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CHAPTER ONE


THE ENTIRE WORLD KNEW that Maddas Hinsein was dead.


They had seen with their own eyes the Tyrant of Irait, the sacker of peaceful Kuran and self-styled Scimitar of the Arabs, being assassinated under the gigantic crossed scimitars of Arab Renaissance Square in downtown Abominadad.


CNN had picked up the Iraiti Information Ministry news feeds. The Iraiti government was determined to show the anti-bait coalition-particularly the United States-that it did not fear their armies and sanctions. Moreover, it would not allow the murder of its ambassador to the U.S. to go unpunished. The late Turqi Abaatira had been shipped back to Abominadad in an aluminum coffin, the victim of a car accident, according to an apologetic U.S. State Department, which had reluctantly surrendered the remains.


But when President Maddas Hinsein himself had flung open the coffin to see the ambassador’s empurpled face, his blackened tongue draped over his chin, and a yellow silk scarf-the symbol of the American human-shield hostages-knotted tightly around his strangled throat, Maddas Hinsein had ordered two of the most prominent of the so-called “guests under duress” to be publicly executed before the world.


The instrument of this dangerous order was no less opposite directions. And their voices made millions of hands reach for volume-control knobs.


“I am created Shiva the Destroyer; Death, the shatterer of worlds! Who is this dog meat who stands before me?” So howled the assassin.


“I am Kali the Terrible; the devourer of life!” screamed a voice no one could possibly recognize as belonging to Kimberly Baynes. “And I claim this dance!”


Howling, they began to drum their feet in unison.


Then pandemonium broke loose. The reviewing stand collapsed in a splintering ruin. The upset cameras veered in every direction, capturing running, panicked feet, blue sky, and one of the Brobdingnagian steel scimitars as it came crashing free of the huge bronze forearm that held it aloft.


Then the satellite feed went black.


No one outside of Abominadad knew what had happened after that. No one knew the fate of Don Cooder or Reverend Jackman, or of the hundreds of U.S. hostages still held at strategic locations throughout Irait. The world held its breath as it wondered what would be the President’s response to this latest Iraiti outrage.


But of one thing everyone was certain.


President Maddas Hinsein was no more.




CHAPTER TWO


“HIS NAME IS REMO,” Dr. Harold W. Smith said into the dialless cherry-red telephone.


“Better refer to him as the Caucasian,” returned the President of the United States in a cautious voice. “No telling who might be listening in.”


“Mr. President,” Harold Smith said in a lemony voice, “I assure you this line is absolutely secure. Absolutely.”


“Back to the matter at hand,” the President said, still guarded. Smith imagined him in the Lincoln Bedroom, where the dedicated line that connected the White House to Folcroft Sanitarium, the headquarters for CURE, was kept in a nightstand drawer. The tension came across the wire like electricity.


“Sir,” Harold Smith said wearily, “I watched the same tape you did. It seemed to me that Remo-”


“The Caucasian.”


“Our … ah … operative assassinated Maddas Hinsein.”


The President’s voice perked up. “Does that mean he was a double agent? I mean, that he wasn’t a double agent? It looked for a while that he had become Maddas’ personal assassin. His face was on all those threatening Iraiti broadcasts.”


“Mr. President, I regret I cannot read into the situation any more than I have. We know that Remo apparently fell under Iraiti control shortly after he went over there.”


The President asked, “How is that possible, anyway? He was our best hope of averting war.”


“I can offer no opinion on that score,” said Harold Smith stiffly. What could he tell the President? That Remo Williams, the human superweapon who for two decades had safeguarded America’s shores, had all along been, in reality, the unsuspecting avatar for Shiva, the Hindu god of destruction? That he had fallen under the sway of Kimberly Baynes, a thirteen-year-old girl who had somehow blossomed into a mature woman with four arms, and who might now be Remo’s counterpart, the human vessel of the goddess of death, Kali?


No, Harold Smith was not going to volunteer that himself. He could hardly believe it. How could he expect the President, who shared his own salt-of-the-earth New England roots, to accept such a fantasy?


Instead he said, “The problem before you, Mr. President, is determining your best course of action in the aftermath of Hinsein’s death.”


“I was mentally preparing myself to launch an all-out attack if Abominadad went ahead with a public execution,” the President said slowly. “But without knowing if Cooder and Jackman are dead too, I can’t jeopardize our other human shield hostages over there. The way it looks to the world, the guy the Iraitis have claimed is a renegade U.S. agent turned around and clobbered their leader. That makes us the bad guys. It’s a mess.”


“The question is, what will Hinsein’s war council do?” mused Harold Smith. “Will they agree to withdraw from Kuran, blaming it all on a misadventure engineered by their maverick president, or will they willingly carry out his deadfall commands?”


“That’s the part that scares me up a tree,” the Commander in Chief admitted ruefully. “If he did leave behind deadfall commands, what were they? To launch terrorist attacks on U.S. targets? To attack our troops in Hamidi Arabia? To gas Israel?”


“knowing Maddas Hinsein,” Harold Smith said soberly, “all three.”


“If only we could get a fix on the thinking in Abominadad.”


Smith cleared his throat before saying, “Perhaps we can.”


“How? Both your people are out of commission. The old Oriental is dead and the Caucasian is missing in action. Our only assets over there are the hostages.”


“Correction. The Master of Sinanju is, contrary to earlier reports, alive.”


“What?” The President’s modified New England accent went south and acquired a startled Texas twang.


“He is recuperating from his coma,” Smith added quickly.


“What coma? I understood he was nuked out by Palm Springs.”


Smith swallowed uncomfortably, his Adam’s apple bobbing out of sight. “If you recall, Mr. President, the situation was this: a jury-rigged neutron bomb had been programmed to detonate in Palm Springs. Remo and Chiun-”


“The Caucasian and the Oriental,” the President said quickly.


“-were rushing the neutron device out into the desert to save the population. Time ran out. The … um … Oriental took the weapon from the other man. The neutron device detonated. There was no trace of the Asian found after the radiation abated.”


“Then how-?”


“You’ll remember that this matter had to do with a real-estate swindle involving weapons of mass destruction. Near the detonation site was the underground condominium development that was at the heart of the entire matter.”


“The Condome, yeah.” Smith could visualize his President nodding thoughtfully. It was the President who had helped prepare the cover story that explained away the detonation of a nuclear device in the California desert as an Atomic Energy Commission snafu. Through his society contacts, he had arranged with the parents of the student physicist who had built the device to quietly leave the country. And so Sky Bluel was packed off to finish school in Paris.


Smith went on. “Apparently the Master of Sinanju, knowing that this development had accumulated standing water on its lower floors, dropped the neutron device just before it detonated and found shelter in the flooded floors almost two hundred feet below ground. The combination of sand and water shielded him from the worst of the neutron bombardment.”


“Amazing.”


“I … er … suspected that he had survived, and rescued him. He is quite ill, but may recover.”


“But he’s been presumed dead for months. What on earth tipped you off, Smith?”


Harold Smith hesitated. Could he tell the President that the Spirit of Chiun, Master of Sinanju, had haunted his pupil, Remo, and Smith himself, silently pleading to be rescued from his sandy tomb, until Smith had had the site excavated by the Army Corps of Engineers?


No, Smith decided. He could not tell that to the President. As the head of the supersecret organization that officially did not exist, he was entrusted with one of the nation’s most sensitive positions. Telling the truth would put him in the category they used to call Section Eight back in his OSS days.


“I have always been troubled by the lack of a body, Mr. President,” he said at last, his vocal cords quivering slightly under the weight of the distasteful lie. “It simply did not occur to me to investigate the Condome site, because it had been sealed with concrete in the immediate aftermath of the detonation.”


“I see,” mused the President, who was the only man to whom Smith was accountable. “Very good, Smith. The President who selected you for the post you now hold had good judgment-for a Democrat. Too bad they cut him down before he even finished his term.”


Smith sighed inwardly. That had been a long time ago. Before Remo. Before Chiun. Before everything.


“It may be that the Master of Sinanju might be able to help us in some way,” he went on. “His ancestors-the early Masters of Sinanju-had extensive experience in that part of the world. I will look in on him when we are through discussing the situation.”


“Let me know, Smith. I’m going to hold off on a decision until I confer with the other coalition members. I just wanted to check with you first.”


“I will be in touch, Mr. President,” said Harold Smith, replacing the cherry-red receiver. He then gave his cracked leather executive chair a turn. Rarely oiled ball bearings squealed and grumbled until he found himself facing a plate-glass window of one-way glass and a panoramic view of Long Island Sound and the colorful sails of summer in America.


Dusk was not long off. Summer was on the wane. It seemed, even as he looked out upon the peaceful waters off Rye, New York, where sails luffed and unseen keels etched unreadable signatures on the clear blue slate of water, as if the world was holding its breath.


A vast multinational army stood poised on the border of friendly Hamidi Arabia and occupied Kuran. To the north of that stripped and conquered land, the outlaw nation of Irait, hemmed in by unfriendly powers, isolated by scores of UN resolutions and sanctions, sat like a nuclear core about to go critical from the mounting pressure.


The coalition arrayed against Irait was too fragile to hold for long, Smith understood. The Germans, Chinese, and Jordanians were secretly dealing in munitions and circumventing that supposedly ironclad blockade. The French were showing signs of collaboration. The Hamidis were growing nervous. Worse, the Syrians were putting out feelers to Abominadad that they might entertain switching sides if the U.S. went on the attack.


And the biggest wild card of all, the Israelis, were dusting off their Jericho missiles for a preemptive strike. No one could blame them, but once Irait unleashed its awesome arsenal of mass destruction, civilization might not be able to pick up the pieces for a thousand years.


Harold Smith removed his rimless glasses and brushed tiny dust motes from the immaculate lenses. He had noticed that in his advancing age these tiny things bothered his weak eyes. Too many long hours hunched over a computer screen-scanning his vast data bank for incipient danger signals, guarding the nation from the forces that would twist the Constitution against the land that had birthed it-had made his gray eyes hypersensitive.


A freak of glancing light made the glass window dimly reflective. Smith stared at his own pinched, lemony features, took in the grayed hair that was only a shade or two lighter than his three-piece suit, and understood that the world was poised at a crossroad in history. If all went well, a new world order would emerge in the coming decade. If not, a new Dark Ages loomed. CURE would be needed more than ever-and he was an old man with failing eyes and no enforcement arm.


Smith gave the lenses a final brush, replaced them, and heaved his lanky Ichabod Crane body out of the chair.


He strode wordlessly past his busy secretary and took the elevator to the third floor.


The Master of Sinanju was in the sanitarium’s private wing.


Smith knocked politely on the door.


A cracked and querulous voice said, “Enter, O Emperor.”


Smith suppressed a start. When he had last looked in on the Master of Sinanju, he was a sunken shell, seemingly clinging to life by the thinnest of threads.


Yet through the heavy oak door Chiun had recognized Smith, whom he called emperor because in the five-thousand-year history of the House of Sinanju, no Master had ever served one who was not royalty-except in disgrace. And Chiun, the reigning Sinanju master of this century, refused to acknowledge that he was any less great than his predecessors.


Thus Smith was Emperor Smith, sometimes Harold the Generous. Other times, Mad Harold. He bore it in stoic distaste, because if there was one thing he had learned since the day he had hired Chiun to train a Newark beat cop named Remo Williams to become CURE’s enforcement arm, it was not to directly disagree with the Master of Sinanju.


Clearing his throat, Smith opened the door and stepped in.


Chiun lay under the white sheets, his birdlike head resting on the pillow. No muscle seemed to move on his frail exposed arms. Only the eyes, as hazel as mahogany buttons, showed life. They flicked in Smith’s direction.


“How are you feeling, Master Chiun?” Smith asked as he approached the bed.


“As well as can be expected,” said Chiun, putting a dry rattle in his voice that had not been there before.


Catching the prompt, Smith played along.


“Is there something wrong?”


“The nurses are brutes,” Chiun croaked. “Except for the one who personally prepares my rice. She should be allowed to live.”


“It is against Folcroft policy to execute the nurses on the basis of poor performance,” Smith said soberly.


“I would accept a caning, if it were severe enough.”


“Corporal punishment is out of the question. But if you are insistent, I can have them terminated-I mean let go,” Smith added hastily.


The Master of Sinanju closed his eyes wearily. “Yes, by all means let them go. Over a precipice.”


Smith examined Chiun’s head with a sinking feeling of despair. The puffs of hair over each seashell ear seemed dull and gray, the wisp of a beard that curled from his chin thin and insubstantial as incense. The aged face, like an amber raisin, was a network of radiating wrinkles, the closed eyes sunk in their bony orbits as if receding into death and corruption.


Perhaps it was that the Master of Sinanju was still recovering from his months of coma suspended in a dark body of stagnant water like an insect larva. Possibly it was because Smith had only recently learned that Chiun had turned one hundred, but the old Korean seemed far, far older than before. He looked helpless beyond words, in fact. Smith despaired of the future of the organization he helmed.


“The nurses told me you watched the transmission from Abominadad,” Smith said carefully.


No response.


“You saw what happened to Remo.”


Chiun’s papery lips thinned in a bloodless line.


Smith pressed on. “Do you think that Remo can be salvaged?”


The pause was long before the answer came. “No.”


“Does that mean you would not undertake such a task?”


“I am an old man, and very ill. The task before me is to become well. There is no other objective possible. Or desirable.”


“It was not Remo’s fault that he did not understand your … appearances.”


“You understood,” Chiun said disapprovingly.


“I was not as emotionally involved as Remo,” Harold Smith explained. “He interpreted your repeated gesture of pointing to the ground as indicating his feet. He thought you were trying to tell him that he walked in your sandals now.”


“My spirit appeared to him four times,” Chiun intoned. “He did not understand because he did not want to understand. He covets my title. I have given up my retirement years to train a pale piece of pig’s ear, and when I needed him most, he pretended to be a tree ape and scratched his head in puzzlement.” He turned his wizened face to the wall.


Smith decided to change his approach.


“I have just been on the telephone with the President of the United States.”


“Hail to the chief,” Chiun muttered.


“He was wondering what insights you might have,” Smith went on. “Your ancestors worked for the Iraitis when they were the Mesopotamians.”


“Bong worked for them. Bong the Worthless. He had alienated the Persians and the Egyptians, and was forced to make do with inferior clients.”


“Ahem. They are entrenching themselves in occupied Kuran.”


“Worms also dig holes.”


“They refuse to knuckle under in the face of overwhelming economic ruin.”


“They have always been poor. How much poorer can they become? It is all the same to those barbarians.”


Smith listened to the bitterness of the old Korean’s voice. He understood it. The Masters of Sinanju had always shouldered a cruel burden, hiring themselves out as assassins and protectors to the thrones of antiquity, because the village of Sinanju, situated on the bleak rocky shores of modern North Korea, could not support itself through fishing or industry. In the bad years, they drowned the children. It was called “sending the babies home to the sea.”


Over the centuries, the House of Sinanju had risen in power and influence. The Masters of Sinanju learned every killing art there was, perfected many new ones, and then in the days of the Great Wang transcended the so-called martial arts when Wang discovered the sun source-the inner power that enabled the Masters of Sinanju to overcome human limitations and frailties to fully realize the potential of their minds and bodies.


More feared than the ninjas, more hated that the Borgias, more powerful than an army of Visigoths on the march, the Masters of Sinanju rose up from the mud flats of an inhospitable village to stand supreme in the martial arts.


A long line, proud, haughty, unbroken. Until the time of Chiun, whose original Korean pupil went renegade, leaving him with no replacement until America had asked him to do an impossible, unforgivable thing-train a white man in the forbidden art of Sinanju.


The last of his line, Chiun had done this thing. And in the long years that followed, he had discovered that Remo Williams possessed the promise of greatness. Chiun dared to dream that Remo was the fulfillment of a half-forgotten legend of Sinanju that foretold the coming of a dead night tiger who would be the avatar of Shiva the Destroyer, and would ultimately become the greatest Master of them all.


Remo was. And had. But Remo had become increasingly subject to personality transformations, in which the spirit of Shiva had peered through Remo’s mortal eyes.


Now, at the worst possible time, Remo had become Shiva. Chiun had seen this on television. Kimberly Baynes had broken his neck, liberating the spirit of Shiva. Remo was no more.


It meant that the Sinanju line ended with Chiun. In fulfilling the prophecy, Chiun had abolished the very thing he had sacrificed so much to perpetuate.


Worse, Chiun had come to love Remo like a son. Now he felt abandoned and betrayed. Life held no more sweetness for him.


Harold Smith adjusted his striped Dartmouth tie. He smoothed it down absently. Neither gesture was needed.


“I understand how you feel,” he said carefully.


Chiun looked up with interest. “You have a son?”


“A daughter.”


His eyes became slits of cold light. “Then you do not understand.”


“The President is uncertain whether or not he should order a strike against Abominadad.”


“Strike them,” Chiun said flatly. “The world will be better off.”


“It would be a devastating strike. Remo would undoubtedly perish.”


Chiun waved a dismissive hand. “Remo is no more. Shiva walks in his shoes. Your President could no more obliterate Shiva than a Master of Sinanju could pull down the moon with a net of spiderwebs. Inform him he should not wait.”


Smith’s stooped shoulders visibly sagged. “Then I guess you will be returning to Sinanju.”


“There is time. My contract has not yet expired. I will fulfill that-within the limitations that my long ordeal has inflicted on me.”


“I am sorry to inform you, Master Chiun,” Harold Smith said, thinking quickly, “but your contract expired several weeks ago.”


Chiun’s eyes snapped open in fright. A faint electrical sensation came into the room. It was coming from Chiun.


“Truly?” he squeaked, his voice vibrating like a plucked harp string.


“Truly.”


“This is terrible.”


“I might consider an extension.”


“I do not mean that,” Chiun flared. “I mean that I have missed my kohi.”


Smith blinked. “Excuse me?”


“It is a Korean word,” Chiun explained. “It means ‘old and rare.’ When a Master of Sinanju reaches his one hundredth birthday, he is said to have achieved his kohi. It is a time of great celebration. And I am the first Master of Sinanju to miss his kohi for reasons other than death.” He heaved a tiny sigh. “Truly, I am cursed by the gods.”


“I am sorry to hear that,” Smith said tonelessly.


“Leave me now. I am disconsolate.”


“Of course.”


Smith moved toward the door. The Master of Sinanju’s eyes slowly closed. The faint electricity in the air began subsiding.


At the door, Smith paused.


“By the way,” he said, “have you insurance?”


Chiun’s voice was distant. “Why do you ask?”


“Well, the sanitarium charges over three hundred dollars a day,” Smith explained. “The private nurses are extra, of course. And the television is twenty-five dollars a day. To whom shall I send the bill?”


Chiun sat up like a switchblade folding.


“Bill!” he squeaked. “I have served your organization for two miserable decades! And you demand repayment?”


“I must. This is Folcroft, not the organization. Technically, they are separate operating budgets. I cannot forgive the debt of one on behalf of the other.”


Chiun’s eyes went narrow and steely.


“You have saved me, Harold Smith, from a cold eternity of emptiness,” he began.


“I appreciate your gratitude,” Smith said levelly.


“I am not grateful,” Chiun said coldly, “for I have returned to bitterness and ingratitude on all sides. Better that you had left me to bob like a dried apricot in the eternal Void than return me to such gracelessness.”


“Perhaps we might work something out,” Smith suggested.


Chiun’s eyes squeezed into bitter blades.


“How?”


“I could forgive the debt, in return for your consultation on the Iraiti situation.”


Chiun’s eyes squeezed tighter. But for a lean, menacing glitter, they might have been closed.


“Is that not mixing your businesses?” he demanded.


“CURE can legally pay you a consulting fee, out of which you may repay Folcroft for your medical expenses.”


“No,” Chiun said in a firm voice.


“No?”


“I must have double,” said Chiun, his voice rising anew. “Double because I have endured the tortures of nurses who should be working in mines deep underground rather than attending one such as I.”


“I would agree to that,” Smith said coolly.


“Good. I must have several items from you, Smith.”


“Name them.”


“A brazier, the shell of a leopard tortoise, and the exact birth hour of Maddas Hinsein.”


Harold Smith’s gray eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Why do you need Hinsein’s birthdate?”


“Because he is not dead,” said Chiun, slipping back onto his pillow.




CHAPTER THREE


MADDAS HINSEIN RAN FOR his life from the baroque expanse of Arab Renaissance Square.


He was not alone. It seemed as if all of Abominadad were fleeing the square and the fury that had unleashed itself upon the world.


Twin furies, actually.


Maddas, tripping over the hem of his abayuh, craned his veiled face around to once again behold the terrible sight.


What his morose brown eyes saw filled him with a great dread.


The gallows that had been converted into a reviewing stand was now a shipwreck of splinters and rude boards. More frightening, one of the giant bronze forearms-cast from a mold of Maddas’ own-had cracked asunder. The scimitar one huge fist clutched was balanced in the puny human-sized hands of the assassin who now wielded it as if it were a mere plastic swizzle stick instead of the ponderous product of the finest German swordsmiths.


It pointed straight upward, balanced, teetering. The blade began to descend. It swooshed like a jet taking off.


Under the blade stood Kimberly Baynes, nude, her broken neck tilted to one side, her eyes, once limpid pools of violet ink, now burning like balls of phosphorescent blood in an angry face that Maddas barely recognized.


They went wide as exploding suns as, hissing, the blade chopped down.


The ground shook. Sparks spit from the cracking concrete like a devil’s anvil being worked. The blade rang like the mighty sword of Allah smiting the infidel.


And floating out from the vibration, a musical voice rang, mocking, insolent.


“Come, Shiva. This is no way to treat your bride!”


It was the voice of sweet Kimberly Baynes, and yet it was not.


She stood off to one side, her four arms lifting like a spider preparing to pounce upon its prey. Her small breasts shook.


The blade lifted again. It described a figure eight in the air, the flutter and swish of the fine blade impossibly loud as it cleaved the air.


This time it came in sideways, seeking her smooth neck.


Nimble and light-footed, Kimberly leapt to avoid it. The terrible edge whizzed under her. She alighted on all six limbs like a sinister sleek insect sheathed in human flesh.


“Lay down your sword, O Shiva,” Kimberly proclaimed. “Kali claims you now. We will dance the Tandava and this land shall become the Caldron of Blood from which we shall both quaff mightily.”


The answer was an inhuman roar, loud, terrible, deafening.


It came from a man who wore a scarlet-and-purple costume that evoked images of genies, harems, and the Arabian Nights. His skin was a raw sunburned tone and his eyes burned like coals aflame. His thick-wristed hand balanced the other scimitar like a red ant carrying a twig.


The blade crashed down again. Kimberly dodged expertly.


This time it struck a prostrate figure in a green burnoose, chopping it in two. The separate parts of the body jumped into the sky.


The sight of his official spokesman, Selim Fanek-whom Maddas Hinsein had wisely arranged to take his place on the gallows-flying upward in two sections reminded the Scimitar of the Arabs of how this gold-haired vixen had betrayed him. Were it not for his own cunning, Maddas himself would now be flying skyward in pieces like so much cordwood. It was Fanek who had taken the traitorous fatal blow meant for Maddas himself.


He turned and resumed his run, a hulking figure in his feminine abayuh and black paratroop boots. He had to find sanctuary in this madness of betrayal. For soon the deadfall commands he had left with his trusted defense minister would be executed.


And he knew also that soon the American bombs would fall. Maddas Hinsein could live with the downfall of his people. But he, too, was on ground zero. And the Scimitar of the Arabs had a greater destiny to fulfill than becoming so much mulch. One that did not include ignominious death.


He had to find sanctuary.


A man stumbled across his path. He was an old one, with but a single yellow-brown tooth in his head.


“Allah forgive us!” the elder moaned. “For the sins of our wicked leader, we have been sent two demons to bedevil us.”


“Curse you, old man!” snapped Maddas Hinsein, stomping out the pitiful man’s lone tooth with the heel of a boot. “You are too weak to enjoy the triumph that lies before the Iraiti people.”


Maddas plunged on, melting into the fleeing crowd.


Elsewhere in Abominadad, two frightened men were being carried along with the human wave escaping the carnage of Arab Renaissance Square.


“Can you see what’s happening back there?” huffed Don Cooder, hostage anchor for the American television network BCN. His hair actually stood up on end-the result of a lifetime of hair-spray abuse.


“No,” puffed Reverend Juniper Jackman, who had come to Abominadad to upstage and liberate Cooder, only to end up his cellmate. “Why should I care? Gettin’ out alive’s all that matters.”


“We just witnessed a turning point in history,” Cooder went on, his voice taking on a stentorian timbre. “Maddas, the Tyrant of Irait, has suffered the same overreaching fate as previous Iraiti despots. Someone has to inform the world.”


“If I spot a phone booth,” Reverend Jackman said distractedly, “I’ll let you know.”


“I’d give anything for a four-wire line at this crucial, pivotal, important moment in history I have been privileged to witness.”


“And I’d give anything if someone would just beam me back to Washington. As a famous man said once, ‘Fame is fleeting, but my ass is forever.’”


The crowd was scurrying like ragged lemmings for a cliff. Don Cooder and the Reverend Jackman were carried along by fear and the threat of trampling feet. If they tripped or stumbled, they would be instantly stomped into bloody rags. The thought of the closed-coffin funerals that would result made their blood run cold. Neither of them had come to Abominadad to be denied a last moment in the limelight-even if it was while lying amid black crepe and purple velvet.


As the stampede of men, women, and children flooded into the city proper, it was forced into a channel made by two lines of office buildings.


“Think they’ll ever stop?” Cooder gasped.


“Up with hope,” Jackman wheezed.


A cold, blocky building suddenly appeared in the path of the human flood. It almost blocked the other end of the street.


The crowd attempted to go around it. But the momentum of their flight was too great, the multitude pressed too closely, for most to manage.


“Oh, shoot,” Reverend Jackman moaned.


Part of the leading edge of the crowd actually smashed into the squat building like starlings into a 747’s intakes. They made quite an ugly sound as they began piling up.


The more nimble members of this surging clot of fleeing humanity thinned, and broke in two directions.


Suddenly the way before Don Cooder and Reverend Jackman parted like the Red Sea. They saw the slumping bodies.


And they saw the limestone facade, a bulwark of bodies crushed before it, seemingly coming at them.


“I’m gonna die in a heathen land!” Reverend Jackman yelped.


“I’m gonna die,” Don Cooder moaned, “and there’s no one to film my tragic yet ironic conclusion.”


Jackman turned around, eyes sick, anxious, as if a camera might somehow materialize to preserve their last heroic moments on earth.


Then he noticed it.


“Hey, showboat, wait up!” he yelled.


“Are you crazy? I’ll be trampled.”


“No, you won’t,” said Reverend Jackman, his voice suddenly far away.


Cooder’s head snapped back, thinking Jackman had fallen under the remorseless feet of the crowd.


But when he looked back, he saw Reverend Juniper Jackman bent over, chest working like a bellows, retching as he tried to get his wind back.


The stampede that had been hot on their heels had veered away in both directions to avoid the squat building.


Realization dawned on Don Cooder. That meant he could stop too.


He no sooner signaled his brain to slide into a skid than the side of his head slammed limestone and he joined the pile of slumped Iraiti bodies.


“You dead?” Reverend Jackman asked after he had regained his breath and sidled up.


“Is my face still photogenic?” Cooder asked, clutching his head.


“No. Never was.”


Cooder closed his eyes. “Then I’m dead.”


“For a hick Texan with bags under his eyes clear down to his belly button, you make a lively noise, though,” Reverend Jackman added.
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