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  CHAPTER ONE


  WALDO HAMMERSMITH BELIEVED that none of the good things in life was free. Everything in the world cost. You paid for what you got and sometimes you paid double and sometimes you didn’t get anything to begin with and still paid double.


  That was what he always said. But if Waldo Hammersmith had really believed his good advice instead of using it just to cry about his misfortunes, he might one day not be looking very closely at a .38 Police Special. It would be held by a detective.


  The detective would be telling him to do something illegal. Waldo Hammersmith would not believe him.


  “Aw, c’mon. This has got to be a game,” Waldo would say.


  He would see a bright flash coming out of the barrel. He would have no time to disbelieve that he was being shot because that portion of the human anatomy that was in charge of disbelieving was covering the wall behind his blown-open head.


  It was too late for Waldo. Everything was too late for Waldo because he had been played to perfection, as if someone somewhere had a schematic diagram of his soul and had pressed all the right buttons to make him do what he was supposed to do.


  · · ·


  It had all started one wintry morning, when Waldo Hammersmith had begun to believe that he was getting something for nothing.


  It came in the mail. Ordinarily, Waldo opened the bills last. But this day, he opened those envelopes first. The credit card for gas had hit almost a hundred dollars that month. He had driven his wife, Millicent, to her mother’s twice. Her mother lived far out on Long Island and the Hammersmiths lived in the Bronx. Waldo grumbled over the bill, then decided there might be a small benefit in it. When he showed it to his wife, they might decide not to visit her mother that often.


  There were other bills. There was heating that was too high. A general charge bill that he had thought he had held down but which had come booming back with an old charge he had forgotten. There was the rent and the partial payment on the medical insurance and the totals came to roughly twenty-five dollars more that month than he brought home in legal salary.


  Waldo Hammersmith lived in terror of the Internal Revenue Service computers somehow putting those two things together. He drove a cab and while he reported most of his normal tips, he did not report what kept his nostrils barely above sea level—those five- and ten-dollar bills he got when he would drive a passenger to any sexual delight he might want.


  That was the real reason he worked the International Terminal at Kennedy. He would get both a tip from the passenger and a small cut from the brothel, and thus he did, by daily crime, barely make it. If Millicent didn’t lose her job.


  Waldo went through his bills like someone suspecting a cancer in his personal economy, something that eventually must be fatal but had so far been kept miraculously under control by the sudden strange lusts of Pakistanis or Nigerians waving hundred-dollar bills and looking for a good time.


  He saved his Insta-Charge bill for last. It allowed him what he called his no-bounce security. He could write a check for more than he had in his account and the bank treated the overdraft as a loan.


  When he took it out, he was assured by the bank that it was a security blanket. But the security blanket lasted only two months before Waldo Hammersmith was at his credit limit, and he went back to bouncing checks again every so often.


  In the long run, it had just been a loan, just another one that Waldo Hammersmith, forty-two, kept servicing. It seemed that out of his little cab he was servicing the entire financial world. And not quite making it.


  Then he opened the Insta-Charge statement to see how much that security blanket which was no longer there was costing him to service. The number was right. More than fourteen hundred dollars. But they had the symbol wrong. They had a plus where a minus should be.


  “They’ll catch it,” he told himself. Mistakes this good just did not happen to Waldo Hammersmith. He wondered if he should report it or let them catch it themselves.


  He would ignore it. He would pretend it just did not happen, because you always paid for what you got.


  But the next day he was driving his cab past the bank branch and he thought that perhaps the bank had made an error that no one would ever catch. It happened sometimes, so he parked and went into the bank.


  Nervously, he presented his Insta-Charge card to the teller and asked her for his balance. And he was told that he had $1,485 in his account. Adding in his security margin, he could write a check for almost three thousand dollars.


  He was sweating when he left the bank. He immediately drove to another branch of the same bank and a different teller gave him the same good news. He had almost three thousand dollars of available cash.


  The bank had made a mistake. Maybe they would catch it, but it certainly wasn’t his fault and he wasn’t going to go to jail over it. So he paid his bills. He took Millicent out to dinner. With the three thousand dollars of available cash, he got through the month whistling.


  Then came the new bank statement. Waldo Hammersmith couldn’t believe the computer numbers. He had almost three thousand dollars cash in his account and a total of forty-five hundred available, counting the security blanket.


  He wrote a check for four thousand dollars. He stood at the teller’s window as she checked his identity, went up to the branch manager, and then returned. She had that cold face behind the window, the kind of face that had said “no” to him all his life.


  “How do you want it, sir?” she asked.


  “Any way you want to give it.”


  “Tens, twenties, fifties, hundreds?” she asked.


  “Hundreds,” said Waldo. The words almost choked him. He tried to look calm. He tried to look like a man who ordinarily took four thousand dollars from his bank account.


  He bought himself three new suits, cleaned up every last bill, got a new television and tape deck and one of those video games that kids were supposed to enjoy.


  “Waldo, where are you getting the money from?” asked Millicent. She was a dumpy fireplug of a woman who wore print dresses and hats with fruit on them. Millicent had what Waldo felt was an insatiable sexual appetite. Once a month, without fail.


  Waldo performed for Millicent because she would become unbearable when denied access to manly services. He had hoped she would consider cheating on him but decided that the only man who might want her was a drunk seventeen-year-old laced with aphrodisiacs. Blind wouldn’t help all that much because even hands could feel the multitude of cellulite lumps on Millicent’s body.


  On the street Waldo could tell where Millicent’s head was because it had the ugly hat on it. In the bedroom, he never found it that easy.


  “I asked you where you got the money, Waldo.”


  “None of your business.”


  “Is it illegal, Waldo? Tell me that. Are you doing something illegal?”


  “You’re damned right,” he said.


  Millicent turned back to the new color television set. “Keep it up. It’s wonderful,” she said.


  The next month Waldo Hammersmith bought himself a new car with a check. The month after that he purchased his own taxicab with the medallion license worth five times the price of the cab itself. The month after that, he purchased two more cabs and hired other drivers for them.


  The following month he sold the two cabs because the only way he wanted to deal with taxi drivers was from the back seat, giving them directions. That is, when his chauffeur was ill. Waldo had so much money from his growing Insta-Charge account, he moved from the Bronx to Park Avenue.


  Millicent settled for a lump-sum divorce. She took the kids, and Waldo lived alone with closets full of clothes and new video games and television sets which he bought like he used to buy cigarettes. There had obviously been a computer error which was not going to be changed because only the computer knew. He didn’t care whether the money was being taken out of someone else’s account or out of some computer calculation somewhere or whatever. It was just there, some sort of grand welfare.


  By year’s end, it was no longer a gift or an error but his natural right. He found it very normal that every time he spent all the money in his account, it came back doubled and tripled.


  And then it stopped growing. He almost phoned the bank to complain. The following month, it shrank. And then he got the first phone call.


  It was a woman’s voice, soft and massaging.


  “We’re so sorry that your funds have shrunk. Would you come in and pay us a visit?”


  “My funds haven’t shrunk. Everything is fine,” he said. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. We just want to talk to you. Maybe you can use more money?”


  “No, I’m fine,” Waldo said. “Who is this?” His heart fell. They had found out. It was inevitable and now it had happened. Now they knew and Waldo Hammersmith was done for.


  “Waldo,” said the voice as beautiful as silver chimes. “Please don’t play games. If there is one thing I hate, it is a person who plays games. Waldo, come in and we will get you some more money.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Waldo, you have taken $1.47 million that is not yours.”


  “That much?” said Waldo. He could have sworn it was only a few hundred thousand but he had stopped counting. Why continue to count when you had all the money you wanted?


  “That much, Waldo.” The woman’s voice was creamy smooth. Almost too smooth, Waldo thought. Almost mechanical.


  · · ·


  “I didn’t know it was that much,” Waldo said. “I swear I didn’t know it was that much.”


  The time had come to answer for the funds. The address the woman had given him was a bare office. The door was unlocked. Inside was one chair which faced a blank wall. It felt like a prison already.


  “Hello, Waldo,” came that beautiful voice. But she wasn’t in the room.


  “Stop looking for a loudspeaker, Waldo, and listen to me. You have had a good life recently, haven’t you?”


  “Not bad,” Waldo said. It had been glorious. He felt his hands grow wet with sweat and wondered how long hacking would take to pay back the $1.47 million.


  “It doesn’t have to end, Waldo.”


  “Good. Good. It wasn’t my fault. I didn’t really know how big the overdraft was, you know. You go from fourteen hundred dollars to say a million and you sort of lose track. Kind of. Know what I mean? It gets away from you. For God’s sake, have mercy on me. Please. I confess. I did it. Please.”


  Waldo was crying. He was on his knees.


  “I’ll do anything. Anything. I’ll hack in Harlem. I’ll pick up blacks on street corners at three A.M. Anything.”


  “Very good, Waldo,” said the sinuous voice. “Although to be truthful, I wish you had shown some more resistance.”


  “Sure. I’ll resist. What should I do? Don’t send me to jail.”


  “Just reach under the chair,” the voice said.


  “With my hand?”


  “With your hand.”


  He couldn’t get his hand underneath the wooden chair fast enough. He picked up a splinter under his thumbnail, he reached so hard. There was a picture taped under the chair and he tore it out so quickly he ripped a small corner of it.


  The picture was of a pretty young woman with a blond perky face, perhaps in her early twenties.


  “That is Pamela Thrushwell. She is twenty-four, over here from England. She works at the International Computer Advancement Center of New York. You can call it the computer center.”


  “I’ve never killed anybody,” Waldo said.


  “Please don’t jump to conclusions.”


  “Don’t worry. Whatever it is, I’ll do it,” Waldo said.


  “Good, because you’ll like it. Do you think she’s beautiful?”


  “Yes.”


  “Listen carefully then. You will go to the computer center in downtown Manhattan and find Pamela Thrushwell and walk up to her and cop a feel.”


  “Excuse me. I thought you said I should cop a feel.”


  “I did,” the voice said.


  “Hey, c’mon,” Waldo said. “What is this? What kind of game is this?” Waldo felt he could be outraged now that the voice had asked for such a thing.


  “You don’t have to do it, Waldo. No one is forcing you.”


  “I want to cooperate.”


  “I would hope so; $1.47 million is an awful lot of money.”


  “Do you have something reasonable?” Waldo said.


  “I would say that a million and a half smackers for a feel is more than reasonable, Waldo. I don’t have time. Do what you’re told or the police get called in.”


  “Which breast?” asked Waldo.


  “Either.”


  Waldo put the photo in his pocket. He wasn’t sure if he should go into the computer center, reach out and do the job, or if he should take her out to dinner, soft lights, perhaps a necklace, maybe some kissing first, and then let his hand slide down ever so gently until he had breast in hand, duty done, back home to the Park Avenue penthouse and the good life.


  Pamela Thrushwell decided the method for him. If he wished assistance on the complexities of the new mega-frame, mini-byte work analyzer and reach-space mode, Pamela Thrushwell would be happy to oblige. But she was not, thank you, there for dates, pleasantries, or to be picked up by perfect strangers.


  “Thank you again, Mr. Hammersmith. No, and no, thank you very much.”


  “You won’t go out with me?”


  “No.”


  “Then can I just cop a feel?”


  “I beg your pardon.”


  “Just a little feel. I’ll give you a thousand dollars.”


  “The nerve. Bugger off, Jack. That’s cheek for you,” said Ms. Thrushwell with a British accent so hard it could sharpen knives.


  “Five thousand.”


  “I’m calling the police.”


  Waldo Hammersmith shut his eyes, reached out blindly until he had something soft in his hand, gave a squeeze, then ran out of the center with people yelling after him.


  His coat flapped in the breeze behind him. His legs, unused to much more than climbing into bed or walking to his limousine, strained to keep the body moving. It was like a dream. His legs felt as if they were running but his body didn’t seem to be moving.


  Waldo was collared on a busy New York street in front of a crowd of people whose dreary days were always improved by the humiliation of another. He was really collared. The detective grabbed him by his expensive suit jacket and marched him back into the center like a child being forcibly returned home for dinner. Pamela Thrushwell’s pale Britannic features were flushed red with shock.


  “Is this the man?” the detective asked her.


  Waldo tried to look at the ceiling. The floor. Anywhere but at Ms. Thrushwell. If he could have, he would have pretended that he didn’t know himself.


  “Is this the man who tried to cop a feel?” the policeman repeated.


  Waldo would gladly have faced death instead of this humiliation. Why hadn’t the voice asked him to rob a store? He could be arrested for armed robbery without too much shame. But copping a feel? Even the phrase was humiliating. Waldo Hammersmith committing a crime to finagle a fondle. His soul was shredded there in front of the growing crowd. He looked up to the ceiling, feeling unworthy even to pray. He saw television monitor cameras focusing on Pamela Thrushwell’s desk. Even the monitors were hanging around. They didn’t move to other parts of the center. Their unblinking eyes stayed focused on Waldo and he wanted to yell at them to do their job and cover the entire floor space.


  “I really do wish you would just get him out of here,” Pamela said.


  “It’s not that easy,” the detective said. “Are you charging him or do I let him go?”


  “Can’t you just get him out of here?” She glanced at all the people clustered around her desk. “This is so embarrassing.”


  “Listen, lady, the guy copped a feel. Which tit did he grab?”


  Waldo looked down. Pamela covered her eyes with her hands. “Will you get out of here?” she gasped.


  “Did he grab this one?” the detective said. Like testing a tomato for ripeness, he put his large hairy hand on Miss Thrushwell’s left breast.


  She slapped it away and demanded to see his badge.


  “If you are a policeman, I have a right to ask you to remove a customer from our premises.”


  “On what grounds?” the detective asked.


  “Disturbing the peace.”


  “Listen, lady, don’t get so damned uppity. When you have to testify in open court, you’ll have to answer these questions. Probably the jury’ll want to see your knockers anyway, to see if there was any injury. So the guy grabbed you. Did you encourage him?”


  “I most certainly did not.”


  “Did you grab him first?”


  “I have heard about police embarrassing women over such things,” she said coldly, “but this is ridiculous.”


  “Listen, I nailed this molester in the street. Are you going to charge him or not? What do you want, lady?”


  There was silence in the large chrome-and-fluorescent computer center. Waldo heard someone in the back of the crowd ask what he had done.


  “Tried to grab that young woman right out in front of everybody. Copped a feel.”


  “He sure picked the right one.”


  Pamela stood up at her desk, smoothed her skirt. Her blazing eyes bore into Waldo Hammersmith.


  “Sir, if you leave of your own accord and promise not to return, I will not press charges,” she said.


  Waldo looked to the detective.


  “Let’s go,” the detective said. He left the center with Waldo, but when Waldo tried to walk away, the detective strode with him down the street.


  “Are you in trouble?” he asked. His voice was steady and concerned.


  “No. I just tried to… uh, do that thing,” Waldo said.


  “You don’t look like the sort,” the detective said.


  “Thank you,” said Waldo. He hung his head in shame.


  “Somebody make you do it?”


  “No, no. Gee, who would do that? I mean who would want me to do something so silly, right?”


  The detective shrugged. He reached into his hip pocket and took out a card. “If you’re in any trouble, you call me.” The embossed card bore the detective’s name. Detective Lieutenant Joseph Casey.


  “I’m Joe Casey. You’ve got my home phone. You’ve got my department phone. If you need help, call.”


  “I’m all right, thank you.”


  “That’s what everybody says when they’re in over their heads,” said Detective Lieutenant Joe Casey. He offered a warm hand. Waldo shook it.


  He put the card inside his vest pocket and then, carefully at home, away from the vision of the new butler, he hid the card in a small ivory box. On his next Insta-Charge, he received another computer message. This time he was to appear at a different address.


  It was another empty room in another vacant office in midtown Manhattan. This time, the voice in the room said: “Goose Ms. Thrushwell.”


  Waldo remembered the humiliation. Remembered wanting to die.


  He sat in the dark, smoking Havana cigars, thinking for a long time. He could get back into the computer center and stick a hand under Pamela Thrushwell’s dress. Or he could even follow her and do it on the street or in the subway. Maybe he would get away with it and suffer only mortification.


  But what about next time? What would the voice want next time?


  He took out a pencil and computed what his lifestyle would cost. He thought a couple of thousand a week for life would do, but was stunned to find out he was spending twelve thousand dollars a week and that was before food.


  No more. He was taking his money and going.


  He read the balance on his Insta-Charge statement and wrote a check for seven million dollars.


  He went to the bank. The teller asked if he were serious. He said he was. The branch manager came over. He checked with the main office. The main office laughed. Waldo had only fifteen hundred dollars in his account and that was because of the security blanket of his overdraft checking program.


  The next morning, Waldo lurked in a doorway outside the computer center. When Pamela arrived for work, he rushed up behind her and stuck his hand quickly underneath her skirt. She screamed. Another woman with a very heavy pocketbook blocked his retreat, a man yelled “masher,” but Waldo dropped to his knees and crawled out of the crowd. He glanced back and saw the surveillance cameras inside the computer center pointed out toward the street. He could feel them laughing at him.


  A few days later, he got another Insta-Charge statement in the mail. It was an order to show up at another address.


  The soft feminine voice in the new office said, “Spank Pamela Thrushwell with a paddle.” Waldo knew he would soon be asked to kill. A paddle could kill. He phoned Detective Joe Casey.


  They met on a dark Hudson River pier, facing New Jersey. Waldo had picked the spot for its isolation. He was sure that whoever or whatever was behind this could see almost anywhere. He wanted to get away, away from any form of computer, away from any place that had surveillance cameras, but mostly away from all computers. A computer had started all this by changing his monthly statement. And Pamela Thrushwell worked at a computer center. Waldo thought computer and he thought get away.


  “I’m in trouble,” Waldo told the detective. And he explained how a bank error had led him to live a higher and higher life-style so that now he was dependent on the money. He needed it. But he was afraid of what he might have to do for it.


  “I get the feeling that I’m being played with,” he said. “I can’t cash a check at the bank to get any real cash, but I can still buy anything with my credit card. So all I can get is what I need to live on.”


  “How much is that?” Casey asked.


  “A half a million a year or so,” Waldo said.


  “Good money,” Casey said.


  “Where’s it leading?” Waldo asked.


  “A half million to cop a feel? For a little goose? A spank? Hey, Waldo, I’m a cop. I get paid a lot less for a lot tougher work.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “I’m saying for a half million, I’d paddle the pope,” Casey said.


  “But where does it end?”


  “What do you care?” Casey said.


  “What are you saying?” Waldo asked.


  “Spank the girl is what I’m saying.”


  Waldo shook his head. Something deep inside him said no. Enough. Bit by bit, he had been played into losing every little piece of himself. He knew that to go on further was to lose everything. Even going back to Millicent would be preferable. He was getting out.


  “No,” he said firmly. “I want to turn these people or this thing, whatever it is, in. I’ve had enough. I’ve gone far enough. I guess you do have to pay for what you get, and I’ll pay whatever I have to pay.”


  “Are you sure?” asked Detective Casey.


  “Yes,” said Waldo.


  “Tell everything? Littlest details? Everything? You’re willing to give up everything?”


  Waldo nodded.


  “Listen, buddy. As a friend. Why don’t you just give the broad a little bump on the bottom and pick up your dough?”


  “Dammit, Casey, it’s illegal and I’m not doing it anymore. Some things I won’t do for money. Even big money.”


  Detective Lieutenant Joseph Casey withdrew his .38 Police Special and put it in Waldo Hammersmith’s face and shot away a very large segment of it.


  Too bad for Waldo, Casey thought. But a person did get used to the big money. It got so that you would even murder to keep the money coming in.


  · · ·


  In Nemonthsett, Utah, a lieutenant colonel in charge of a Titan nuclear missile battery bought himself two new Mercedes Benzes and paid for them with a personal check. He earned less than half that much in a year. But the check did not bounce.


  He wondered if someday he would have to pay the money back. But he did not wonder too long. He was due at work, due to spend the next eight hours watching over twenty-four missiles that were aimed at Russia, threatening it with the force of millions of tons of TNT.


  CHAPTER TWO


  HIS NAME WAS REMO and the Iranian sun was cold this winter, colder still because he wore only a thin black T-shirt and chinos.


  Someone had told him that the winters in Iran were like those in Montana, and that in ancient times, before Islam had come, the people of the region believed that hell was cold. But then they had left the religion of the Parsi and taken that of the desert, that of the prophet Mohammed who lived where the sun scorched away life on burning sands, and eventually like all religions whose holy men talked first from deserts, they came to believe that hell was hot.


  But Remo did not mind the cold of Iran and the men he was watching did not mind the heat of hell because they were all sure they were going straight to heaven when the time came. Heavy woolens covered their backs, and their hands thrust forward to warm near flickering yellow flames and their voices chanted in Parsi.


  Guards every few feet looked into the blackness and told themselves that they too were earning heaven, although not as surely as those men who sat around the fire.


  Remo could see the guards try to avoid the cold by tightening their bodies, not even knowing that they were attempting to generate heat by straining their muscles under their clothing.


  The cold was real, only three degrees above zero and with a wind that tried to tear away all the body’s heat, but Remo was not part of that cold.


  His breathing was slower than that of the other men, taking in less cold, having to warm less air, a thin reed of human calm that suffered no more than the tall grass around his thighs. He stood so still that a rock this night would attract more attention from a human eye.


  Those around the campfire tried to dull their senses and fought the cold. Remo let his senses run free. He could hear the grass strain ever so gently at its roots in the gravelly dust of the soil that had been leached of nutrients for thousands of years. He could feel a sentry tremble, leaning against a dried tree trunk, feel the young man shake in his heavy boots, feel the shaking come through the ground. He could smell the dinners of beef and lemon rotting in the mouths of those who had eaten them just hours before. And from the little fire, he heard the cells in the logs collapse as they puffed into smoke and flame.


  The chanting stopped.


  “We now speak in English, beloveds,” came the voice of the leader. “We dedicate our lives in sacrifice against the Great Satan and for that we must speak the language of the Great Satan. Waiting for us in the United States are a thousand daggers and a thousand hearts ready to enter the gates of paradise.”


  “A thousand daggers and a thousand hearts,” the voices came back.


  “We all seek to end our lives to have eternal life. We fear not their bullets or their planes or any device of the Great Satan. Our brothers have gone before and taken many lives of the unbelievers. Now we too will bleed the Great Satan. But our honor is the greatest, because we will bleed its most important blood. Its snake head. Its President. We will show there is nothing safe from the wrath of Allah.”


  “Allah Akbar,” chanted the young men around the flames.


  “We will build groups from students and then, like a wave of righteousness, we will carry the bombs that will blow up the Great Satan’s head. We will carry them in crowds. We will carry them on street corners. We will make his entire land of Satan a place of his death.”


  “Allah Akbar,” chanted the young men. “God is great.”


  And then from the darkness of the Iranian night, from the cold sweeping winds, came a voice answering in English.


  “God is great but you ragheads aren’t.”


  The young men in the heavy wools looked around. Who had said that?


  “This is the major leagues, lamb-breath,” came the voice from the darkness again. “No jazzing yourselves up with chants so you can drive trucks into buildings where people are asleep. This is where real men work. In the night. By themselves.”


  “Who said that?”


  The voice ignored the question. Instead, it replied: “Tonight, you will not be allowed to lie to yourself. Tonight, the chanting is over. The Mickey Mouse Ali Baba nonsense is over. Tonight you’re in the majors and you’re alone. You and me. Fun, isn’t it?”


  “Shoot him,” yelled the leader. The sentries, numb with cold, saw no one. But they had been ordered to fire. The night crackled with little spurts from Kalashnikov barrels as ignorant farmboys performed the simple act of pulling triggers.


  The sharp noise made the following silence seem even deeper and more profound. Now everyone heard the fire, but no one heard the man who had spoken from the dark.


  The leader sensed he might be losing the group and he spoke out loudly.


  “Cowards hide in the dark. Any fool can talk.”


  The younger men laughed. The leader knew he had them back. He had sent many men toward their end and he knew that to get a man to drive himself with a load of dynamite into a building, one had to be with him right up until the moment he climbed behind the steering wheel. One had to keep telling him about heaven. One had to help him put the prayer shawl around his shoulders and then one had to give him the kiss that showed that all true believers loved him. And then one had to stand back quickly as he drove away.


  The leader had sent many hurtling toward heaven, taking with them the enemies of the Blessed Imam, the Ayatollah.


  “Come out of the dark, coward,” he called again. “Let us see you.” His followers laughed. He told them: “You see, blessed ones. Only those with the kiss of heaven on their lips and Allah in their eyes can measure courage on this earth. You are invincible. You will be victorious.”


  The followers nodded. At that moment, each felt that he did not even need the warmth of the fire, so filled was he with the burning passion of righteousness.


  “I tell you the voice itself may have been from Satan. And look how powerless it is now. Yet look how frightening it was, coming from the dark.”


  The young men nodded.


  The leader said, “We alone are powerful. Satan only appears powerful, but like the night, noise holds no meaning. Satan’s power is an illusion, as slender a thing as the infidel’s weak yearning for peace. There is but one peace. That is in heaven. On earth, there is another peace and that is the victory of Islam.”


  “Naaah, I don’t think so.” It was the voice, but it came from a vision. The vision in this cold night was pale of body, with high cheekbones and dark eyes. It had thick wrists and wore only a short-sleeved shirt and thin trousers. It did not shiver and it did not fear.


  It spoke.


  “I have very bad news for you kids. I am reality, sent from America without much love.”


  “Be gone, vision,” said the leader.


  Remo laughed. He moved into the reach of the fire so that their eyes followed him. Then he reached toward one Iranian fanatic and with a cupped motion of his palm under the chin brought the man back, away from the flames, and into the dark with him.


  “See,” the leader said. “A vision. Now it is gone.”


  But everyone heard a small wrenching sound like a pipe cracking inside a bag of water.


  “Gone,” insisted the leader.


  Out of the night toward the campfire came something bouncing. It was a little larger than a soccer ball. It dripped dark liquid in its trail. It had hair.


  The young men looked around the fire, then to the leader. They knew now what the sound of cracking had been. It had been a neck wrenching. The head had come back to them out of the night.
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