend with as well as numerous banking
regulatory agencies. We must be so circumspect in our purchases that no suspicion whatsoever is
focused in our direction.'

"Why would you tell me all this, Okami-san?' Nicholas asked. "Y ou must know that I am no friend to the
Yakuza. I deplore how they prey upon the weaknesses of decent folk.'

"You have spoken frankly,' Okami said. 'So will I, You know nothing of what we do - or what we hope
to accomplish. You would condemn us out of hand, as would our enemies.'

Nicholas gave Okami a wintry smile. 'On the contrary,' he said, 'l know at least something of the private
b'ves of the oyabun.'

'But not mine.'

When Nicholas did not reply, Okami was forced to respond. 'Have you no hope that we could be
involved in a beneficial enterprise?’

'Beneficial to yourselves, yes.'
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This was not how your father saw matters.'

Nicholas put down his cup. "My father lived in different times. For him, a war was still on. He was
involved in reinventing modern-day Japan.'

."You needn't elaborate,' Okami said softly. 'l was there with him.' Then he gave Nicholas a direct look.
These harsh words pain me. The two of us needn't be at war.'

'Perhaps we are at war simply through ignorance,' Nicholas said. 'l have no knowledge of the origins of
my father's debt to you.'

That is a secret we swore would remain between the two of us.'

Nicholas said nothing; the silence was as much as telling Okami that they had reached a personal
stalemate.

"Would you forswear your own oath to your father?' Okami said suddenly, sharply. "Would you have me
forswear my oath to him?'

"Your relationship with my father has its own life,' Nicholas said. Now you must deal with me. You and
I must struggle toward our own understanding. Only from that can we expect a connection to evolve.'

Okami seemed surprised. "You are speaking of... an alliance.'

Nicholas nodded. 'Perhaps, yes. But whatever our contact may eventually become you cannot expect to
use me blindly as a huntsman draws his arrow.'

'But your father-'
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'Okami-san, please try to understand. I am not only my father's son.'

Okami rose and, turning his back on Nicholas, went to the windows, there to stare out across the rio.
His hands smacked one against the other as he pondered the problem. There wasn't much to think about;
Nicholas had given him what amounted to an ultimatum: tell me how the debt came into being or I will not
honor it. It was now. Nicholas knew, strictly a matter of face.

"Your father was an extraordinary man,' Okami said without preamble. 'He was extraordinary in many
ways - some of which even you are not aware of. In a sense, your father was like an artist. What he saw
was never strictly speaking reality, but rather what lay beyond the reality.

Simply put, your father saw the potential in every situation

- and he knew how to exploit the situation in order to turn that potential into a very real future.'

Nicholas noticed that Okami's back had straightened, the years seeming to slip away from him as he
remembered his shared past with Colonel Denis Linnear.

'l met your father in a very odd way, because it was not through business. The truth was, my sister was
crazy about him, and it was she who brought us together. She insisted I meet him - an iteki I thought. I
hated him on sight, I thought. That was before I got to know him.'

Okami took a deep breath, as if steeling himself. "You are no doubt aware that MacArthur's SCAP
Command often liaised with certain members of the Yakuza. We were of use to them in combating the
Communist incursions into Japan bent on subverting the new democratic order imposed by the
Americans. At first, I - and others like me

- felt as if we were caught between Scylla and Charybdis -trapped between two alien political systems
both of which would pervert the basic fabric of Japanese life. But, of course, of the two Communism was
by far the more feared and hated - so we found ourselves siding with the Americans. What else could we
do? It was a question that we asked ourselves continually in those days - and one which your father and I
debated endlessly.
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'But the Communists were not the only threat. They were the overt enemy, and therefore easy for the
SCAP command to identify. However, your father had ferreted out a far more subversive group, hiding
deep below the surface of both our societies, and it was these people he recruited me to help him
destroy.'

Okami turned round at last, sat on one of the pillows. He crossed one leg over the other, threw an arm
across the windowsill. "Y ou must understand, those were lawless days, Linnear-san. The black market
was flourishing, and any enterprising person could make a fortune in a matter of months - if he had the
contacts and the merchandise to sell.

"It was even easy if, for example, you were an officer in the American Military Police. Then you had the
virtual run of the country. You were the law.

"Your father had discovered a nexus of the black market in Tokyo. It was being run by a certain MP
captain named Jonathan Leonard, who was as ruthless as he was unscrupulous. He was also so well
protected that your father could never pin anything on him, despite all his best efforts. Meanwhile,
Captain Leonard was supplying the city with everything it didn't need then: guns, ammo, weapons of
every description - and drugs. Lots of drugs.

'Where was he getting this contraband from? Where was he storing it? Who was he using as a
distribution network? Much to my surprise and rage I found certain Yakuza kobun involved on the street
level. These were the disenchanted, the disloyal - soldiers who had been passed over for promotion or,
more disturbingly, had been too impatient to work their way up the hierarchy.

'But who lay behind them? Captain Leonard? Why not?

He was the one with the connections. Your father had done

some further digging, and had discovered that Leonard had

legally changed his name just before he had enlisted in
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the Army. The name he had been born with was John

Leonforte.' Okami's head nodded. That's right, Linnear-

san, he was the kid brother to Alphonse Leonforte, the

Mafia don who terrorized the States during the war years

and afterward. Alphonse single-handedly consolidated the

East Coast Mafia's hold over the seaport of New York, as

well as the construction and interstate trucking businesses,

two areas whose growth in America would outstrip almost

all others in the fifties.' ~

'Didn't I read in that biography published several years ago that Al Leonforte's kid brother died while he
was in the Army?'

That's right,' Okami said. 'T killed him.'

Nicholas studied Okami for some time. Then he got up, went to the sideboard and poured himself a
brandy. He

took it all down in one swallow, allowed the burn to reach his stomach before turning back to face
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Okami. 'Are you saying you murdered Johnny Leonforte on orders from my father?'

Okami took the last of his espresso in his mouth and swallowed it, 'Here's something you didn't read in
that biography. Alphonse Leonforte's last official act before he retired was to order the murder of James
Hoftfa. And do you know why they never found his body? I'll tell you. The senior senator from New
York at that time was a good friend of Leonforte's - I forget his name, but it doesn't matter. You can
look it up in the biography, if you wish. In any event, this senator had a house - a summer house, I
believe it was - on Shelter Island. Do you know that place, Linnear-san?'

"Very well,' Nicholas said with a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.

Okami nodded. 'T have not been there, but one day I would like to go. It is supposed to be very
beautiful, very secluded.’

'It 1s all that and more.'

Okami inclined his head again. 'As I have said, the senator had a house there where he went to relax.
Leonforte loved that place, although he was never allowed near it during daylight hours. Too dangerous
for the senator, perhaps. But there was a pair of fine Japanese maples on the property - magnificent
specimens, even back then. Leonforte was passionate about those trees, especially when their leaves
turned scarlet in the autumn.

"Perhaps the senator had left the maples in a state of benign neglect and Leonforte felt them in need of
some extraordinary compost. Or, again, he might have been playing a kind of ironic prank on his friend.
At this late date, who's to say? But that was where Leonforte directed his men to bury Hoffa, beneath the
roots of the senator's maples. I am told the trees are there still, more magnificent than ever.'

Nicholas rubbed his forehead. 'And this is the guy whose kid brother you murdered.'

Not murdered,' Okami said. No, not really. We got into a fight, he and L.I suppose I am guilty of
engineering that fight, yes. I remember he was strong and tough and he certainly had the instinct for
survival. But I was, in those days, a very fine martial artist, and those kinds of fights -' He shrugged. 'It is
difficult to pull your punches. I think you know what I mean.'
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Nicholas looked at his own hands, knowing very well what Okami meant. They had been responsible
for a number of deaths. He looked back up at Okami. He wanted the old man to tell him outright if his
father had ordered him to murder Johnny Leonforte, but he didn't think now that Okami would. He
thought for a moment, said, 'And did Captain Leonard's death make a difference? Did the black market
in contraband then dry up?'

Okami did not answer right away. 'For a while,' he said at last, which was as much of an admission as he
was willing to put forth. 'But then to your father's surprise it began again. And this time neither of us were
successful in tracking down its source.'

Nicholas stirred. 'Weren't you surprised as well?'

Okami gave the kind of smile a professor exhibits at a prize pupil's canny question. 'Believe it or not
knew a great deal more about the American Mafia than your father ever did. I had studied them, had
even made a trip to Sicily' - he waved a hand - 'but that is another story. I knew that if one Leonforte
was involved, others were, too.'

"You mean Alphonse?'

Okami shook his head. There were originally four brothers. One died in a boating accident at college.
Well, one is never certain that the word accident exists in the world of these people, especially when it
pertains to the man Alphonse was grooming to succeed him. In any case, Paul Leonforte died young, so
that left the black sheep of the family, Francis. He migrated to San Francisco and

stayed there - over the strenuous objections of Alphonse. But Frank was always his' own man; not for
him the shadow of his big brother. He knew no matter how much personal power he amassed he would
always be taking orders as long as he stayed anywhere on the East Coast. He had no desire to lock
horns with Alphonse, so he left to stake out his own empire on the West Coast, which he did with
admirable success. He had three children, a "daughter and two sons. One son, Michael, died a highly
decorated veteran in Vietnam. The other one, Caesare, built on Frank's successes and is now the don of
the western half of the United States. He is the East Coast capo Dominic Goldoni's chief rival.'

Okami grunted; it was half a laugh. 'Caesare is called Bad Clams. You think it's a joke but it's not. The
way he made his bones in the organization is he was sent to assassinate a rival of his father. The man was
eating dinner at a local restaurant. Pasta with fresh clams. The story is told that when Caesare had blown
this man's brains all over his three-piece suit, he stood over him with the gun still smoking in his hand and
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said, "Look what bad clams can do to you."'

Okami gave a short, barking laugh, then quickly sobered. 'But I digress. Thinking about it, it seemed
logical that Frank would have been John's ultimate source, but in order to confirm this theory either your
father or I would have had to travel to San Francisco, where at the time neither of us had any
connections. Besides, the Communist-instigated dock strikes in Tokyo soon took our attention
elsewhere.'

Nicholas poured himself another brandy, then came and sat next to Okami. They both looked out at the
dark water with its reflections of the palazzi across the Grand Canal.

'So the mystery was never solved,' Nicholas said at last.

"No, but today I find myself in a position significantly closer to its solution,' Okami said thoughtfully.

"What do you mean?'

Okami turned his head to look at Nicholas. 'Just this. While I have been trying to legitimize the Yakuza,
someone unknown to me has been consolidating a link with the Mafia which I now suspect was forged
during the days when Johnny Leonforte served as the Japanese point man.'

Okami's eyes glittered as they caught the nighttime reflections off the water. 'Linnear-san, it is my belief
that this same someone - one brilliant mind - is behind the recent transformation of the Mafia. All the old
dons with their sense of honor and family are being sold down the river, leaving behind the venal jackals,
the button-down bean-counters who would sell their souls for another billion dollars' profit - and it
appears as if they've sold their soul to this one man who is forging the international conglomerate from

hell, the Godaishu.

'Such a conglomerate - a sharing of underground contacts and resources throughout the East and the
West; a kind of criminal keiretsu with arms that can encompass the globe - could conceivably gain more
power over the world economy than the Governments of the United States and Germany do now. Have
you any idea how much havoc such an entity could wreak? Legitimate business worldwide would literally
be feeding it, allowing it to grow even more powerful.'
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'But surely there are governmental agencies - the CIA, for example - that can deal with such a menace.'

'Ordinarily, that might be so,' Okami said. 'But recently I have been making enquiries along a specific
line. It appears that the mystery of what happened with Leonforte in postwar Japan runs far deeper than
your father or I had imagined. I believe that the alliances Leonforte made had, at the very least,
semi-official links. Appalling as it may seem, Leonforte must have been operating under the aegis of
certain individuals within the two Governments - Japan and America. The Godaishu is the end result. It is
far more influential than you can possibly envision, its tentacles

reaching all the way to the most powerful elements within Washington and Tokyo.'

"You mentioned needing time to initiate your own plans.'

"Yes. Over the last year, [ have been trying to gather forces strong enough to stymie the Godaishu. It has
been a formidable task, one that has exhausted me, taxing the limits of even the Kaisho's influence. Now
I am in the final phase and I know it will be all or nothing. Either I will survive to destroy the Godaishu or
they will become a force unstoppable by anyone or anything. You must buy me the time I need to bring
the plan to conclusion. There is no one else who has the expertise, no one else I can turn to.'

Okami lit a cigarette but he quickly stubbed it out, unable to enjoy its taste. 'Frankly, Linnear-san, my
desperation to stop the Godaishu has led me to make questionable liaisons with individuals whom I
cannot openly control or fully trust. I cannot say yet whether my actions will result in a brilliant coup or
complete folly.'

He moved so that the lights from the palazzi across the canal played across his face, transfiguring it into
the aspect of a Titian painting. 'One thing I do know: my actions have put me into deadly danger. Already
I have word that one of my partners, Dominic Goldoni - the only one I could trust - has been murdered.
And now I am convinced that my intimate knowledge of the Godaishu and my attempts to move against it
have marked me for death.'

THREE

New York/Tokyo/Washington
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Margarite Goldoni, with her daughter sleeping in her arms, had returned home to find that her husband
had gathered an entire fleet of button-men to go after Robert. Tony was of the old school - very macho.
Which was why Dominic had appointed him custodian of the Family business.

In fact, she had been dreading her return. And all her fears were borne out when Tony ripped open the
door. He did not ask her where she had been taken, how far her culpability went in her brother's death,
or even how she had made her way home. He asked her only one question: "Were you touched?'

Not even Did he touch you? because Tony would not personify what in his mind had already occurred
to her.

Because, in a very real sense, her answer did not matter to him. He had already decided her fate, seeing
in his mind what she had become. The Madonna he had always wanted her to be was now soiled
forever.

She told him no. She told him that Francie had been drugged, which was the truth, and that she had been
blindfolded, which was, of course, not. But how could she admit to anyone - especially to him - what she
had been coerced into doing? Committing the act was one kind of hell; admitting to it afterward, a wholly
different kind she would not tolerate.

He heard none of what she said; he wasn't interested. He didn't even want to come near her, standing
apart, his eyes cold, disapproving, as if she had caught leprosy on her strange journey.

Despite the fact that she was obviously despairing and

emotionally exhausted, Tony had forced her into having it out with him about going to war with Robert.
He wanted his revenge.

'For Christ's sake, Tony, we don't even know his real name!' she had exploded.

Tony had that cunning look he got when he was about to ram a contract down an adversary's throat.
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'But we have you, Margarite. Now that the kid is safe with us, you can give the artist | brought in a
detailed description of him. His face is all we need. He's a goddamned Asian. Do you think we won't be
able to find him?'

She took a deep breath, said slowly and distinctly, Tony, I want you to listen to me. He said he'd be
watching us, that if we did anything he would take Francie.'

Tony waved his hands in dismissal. 'Words, just words. He was trying to scare you, that's all. Think
about it, Margarite, how the fuck is he going to monitor what we do? Even the Feds aren't too good at
that, and look at all the manpower they have at their disposal.' He shook his head almost in pity. "You're
a woman. He knows he can intimidate you. Men like him do it all the time. Let me handle things. We'll
get the bastard before he's had a chance to shit.'

She put the heel of her hand to her temple as if by that gesture she could slow her pulse, diminish the
rising tide of panic. How like a child she felt, so impotent, exactly as she had with her father. In despair,
she said, "You don't know him. He'll take her. He can do it.'

She fought to keep her voice calm, but it cracked and the tears came. 'Francie's back safe with us.
Jesus, just leave it alone now.'

'Leave it alone? You must be fucking nuts. Fagetaboutit! This sonuvabitch comes into my house, attacks
me, humiliates me and leaves me to clean up the bodies he slaughters all over my house. This is sacred
ground, Margarite, Not even that sonuvabitch Bad Clams Leonforte would dare Violate my house.' His
face was full of blood. 'Mary

Immaculate, Margarite, he murdered your brother!'

She was silent before his power, his righteous rage so like her father's. Tony began to order his
button-men around. Then he got on the phone, made some calls. He pounded into her bathroom, where
she was taking a shower. 'Get packed,' he said. "You and Francine are taking a trip.'

Margarite stared at him, 'She's already missed enough school, I don't want her -'
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'Do as I say!'

She obeyed.

Tony finished his preparations, then came into the bedroom where she was dressing. "Nobody knows
where you're going except a few of my most trusted people here and the man I'm on the phone with. It's
his house and he's Family so you don't have to worry about him."'

He had a man carry the bags she had packed downstairs. He took the sleeping Francine in his arms,
following them downstairs. He had tried to pry Ryan, her favorite Teddy bear, out of her arms, but it
would not come. Rag-tag and chewed, it was the sole remaining vestige of her childhood, ihe one even as
a teenager she would not part with.

Outside, Margarite climbed into the Lincoln and he handed Francine in to her. They were surrounded by
Family bodyguards both in the car and in cars in front and back of the Lincoln.

I'll see you when this is over,' Tony said, slamming the flat of his hand down on the roof of the Lincoln,

It was only after they had left the compound that Margarite realized that he had not kissed her, had not
in fact touched her at all since she had returned home.

Francine lay still clutching Ryan, her head on her mother's lap, and Margarite stroked her child's hair as
she had when she was a baby with the croup. As they sped through the night, she could not help thinking
of what Tony must be planning, and her anxiety grew. She tried to calm herself. She told herself that
without her help he

would not get his portrait of Robert, but deep in the night that seemed scant comfort.

They reached the stone house in New Hampshire an hour before dawn. The men in the lead car entered
the house first, turning on lights, searching the place thoroughly. Only then did they signal to the Lincoln's
driver.
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Margarite had taken Francine into the bedroom herself, tucking her under the covers, propping Ryan
against the wall within easy reach should her daughter turn over, looking for him in her sleep. Then she
retired to the bedroom designated for her.

If she slept, she was not aware of it. Instead, she relived her waking death, her child's blank stupor, her
hegira down the open roads through which she had wound. She saw herself as if through a looking-glass,
already maimed beyond understanding, barely conscious, driven by the sole directive, an imperative from
that primitive part of her that was still wholly functional to keep her daughter safe from the evil that
stalked her. In this malignant state, her dream-imagining took the place of sleep.

She awoke near noon, her eyes gluey, feeling as if she had just fallen asleep. The adrenalin of anxiety
rushed through her like a sickening wave, and she hurtled into the bathroom, made it to the toilet barely in
time, bent double, her mouth and eyes full of fluid.

Later, she looked in on Francine, who was still asleep, then showered and dressed. In the kitchen she
dawdled over a silent breaktfast made by one of the bodyguards, a large man with raccoon eyes and a
kind smile. She spent the time moving her eggs from one side of the plate to the other and assessing the
extent of her loathing for her husband.

Francine emerged at last, rumpled and bleary-eyed, and Margarite had to explain to her where they
were and why they were there.

'Of course,' Francie said dully. Tony.'

She wanted to go home; she missed her friends. Margar-ite did her best to console her daughter but it
was a losing proposition; she could find no way to get through to her. At least, she got her to eat some
breakfast. The strange drugs Robert had ground up and administered to her to make her sleep appeared
to have had no lasting effects.

An hour later one of the bodyguards came into the house and spoke to the big man who had made them
breakfast.

'What is 1t?' Margarite asked, anxiety turning to panic.
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'Maybe nothing,' the big man said, but the smile was gone from his face. They've found a package
outside. It's addressed to Francine.'

Francie looked alarmed. Jumping up, Margarite gave a little cry. 'l want to see it.'

The big man shook his head. That's not a good idea. Mrs DeCamillo. For the time being I think you'd
better go to my room with your daughter. Sal will stay with you.'

From the small bedroom, she heard the big man on the phone with Tony.

He was there inside two hours. She heard the thwopt.thwop'thwop! of a helicopter's rotors increasing in
pitch and volume as it neared. She was allowed out of the room, but she left Francie behind with Sal.

The box sat on the entryway sideboard. Tony said nothing to her, directed one of his men to open it.
Inside was a gaily wrapped package tied with a pink bow. This too the man opened, and they all peered
inside.

Margarite gave a piercing cry. Nestled within, on a cloud of pink crepe paper, was Ryan, Francie's
Teddy bear.

She rushed into the bedroom where Francie had slept, stared at the bed with its ruffled covers, the
empty space against the wall where she had put Ryan late last night.

'Mother of God!'

She put her knuckles to her mouth as Tony came in behind her. Tony, he was in the house; he was right
beside her.' Her voice cracked and she had to stop, gather herself

before continuing. 'I put it on her bed myself when we got here last night.' She turned, stared wide-eyed
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at Tony. 'Do you see now what I've been telling you? It's a warning. What good was it bringing us here?
What good were the guards? I told you. All the button-men in the world aren't going to save us now. We
can't hide from him. If we say a word, Francine's gone.'

'Calm down,' he said automatically, but she could see that he was pale beneath his sun-lamp tan.

'Please listen to me, Tony. I can't bear the thought of Francie being harmed more than she already has.
God knows what she remembers from this nightmare; she won't talk to me about it. I'm pleading with you
for our daughter's life. Let this go.' Was it purely desperation that gave her words such conviction that
even Tony was moved?

And what else have I given you, Margarite? Now you know you have the strength of purpose... to do
anything.

'All right,' he said at length. 'l take your point. But [ want you and the kid in the chopper now. We're
getting the hell out of here.'

Here's what it boils down to, Justine thought as she felt Rick Millar's muscular thigh press against the
side of her leg under the restaurant table. He wants me - not a part of me, but all of me. And then came
the thought, unbidden: It's been a long time since I felt that from a man.

Tears burned her eyes, and she had to turn her head away, quickly wipe her face with the back of her
hand. She could not let him know just how vulnerable she was. What defenses were left to her were
shaky at best, and she knew with a shudder of recognition that when - not if, but when - he put his hand
on her she would not be able to resist him. Not tonight, not here. He had too much she needed. Feeling
him so dose to her she could imagine what it must be like to have been wandering delirious in the desert
for weeks on end, then finally and unexpectedly

stumble upon an oasis. She was so close to that clear, cold water. Who would blame her for drinking
her fill?

"There seems to be no distance at all between us tonight,' Rick said as he poured more wine for them.
'Have you been treated so badly since I last saw you?'
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'Was I always so untouchable?'

He leaned over her, covered her lips with his. She tasted him, felt the quick brush of his tongue and she
felt her body melt against him.

"You're right,' he said breathlessly. T won't ask you again. When you're ready to tell me, to get it all out,
I'll be here to listen.'

'T wonder,' Justine said, breaking away from his heat. 'Did you come here to seduce me?'

Rick laughed. 'My God, nothing could have been further from my mind. You, the Ice Maiden?'

s that what they called me at the office?'

"To my knowledge, only the guys who lusted after you. I think that included all of them - well, all the
straight ones, anyway.'

Now it was Justine's turn to laugh, but she was flattered all the same. She put her head down. 'T feel as if
I've been on another planet.'

"No kidding,' Rick said. 'As far as I can see Tokyo is another planet.' He put his hand over hers,
squeezed. 'It's time you came home.'

When he returned her to the Hilton, she found that she did not want him to leave. That was not much of
a surprise; all through dinner she had found her appetite for food suppressed by another desire just as
basic. And by her tone of voice, the look in her eyes, the compliance of her body, she knew that she was
seducing him. It was a good feeling. After years of being out of control, of being in a very real way
subject to the whims of her alien environment - and to the frightening vagaries of Nicholas's tanjian
heritage -she felt positively liberated at being able to exert her own personality. At last, she recognized
how much of herself
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had been held hostage, had been subsumed within her fear of what her husband was becoming. Now
she could see dearly that she wanted no part of his powers and his magic; these arcane things only made
her uneasy, lying sleepless beside him at night, anxiety flooding her with adrenalin,

'Stay with me tonight,' Justine whispered in Rick's ear when the door to her room closed behind them.

'T want you to be sure this is right,' Rick said, as he held her.

I'm sure, Justine said to herself. ,' need to have a normal life, to be productive in my work, to come
home at night, make love with my husband, see friends on the weekends, take vacations twice a year.

She tilted her head up, captured his mouth with her lips. Her lips flowered open and she moaned a little
as she felt his tongue twine with "hers.

She felt his hands on her body as he unbuttoned her blouse, slipped it off her shoulders, unbuttoned her
skirt, pushed it down over her hips. She fell into his arms, as if she had passed out, her intense desire
pushing them on. He scooped her up, carried her over to the bed.

There was only one lamp on and, through eyes slitted with lust, Justine watched his body appear as she
disrobed him. She remembered parts of him from their time in Maui. Then she had seen him in a bathing
suit that left little to the imagination. All the same, sh,e found her heart beating faster than she thought
possible as she slipped off his underpants. Naked, he stood at the side of the bed, looking down at her.
Justine thought he had a beautiful body, slim-hipped, flat-bellied. Certainly, he did not have the unique
musculature that Nicholas possessed, but, she reminded herself, this was an ordinary man and he was all
that she desired now.

'Come here, darling.' She held her arms up to him.

Rick knelt on the bed, kissing her tenderly while he unhooked her bra, rolled her bikini pants down her
legs.

Justine was weeping when she felt his body on top of hers. It had been a very long time since she had
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made love with anyone other than Nicholas, and the unfamiliarity of his weight, form and smell excited her
so that she bit into his shoulder as she jerked her hips up into his groin.

She could hardly breathe, and the hammering of her heart was all she heard amid the vertiginous swirl of
her desire. She opened her legs, felt his hardness brush against her, gasped as she pulled his head down
to her breasts. Her eyes fluttered closed as he laved her nipples, and she corkscrewed her hips to let him
know how desperate she was for him.

He understood immediately, arching up over her so that she could guide him into her with her hand. Her
fingers stroked his velvet flesh for a moment, then, because she could not help herself, her palm came
down over his head and she squeezed. She heard him groan, his body shudder, and she lifted her legs,
fitting him to her.

She was very wet, and he slid halfway into her in one stroke.

'Ohhl' Justine cried, canting her hips upward. She was already in a frenzy, and when, with his next
stroke, his tip touched the core of her, she lost complete control, shouting out as her orgasm burst over
her. She sucked on his flesh, wanting that taste of him to permeate her entirely.

'Oh, God, oh, God!" she chanted with each thrust of him inside her. Part of her knew that this was
almost wholly her - her passion venting itself, needing this expression, this outlet. Her thighs were
trembling, and she felt another orgasm building. She lifted her head up, whimpering in his ear, and she felt
his hips give a ragged lurch inward, and then he was spasming into her.

Justine felt her orgasm flowering out. It was different this time, less violent but more intense, coming from
deep inside her.

And when it was over she lay beside him, one leg thrown

over him in abandon and, for the first time in long months, she slept the sleep of a child: deep and
dreamless.

Ghosts.
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There was something about Washington, Harley Gaunt thought, that was like no other city in America.
Its wheel-spoke design, its wide, tree-shaded boulevards, its parks, the pillared stolidity of its major
structures, all reminded him of Paris or London, of Europe, the Old World rather than the New World.

Also, the place fairly hummed with power. Gaunt could feel it as if the city were wired with overhead
trolley lines. And that power, like the wide, tree-shaded boulevards, all led in one direction: to 1600
Pennsylvania Avenue. The White House sat in the center of Washington like a spider in the center of its
web.

This city was full of ghosts.

Gaunt knew the capitol well, had many friends here. As the son of the former Democratic senator from
Maryland, he had been born within sight of the Ellipse. He had been raised with the crackle of power in
his ears, had burned out on it quickly, more so than his father, who had hung on here past his time, dying
in office.

Gaunt knew well that the power that fueled this city could be as malignant as nuclear radiation. The
gamesmanship of deal-making had to it always the stench of power-mongering. Either you were In in
Washington or you were nothing. This elite clique ran the country - the world's only remaining
superpower - and that was justification enough to lie, cheat, extort, break every commandment in the
pursuit of the amassing of power.

This power was like a virus, seeping into the players' bloodstreams, affecting their personalities, the whys
and wherefores of decision-making. Gaunt had seen this virus so many times he could now recognize it
like a fever lurking in the back of the eyes. He had had enough experience with it. He was convinced that
his father had died of the

fever, not old age or overwork. His father, an essentially good man, honest in the way most successful
politicians learn never to be, had gradually changed. He had not been immune to the fever as Gaunt had
been certain he, of course, would be. Gaunt's mother and sister had mourned Gaunt's father at his
funeral, but Gaunt had mourned for him long before.

Every time he came back to Washington, Gaunt felt the ghosts whispering in the humid wind off the
Potomac, hanging in the cherry trees near the Reflecting Pool, grinning from the heights of Capitol Hill. In
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a sense, his father had never left this place - the power kept him here, even after death.

The lobbyist Gaunt had chosen to run political interference for Tomkin Industries down here had been
Secretary of State in a former administration. He was a middle-of-the-road conservative, highly regarded
- he held the green fire of Potomac power in his closed fist. Unlike most, he had won his battle with the
Virus.

Terrence McNaughton had offices on G Street, hard by the Old Executive Office, a building that by its
almost Victorian architecture looked haunted at night, and no doubt was, not by conventional ghosts out
of a horror novel, but by the drudges of the current administration, who lived a near-spook existence
executing 'Eyes Only' directives whose consequences never made the papers.

The imposing Federal fagade of the stone building in which McNaughton plied his trade was like so
many others in the capitol, bespeaking old money, influence and the presence of that green Potomac fire.

McNaughton was a tall Texan with leathery skin burnished a pleasing bronze color, pale blue eyes with
sprays of squint lines at their outside edges and thick silver hair. His long, almost mournful face was
redeemed by his Roman nose and a genuine smile he had perfected during the many campaigns of his
youth. He was like an old glove, at once rumpled and comfortingly familiar.

He came out of his office the moment Gaunt was announced, extending his hand for a firm, dry shake.
He wore a dark suit, white shirt and a string tie with a handmade bolo of worked silver and turquoise.

'Come on in,' he said in his rich baritone. 'It's good to see you again, Harley ,.." He closed the door
behind them with a kick of his tooled cowboy boot. ... though I wish to hell it were under kinder
circumstances.'

Gaunt chose an upholstered chair, sat down. 'Just what are the circumstances?'

McNaughton grunted, opted to sit on the tatty sofa opposite Gaunt's chair rather than retreat behind his
kidney-shaped desk, so old-fashioned it was in vogue again.

The circumstances,' he said, folding his long body into the semblance of a sitting position, 'can be
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summed up in three words; Senator Ranee Bane,'

'Bane wants me.'

'He wants Nicholas Linnear, but he can't find him,' McNaughton said. 'D'you know where he is?'

'If he's not in Tokyo, I have no idea,' Gaunt said.

T hope that's so.' McNaughton steepled his long fingers, looked up at the ceiling. 'T've known Ranee for
ages. We grew up in adjoining towns. My brother dated his sister for over a year. I've been following his
career for a long time, worrying. This man has an obsessive personality, and his current obsession is
getting the Japanese out of large American businesses. For him, Tomkin's merger with Sato International
has become a lightning rod, a symbol if you will, of all that he sees wrong with international takeovers.'

McNaughton stretched out his legs. Thus relaxed and comfortable, he eased the tension in his guest.
'Because Linnear's company is involved in a number of sensitive advanced computer projects, the
Senator's anxiety level has reached the boiling point. He wants Linnear brought up on charges, he wants
the merger terminated forthwith.'

"What kind of charges could he possibly hit Nick with?' Gaunt asked, alarmed. Nick has done nothing
illegal.'

'Sure that statement can hold water? Can you swear that you know everything that goes on at
Tomkin-Sato?'

'No, but I - I know Nick. He wouldn't -'

"Not good enough, son, I've heard rumors. Something to the effect that Tomkin-Sato has been using the
technology they got from Hyrotech-inc to make their own form of the classified Hive computer and are
now selling it overseas to the highest bidder. Hive is the property of the US Government. Improper use
of it would be a treasonable offense.'
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Gaunt looked bleakly at the older man. 'C'mon, this is bullshit, Terry.'

'

'Davis Munch doesn't think so. He's the Pentagon investigator attached to Ranee's Committee.

'Pure raving paranoia.'

'Depends on what Munch and his ferrets have uncovered -'

There's nothing sinister to uncover.'

'Eye of the beholder,’ McNaughton said. 'It's how they go about making what they've found sound
sinister.'

'Hey, this is America, Terry. People don't get railroaded like this. I mean, not on this scale - in the glare
of the national spotlight.'

McNaughton leveled a jaundiced look at him. "That's a mighty dubious statement, son, especially coming
from you,' he said. 'But even if it passed scrutiny, we haven't had a mind like Ranee Bane's in the driver's
seat since - oh, well, I suppose McCarthy will do as the most odious example.'

Gaunt's anxiety level was escalating dangerously. 'So what are you saying,' he said, 'bottom line?'

McNaughton sat forward, punched a button on an ivory plastic console. 'Marcy, we'll have that coffee

now,

He sat for a moment, silent, tapping his fingertips together in an. unknown rhythm. In a moment, the door
opened and his long-legged assistant brought in coffee and Danish on an exquisite chased silver service.
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'"Much obliged, Marcy,' McNaughton said, as she set it on the coffee table. She asked if there was
anything else and when he said no she left.

He stared fondly at the coffee service. 'Memento of bygone days,' he said. Thatcher gave it to me after
I-' He gave a sly smile. 'But, no, even now I can't talk about that.'

He made himself busy pouring the coffee. He added cream and one teaspoon of Demerara sugar to
Gaunt's -he never forgot anything. He took his own black.

'Danish?" he asked as he handed Gaunt his cup. 'Those prune ones are particularly good.'

Gaunt shook his head. At this moment, he doubted if he could hold anything in his stomach. He sipped
his coffee, watched McNaughton select a pastry, bite into it with perfect white teeth.

It was only after the Danish had been eaten and he had poured himself a second cup of coffee that
McNaughton answered the question. 'Bottom line we got a terminal problem. See, it's gone beyond a
question of image. That's my meat', and I could turn something like that around on a dime. But this is no
go; believe me, I've tried. Ranee's got his hooks into Tomkin and he's not about to let go until he's shaken
it apart.'

"We've got to stop him.'

McNaughton stared at Gaunt and said, "You're a scion of this city, son. Think about what you've just
said.'

'But-'

McNaughton was shaking his head. No buts on this one, Harley. I've got power, so have my friends,
but Bane is beyond us. Christ, he's beyond even the President's control. He's a man who scares this town
shitless because he's got the kind of groundroots evangelical support that even the most entrenched
politician isn't going to fool with. Right now he's a juggernaut under full steam and them that's in his way
better step aside 'less they want to get crushed.'
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In the silence that prevailed. Gaunt could hear Marcy or someone like her working her word-processor.
A phone rang, was answered. A door slammed.

At last. Gaunt could procrastinate no longer. "Terry, because this is so important,' he said, 'l want you to
spell it out for me, chapter and verse.'

McNaughton nodded, drew his legs up under him so that his boot heels scraped across the floor. 'Okay,
here's the way it is, son. You - that is to say Tomkin Industries - pay me a fair bit of change to do my
best lobbying on your behalf - and that, I assure you, I've done.

'But now, the advice I'm going to dispense is personal. We go back a long way, you and I. I came to
your college graduation when your father couldn't, up on the Hill fighting for a bill he had sponsored. |
have only fond memories of him - and I think I've been a good friend to you.'

He leaned forward. 'As I see it you have only two options. One is to go before the Committee and
answer all of Bane's blistering questions with the foreknowledge that you are going to go down with the
ship. Because make no mistake, as sure as we're sitting here now, Tomkin-Sato is doomed.'

Gaunt's throat was dry, and he took the"4ast of his cold coffee, almost choked on some dregs.

"What's the other option?' But he already knew.

"The other option is in my opinion the one you should take,' McNaughton said in measured tones. His
eyes were fever-bright, and it seemed as if his mouth had lost its ability to smile. 'Bail out. Resign. Get
clear of harm's way. Let the juggernaut have its day. Let it destroy what it will: Tomkin Industries and
Nicholas Linnear.'

Margarite Goldoni's eyes flew open and her heart pounded painfully in her breast. Her clawed fingers
filled with fistfuls of satin sheet. There it was again, she thought wildly, that awful sensation of falling.

She lay in her bed beside her softly snoring husband,
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her knuckles white with gripping, panting a little as she stared blindly up at the ceiling. Always it came as
she emerged from sleep, slipping from her unconscious like some bitch in heat.

That curious sensation of falling.

Not down a flight of stairs or off the edge of a swimming pool, but into a kind of nothingness - a void
filled only with her own terror.

And then she would come fully awake - as now - filmed with a cold sweat, filled with the certain
knowledge that something precious had been irrevocably taken from her.

At first, the nightmares had been flicker-flashes of her unreal journey across America in search of her
brother's death, heated, insensate emotions coloring the images like spray-paint madly spattered across a
series of rooms. Then, she would dream of Dominic or, more accurately, his elaborate funeral, flowers
everywhere, limousines parked fender to bumper, Feds videotaping everyone who crossed the street to
the cemetery. And everywhere, as she stood beside the gleaming mahogany and cherrywood coffin,
open mouths keening silently, turned in her direction until she could no longer bear the noise and she was
forced to look down into the open grave, where Dominic lay, mutilated and headless, beginning to rise,
broken skeletal fingers scrabbling at the loamy dirt, on his way up to where she stood, rooted to the spot
with a terror that threatened to fill her lungs, her throat, her open mouth.

And waking from these nightmares, covered in sweat and shivering, she would tell herself, yes, of
course, she felt a profound sense of loss, she had lost her brother, had been a party to that loss.

But, eventually, in the clear light of day, at a meeting at the office or later, with evening shadows
spreading into the kitchen, as she fed Francie dinner, would come the knowledge from deep down in her
unconscious that this loss transcended grief and guilt. It was something far more personal.

Margarite lay, tense and white, listening to the rasp of her own respiration, turning over this sense of loss
as if it -were a three-dimensional object. It put her in mind of the summer she was eleven. Her father and
step-mother had taken her to see her grandmother - her father's mother -who, as it turned out, was
dying.
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The old lady was as crooked as a Venetian walking stick, bent as if she carried each year of her life on
her shoulders. Her hair was white and pulled back tightly in a neat bun, and forever afterward Margarite
was to remember her plain black dress, which she wore in the hot sun without so much as a drop of
sweat appearing on her brow.

She had trouble hearing, and she had few of her teeth remaining. Some time before, she had had her
larynx removed, and her voice emanated from a small box, more of a vibration than true speech, so that
Margarite had to bend close to understand her.

Her grandmother had fed the family and, afterward, she gave Margarite's hand a secret squeeze. She
had led her granddaughter into her bedroom, which was filled with sepia-toned photos of herself as a
child, her parents, her confirmation and her wedding in Venice. Margarite saw photos of her father and
his sister, who had died of cholera when she was a child.

Margarite's grandmother narrated each photo, then went to the top drawer of her old walnut dresser.
She took out something, which she pressed into Margarite's fist just before they left, murmuring in her ear
as she kissed her, This is for you. It belonged to the forebear of my great-grandmother. She had it with
her when she arrived in Venice centuries ago. She was a refugee and this was all that was left of her
family, who had died in a great war that lasted twenty years.'

On the way home, she had opened her sweaty hand to see revealed there a carving in amber of the most
beautiful woman she had ever seen. She had never told anyone of that gift, and when, months later, she
stood at her

grandmother's graveside, she clutched the carving in her hand to ward off the sensation that something
irretrievable had been taken away from her.

Now, as she lay panting in her own bed, she was swept anew by a similar feeling. The death of her
brother had been a blow to her, but her own part in it, extorted though it may have been, continued to
torment her.

She had been forced by the man she knew only as Robert to effectively choose between her daughter
and her brother. It was a hellish decision, one in which she had known she could not emerge unscarred.
But what choice did she have save to bring him to Dominic Goldoni? Fran-cine had to be safeguarded at
all costs and, oddly, she had believed Robert when he had promised her that if she played her part well
he would not harm her daughter. He had been true to his word, disappearing as if from the face of the
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earth after he had left her - and Francie - in the sleazy motel room off Highway 95, just outside Marine
on St Croix, Minnesota.

Again, she asked herself now if he had somehow enchanted her. With a mounting sense of horror, she
recalled all too clearly her desire, could feel now, though he must be very far away, the weight of him, his
heat like an intensely erotic charge. The scent of him, rising.

No, I cannot think the unthinkable.

Involuntarily, she put her hands on her sex, felt the wetness there, and knew what sin lay like a stone in
her soul. With an effort she wrenched her mind away, trying to concentrate solely on Dominic. But what
was it about Robert? What had he taken from her; and what had he given her in return? Dominic: the one
man in her life who had believed in her, who had seen beyond her femaleness to the mind that she
possessed, had used her in secret and seclusion like a nun behind the ivied walls of her cloister.

These men are all like children, she thought, playing at being Pope. Do they know they're living in the
real world? Beside her, Tony DeCamillo slept heavily, little grunting snores

escaping from him in spurts. She felt as detached from him as if he were in London. She had never
known how much she despised him until Dominic had hit upon his complex and audacious plan to use
Tony as his successor. The idea of being a Family capo had immediately gone to Tony's head. Was it so
surprising? He had an aptitude for influence - the Hollywood mentality, a legacy from his show business
clients. Power was the only commodity worth a damn in the film business, and Tony had had plenty of
experience amassing it for himself. When Dominic had opened the door to a whole new world, Tony had
been only too delighted to step in.

Except that he had no concept of what that world actually entailed - only she and Dominic knew.
Dominic had told him that she would be the conduit between the two; Tony's involvement with Dominic -
even social - had to be kept to a minimum because of the nature of Tony's law practice.

Then Dom was murdered. Margarite remembered the moment when she was forced to tell Tony how it
was going to be from now on, that his power and influence were only an illusion. It was all too possible,
she realized - in retrospect, to have predicted how he would react. That Sicilian thing came to the fore,
his rage had been towering, and he had struck her so often that she ceased to feel his blows save as a
form of numbing pressure that pinned her to the wall of their bedroom. She bit her lip. How much of that
had Francie heard? Did it matter? All or half, it would have the same effect on the girl, an effect
Margarite seemed incapable of reversing.
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Why did Dominic make me his sole confidant? she asked herself. Her intense pride in their special and
secretive relationship all too often warred with the crushing responsibility that was his legacy. She felt a
brief moment of despair, an emotion with which the old Margarite was all too familiar.

Then Robert rose in her mind like the breath of the sea.

Lying now in her bed, listening to the night and to the film playing in her mind, Margarite knew that she
had crossed some kind of Rubicon. Somehow everything was different when she had returned home;
now she heard Robert's voice whispering in her mind. And what else have I given you, Margarite? Now
you know you have the strength of purpose... to do anything.

Like it or not, he is the source of these profound changes, Margarite thought. ,' know he took something
from me and I hate him for that, but, oh God, what is this thing he has left me in return?

Suddenly, as if he were a genie uncorked from a bottle, her mind was filled with him. And through the
water of her unconscious she saw the stone, her sin lying at the bottom of her soul.

It was as if he was there, lying beside her, and she trembled with some unknown emotion. She knew
now that he had given her the strength to continue with Tony along the path of their new future. Because
there was more, and she turned her mind away from the knowledge for as long as she could. But, in the
end, it came flooding back, but for this moment at least the new, emerging Margarite possessed the
strength to shoulder the full weight of her brother's legacy.

Because of Robert. With a soft moan she surrendered to the thought that she wanted to see him again.

FOUR

Vietnam - Summer 1965

Truth to tell. Do Duc never knew his father. He surmised, from what he picked up around the house,
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that his father had been Japanese, but he never got this confirmed from his mother or anyone else. She
would never speak of his birth or the germination of it at all, as if by this willful ignorance she could
pretend it had never occurred. He imagined that the man who was his father was Japanese, because all
the other alternatives were worse.

The 'house' was the compound in Saigon where Do Duc's mother worked. It was owned by a
one-armed Frenchman. It was contained by pale-green stucco walls, this rambling horseshoe-shaped
villa of sloping tiled roofs and lush inner courtyards. Around the villa were kaleidoscopic gardens full of
bougainvillea vines and rustling tamarind trees which Do Duc sweated endless hours to keep pruned to
the Frenchman's exacting specifications; encysted within it was a cut-stone patio floating an asymmetrical
pool the shape of which reminded Do Duc of a water buffalo's head.

There was something about the pool that Do Duc loved. In the short hours he had for sleep he would
creep off his pallet, slip naked into the clear water, and push himself to the bottom. There he would cling,
sealed in this soundless world, his head cocked back, staring upward at nothing, thinking about nothing,
and whatever had filled him, preventing sleep, drained away into the nothingness.

Here in the Frenchman's compound, the thrumming diesel clangor of Saigon and, especially, the war
itself, could be kept at the distance of memory. Only the

reflections of jets, momentary as dreams, rippling in the cool cerulean water of the pool, articulated the
harsh reality outside the stucco walls.

Do Duc's earliest memories of the Frenchman were wholly spurious: a gentle man, religious in his own
way, because he sang the Nunc dimittis, Simeon's prayer, every evening, and taught it to Do Duc much
as a father would teach a nursery rhyme to his child:

Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word...

To induce Do Duc to sing along with him - the words were unfamiliar and difficult for him to pronounce -
the Frenchman fed him sweets, a recipe of his own concoction that was dark and rich, tasting of honey,
cinnamon and cloves.

But that was long ago, when Do Duc was five, the age at which the Frenchman deemed him old enough
to be put to work.
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When he was very young. Do Duc was certain that the Frenchman was printing up money in his
basement, so much of it was there constantly changing hands. Later, he came to understand that the
Frenchman was in the business of weapons and dope, if not directly sanctioned by Uncle Sugar - the
local cynical nickname for the US Government - then at least tolerated by this enigmatic, godlike entity
which overstrode life in wartime Saigon like a Titan from the clouds.

Often, half drunk on Medoc, he would order Do Duc to inventory his war materiel. Once, a supplier,
disgruntled at the Frenchman's resolve to keep his costs low, had left a live grenade wired to the inside of
one of the crates of K-Fifties he sold him. In those days, the Frenchman, dogmatic on matters of security,
had done all the inventorying himself. That was how he had lost his arm. Now he ordered natives to do
that work. Do Duc discovered that he was the third young Vietnamese to hold this job.

Later still, when he, acting as houseboy-slave at one of

the Frenchman's astonishingly extravagant parties, was told by a pair of giddy Swedes how his mother
had been used at these parties years ago before time had etched her face and bent her frame, he
experienced the auras for the first time.

Stoned on a combination of champagne and the peculiar opium-laced marijuana the Frenchman favored,
they related to Do Duc with the kind of raucous vivacity that could not be faked certain events that had
taken place twelve years before. His mother, who was serving them their particular brand of poison,
stood stoically through the recital, her eyes focused on nothing, as opaque as the clouds in the night sky
that blotted out the horned moon.

Do Duc could not make up his mind whether they were waxing callously nostaigic or being deliberately
sadistic-How could they not know who he was, that this was his mother they were giggling over? But
then, Caucasians had this disturbing propensity for seeing Asians as just another part of the exotic
landscape, along with the Nipa palms, rice paddies and mangrove swamps.

As to the auras, this strange incandescence he saw emanating from people seemed to signify like
stigmata upon the flesh the depth of the change he himself was undergoing. It was as if he were able to
peel back the layers of rational behavior civilization had impressed upon people, divining in their auras
their purely primitive essence.
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The auras became for him a kind of trigger. And eventually, he came to believe that the release of his
profound rage was akin to a state of grace. In that moment following the onset of the auras, the purity of
purpose that moved him to action was of the utmost relief, after the knots of conflicting emotions he
carried upon his back like the bones of the dead.

This was how Do Duc viewed the Frenchman: he was someone who had given his mother life after the
man she had loved had been killed by the military for daring to speak his mind for the good of his people.
Whatever

schooled intelligence she had possessed, whatever stature she had once had, had perished with the man
she had loved. But this fall from grace was fatal. Unlike most of her brethren, she had an inkling of what
might have been. Now she could only stare dull-eyed like a cat at nothing while she leaned her heavy
head against the side of the refrigerator.

Life, even for her now, meant a few piasters, a pallet on which to sleep (his mother's was in the kitchen
so she could be ready to whip up a meal at any time of the day or night) and even, from time to time, the
benevolence of the Frenchman's protection, for he was an exceedingly powerful man, even in the corrupt
and treacherous waters of Saigon.

At the same time, the Frenchman treated her with the kind of contempt normally reserved for a
disease-ridden cur. He did not see how he demeaned her, stripped her of all dignity; was pleased, in fact,
by his benevolence, his one significant act in keeping this Viethamese woman from becoming a whore,
grubbing in some filthy back alley until she died of consumption or addiction. Instead, she became a
whore in his house, and renowned she was for services to all nations whose representatives came and
went beneath the Frenchman's roof.

Life? Do Duc often thought. What life? She was expected to be on call for the gluttony - in all things - of
the Frenchman's many guests. He was particularly proud of his reputation for hospitality - his bit, he said,
laughing, for off-setting the constant bad press given his fellow countrymen back home.

And yet without the Frenchman as guardian angel his mother would have had nothing, would have been
used up by the street, died old before her time. And what of Do Duc? There would have been none. He
owed his very existence - humiliating and shameful beyond words - to this man. Owed him, in fact, for
everything that had any meaning for him. And yet...

The Frenchman's aura, as it happened, was different from that of the others. It was a sharp blue, almost
metallic, and much later, upon reflection on many such incidents, Do Duc was to understand that this
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color signified the man's close proximity to death.

'Gang-rape,' Do Duc said as he took the bread knife to the Frenchman's sun-dried flesh. The party, like
a sun that had waxed too bright, had burned itself out. All the guests were gone, or insensate in drugged
slumber. "They told me. Everyone grouped around, counting how many men could penetrate her before
she passed out.'

The knife flashing like a cormorant in the sun as it rose and fell in a terrible thythm. "This is what you have
done to my mother.' Blood on the Frenchman's hands, first, startling as a spilled bottle of his best wine.
"This is my birth, a humiliating party anecdote.' Then, in a great spurt, Do Duc's own hands were hot and

sticky.

'Do you understand my mother's shame? She cannot even bring herself to speak of my birth.' His thin
cotton shirt was wet and heavy with blood. No, you cannot. What can you know of shame?'

The Frenchman's eyes were wide and staring, muddy with an incomprehension as to what was
happening, his life leaking out through the proliferating wounds as Do Duc stabbed him again and again.

'Each time she looks at me she remembers all over again what she is, what you have made her become.'

The Frenchman's mouth gaped wide.

'She knows how mean and bitter life is because this was your gift to her.'

He put his bloody hand out; it opened and closed on nothing, spastic as a machine-gun on rock 'n' roll.

To her you are the Word, more than god or Buddha because these are indifferent entities. But you are
here -flesh and blood. The man who made the world.'

The Frenchman had slipped to his knees, and now swayed this way and that in a rhythm dictated by Do
Duc's
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attack. Finding his voice was difficult through the blood bubbling in his throat. 'I did nothing that you... |
saved her." Incredulous, still, at the end, not even dissembling but, frighteningly, still righteous. And this
innocence served only to enrage Do Duc all the more, although, later, when the auras died, it would haunt
him, confusing him in a labyrinth of complex adult emotions for which he was wholly unprepared, because
the Frenchman was entirely sincere.

"You saved her for this - misery and degradation. She would never touch you, never even think ill of you
in her heart because that is her way. But not me. [ am different... different... different.'

"Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart -'

Doc Due slit his throat, unable or unwilling to allow this last obscenity - the word peace in the Nunc
dimittis - to be uttered here in the peaceful isolation of a luxe fantasy that contemptuously denied the
poverty and suffering at large in every quarter.

The Frenchman's last words were curdled in blood and bile, slurred by the inexpressible runes of death,
but distinct enough to be forged into Do Duc's soul. There are... no evil thoughts,' the Frenchman
vomited. 'Only... evil deeds.'

This last exhortation must have taken everything he had left, because his eyes rolled up and he collapsed,
one leg jerking fitfully in galvanic response. Then his sphincter gave way, leaving a final epitaph Do Duc
found particularly fitting.

Do Duc fled Saigon, fearing for his life. He knew how powerful the Frenchman was, and he understood
that he was obliged to bury himself in order to remain among the living.

What he wanted most then was to fight, to climb ,into the cockpit of one of those jets he had for years
seen only in reflection or at a far distance. He hated the Communists as much as he hated the

French and the Americans - more, even, because the Communists were his own people and they should
know better than to turn on their own. What madness gripped them to try to commit genocide, to
expunge their own unique history, was as yet beyond him to comprehend. All he knew for certain was
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that they were like a pack of rabid beasts who were best exterminated with all due dispatch.

However, joining the ARVN - the South Vietnamese army - at just this point might prove dangerous, as
those looking for him might understandably search through the dossiers of recent recruits. Instead, he
went into the mountains and changed his life forever.

At that time, the mountains were no place for a twelve-year-old boy. There, the rag-tag hill-tribe
montagnards were forming; there, the Viet Cong were massing; there, blood was being spilled every
minute of the day and night. But to Do Duc it still felt less dangerous than the life he had led in the
Frenchman's walled compound in Saigon.

But there were others in the mountains, urged on by the Communists and the war, who had crept
southward from their home in the highlands of North Vietnam. These were the Nungs, a wild, almost
aboriginal people of Chinese descent who possessed their own primitive outlook on the world, their own
ancient ways of preserving what was theirs.

Even the fierce VC were afraid of the Nungs, keeping their distance, shunning the areas where Nung
tribesmen were sighted. In the mountains. Do Duc heard wild rumors and exaggerations about the Nungs
- that they were disposed toward magic, that they wrapped themselves in the cured skins of their enemies
while crouched before fires, eating their roasted flesh.

Far from frightening him, these tales merely aroused Do Duc's curiosity. He was intrigued by any people
who could terrify the Communists. In the Frenchman's compound he had learned the only lesson worth
remembering in Asia: that it wasn't money one sought in life; it was

power. The Nungs had power while Do Duc had none. So he set out to find them. The way he figured
it, ail he had to Jose was his life, which at this moment was just about worthless. What he had to gain, he
felt, was limitless.

It was the best decision he ever made - and the worst. The old'Do Duc, whomever he may have been,
was-dissolved among the Nungs, and a new Do Duc was born. Resurrection would have been too
simple a term, but after the assimilation process, he would often go off by himself, climbing higher into the
cliffs to look out into the deepening sapphire twilight and, quite without knowing it, sing to himself the
Nunc dimittis.
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Even after the old Nung, Ao, had examined him,! told him that he had once been addicted to opium, Do
Duc set aside a time each twilight to sing the prayer. Even after he worked out what must have been in
the sweet the Frenchman had fed him besides the honey, cinnamon and cloves, even as he wondered at
the cynical method the Frenchman had used to impart loyalty to his compound.

"Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word.'

The words, still only dimly understood, were of such comfort to him that he could not bear to forget
them. Of course he had biological parents, he had known his mother, if only superficially, but she had
never wanted to know him because in his face she could see reflected all that her life would now never

become.

The hymn of the Nunc dimittis provided the only safety,

the only true warmth he had ever known. Impossible to

expunge that from his psyche, even after the training the

Nungs gave him began, |,

They liked that he was an outlaw, the Nungs. The first night after he had come upon them just over a
high ridge-top, they laughed at his tale, clapped him on the back and spit in the dust to show their
pleasure at what he had done. All except Ao, the eldest man and most respected of the tribe. He

crouched still and indrawn, his odd, ginger-

colored eyes all but closed as if Do Duc's words were rays of light that might blind him.

Watching him as he spoke. Do Duc caught the impression that Ao was aware of his heartache; the rage,
the bitterness, the revulsion as well as, buried below like a fish in the depths of a muddy lake, the
tenderness he felt for the man he had murdered.
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After the others broke up, going their own way in the cool mountain night, he opened his eyes, studied
Do Duc alone by the fire. A branch crackled, a sudden crack appearing as it settled deeper into the
flames.

'People say strange things about the Nungs,' Do Duc said, suddenly shivering. He put his hands on his
bent knees, almost a defensive gesture. "They say you roast the flesh of your enemies and eat it.'

T prefer to eat my meat raw,' Ao said. He waited what seemed a long time to break into raucous
laughter. When his face had settled into its former pattern of lines and depressions, he said, "You are safe
with us, younger brother.'

This was how Ao, the stoic, opened his psychic arms to Do Duc, gathering him into the Dark.

He was an unusually big man, with a commanding presence. He knew all the Mysteries and he knew the
ways of the Caucasian as well. For example, he knew how to break down an American M-60
machine-gun, clean it, and put it back together again, all in the dark. He knew the grades of plastique,
how to use a white phosphorus mortar and a CS gas grenade; he was conversant with the principles of
aviation.

One night he took Do Duc down the mountain into the green-and-black-striped jungle. It was so wet
and dense it was like gliding underwater. Do Duc noticed that Ao, though old, made no sound at all. He
seemed to be following some kind of trail, but try as he might. Do Duc could discern nothing, not even an
occasional notch in a tree trunk, that might be construed as a path.

They continued this way, wending their way through the night. Utter darkness engulfed them, so that Do
Duc, traveling single-file behind Ao, was obliged to put his hand on the old man's shoulder so as not to
become lost. All around him were the night chitterings and cries of the jungle. The rank smells of moss

and decomposing vegetation were as strong as freshly brewed black tea from the Iron Mountains of
China.

Great whirring insects brushed Do Duc's cheeks and arms, and once, he heard the muffled growl of a
great predator. The level ground changed, sloping steadily downward, and at last his eyes could begin to
see the wash of pale moonlight drifting down through the jungle's canopy as it began to thin.

Ao stopped and, crouching down, wordlessly pointed straight ahead. At first. Do Duc could see nothing,
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then the wind changed direction and he heard like temple bells the deep musical tones of slowly flowing
water.

The sounds directed him, and he began to make out the bank on which they crouched and, just beyond,
a mountain stream. He heard a sudden splash, and saw a great bulk sliding slowly into the water.

Ao made a peculiar noise in the back of his throat which made the hair at the back of Do Duc's neck
stir. The bulk lifted its head, and Do Duc saw the furred head of a black leopard.

He had heard stories about such beasts, rare as they were, but no one he knew had ever seen one. They
were said to possess magical powers that turned the orange stripes of their pelt black, as if singed by the
force inside them.

Ao made the sound again and Do Duc shivered. Slowly, the black leopard turned, came toward them.
Do Duc felt a rippling of his muscles, a firing of his nerves over which he had no control. His
head.seemed to have developed a tremor so that the beast, as it approached, went in and out of focus.
He was so frightened he could feel a chill come

over him as his blood drained from his extremities, pooling sickeningly in the pit of his stomach.

The black leopard emerged from the water. It was now dose enough to be able to swat Do Duc down
with one blow of its massive forepaw. Its body was perhaps eleven feet long, and its thick tail, flicking
this way and that, added another three feet.

Do Duc could smell it, heavy, musky, an odor of power and of death. His mouth was so dry his tongue
clove to the roof and would not move. The beast stared at them, unmoving, breathing in deep, purring

sighs.

Ao pressed'one hand flat against Do Duc's shoulder. Indicating that he should not move. Then, suddenly,
terrifyingly, he was gone, back into the jungle.

The black leopard's bulk was like a planet. Its great chest billowed out and deflated. Its huge golden
eyes regarded Do Duc with a peculiar kind of intelligence, but for all this it appeared slightly myopic. An
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American army colonel who was a frequent visitor at the Frenchman's villa had told Do Duc that
leopards could not see or hear well, that they relied most heavily on scent.

The beast blinked and Do Duc started, despite his best efforts. The black leopard growled low in its
throat and its head lowered. Do Duc felt as if his bowels had turned to water. He had to urinate in the
worst way.

Ao returned, holding his left arm straight out in front of him. As he crouched down Do Duc saw the curl
of a venomous krait wrapped around his forearm. Ao had its triangular head pinched between thumb and
forefinger.

He swung his arm out toward the black leopard, an offering of some kind, and Do Duc saw the beast's
nostrils flare as it caught the scent of the viper. When it moved its head it did so with appalling speed. Do
Duc doubted whether even Ao could have gotten out of the way at such close quarters.

The great jaws gaped wide, engulfing both krait and Ao's

arm. A moment later, Ao pulled his arm out. The krait was no longer wrapped around it.

The small sounds of the black leopard eating was all that could be heard for a time. Then the beast gave
a little snuffle, and Ao made that eerie sound in the back of his throat.

He put his hands on Do Duc's shoulders, thrusting him forward, down the embankment toward the great
beast. Those baleful eyes regarded Do Duc with that same myopic intelligence as he came near it. Urine
trickled down Do Duc's leg, and the black leopard snuffled again, more interested now in the smell of
him.

He could feel the heat of the beast emanating from it in waves. The animal musk surged upward, into his
nostrils, so that he felt abruptly dizzy.

Behind the black leopard, moonlight veined the water, turning it into lapis lazuli, on which. Do Duc
imagined, it would be possible to walk.
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He turned his attention back to the beast and blinked rapidly in outright astonishment. The black leopard
no longer crouched before him. Instead, he saw a slender woman with an exquisite face, thick black hair
so long it ran in rivulets like the moonlit river behind her. She was in all aspects human in appearance
except that her long fingers were the gnarled roots of a tree, and when she shifted her body. Do Duc

could see that from the waist down she was a skeleton, no skin, no flesh at all, bones only, glowing palely
in the fitful moonlight.

"'Who - what are you?' Do Duc could not help himself; he had to ask the question.

'Don't you recognize me?' the exquisite woman said. She regarded him from out of golden eyes.. 'Tam
your mother.'

Do Duc's heart was pounding so hard in his chest he felt as if it had been he, not the beast, who had
swallowed the krait. 'Tmpossible,' he scoffed in a voice thick with terror. 'My mother is much older than
you.'

"No,' the exquisite woman said, 'l am dead.’

'What?'

The Frenchman's friends killed me because I would not tell them where you had fled.'

'But you did not know!" Do Duc exclaimed. 'Y ou could not!'

'And yet, in my heart, I knew,' she said. There was only one place left for you to go. You, who should
never have been born, whose life had been a terrible mistake. In order to live you must die and be
reborn. Your first life was a misunderstanding; now you have a chance at a second.'

He knew who she was now, and that she appeared to him as she had once been - young and exquisite -
and now he could understand how they could all desire her, if only for one night, those travelers in the
night who congregated like magpies beneath the Frenchman's roof.
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'Mother,' he said, an unaccustomed wetness in his eyes. He had never once before this shed a tear for
her or for anyone.

Do not call me that; I was never such to you,' she said sadly. 'T was wicked, never finding the
compassion inside myself to love you. You were pariah to me; the Frenchman no doubt loved you more
than L' Her head lowered, and her dark hair cascaded over her silvery face. 'It is good I am dead. I
prayed to Buddha daily to let me feel the love I should have for you, but my prayers were never
answered. My heart was already shriveled, a dead lump beneath my breast.'

"Mother, this was not of your doing.'

Her head snapped up, the cascade of hair falling from her face. Her eyes blazed pale fire, and the
grimace she made contained within it the heart of the black leopard, baring its yellow teeth for the kill.

"No. Of course this is true,' she whispered fiercely. 'l am Asia, spreading my legs compliantly to be
raped by the French, the Russians, the Chinese, the Americans. They have used us so carelessly,
enslaved us to opium, turned

us into water buffaloes to do their labor, and finally we are as mad as a rabid dog, turning on itself,
chewing its own leg off in its insanity.'

She drew up, her skeleton-like fingers clawing the air. 'And I am mad, too, so insane that I lacked the
capacity to love that which I should have cherished. You are my blood. Do Duc, and I looked on you as
they look on us.' She shook her head. 'No, do not waste your time mourning for me. I have my karma
and [ embrace it. Now I am a part of the destruction of Asia, It may be horrible, but it is at least
something.'

'But I have killed you!' he cried. 'Because of me-I'

The exquisite face shone. ' would not tell them where you went. I kept your secret. Do Duc. Didn't you
think I knew what the consequences would be? Yes, yes. I did it willingly, and it felt good to defy them.
At last, oh!" She gave a sigh. "This was the only meaningful act in my life. At the end, I found that my
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heart was still beating, beating for you.' The golden eyes caught him in their web.

"Now is your time, my son. Make the most of it.'

A cloud must have ridden across the sky because the moonlight faded, the darkness shifted and,
blinking, Do Duc found himself face-to-face with the black leopard. Dizzy again with its musk, his eyes
closed for a moment, and when he opened them again, the beast had clambered down into the water,
was swimming swiftly downstream, away from them.

He lowered his head and wept uncontrollably. Never before this had he been touched by love, and now
here it was, so painful that he resolved never to allow it to touch him again.

The hand on his shoulder was firm and steadying. "Yes, younger brother,' Ao whispered in his ear.
'Harden your heart until it is like unto a stone in your breast, for your path is as treacherous as it is
arduous.'

Do Duc, crouched on the steaming bank of the mountain stream, felt these words rather than heard
them, and they

filled that nothingness inside of him, the emptiness that, back where he had once lived, he had exulted to
feel at the cool, silent bottom of the Frenchman's pool.

When, at length, he raised his head, it was that peculiar hour just before the first dawnlight, when the
world is devoid of color, etched with the grays of mist and night's last strands of shadow.

'We have been here all night?'

Time is unimportant now,' Ao said. 'Forget time.'

"'What happened?' Do Duc turned to face the old man. The black leopard, the krait, the ghost of my
mother. Was it all a dream?’
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Ao's lips curled into a sardonic smile. 'It is Ngoh-meih-yuht, the Crescent Moon,' he said. 'Now listen to
me, and [ will tell you about the Paau Dance:

'In the old days, when the civilization of the Nung was at its height, certain of our city-states revered the
leopard. The Nung called the animal Paau and believed that it was a deity. But there were those who
coveted the power of the gods and so set about capturing the Paau. This they did with rare courage and
cool cunning, trapping it in a camouflaged pit of their own devising.'

Ao had a way of speaking that was almost hypnotic, as if by his voice alone he could conjure magic out
of the very atmosphere.

'First, they broke the beast's legs so that it could not flee - even their evil had its limits, and they would
not dare cage it and risk the wrath of the gods. But in breaking its bones they were assured that its soul
would remain intact inside it and would eventually become a part of them.

'In the unbroken bones of man and animal alike reside the remnants of the "soul", from which a new life
may be reconstituted by the proper rituals and prayers.

"Next, they fed it the living flesh of their enemies to make it strong and increase its divine power. After
nine days, they slit the breast of the leopard, prying apart its ribcage in order to remove its still beating
heart. They ate

this organ, and, naked, wrapped themselves in the open, eviscerated body of the Paau as if they could
absorb its blood. It was said the ghastly cloak trembled as it clung to their bare shoulders. This was the
Paau Dance,’

The predawn mist steamed from the bank, obscuring the stream; even its sound disappeared into the
opalescent atmosphere, so that they could have been anywhere, hanging suspended in time.

They became united in this grotesque ritual, these men, and their power, whether real or imagined, grew.
Their enemies were invariably found naked with their digits broken and turned backwards so that they
could no longer hold onto their own power, and their feet could not function to make their escape.'


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Ao's ginger eyes seemed to take on a peculiar cast. 'And, most important of all, their hearts had been

ripped from their chests and sewn to their navels so that their souls could not emerge at the moment of
death.'

His head swung away for a moment, and it appeared to Do Duc as if he stared through the walls of mist
to another place, another time.

The Paau Dance,' he said. The gateway to power and more power - this is what I will teach you
because it is why you have come to me from the lowlands,' He lifted a hand. 'Now you must take a
creature to represent you, to be your spirit familiar. Choose!"

Do Duc said the first thing that came into his mind. 'T want the white magpie,'

The white magpie,' Ao turned his head in Do Duc's direction, and Do Duc could feel the heat in his eyes.
'Are you certain?'

Do Duc nodded. Oddly, he was certain, for the first time in his life.

Ao's expression was grave. "You have spoken, let it be so. Your familiar shall be the white magpie,'

Ao's words seemed to penetrate Do Duc's flesh like a flurry of darts, making him twitch with momentary
pain.

Ao's eyes were like black stones at the bottom of the

river, smooth and unknowable. He hesitated but a

moment. 'Tt is donel You will become Ngoh-meih-yuht,
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and by Ngoh-meih-yuht alone can you be tracked down.'

"What does this mean?' Do Duc whispered.

A sardonic smile curled Ao's lips. "You will become another person. Does this frighten you? No? Good.
For yours will be a thirsty soul. Soon - very soon - food and drink will no longer be of interest to you.'

"What will sustain me?'

, 'That will depend,' Ao said gravely, 'on what remains after you become Ngoh-meih-yuht.'

'But I will be mortal.'

Ao did not answer him at once. At length, he said, 'If you are delivered a mortal wound, then yes, you
may die. In that sense, you will be mortal. But you will be Ngoh-meih-yuht, and your body will possess
remarkable recuperative and regenerative capabilities.'

T will be close to immortality.'

Ao's eyes were hooded. 'In the end, that will be for you to determine.’

Now he was aware that Ao was studying him with keen attention. The old man held one hand out
between them, palm up.

A bird called shrilly, its voice echoing through the jungle, against the walls of mist, with an eerie tone.
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Ao was waiting for Do Duc to slide his hand over his. When Do Duc did, he felt Ao's grip all through his
body. And when Ao spoke, it was already as if through a different kind of veil or mist.

'Are you ready to continue your journey from one world to another?'

Do Duc opened his mouth to speak, but Ao was nodding, as if already aware of the response forming in
his mind.

FIVE

Venice/Tokyo/New York

Nicholas was awakened by the deep rumble of boats on the Grand Canal. He opened his eyes into
darkness. He looked at his watch; it was not yet dawn. But as he padded across the room he could
already see a thin strand of not-quite-darkness making its way between the wooden shutters. He threw
them open to find a pale light of a color he could neither describe nor name staining the marble facades of
the palazzi along the no. In the water was the reflection of a sea bird, all too soon gone from sight. It left,
cool and distinct the sight of the Santa Maria della Salute.

He went into the bathroom,.relieved himself, splashed cold water on his face, dressed and went out of
his room. He had no idea where he was going; he only knew that he must walk the streets, breathe the
air, feel the city on his skin like cloth-of-gold.

He pulled the collar of his jacket up around his cheeks as the first bite of the wind off the rio struck him.
Then he went out of the small square, down a ruga, a street with shops. No one was around at this early
hour and most shops were still dosed. His nose led him toward a small bakery, where he purchased a
cup of coffee and a delicious hard roll, which he munched on delightedly as he crossed over a small
bridge that led to the Piazza San Marco.

He paused for a moment, as he liked to do, at the apex of the bridge's arc, looking down the rio at the
play of light off the silken water. Commercial boats lay tied up, bobbing slightly, patiently awaiting their
owners upon whose doorsteps they floated.
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He passed over two more bridges without seeing a soul,

then went beneath the arch that led to the piazza. Ahead of him rose the Doge's Palace and, to his left,
the bell-tower which still struck the hours as it had for decades. The vast space, bordered on either side
by arcaded shops and Gate's with their outdoor set-ups, seemed so private at this hour, it was as if he
had entered the drawing-room of the gods.

He walked out onto the cobbles and soon enough he heard the cooing of the well-fed pigeons that
flocked to the floods of tourists who would begin to appear some hours before lunchtime.

All at once, Nicholas heard a voice raised in song. He listened, transfixed, as he heard Nessun Dorma',
Prince Calaf''s beautiful aria from Giacomo Puccini's Turandot. 'No man shall sleep,' the tenor sang, and
coming toward him Nicholas saw a street-sweeper, pulling his wheeled garbage can behind him, his
thick-bristled brush pushed rhythmically ahead of him. His head was thrown back as he sang, and
Nicholas, hearing this aria in the sublime amphitheater of the Doges of Venice, felt that no matter what
troubles he had left behind him in Tokyo, no matter what dangers he was about to face, on this morning,
at this hour, it was good to be alive.

He saluted the de jure opera singer as he passed him, and the burly man smiled without missing a beat,
moving on, his passionate voice resounding through the piazza.

Nicholas turned the corner, walking through the Piaz-zetta toward the wharf and the Grand Canal. The
first colors of dawn had risen from the bosom of the ocean to stain the sky and the buildings along the
water the same hue, so that there seemed no distinction at all between sea and land.

The quay - actually the Riva degli Schiavoni - was beginning to fill with schoolchildren climbing onto
vaporetti bound for morning classes. Their high-pitched voices rang across the piazzette as they ran to
buy their tickets and climb on board. There, they laughed and shoved each other, filling the narrow
outside decks of the boats while bleary-

eyed workers inside the cabins buried their heads in local papers.

-There were few people about. The tourists were probably only now rolling out of bed to order their
croissants and cappuccinos. He strolled toward the traghetti where the vaporetti pulled in and departed.
To his right was the statue of Saint Theodore, to his left the famous winged lion. It seemed altogether
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fitting to him that the Doges of Venice should have chosen a mythical animal to represent their city.

Popping the last of the roll into his mouth and finishing off his coffee, he reflected that the longer he was
here the more he understood how Venice was a true modern-day city-state. The people here might be
Italians by nationality, but there it ended. Many areas within a country had their own argot such as the
Venetians did, but none thought differently, as the Venetians did. Their way of life was unique unto
themselves, and Nicholas found himself responding to that iconoclasm on the deepest level.

As he came closer to the statue of the winged lion he saw a young woman in a short, fur-collared jacket
sitting on its base. The first wave of schoolchildren had been swept off along the Grand Canal and, for
the time being at least, the broad arc of the riva was deserted.

The woman was quite striking. She had one of those long-nosed, wide-mouthed Mediterranean faces
that was just as much Phoenician as it was Roman: thick red hair drawn back off her face, her skin the
color of a North African desert. As he drew abreast of her, Nicholas saw that her deep-set eyes were
the color of aquamarines. Her cameo face, far from being perfect or even symmetrical, nevertheless
possessed a kind of breathless ardor, as if it were the result of an enchantment. She sat with her knees

drawn up, her elbows on them. She was holding a chocolate-filled pastry which she was eating with
evident delight.

She looked up as Nicholas's shadow fell briefly across

her, the sunlight firing the translucent blue of her eyes. Her smile told him who she was.

There were tiny smudges of chocolate at the corners of her mouth, "Would you mind moving? I've been
enjoying this view.' She spoke in English, but there was the hint of an accent that led him to believe it was
not her primary language.

Nicholas sat down beside her. T've been waiting for you,' she said.

"Not for too long, I hope,' Nicholas said. 'It's a pleasant surprise to see you without your mask.'

She bit into her pastry, her smile broadening as she chewed. 'All Hallows Eve is past,' she said. 'In the
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daylight we can all be ourselves once again.'

'Even Mikio Okami?'

She gave him a sharp glance. 'Okami-san is under unbelievable pressure. This life would surely have
killed lesser men by now.'

Nicholas said nothing. He rubbed his hands together to rid them of the early-morning chill.

"You will help him?'

"What was he doing in partnership with Dominic Gol-doni, America's most powerful Mafia don?'

"Trying to save himself,' Celeste said. Then she added, 'Do you know anything about Goldoni other than
that he was Mafia?'

'What more is there to know?'

She gave him a sad smile. 'For one thing, Goldoni was half-Venetian; that made him unique among the
capi of the Sicilian-dominated Mafia. For another, he had a vision that went beyond anything the Mafia
ever dreamed of. He saw that the days of Sam Giancana and the others like him were numbered, and he
did his planning for a new era. His contacts in America were crucial for Okami-san to implement his plan
to stifle the Godaishu.' Her clear eyes regarded him. 'Does this mean you won't help Okami-san?'

Nicholas was aware of the concern in her voice. 'Tell me,' he said, 'do you know the identity of Okami's
nem-esis, who has forged the link between the Yakuza and the Mafia?'

'No,' Celeste said. 'I wish I did,'
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"What could his power be - his hold - on all these other powerful men?'

Celeste was silent so long that Nicholas felt compelled to change the subject. 'What is Okami-san to
you? Employer? Father-figure? Lover? All three, perhaps?'

Celeste laughed. 'How full of pride Okami-san would be if he heard you say that. Do you know he is
over ninety?'

T didn't.’

'Um hmm. Well, he's been here in Venice a long time now - and even before he moved here he's had -
ah -ties to some of the important Venetian families.'

'T take it yours would be one of those.'

"My father gave his life for Okami-san.' She wiped her hands on a piece of paper. 'T imagine that sounds
odd to ' you - and perhaps a little bizarre.'

"Not at all,' Nicholas said. 'T'm half-Eastern. I understand the meaning of debt,’

'Yes, of course,' She turned her head away, stared out at the sdn rising over the lagoon. To their right,
across the Grand Canal, the Santa Maria della Salute glowed in the shell-pink light, and above them, the
wings of the Venetian lion seemed afire. "My people, or some of them at least, came from Carthage,' she
said after a time. "They were seafarers but also philosophers and, it has been said, great scientists. Their
home was burned, their city razed, so they set out on the only friend they had left: the sea. And, at last,
they found themselves here, in Venice,' Her head swung round and she looked him full in the face. "'These
are stories my grandfather used to tell. He swore they were true, just as he swore he knew where the
boat they came in was buried beneath the palazzo you were in last night,’

"That was your house?'
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Tt is Okami-san's now,' Celeste said without a trace of melancholy or bitterness. 'I live elsewhere now -
away from the Grand Canal where it is more secluded.'

'And the rest of your family?'

'Okami-san bought my mother her own apartment, one she could take care of on her own. As for my
sister, she no longer lives in Venice.'

She turned her head a little, and the sunlight struck the bridge of her nose so that he could imagine her at
the bow of an ancient ship, setting sail [rom Carthage, across the Mediterranean, heading for this
sheltered place that would become Venezia.

'T suppose, in light of Venetian history, my family's fate is not so atypical. Here, we have learned to be
adaptable, to the times, to fate and, most importantly, to politics.

'My father's business was fabrics: Fortuny velvets, laces, silks and the like. My grandfather invented a
specific process for creating a certain kind of moire brocade that is still ours alone. Okami-san's people
came from Osaka, and were once also in the dry goods business. He and my father understood each
other right away. Both were honorable; both were pragmatic. My father's family was very Eastern, and
he could see why Okami-san would want to buy his company. In the end, they worked out a
partnership,'

'So the partnership was strictly legitimate, a perfect cover for Okami being here in Venice.'

'T am concerned only with what Okami-san has done for my family,' He could tell that she did not care
for his tone of voice. Softly, she said, 'Please answer my question. Will you help him?'

He'thought back to last night when Okami had told him that his life was in danger.

Here are the problems, he had said to Okami. There is the question of identity: we don't know who will
be sent to kill you. There is the question of time: we must assume that we have very little of it. Under
these extreme conditions our options are severely limited. It will do no good to send you to ground
because you
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need to continue to work and you cannot do that in hiding. It will do no good to guard you day and night
because whoever is, sent will have the advantage of setting the time if not the place, and [ will be at a
disadvantage. In these desperate circumstances I cannot afford any disadvantage. I am already at a
disadvantage because I have no idea who I'm up against.

Okami had looked at him bleakly. What you 're saying, then, is that we are checkmated.

Not at all. What I am saying is that extreme circumstances require extreme measures. He had suddenly
felt cold, as if a wind had swept through the palazzo. In order to help you I am going to have to become
a magnet.

Magnet?

Yes. Call it a human shield. What I want to do is redirect the assassin's attention from you to me.

'I will do what I can,' Nicholas said now.

"Yes, I know,' Celeste nodded. 'Okami-san and I discussed it at length last night after you left. But I
wanted to hear it from you. To be certain.' She looked out to sea for a moment. 'l need to tell you about
the three men of the Kaisho's inner council, because one of them has ordered Okami-san's death.'

"The man Okami says 1s behind the rise of the Godaishu as an international criminal organization.'

Celeste nodded. The inner council consists of the oyabun who command Japan's three major Yakuza
families: Tet-suo Akinaga, Akira Chosa, Tomoo Kozo.' She showed him photos of each of them. 'All of
these men must be considered guilty until you can prove them innocent. I urge you not to trust any of
them; one has betrayed Okami-san and all he has worked for.'

He stared at the photos, committing them to memory. Then he looked at her. 'Okami-san is not your
lover, but he is very special to you. Before, you said the pressure he was under would kill a lesser man.'
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'That's right.'

'And yet he is ninety.'

She rose abruptly. Let's walk. I'm cold.' She tucked her hand in her jacket pocket as they headed off
down the ma. Pigeons rose and fell in concert, like the wing of a gigantic avian, and hawkers offering free
rides to the island of Murano for an obligatory tour through the glass-blowing factories raised their voices
over the heavy thrum of the boats. Pigeons, crying for food, swept low overhead, their wjngbeats strong
on the cool air. 'Now I will tell you what not even the men of the inner council know, a secret about the
Kaisho: he possesses koryoku.'

Koryoku. The word burned itself across his mind. 'Mikio Okami has the I[lluminating Power?'

It's what has allowed him to survive all these years,' Celeste said. 'It answers many questions, doesn't it?
Over ninety and with the strength and will of a fifty-year-old.'

Nicholas's heartbeat throttled up, and he had to slow his breathing. But his mind was racing forward.
Koryoku, the nexus, the doorway into Shuken. If Okami did indeed possess the Illuminating Power he
would be able to tell Nicholas whether it was possible for him to attain koryoku. His dream of finding the
lost secret of his ancient race, the combining of Akshara and Kshira, Light and Dark, the two sundered
hemispheres of Tau-tau, might at last be within reach.

If he could keep Okami safe.

T've startled you at last,' Celeste said.

Tm afraid you have.'

She turned her head, gave him a quick, sharp look. 'He doesn't want you to do it. To put yourself in the
line of fire.'
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'It's too late for that.'

'But what do you mean? I agree with him.'

'Keep walking, but pick up your pace a bit,' Nicholas said. He guided her away from the riva, into a side
street. The hour was late enough for more stores to be open, and there was what might be described as a
crush of people

hurrying to work. Somehow this struck Nicholas as somewhat odd and a bit amusing; it was difficult to
believe that anyone actually worked in this city of marvels. But, of course, beneath the treasures Venice
was still a city, although hardly a mundane one.

"Neither Okami nor I have a choice now,' he said. "We're both committed to this path. You must accept
what happens.'

'Karma. This is your fate.'

He heard the cynical edge to her voice. 'Listen, Celeste, if you don't believe in karma, it doesn't exist.'

'Like giri.' She liked the surprised look that sprang to his face. "Yes, I know about obligation, a debt that
can never adequately be repaid.’

Seeing a small bakery, he pulled her in, where they stood in front of glass cases, staring at the breads
and small cakes fresh from the oven.

'Are you hungry? We just ate.'

'T'd like to know if we're alone in this part of the city.'
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Celeste watched him as he glanced in the mirror along the wall behind the clerk, a middle-aged woman
with rosy cheeks and a cheery word for all her regular morning customers.

"What have you seen?'

'Maybe nothing,' Nicholas said, as the woman came over. He pointed at a huge, flat loaf of bread filled
with black olives and fresh rosemary. He indicated the size of the slices she should sell him, but his eyes
were constantly flicking upward to the mirror. 'Maybe something.'

'Has it begun?' Was that fear or excitement firing her face?

He dug in his pocket for some lire, took the white paper bag and his change from the woman and
headed for the door. Til leave you here. Wait five minutes then head back to the riva.'

"No,' she said. 'T'm going with you.'

"You're not involved in this,’

'Oh, but I am. Remember giri? I owe Okami-san. Besides, whoever is coming for him must already
know about me. I'll no doubt be safer with you.'

Nicholas had no ready counter for that argument. He did not think she was the type to hide out at her
mother's house until this blew over. He decided to say nothing, but he knew he would need to alter his
plans slightly now that he would not be alone.

Back on the street, they headed away from the Grand Canal. The narrow streets were periodically filled
with people, then almost deserted as these clumps of humanity dispersed at a cross-corner or a bridge.
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All the while, Nicholas used the plate glass of store and restaurant windows to scan the street
immediately behind them.

"'What do you see?' Celeste asked.

'Right now, it's not what I see that bothers me,' Nicholas told her. 'It's what I feel. Someone definitely
has us under surveillance.'

They went over a bridge, then turned left into another street.

'So it has begun,' she said. 'What do we do now?'

'We let whoever it is continue to follow us.'

'Why?

"Because,' he said, 'the longer they have to shadow us the better our chances are of spotting them. And
that's what I really want to do.' He gave her hand a squeeze. 'Are you up for looking your enemy in the
face?'

She gave him a small smile. 'Under the circumstances I'd like nothing better.'

'Got a break.' Lillechammer made his way haltingly down the aisle of the Air Force jet, holding several fax
sheets in his fist. His face was alight with excitement.

'"It's about the mutilated girl,' Croaker said, setting aside his cup of coffee and capping it so it wouldn't
spill.

'Right." Lillehammer waved the faxes. 'She had a bridge. Unusual dental work, something about two
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adult teeth never coming in, so she had a bridge put in when her milk teeth fell out.'

'Some tooth fairy, huh?'

Lillehammer grinned, the spiderweb of pale scars waxing in his flesh. Outside the thick ovals of perspex,
dark cloud-banks shredded and reformed, whirling upward at points in grand horsetails. They had
needed a bit of oxygen, getting up above the storm blanketing central Minnesota. The plane was still
shuddering in the aftermath of the major turbulence, on the eastern edge of the front, but pulling away
from it now.

The work was so distinctive the computers dug out her name in no time flat: Virginia Morris,’

What computer. Croaker asked himself, had such a vast databank and was so well coordinated it could
orthodont-ID a victim in less than twelve hours? None that he had used, even the ones he'd had limited
access to on occasion at the FBI. But maybe that was just because it had been a long time since he'd
needed access.

Croaker was watching the storm streaming by below them while the frame of the jet vibrated slightly.
'She the one with whom Dominic violated the WITSEC rules?"

"Looks that way. She's from Queens, his old stomping grounds. I spoke to the Federal Marshals
handling his case and they had no record of her as authorized personnel.' He shook his head. 'l reamed
them out, though. Dominic was always something with the women; he couldn't keep it in his pants for
long.'

'So he imported his mistress all the way to Minnesota under WITSEC's nose. How'd he manage that?'

Lillehammer shrugged. 'He commanded thousands. It could have been any of them.'

Croaker looked away from the cloud-strewn sky. 'T doubt it. I know these guys. They don't make a
habit of getting their button-men involved in their personal affairs.
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Who knows what enemies could get wind of that kind of vulnerable spot?'

"You have an idea who helped him?'

'Just considering your theory about an inside job.'

"What about it?' Lillehammer cocked his head. "Who else but someone inside could have given the
murderer Dominic's whereabouts?'

Croaker shook his head. 'l know you think someone inside the Government's rotten, but my instinct says
there's another possibility and I want to follow it. See, Goldoni was murdered at that house. How did he
get there? Was he snatched? I doubt it; he was too well watched. Besides, if it was an inside job and
they knew where he was, they'd have just gone there. But what if he deliberately slipped his handlers to
go to a rendezvous? It would be relatively easy; tell his wife he was going to the store for more toilet
tissue or a T-bone steak, then take a detour at the last minute.'

It's certainly possible.' Lillehammer seemed intrigued. 'But why would he do that?"

"It might be to meet someone,' Croaker said, 'who he trusted absolutely,' He looked at his watch. 'If we
divert the flight plan from Washington to Kennedy in New Y ork, what would our ETA be?'

"Let me check with the pilot,' Lillehammer said, reaching for the intercom.

When Justine awoke in the queen-sized bed at the Tokyo Hilton the first thing she did was reach over
for the man who had fallen asleep beside her. Finding only bedsheets, her heart skipped a beat, and for a
moment she was suffused with a dull, leaden ache, familiar as hunger.

Then she picked her head off the pillow and heard him in the bathroom, urinating. There was a kind of
comfort in that purely male sound, the hard splash against porcelain.
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'Rick?"

He appeared in the doorway to the bathroom, naked and grinning. 'Finally up? Good. I hope you're
hungry, I'm about to order breakfast.'

Justine sat up and stretched. She was aware of his eyes on her, greedy and lustful. 'Do you know what
that does for my id?'

She laughed. 'Your "id" seems to be preceding you into the bedroom.' She opened her arms to him as he
took a leap, landed against her. He arched over her. She looked up into his face. "What about
breakfast?'

'T don't know about you, but I'm a lot less hungry than I was before you woke up.'

Later, after they had showered and dressed, they went down to the restaurant. He ordered bacon and
eggs, a side of potatoes, a large orange juice, coffee and toast. Justine could not help but laugh - he was
so American. Delighted and famished, she said she would have the same.

The juice and coffee came almost immediately. He took his coffee black. While she was adding cream
and sugar to hers, he said, 'If you haven't changed your mind, when can you come back to New York?'

Justine looked across the table, took his hand in hers. 'T haven't changed my mind. When do you want
me?'

"Now,' he said, pressing the back of her hand against his lips. T've waited too long to wait any longer.'

Justine smiled at him, caught up in his open enthusiasm. 'All right. But I'll need a day to pack.'

"Why? Is there anything here you really need - or want - to take with you?"
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The food came, giving her some time to contemplate what he had said. Rick asked for strawberry jam.
Justine munched her bacon, watching him spread his toast with butter and the jam. At last, she said.
Thinking about it, I guess there isn't anything here I can't live without.' He looked up. 'T know what you
mean. Starting over. Completely over.' She finished the slice of bacon. 'I think I'd like that very much.'

'Great!' He wiped his lips. 'T'll make the reservations right now.'

She watched him walk away, ask the maitre d' for a house phone. She could not stop studying his face.
She imagined herself in New York, married to him, back at her old job. She felt a vitality rush through
her, a feeling that lor so long she had despaired of ever having again. She was eager to return to work, to
reestablish herself, to mount an assault that would regain her her old life, her self-respect, that would give
her an identity.

At that moment, a waiter brought over a cordless phone.

'Mrs Linnear,' he said. 'Call for you.'

For an instant Justine sat frozen, terrified that somehow Nicholas had found where she was staying,
through Nangi, perhaps. A ball of ice sat in her stomach, preventing her from breathing.

'Mrs Linnear?'

She nodded, gave the waiter the semblance of a smile, took the proffered phone.

'Hello?'

'Justine, it's Nangi.'

'Good morning,' she said with some relief.
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'Are you feeling better? Did your visit with Millar-san go well?'

'Yes, very well,' Justine said. She was very conscious of how close Tanzan Nangi and Nicholas were.
But Nangi was not tanjian; he had no special power to read her emotions, especially through the
telephone. 'It was so good to see an old friend from the States.'

'T can well imagine,' Nangi said. Tokyo is the hub of Japan, but I often find myself homesick for the town
where [ was born. The feeling is natural.'

"Thank you, Nangi-san,' she said, 'for your concern.'

'"Perhaps we can see each other soon,' His voice sounded melancholy. 'I do not know how long
Nicholas will be away.'

'Have you spoken to him?' The moment she said it she knew it was a mistake.

'Haven't you called him?' Nangi asked. 'l asked Ito-san to leave his number with the concierge at the
hotel.'

Had she received a message from Nicholas's hateful assis-tant? Justine could not remember. She thought
desperately. Which lie should she tell? 'Yes, I got it. I tried him several times with no luck.'

'It's not surprising, I expect,' he said. 'l have been unable to reach him either. We'll just have to keep

trying.'

"Yes, we will.'

'Call me any time, Justine-san,’
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T will, Nangi-san. Thank you again,’

She broke the connection with a profound sense of relief. She really did not like lying to him, but what
other choice did she have? When she put down the phone, she saw that it was moist with her sweat.

Rick returned, a grin lighting up his face. 'All set,' he said as he sat down opposite her. "'We leave tonight.
That will give you just enough time to take me around the city like the tourist [ am,'

"No,' Justine said. 'T'm sick to death of Tokyo. We'll take a ride into the country where it's beautiful. I
have to return the car to the house, anyway,'

They ate in silence for some time, and Justine thought that she had not enjoyed a meal so much in a very
long while.

Over more coffee and another order of toast which Rick slathered with more strawberry jam, they
spoke of their new life together.

"Where do you think you'd rather live,' Rick asked her, 'Manhattan or somewhere outside, like Long
Island?'

Justine considered this. 'From what I've heard of Manhattan these days, I'd say definitely not there,' Her
eyes clouded for a moment. 'But not the Island, either,' Too many memories of the house she and
Nicholas had shared in West Bay Bridge. "What about Connecticut?'

'Good idea,' Rick said, sipping his coffee. 'One of the firm's veeps lives in Darien and it's beautiful up
there.' He grinned. "We won't have to pay New York City taxes, which will be a relief.’

"You don't mind giving up the apartment?' She recalled Rick had a co-op on Fifth Avenue.
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He shook his head. Not a bit. The truth is my ex-wife has been making my life miserable recently
because she wants it.' He wiped his mouth. 'God knows why she wants to live in Manhattan. These days
you're better off wearing a forty-five on your hip.' He shrugged. 'Anyway, this will simplify my life
considerably. I can sell her the apartment and she'll owe me big.'

"You're sure you don't mind giving it up?'

Rick laughed. 'Are you kidding? I can't wait. We'll go house-hunting the first weekend we're home.'

That sounded so good to Justine she began to cry. Househunting in Darien. America. Home. Oh, my
God! It was almost too good to be true.

Rick took her hands in his, leaned across the table, kissed her tenderly on each eyelid, tasting the
saltiness of her tears. No more pain, darling,' he whispered. 'I promise you.' His lips closed over hers,
and he felt her inarticulate cry echo through him.

"Tony,' Margarite Goldoni said as she entered their bedroom, 'this Sicilian thing is morte.'

Anthony DeCamillo, newly anointed godfather for the Goldoni family, lay naked - save for a small white
nylon bikini - beneath a sizzling sun-lamp. White plastic goggles over his eye sockets along with the
bizarre shade of his flesh beneath the lamp made him seem to Margarite like one of those cheap saints
made of molded plastic which many New Yorkers stuck on their dashboards.

A timer rang and he stirred as the UV light switched off. He sat up, removed the white plastic goggles.
He stared at

her voluptuous figure clad in the clingy nightgown and began to get hard.

'Margarite, it's amazing, you look better now than you did ten years ago. Have I told you that lately?'

'Up until now, you've had no reason to,' Margarite said, coming toward him. She was massaging some
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of her own moisturizing cream into the skin of her hands.

Tony grunted, abruptly abandoning his attempt at a spurious reconciliation. "Y ou know, my brother told
me I'd regret marrying a girl who wasn't Sicilian.'

"Your brother's an idiot,' Margarite said flatly.

He sat forward quickly. 'Hey, we're talking Family here! Watch your fucking mouth!'

'T'm sorry, Tony."' She sat on the bed next to him and wondered if he would flinch away.

She felt split off, disassociated from herself. Part of her wanted desperately to undo the damage that had
been done by her abduction, to make herself clean again in her husband's eyes. And all the while,
another, less familiar part of her savored the loathing for him she had tasted when he had sent her and
Francie away to New Hampshire.

"We both know you're in trouble,' she said. "'The Leon-fortes are going to come east and try to take
away what was once Dominic's sole province.'

'If I'm in trouble it's because of your fucking brother,' he said angrily. 'He never had a formal consigliere.
He never confided in any of his lieutenants. He never allowed anyone to get close to him. He kept his
own counsel. The secrets he used as leverage to influence all his high-powered contacts in Washington
are history now.' Tony's hands flew through the air, describing complex arabesques. 'Mary Mother, how
many times did I beg him to give those secrets to me for safekeeping? "If I'm to succeed you I've got to
know everything," I'd say. ""You can't tie my hands like this."'

He shook his head, sad and angry at the same time. 'l

swear | loved him like a brother, Margarite, but he was a damned stubborn man, your brother. He left
me with ugatz, and now I'm twisting in a fucking wind that stinks to high heaven of Bad Clams and his
whole West Coast machine.'
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"You have me,' Margarite said.

That madman brother of yours, giving you all his secrets! A fucking woman!' He threw his hands into the
air. 'It's enough that I've had to sit through meetings with Dom's contacts knowing you were the one
who'd report to him, who'd make the decisions that came out of my mouth. Now I gotta live with the fact
that Dom gave you everything!'

He got up, began to dress, throwing on a white shirt, charcoal trousers. He shook his head. 'T don't mind
telling you, I got to hand it to the fucker. That sonuvabitch Caes-are Leonforte finally got his wish. He's
wanted Dominic dead so bad he'd probably incorporated it into his Sunday prayers. But I'm not gonna
let him get away with it. I know he hired that bastard who you think has us under his thumb. I'm gonna -'

"You and I both know you're no match for Caesare. I think it's time you gave up trying to hypnotize
yourself into believing you're really the head of the Family.'

Tony watched her for some time as he slid his belt through the waist loops. 'I'm gonna tell you
something, babe. I know you've had a shock - especially since Dom's widow and kids have been spirited
out of the country so the Feds can keep them under lock and key. I know it's been tough, them hanging
onto the corpse and all - and us making like Dom's body was actually in that goddamned coffin we
buried yesterday.'

She wondered if he was going to bring up the subject of Robert, actually had a bet with herself that after
what had happened he wouldn't. She won.

'But for Christ's sake, ever since you came back from that Magical Mystery Tour to nowhere you've
changed.'

'Of course I've changed.'

"No.' He shook his head, stepping into tasselled Italian loafers. "You don't get it, do you? You're a
different person altogether. The Margarite Goldoni I married doesn't seem to exist any more.'
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"Your imagination's working overtime,' Margarite said, but she wondered as she heard another voice in
her head: And what else have I given you, Margarite? Now you know you have the strength of
purpose... to do anything. She shivered, but as much with anticipation now as dread.

"You think so? Before this your own business has always been enough for you,'

'Business is business, Tony. ['ve proved I've got a good head for business,’

He snorted. "Well, I'll say this for you, you were never a girl to keep a bun stuck in her oven,’

Tears sprang to her eyes. 'Bastard, to bring up what I couldn't help. I had three miscarriages trying to
give you the son you wanted so badly. The last one almost killed me,’

Tony shook his head. 'Maybe it was physical,' he said. 'And maybe it was psychological, too. You never
wanted to be tied down by kids. Look at our daughter. Having her never slowed you down. Did you
ever think of staying home with her when she was little?'

'Did you ever think of coming home at a decent hour to be with her?'

"That's different,' he shouted. 'l worked my balls off to afford an estate of substance for you and her, so I
wouldn't be in your brother's debt. And where do I end up? Living on his fucking estate with a daughter
who doesn't even know how to say hello to me properly,’

'I see. So it's okay for you to absent yourself from the family because you're the man?'

"We wouldn't be having this conversation,' he screamed, 'if T had a wife who knew what her priorities
were regarding her child! If she knew how to be a mother!'

'Oh, Christ, I'm so tired of you and your bullying,'
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He gave her a rude Sicilian sign. 'So leave.'

She put her head down, sobbing now. 'l just might.'

"You're fucking full of shit!'

Margarite's face went white and her head came up. 'Don't you talk to me like that! You don't talk to any
of your men friends that way.'

'That's because none of them are fucking women!'

She tried to slap him, and he caught her wrist, slammed her back against the wall. The pain came. It was
an all too familiar feeling.

He stood over her, menacing. 'I'm going to make sure that whatever's going on comes to an end.' He
slipped his belt out from around his waist. 'It's been too long since I last gave you a lesson.'

But the next moment he was staring down the barrel of a snub-nosed.45-caliber pistol.

"You goddamned Sicilians only understand one thing,' she said, struggling to her feet.

'Margarite -!'

'And don't make the mistake of thinking I don't know how to use this.'

What new emotion had she felt then? Rage? No, she had felt that before, bottled up like a demon
clamped tight against her soul. What then? She felt beneath the rage and the terror a kind of iron core she
never believed she had, a will coalescing from out of the nightmare maelstrom that had become her life.
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She reached out and grasped it with the desperation of a swimmer exhausted past all limits.

A voice she only vaguely recognized said, 'For so long I've been - what is it? I've been afraid of you.
Afraid. I say the word now and can hardly believe it. You hit me and I took it, silently bit my lip and said
not a word, not even to my brother. Because I was afraid.'

Tony was backing up as she advanced on him.

'Now come on, babe. Chill out. You've been under a tremendous strain with your brother's death and
this man breaking into -'

'And not a kind word to me when I came home, our baby in my arms, no sympathy. I saw the hatred,
Tony. You thought - no, no, you knew - he had raped me. In your mind I had been soiled. Just by being
with him. You had that look on your face - oh, Christ, it crystallized everything inside me I'd refused to
acknowledge; it made me feel like a piece of -'

'Babe-'

He stopped as she brought the gun up. She stayed far enough away from him so that he couldn't
overpower her by sheer brute strength. There was a strange light in her eyes which frightened him.

'Margarite, you've made your point. Why don't you put that thing away before someone gets hurt.'

"No, Tony. No more "babe", no more screaming at me, no more beatings. All of that is finished. It's a
new world order. Because I have the power to kill you now. I can pull this trigger; just give me one more
reason, as if [ don't have enough already. That's how I've changed: I've been given this power - no, it's
been restored to me. My self-respect. You took it away, Tony, and, God help me, I let you.'

Tony licked his lips, his eyes flicking from the gun barrel to her face. 'Hey, come on now. I don't think
you've really got a grip on what's happened to us over the past few days. I know you're upset about the
kid. And the shock of Dom's -'
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"You bastard, I know what's really happened here -to Dominic, to Francie and to mel But you'd never
understand,’

'T understand how we've all been violated. My own home - my family -'

Her eyes blazed and she hit the side of her head. 'T get it now. This isn't about Francie or my brother or
me. This is about you, you macho prick! You can't stand what he did to you!'

And now she knew: it was her brother's voice, coming

out of her mouth. As part of her marveled at this seeming miracle, another part was remembering the
time she had seen Dominic put a loaded gun to the head of Rich Cooper, her business partner. Margarite
wanted to expand Serenis-sima, her cosmetics company, overseas, but Rich thought it was too risky.
Dominic had spent all afternoon using every argument he could think of to persuade Rich to change his
mind. To no avail. Afterward, with the signed contract in his breast pocket, Dominic had said to her, You
see, Margarite, there is a correct persuasion for every sort of man. Now, looking at her husband's
respect for the weapon she held firmly in her hand, she knew she had found the correct persuasion for
him.

'What we need,' Nicholas said, 'is a mirror.' 'A mirror?' Celeste asked as they broke out again along the
riva.

"Yes. A place we can disappear into where we can look back at our pursuers.'

Celeste smiled at him as she took his hand. 'I think I know just the place.'

She took him over the Ponte delta Pagh'a, the Straw Bridge, where, in ages gone by, boats filled with
straw were unloaded, and past the Bridge of Sighs, where prisoners of the Doge were led to prison and,
often, worse fates. They ducked down, going through a sottoportego, an archway leading into an
underpass, and very shortly they came out upon a campo fronted by a stone church, rather
unprepossessing by Venetian standards, and a secondary building.
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This is the Convent of San Zaccaria,' Celeste said, leading him out of the campo via the only other
egress. 'It has an interesting history, since the sisters have historically embroidered the ceremonial hat of
the Doge.' They made a sharp right at a tiny square, hurrying down a narrow street that bent like the
back of an old woman around to the right. 'Since the ninth century the reigning Doge made a short
pilgrimage here at Easter to vespers at the church.'

They broke abruptly out onto a wide fondamenta. To their right were houses and shops, to their left a
wrought-iron railing beyond which was a rio, crossed by two small stone bridges.

This was the reason the campo and the convent were so well fortified,' Celeste said, as they went down
the fondamenta. 'You can't find another entrance to the church or the convent from the campo.'

Perhaps halfway down the fondamenta they came to an old doorway in a stucco building. The sign
above read: SCUOLA ELEMENTARE ARMANDO DIAZ. After looking down the entire length of the
fondamenta, Celeste drew him through this open portal.

They went through a stinking sottoportego, emerging on the other side into a grassy courtyard faced on
three sides by fairly modern brown-brick buildings. The sounds of children could be heard behind the
facades.

Celeste led him through a courtyard dotted with enormous Zelkova trees and brightly painted swings,
tricycles and other paraphernalia of small children. Beyond this innocuous facade was a remarkable
surprise: the rear of the San Zaccaria.

Celeste took him into the basement of the oldest of the brown-brick buildings. It smelled of ashes and
urine. At the far end of a large boiler room was a wooden door, scarred and ancient. Celeste pushed it
open and Nicholas could immediately smell rio water. He could hear the squeal of rats, see the ruby eyes
in the dark.

The sound of their soles echoed off stone walls which Nicholas was sure were very old. They seemed to
be in a network of tunnels.

This theory Celeste confirmed. 'The Doges of Venice were a paranoid lot,' she said. They were made so
by circumstance, I'm afraid. So they had these tunnels installed as a measure of security for their
entrances and exits from San Zaccaria. Centuries later, the school was built on the bedrock just above,
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under the direction of the

San Zaccaria nuns, who did not want part of their tradition destroyed,'

The dark air was alive and moving with stone dust and history. Ahead of him, Nicholas could see the
bright wash of Celeste's hair as if it were a lamp leading him down the corridor of time.

The tunnel ended at a small wooden door bound by old, studded iron bands. She gave a soft knock in a
curious rthythm and, almost immediately, the door swung inward. She slipped quickly inside, pulled
Nicholas in after her. The door swung shut.

A torch flared and Nicholas saw a small woman in a nun's habit. Celeste spoke to her rapidly and softly
in Venetian dialect, so that even if he had been within earshot Nicholas would not have understood the
conversation. At length, the nun signaled with the torch, silently bid them follow her up a winding flight of
stone stairs, worn to shallow arcs in the centers of the treads.

'"Where are we?'

Celeste turned to him. 'You wanted a mirror. I've given you one.' She nodded. 'Over here.'

She led him to a shuttered window made of leaded stained glass. She set the torch in a wall sconce,
pointed through the colored glass of the window. "Look. The campo where we just were,'

Nicholas looked out and down and, indeed, he could make out the front of the convent.

The power of paranoia; the imperative of Venetian politics. It was all like quicksand,' Celeste said.
'Some of the predecessors of those Doges I spoke of never returned to their palazzo, having been
assassinated on their way from vespers at just this spot you're looking at. The Venetians, when aroused,
could be astonishingly bloodthirsty,'

Like everything else in Venice, Nicholas thought, the darkness mingled with the light.
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As he continued to peer down into the campo he saw a man appear. He was dressed as any
modern-day Venetian

might be, except that he wore an old-fashioned wide-brimmed hat which threw deep shadow across his
face. From his elevated position, Nicholas could not make out his features.

'Is this our pursuer?' Celeste asked.

Nicholas watched as the man moved carefully across the campo. His hands moved expertly over the
doorways and windows he passed, checking on whether they were locked or open. So naturally did he
do this that anyone casually watching would think nothing of his movements.

'"That's our man,' Nicholas said. 'Come on.'

They went back down the stairs, emerging into the gloom of the ground-floor anteroom. Nicholas
moved to the door, put his hand on the wrought-iron lock. Now it was time to pursue the pursuer.

Together, they left their mirror, traversing the tunnel, the schoolyard, heading back down the
fondamenta, away from the convent.

Up ahead, he could see the shadow of the man as he cautiously emerged from the campo, moved
through the maze of streets. He was very good, Nicholas observed, methodical and careful not to
overlook any possibility. More than once, he used existing glass surfaces to check the route behind him.
The first time he did this, Nicholas was almost caught off guard, but he managed to flatten them against a
recessed doorway just in time.

It became easier as he began to get a sense of the man's m,o., but at a certain point it would get very
difficult indeed. When the tick found that he had permanently lost his quarry he would cease to be
deliberate and would get himself back to his base as quickly as possible in order to give whoever was
running him the bad news. At that point, Nicholas knew, they would have to be very quick as well as a
little bit lucky in order to stay with him without being detected.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The tick took them back into the Piazza San Marco itself, filled now with tour groups and children
running with

their hands full of breadcrumbs, simultaneously attracting and scattering the platoons of pigeons which
clattered and cooed across the square.

The man passed beneath an arch just to the right of the Torre dell'Orologio, the clocktower at the
northern edge, and plunged into the narrow, crowded streets of the Mer-cerie. This shopping district,
where once only the fantastic Venetian fabrics and dress goods were sold, twisted and turned all the way
from the Piazza San Marco to the Rialto. Now it contained shops and restaurants of every description.

The light was dim here after the sun-splashed openness of the piazza, and possessed a mysterious
quality, as if filtered by the gauzy veils of time. Even the shops of ultramodern designers such as
Gianfranco Ferre and Franco Zancan had about them a timeless quality.

The tick stopped at an antiques shop, stood just outside its open doorway, chatting with the woman
owner. Nicholas grabbed Celeste, drawing her quickly into the recesses of the shop of a clothes
designer, the Venetian Roberta di Camerino. There he directed Celeste to a display of fine woolen
dresses in the Venetian colors of sea aquamarine and sky indigo, while he glanced through a corner
window at the antiques shop across the street.

'He's stopped to make certain he isn't being followed,' Nicholas whispered to her. This man is very
clever.'

A chicly clothed saleswoman was doing her best to get Celeste to try on one of the dresses.

'Do you recognize him?' Celeste asked.

'T haven't gotten a good look at his face,' Nicholas said as Celeste politely waved the saleswoman away.
'We're always behind him, and he's keeping well to the shadows.
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"It would be helpful to see his face,' Nicholas said thoughtfully. He extended his psyche, feeling the soft
beat against kokoro, the center, the heart of the universe.

A sudden gust of wind seemed to beat up against the tick, lifting the bottom of his jacket. It took his hat,
swirled

it off his head, making it tumble crown first into the street.

And there was the face: bronze skin. Oriental features, but a mixture; not a pure Japanese face, the hard
lines softened, perhaps, by a bit of Khmer or Burmese or Tibetan blood, the lips firm; a mole on his lip at
the corner of his mouth. A memorable face, nonetheless, at least as far as Nicholas was concerned.

Without hesitation, the tick bent to retrieve his hat, snatching it out of the gutter. He was extended for a
moment, and Nicholas saw the curvature of muscle and sinew in shoulder and arm, the absolute lack of
fat along waist and pelvis, no tension in the face, none at all. And then he had straightened up, the hat

securely back on his head.

'Come on.'

The tick was on the move again, weaving them through the fabric of the city. They followed him down a
street, saw him disappear round a sharp turn to the left. When they reached it, they found themselves in a
tiny courtyard of stone and twining bougainvillea, at the far end of which was the entrance to a restaurant.
They went into what appeared to be the plushly appointed dining car of a train. A gleaming mahogany
bar took up the left-hand side of the room, while three intimate banquettes were arrayed on their right.

This place has another entrance,' Celeste said urgently.

They hurried down the passageway, through the small, velvet-covered anteroom to the restaurant, then
through double doors onto another street.

"There!" Nicholas said, pointing to their right. They broke into a sprint, bolting down the narrow street.
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'Christ, I think he's headed toward the Rialto,' Celeste said, after a time. 'That's bad news for us. There's
always such a crush of people around the bridge we'll stand a good chance of losing him.'

Some moments later, as she had predicted, they broke out onto the quay surrounding the famous
covered bridge,

until the nineteenth century the only one over the Grand Canal. From its inception, the Ponte di Rialto
had. been filled with merchants' shops, and with its confluence of foreign goods and tongues more
resembled an Arab souk than it did a Western bridge.

They caught sight of the tick, and Nicholas ran down toward the rio. Celeste right behind him. They
wove their way along the fondamenta just in time to see him step onto the imbarcadero as a Number 1
vaporetto bound in the direction of the Arsenal nosed alongside the dock.

Nicholas and Celeste raced down the quay as he boarded the vaporetto along with a host of other
people, and they pushed their way onto the imbarcadero, sprinting the last several feet onto the boat just
as it was about to depart.

Nicholas kept them close to the side of the boat so that they would not have much space to cover
should he get off quickly. The vaporetto passed the Fondaco dei Tedeschi, an enormous palace of 160
rooms, now the central Post Office, which was originally used by the Tedeschi family as their warehouse
and a kind of hotel for visiting members of other merchant families.

They were headed toward the Volta dei Canal, the great curve where the Grand Canal begins to bend
back upon itself. There, the four Palazzi Mocenigo sit, commanding the Grand Canal as befitted a family
that gave Venice seven Doges. Celeste spoke to him of these bits of Venetian history as they pretended
to be tourist and guide, enjoying a planned itinerary.

The tick swung off just as the vaporetto nosed into the Sant' Angelo station, and Nicholas and Celeste
broke through the crowd, headed down the imbarcadero after him. They passed along the facade of yet
another palazzo, this one more traditional than many others Celeste had pointed out.

The tick hurried around the Palazzo Corner-Spinelli, down a narrow alley, then into another street.
There, a
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second palazzo sat, smaller and older, and he pulled open a side door, disappeared inside.

They waited a moment. The seconds edged by, and Nicholas could feel Celeste's nervousness as she
stood close beside him in the shadows. The facade of the palazzo was brick over which traditional
Venetian stucco of powdered brick and marble sand in a foundation of lime paste produced the rich
rubiate hue so typical of the city.

At length, he signed to her, and they edged up to the door. He put his ear to it, listened for a moment but
heard nothing. What was waiting for them on the other side? Nicholas took a deep breath, pulled the
door open.

They went inside, found themselves in a small courtyard filled with roses and a gnarled weeping willow,
its thick green trunk looking like a marble column. In one corner, a lion of Istrian stone watched them
with implacable objectivity.

Nicholas heard a soft sound from over their heads. Looking up, he saw an open loggia, not much
different from the one in the Doge's Palace. An outside staircase of worn stone and red Verona marble
surmounted a series of stilted arches inlaid with complex Byzantine reliefs. The staircase led up to the
piano nobile which seemed suspended between sky and earth by rows of slender Byzantine pillars.

At the top of the staircase, they emerged onto the loggia. The floor was composed of tiles of yellow,
burnt orange and pale green set in patterns that echoed its Byzantine predecessors. The inner wall was
stucco, painted the color of buttered sweet potatoes. Opposite, the delicate dark-green verde antica
stone columns were carved into spiral confections.

They looked about; they seemed alone.

Celeste stood very close to him, and he could feel a slight tremor go through her. They had come up
onto a section of the loggia that had no doors or windows, a curious feature in a palazzo that, in the
Veneto-Byzantine style, should have been more open.

They headed down the length of the loggia. Beyond the copse of helical columns on their left, the trees of
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the courtyard stirred in a faint breeze, heavier now. The sky was clouding up; a pearlescent light suffused
the loggia, devoid of shadow or the kind of orientation sunlight provided.

They continued round a corner. They could see the wedge of a rio through a gap in the low buildings.
The water had turned dark, a depthless gray that seemed to suck the light out of the afternoon. The roar
of a motoscafo lifted and died, leaving them in silence,

Then they came upon the door, a heavy oaken affair with brass hardware weathered to a sea-green
patina. It was the lone aperture in the stucco wall, and this continued lack of windows became all the
more curious.

He reached for the doorknob, but she held him back. "Wait!" she whispered urgently in his ear. 'I don't
want to go in there!'

'We have to,' Nicholas said fiercely. "We have to find out who's been following us.'

She clung to him, trembling slightly. "There must be another way. I'm frightened of what might be inside.'

Take my hand.'

She slipped her hand into his as he turned the knob and opened the door. They slipped inside as silently
as smoke, closed the door behind them.

They were in utter darkness. There was the faint smell of ashes, and a heavy, bitter scent which was not
readily identifiable to Celeste. They took several steps away from the door, and it was as if they had
traveled miles. All sense of being in a room - of being inside - vanished. There was a rushing, as of a
wind sweeping across a prairie, cold and desolate, and they experienced a quick, wrenching paroxysm of
vertigo.

They heard - or perhaps more accurately felt imprinted on the membranes of their eardrums - a rising
series of vibrations, becoming louder or perhaps only more distinct. Soon this evolved into a discernible
rhythm which, after
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a short time, seemed to alter to its own cadence the very pulse of blood through their arteries.

Celeste stifled a shriek.

Ahead of them appeared as if through a viscous mist an arching bridge that seemed composed entirely of
bones. They gleamed palely, with here and there a hint of red, as if only recently they had been picked

clean of flesh.

The bridge seemed to connect the darkness, as if it were a central point, the only substantial structure in
an otherwise amorphous and terrifying void.

Celeste, her fist jammed hard against clenched teeth, turned to try to find her way back to the door, but
Nicholas pulled her back, close to him.

'T know this place,' he said under his breath. 'Or at least I recognize it.'

'My head hurts,' Celeste said. Tin having trouble breathing, as if we're underwater.'

Nicholas stood very still, concentrating. Celeste felt a ripple in her mind, and the sensation of relief one
experiences when poking one's head outside the door at the end of a long, bitter winter. Slowly, her head
began to clear. She was about to ask him what had happened when he pulled her forward, toward the

near end of the bridge.

It was, in itself, a frightening artifact, for the bones were certainly human. Now that they were only a step
away from it, they saw that it was an exceedingly narrow affair. Certainly, were they to attempt to cross
it, they would have to do so single-file, and then very carefully indeed, for its 'railings' were composed of
ribs arching inward, whose ends had been honed to razor sharpness.

It seemed to be raining - at least the sound of rain could be heard, traveling toward them from some
direction, passing across the plane of their hearing, then falling swiftly beyond their ken, but they felt

nothing.
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"Where are we?' Celeste asked him. 'Is this an hallucination or are we dreaming?' Neither,' Nicholas
said.

'Then this..." She shook her head. 'l refuse to believe this skeleton bridge exists.'

'It's real enough,' Nicholas said, gripping her hand. 'But that doesn't mean it couldn't disappear at any
moment. Do you remember that smell as we came in here? It's the burning flesh of a kind of mushroom,
the Agaricus muscarius.'

'Like peyote. Then this is an hallucination.'

"No,' Nicholas said. "'The use of hallucinogens is a corruption; they aren't ingested by the true mystic,
whose trance is pure, manifesting itself solely from his own highly trained will.' He dragged her behind him
as he stepped onto the bridge. This mushroom is used in certain rituals. It concentrates the ethereal
power of the necromancer, allowing him to make real things that exist but are rarely seen.'

The 'floor' of the bridge was only nine bones in width, and the gauntlet of wickedly honed rib ends was
scarifying. He could sense her fear as if it were a living presence, a third figure hanging behind them like a
dangerous shadow, ready to impale them upon one of the points of the ribs. It was this fear that could
prove deadly to them, he knew. He needed to distract her; to make her forget her terror.

'Celeste,' he said softly, 'l meant it when I said I know where we are. This is the Kanfa bridge - the
center-point of the universe; the place where heaven and earth meet, where life and death collide.'

As he spoke he continued to move forward, drawing her carefully after him.

'On the Kanfa time ceases to exist - or at least to behave as you believe it does. It does not tick off in
seconds and minutes; it does not move in one direction only.'

Another step, and she gasped behind him as she swayed slightly, her cheek almost brushing against one
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of the razor-sharp points. Nicholas paused, and gripped her hand more tightly.

'Here time flows in all directions at once, often overlapping itself, pooling and eddying, repeating like
echoes the past, present and future, until they cease to be discrete entities, until they are merged into the
ocean of time.'

He urged them on, but at a slower pace. Feeling her turning her head, leaning over between the ribs, he
said, 'Don't look down. The Kanfa is built to the height of a hundred men. Below it lies the place that
Christians have named hell, though the priests of Tau-tau know it by another, far more ancient name.'

Celeste looked straight ahead, at the back of his head. 'Is this bridge some form of Tau-tau magic?'

Nicholas found it interesting and curious that she should know about Tau-tau and that he was tanjian. He
said, 'Only in the most peripheral way.' He paused for a moment. The Kanfa bridge is a creation of the
oldest of the psycho-necromancers. They were known as Messulethe, and they are so ancient no one
can say for certain where they came from. But perhaps it doesn't matter, because certainly they were
nomads, braving the vast wastes of the Gobi desert, the steppes of what would eventually become
Siberia, the high mountains of Tibet and Bhutan.'

The bones beneath their feet rattled and hummed, treacherous with curved surfaces made slick by the
absence of flesh or sinew.

They were bronze-skinned people with the heavy epi-canthic folds and straight black hair of certain
tribes who are now strung out through Northern China, Cambodia, Laos, Burma and Polynesia. But they
all have one thing in common: a mark upon them, a blue vertical crescent, like the waxing moon, tattooed
on the inside of their left wrist.'

It was very narrow on the Kanfa, and the rattling of the bones their passage set up was disturbing,
triggering perhaps an ancient race-memory in the primitive brain of the death of the soul.

It is said that their name, translated again and again

into other languages, finally became Methuselah, and so the Messulethe - personified into a single ancient
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wise man - were woven into the fabric of the Bible.'

They were approaching the apex of the Kanfa bridge, and the way grew more difficult as the pitch of the
arc increased.

'Centuries later, the Persian mystic Zarathustra came across records of the Kanfa and incorporated it
into his teachings. In his version, the righteous, who believed in him, would cross the bridge and be lifted
up to heaven by a guardian spirit.'

"What about the unbelievers?' Celeste asked.

'According to Zarathustra, crossing the Kanfa was an ordeal - something like an initiation into his faith. It
symbolized the cosmic struggle for the soul of man. I think you can guess the rest. The impious were
refused crossing. They were met at center-span by a demon out of hell who cast them over the side.’

Celeste started as she gave a little cry.

Ahead of them, the way was blocked by a figure. It was masked, a cruel face of bulging eyes, high brow
ridges and a hideously grinning mouth. There was about the whole a vaguely insectile aspect which
played upon the deepest antipathies common to all humans, and behind him, Nicholas could feel Celeste
cringing away, tugging on the bond of their clasped hands. He struggled to keep that bond whole,
knowing instinctively that if it was broken their chances of stepping off the other side of the Kanfa would
be virtually nil.

With the psychic extension of Tau-tau, he had known what was almost certainly awaiting them even
before he stepped through the loggia doorway. Far from being daunted, he was intrigued - and puzzled.
While he had read about the basics of the Kanfa, he had not been aware that it could actually be
manifested by Tau-tau or any other form of magic currently known. The Messulethe had been subjects of
intense study by the priests of Tau-tau, but the

fact remained that even their knowledge of this ancient sect of numinous mages was at best incomplete
and, often, contradictory.
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He found it interesting that the Kanfa should manifest itself here in Venice. Interesting but not
incomprehensible. Hadn't Celeste mentioned the Scythians at their first meeting in the Church of San
Belisario? The Scythians, too, had practiced the ancient sorcery of the Messulethe, even before the time
of Zarathustra. According to Celeste they were one of the refugee peoples who founded Venice.

Nicholas faced the masked demon. 'T know what you want,' he said. "You won't get it,

"You don't know anything,' Laughter, deep and booming, emanated from the ridged hole in the mask
representing a mouth of some sort. The sound rumbled through the black space, creating a frisson against
their skin.

Nicholas began to project outward with his mind, then abruptly stopped. Instinct warned him, and now
he began to suspect the reason for the resurrection of the Kanfa bridge. He tucked away the powers of
Akshara he had learned at the knee of Kansatsu - his Tau-tau sensei and his implacable enemy; the man
he had been born to destroy. How he wished he possessed Shuken, the full range of Tau-tau - Akshara
and Kshira - inside him, for he suspected he would be far better prepared for the mortal dangers to
come.

He let go of Celeste's hand and, in a semi-crouch, rushed headlong at the masked demon. He feinted to
his right with a vicious atemi - aikido's main percussive blow -whirled himself on the fulcrum of his left
foot, moving as he did so from his semi-crouch to his full height.

The demon figure dodged the blow.

He feinted again with another atemi, swung his right leg inside the demon's stance. As the demon moved
to counter his blow, he shifted his weight, slammed the side of his right foot into the inside of the demon's
ankle.

Immediately, he jammed his elbow into the demon's right kidney, moving past him now and, swinging
round and behind as the demon turned to face him. He drove the heel of his hand forward, missed,
caught the demon an atemi on his lowest, and most unprotected, rib.

The demon let go an explosive breath, and Nicholas felt as if he were moving underwater. His lungs
labored to breathe air suddenly thicker than silt. There was a buzzing filling his ear canals, boring into his
mind.
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He knew what this was. The Tau-tau adept was summoning his psychic power by exciting the
membrane of kokoro at the heart of the cosmos. This was the rhythm they had 'heard' when first entering
this place, the magic that had conjured up the Kanfa bridge.

Now his intuition was borne out. This was no demon drawn out of Zoroastrian hell, but a tanjian, the
Tau-tau adept whom Celeste believed had been sent to murder Okami. And - somehow - he had access
to the lore of the Messulethe!

He felt the rhythm of Tau-tau beating its incessant, hyp-nogogic rhythm upon his consciousness, but he
refused to project his own power. Instead, he kept up his physical assault on the demon, while
methodically shutting down the pathways for the adept's Tau-tau to work on him.

But something more than Tau-tau was at work here, and Nicholas felt it beginning to insinuate itself
between the beats at kokoro and, like a vine or briar that uses a host plant to bring it into sunlight, he
knew that the ancient magic of the Messulethe was now just blossoming like an evil flow, dense with
putrefaction.

Celeste saw these two locked together, muscles bulging, the sweat running down them, in a titanic
struggle. She broke out of the strange paralysis that had gripped her, and rushed to help Nicholas. As she
neared them she felt a cold wind stirring, not against her bare flesh, but inside her mind, and she recoiled.
And then she understood that

this conflict encompassed not only the physical, but the mental as well.

A gale arose, gyring and shrieking through the skeletal bridge, so that Celeste stumbled back and was
thrown to her knees. A furious burst of cold green light blinded her, and she screamed, believing her
bones bleached, her soul seared beyond recognition. Then even that sound ceased as she fell, insensate,
to the floor roiling with involute energy.

A dome of diffuse sunlight hovered over Tokyo like the immense turbine of a UFO. Shadows - pale,

prone to disappear at a moment's notice - followed Justine and Rick Millar as they left the thronged heart
of the city behind them.
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But perhaps shadows were not the only thing following them. While Rick continued a monologue about
how the working relationship among the senior partners of the advertising agency would change once she
was brought on board, Justine was watching her rear-view mirror, where a nondescript white Toyota
was hanging three cars back.

She was not yet worried. Though she seemed to recall the same Toyota right behind her at one of the
large Tokyo intersections, this car could just as well be one of a thousand others that were no doubt on
the city's streets right now.

Still, she couldn't help feeling a sense of foreboding about this particular white Toyota. Was she
becoming paranoid? It was not guilt that fueled her paranoia, but the past. Well, why shouldn 't I be
nervous? she asked herself as she checked her rear-view mirror again for the white Toyota. With the
dangerous people Nick deals with I should have a bodyguard with me all the time. In fact, Nicholas had
broached this very topic a number of times. Of course she had refused. She had had no desire to have
her every move scrutinized by anyone, especially a stranger. This did not stop her from time to time
looking over her shoulder when

she went into Tokyo. Hence her heightened awareness of the white Toyota,

She kept on the highway, heading more or less in the direction of her house, where she would eventually
leave the car. She had arranged for a limousine to pick them up there for the ride out to the airport. She
checked her mirror again, straining to catch a glimpse of the driver, but the diffuse sunlight spun off the
Toyota's windshield, making any kind of identification impossible.

'Honey, what's the matter?' Rick said, as her expression of concentration changed to one of concern.

'Probably nothing,' she said, changing to the far right lane and accelerating. A moment later, she watched
the white Toyota pull out from behind a black BMW, and accelerate behind her. 'T don't want to alarm
you,' she said, 'but someone might be following us.'

"What?' Rick swiveled round to peer out the rear window. "Who?'

'See that white Toyota? I think he picked us up when we were still in the city proper.'
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Rick gave the Toyota another look, then turned round again, straightening his jacket. 'But that's nuts.
Why would anyone want to follow us?'

'T don't know,' she said. 'Maybe it has something to do with what Nicholas is doing in Venice.
Everything bad happens because of what he is.'

Rick grunted. 'T think you're imagining things, but just to put your mind at ease let's give your theory a
try,' He pointed. 'Get off at the next exit. Let's see if the Toyota follows us,'

Justine nodded, but as the signs for the exit passed them she made no attempt to change lanes.

"What are you doing?' Rick said. 'At the speed we're going, if we don't get over now, we won't make
the -Jesus!'

Justine accelerated abruptly, sliding just in front of the grill of a truck, almost clipping its fender with the
tail of

her car as she switched lanes. The truck's air-horn sounded angrily. The exit was coming up very fast,

and there was a Nissan sedan cruising sedately in the left lane. She jammed on her brakes, slid almost
sideways across the one clear space in the exit lane and, burning rubber behind her 