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			ERIC VAN LUSTBADER

			has carried on the tradition of Robert Ludlum’s™ Jason Bourne thrillers, honoring the late suspense master with these stunning New York Times bestsellers

			The Bourne Legacy • The Bourne Betrayal
The Bourne Sanction • The Bourne Deception

			 . . . and here’s what critics are saying:

			“Like watching a James Bond film. . . . Slickly paced . . . all-
consuming.”

			—Entertainment Weekly

			“Twisted, dark, and exciting.”

			—The Oklahoman

			“Breathless writing that makes the pages fly.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“A fun thriller.”

			—Chicago Tribune

			Acclaim for Eric Van Lustbader’s thrillers that immerse readers in the world of Eastern philosophy, martial arts, and unrelenting Ninja action—including

			The Kaisho • Floating City • Second Skin

			“What sets Eric Van Lustbader apart is his profound understanding of Eastern life and thought.”

			—Cosmopolitan

			“Action, intrigue, Oriental philosophy, and romance. . . . Lustbader is a clever wordsmith who can paint vivid pictures.”

			—USA Today

			“Good, solid entertainment. . . . The plot keeps on surprising. . . . It’s great to get hold of a book that consumes your imagination, filling your head with a myriad of visual images and anticipation—like Cinerama in the mind.”

			—The Memphis Commercial Appeal

			“Another round of Far East villainy.”

			—New York Daily News

			“A story of meeting one’s own dark side. . . . Lustbader can leave the reader exhilarated.”

			—Chicago Tribune

			“The plot is coiled and deadly. . . . A penetrating look into drugs, nuclear weaponry, and industrial espionage . . . Lustbader is a stunning writer whose words flow strikingly from page to page.”

			—The Southern Pines Pilot (NC)

			“Lustbader has honed the brooding sensation of sudden, violent death . . . into a unique art form.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“High-intensity action and intrigue. . . . Lustbader possesses enormous powers of both sensory and sensual detail. . . . He is decidedly not predictable, another fine gift.”

			—South Bend Tribune

			“A powerful, erotic story . . . nearly impossible to put down.”

			—Houston Chronicle

			“An author of authentic and engrossing Oriental intrigue second to none.”

			—Los Angeles Times Book Review

			“A fast-moving thriller. . . . Here again he proves himself a master storyteller.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“A typhoon of storytelling. . . .”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Swiftly paced and fascinating . . . an intricately designed puzzle.”

			—Chicago Sun-Times

			“Potent . . . powerful.”

			—Publishing News (Great Britain)

			“Confirms Eric Van Lustbader as the Master of the Orient.”

			—The Press Syndicate
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			Grateful acknowledgment is made to:

			Frank Panico

			Frank Capone, for insight and research into 
Ozone Park and East New York

			Virgil England, for the design of Mick’s push dagger

			Jim Schmidt, for his scholarly treatise on Damascus steel

		

	
		
			Maybe a great magnet pulls

			All souls towards the truth

			Or maybe it is life itself

			That feeds wisdom

			To its youth

			—“Constant Craving”

			K. D. LANG/BEN MINK

			Until the day of his

			death, no man can be sure

			of his courage.

			—JEAN ANOUILH

		

	
		
			DEAD CAN DANCE
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			Time is a storm in which we are all lost.

			—WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Tokyo

			“What is it that you’ve always wanted?”

			Mick Leonforte stared across the table at the tall, elegant woman who sat unmoving as she slowly smoked a thin, black cigar. Giai Kurtz was Vietnamese, a daughter of one of Saigon’s elite families. She was married, of course, but that was part of the kick. Alone and unattached, she would not have seemed nearly as desirable. She was also the kind of woman Mick had wanted to be with since he had come to Asia more than twenty years ago. Even before that, if he were to be perfectly honest with himself.

			Staring at the jewel-shaped face with its high cheekbones, unblemished skin the lush color of teak, the heavy cascade of blue-black hair, he understood that this exquisite creature—or someone very much like her—had inhabited his dreams before he had ever known the first thing about Asia. It was no wonder that having come in-country for the war, he had never returned home. Vietnam was his home.

			“Tell me,” he said with the hint of a smile at the corners of his mouth. “Tell me and it’s yours.”

			The woman smoked her cigar, letting the gray-brown smoke drift languidly from her partly opened lips, and if one was not as well versed in the peoples of Southeast Asia as Mick was, one could easily miss the metallic glitter of fear far back in her depthless eyes.

			“You know what I want,” she said at last.

			“Anything,” Mick said. “Anything but that.”

			They were in the rearmost booth of Pull Marine, a chic French restaurant that Mick had bankrolled in the posh Roppongi district. It was one of many burgeoning businesses throughout Asia—legitimate and otherwise—that he controlled. Mick was involved in numerous such ventures that he had kept secret from his late, unlamented partner, Rock.

			“I want you.”

			No, he thought, that is what I want. At least what I want you to feel.

			“You have me,” he said, spreading his hands wide. “See?”

			In the opposite corner from where Mick and Giai sat, a rail-thin Vietnamese woman warbled the songs of Jacques Brel, filled with melancholy and the black sails of death. She expressed Brel’s profound sadness like the wounds of war; the room was burnished as much by her serpentine voice as it was by the low, artful lighting.

			“You know what I mean. I want us to be together always.”

			“But I won’t be here,” he said with deliberate emphasis on each word, “always.”

			The chanteuse was accompanied by a guitarist and a synth player who made his instrument sound, at times, like a cathedral organ. This churchlike overtone caused Mick to remember the many stories of Joan of Arc his father had told him. Apocryphal or not, they stayed with the young Mick, perhaps because they were so much a part of his father’s worldview; saints as warriors for righteous causes had been a major theme in Johnny Leonforte’s subconscious.

			“Then I will go with you wherever you go.” She sucked on her cigar. “That’s what I want.”

			Mick stared into her dark eyes for a long time, calculating. “All right,” he said at length, as she smiled, smoke escaping from between her ripe lips.

			The restaurant was a piece of Saigon reproduced wholecloth in Tokyo, a reflection of Saigon’s deliberate air of change and newfound prosperity. Gold-leaf walls gleamed and sparked, a black marble floor reflected the midnight-blue domed ceiling. The candles on the tables gave off the faint incense of a temple’s interior. Bathed in the cool bluish wash of spotlights, a highly stylized mask fashioned out of crimson lacquer from a traditional Vietnamese design dominated one wall.

			Smartly dressed waiters were overseen by Honniko, a spectacular bare-shouldered blonde in a golden velvet bustier and form-fitting raw-silk skirt that came down to just above her ankles. She spoke perfect French and Japanese. She also spoke Vietnamese, and her air of authority was absolute. Normally, at this time of night, one would have been impressed by her genuine warmth in greeting patrons and adeptly steering them to their candlelit tables, but tonight she stood immobile behind her bronze podium, gazing slit-eyed at the chanteuse. In truth, she had nothing else to do, since the couple in the far corner were her only customers. Behind her, the front door to the second-floor restaurant was locked, its lace curtains pulled tautly over the narrow cut-glass panes. Through the glass bubble of the terrace, the brilliant Roppongi night glittered like a shower of diadems.

			A waiter, his face as cool and detached as a doctor’s, brought plates of fish en croûte and whole unshelled tiger prawns in a delicate garlic and cream sauce.

			Without a word, Mick reached for his fork while Giai continued to draw on her cigar. “I wonder if you mean it,” she said.

			He began to eat with the relish of a man too long deprived of decent food. Giai watched him while two long fingernails lacquered the same color as the walls flicked against each other. Click-click. Click-click. Like beetles doing battle with a window screen.

			“Eat. Aren’t you hungry?” Mick asked, though from his tone he seemed indifferent as to whether or not she would answer. “Personally, I’m starving.”

			“Yes,” she said at last. “I’m well aware of your appetites.” She regarded him with the scrutiny of an angel or a devil. She saw a man with a rugged, charismatic face fronted by a prominent Roman nose and odd gray and orange eyes that gave him a fierce and feral aspect. His salt-and-pepper hair was long and he wore a neatly cropped beard. It was a face born to give orders, the face of a man who harbored radical philosophies and dark secrets in equal number, whose personal worldview was iconoclastic and unshakable.

			“Where is it?” she asked in a voice that with considerable effort managed to remain calm. “Show it to me.”

			Of course he knew what she meant. “How do you know I have it with me?” He popped the head of a prawn between his lips and crunched down on it.

			“I know you.” She made to light another cigar, but he put his hand over hers, took it away. Momentarily startled, her eyes locked with his and something akin to a shudder could just be discerned in her shoulders. She nodded briefly, took up her fork, and obediently began to eat. But there was no gusto in her movements, merely a mechanical tempo. Mick thought it a shame she was so careful; he could not see the motion of her even, white teeth.

			He found he very much needed to see those teeth, and he brought out from beneath the table the push dagger, holding it obliquely in the air so that the candlelight sent long glistening flashes along the black length of its Damascus-steel blade.

			Giai was transfixed, her hand pausing in midair, flaky strata of fish sliding between the slick tines of her fork. Her nostrils flared like an animal scenting the fresh spoor of its prey.

			“Is that it?” But of course she knew that it was. It was an odd-looking weapon, a bronze shield sculpted into the shape of a lotus leaf covering the top of his fist, a vertical bar attached to its underside from which the grip was formed, and two narrow, wicked blades seeming to bloom from the middle fingers of 
his fist.

			“Wiped carefully clean.” He waggled the blades before her gaze. “Dipped in a bottle of Château Talbot ’70, his favorite wine and vintage. Fitting, don’t you think?”

			She shivered, her shoulders convulsing once and then again, but her face showed no distaste. On the contrary, her eyes were shining and her lips were still apart.

			“Yes,” she said softly, though what question she was answering was a mystery. “We drank a bottle last night. He toasted our fifth anniversary by licking the first sip out of my navel. I lay on the carpet willing myself not to vomit. I wound my fingers through his hair, in passion, he thought. And all the while I was thinking . . .”

			Her gaze left the push dagger to settle on Mick with the kind of shocking intimacy that comes only during sex. “I was thinking it was his heart I had squeezed between my hands.”

			“He was a bastard, no doubt about it,” Mick agreed. “He tried to fuck me over in the TransRim CyberNet deal. He thought he’d been clever enough to hide behind a phalanx of front men and lawyers, but all of them owe me or are terrified of me and they gave him up, willingly I might add, almost gleeful in their relief.” He shrugged. “But that’s the way Saigon is: influence, contacts, money—they’re all you need there, but they’re the most difficult to obtain.” He turned his fist over, slammed the points of the double blades into the tabletop. Neither the chanteuse nor the maître d’ missed a beat. “You’ve got to spill blood—more than a little, eh, Giai?—to get what you want. That’s Asia. Life is cheaper than a kilo of rice, isn’t that what you drank with your mother’s milk?”

			Giai’s eyes clung to the quivering push dagger as if it were a puff adder about to strike. It was impossible to tell from her face whether she despised or coveted its absolute power. Her cheeks were flushed and a thin sheen of perspiration was on her upper lip.

			“You killed him yourself, didn’t you?”

			“No, Giai, you killed him.”

			“I? I did nothing.”

			He regarded her for some time. “Astonishing. I think you really believe that. But here’s the truth. You sit on the sidelines, open your legs, and let your sex give the orders, pretending it has a mind of its own, as if you are not accountable for those decisions of life—and of death.”

			“I cannot stand the sight of death,” she said in a reedy whisper. Her eyes slipped out of focus, went to that spot over his left shoulder, and now he knew what she saw there: the past. “Ever since I found my mother on the floor of her room . . . The blood, the blood . . .” She took a quick sucking breath. “All of her insides slithering over the floor like a nest of serpents.” Refocusing in a flash, she sent him an accusatory stare. “You know this—you know. And yet you judge me by your own standards.”

			He leaned forward a little, his gray and orange eyes glittering. “That’s all I know how to do, Giai. It’s nothing personal.” He skewered a prawn on his fork. “Eat your food. It’s getting cold.”

			Giai ate with a degree of eagerness now. Once or twice, he had the pleasure of seeing her tiny teeth as they flashed like lights behind her lips. In a way, he was sorry her husband was dead. Part of the pleasure he had in taking her was the knowledge that she belonged to someone else. He remembered once at an intimate dinner party, he had had her in the pantry, pushed up her skirt, hands pressing her jiggling breasts, impaling her again and again, listening to her mounting gasps while her smug husband, oblivious, drank his wine and made deals on the other side of the wall. There was a certain kick to cuckolding a man who had tried to fuck him over, and now that was gone. Pity. But, then again, Mick mused, it was time to move on. The intervention of Nicholas Linnear in Floating City had precipitated that.

			Floating City had been a fortress, a city-state hidden in the northern highlands of Vietnam from which Mick and Rock had directed an unprecedented worldwide network of international arms trading and drug distribution. Floating City was just a memory now, nuked out of existence because of Linnear. That was okay with Mick; he’d known for some months it was time to move on; he’d just needed a kick in the ass to get him going—and Nicholas Linnear had provided that. Linnear had penetrated Floating City and had killed Rock. He might have worked his particular brand of magic on Mick as well had it not been for the nuclear explosion of the handheld experimental weapon known as Torch.

			Mick had come face-to-face with Nicholas at last in Floating City, and it had come as a profound shock to him—like meeting the legendary Colonel Linnear, Nicholas’s father. Like meeting your own other half, your—what did the Germans call it?—doppelgänger.

			There was a unique bond between the Colonel and Mick’s father, Johnny Leonforte—and thus a connection between the sons. But Nicholas did not know that yet. Mick had barely believed it when he had discovered it and had worked diligently—and fruitlessly—for months to disprove it. Accepting it had altered his life forever, just as it would change Nicholas’s someday in the not too distant future. But Mick, forever aware of playing all the angles, was determined that Nicholas should learn this particular bit of knowledge at the time and place of his own choosing.

			Mick had spent years researching the life and personality of Colonel Linnear’s son, until he had felt more intimate with him than any lover he had taken to bed. But when they had come face-to-face in Floating City, Mick’s fantasy had burst like a soap bubble. The real Nicholas Linnear was someone more than Mick had ever imagined. Looking deep into Nicholas Linnear’s clear, clear brown eyes, he had felt the stirring of the short hairs at the back of his neck. In that moment when investigation and reality had come together, he knew this man’s fate was inextricably entwined with his.

			In Nicholas Linnear, Mick Leonforte had recognized the ultimate adversary he had been searching for all his restless life. That was why he had provided the necessary means for Nicholas to escape the bamboo prison cage into which Rock had thrown him. In the endgame of the killing ground he knew he would need every advantage he could bring into play to counteract Nicholas’s Tau-tau, the secret knowledge of ancient psycho-necromancers. Mick had seen for himself the power of Tau-tau when Nicholas had overcome his guards and killed Rock, a huge beast of a man who had outthought and outfought every dangerous opium warlord in the uplands Golden Triangle of Burma’s Shan States.

			He could still remember barreling out of Floating City in a truck on which Nicholas had hitched a ride. (Had Nicholas’s powers allowed him to know that Mick had been driving that truck?) He could still see clearly Rock’s wounded body in the rearview mirror as he aimed Torch at Nicholas, could still feel the cold breath of Tau-tau as Nicholas redirected the path of the missile upward with the power of his mind.

			Soon after, Nicholas had leapt from the back of the truck, plunging hundreds of feet into the roiling waters of the cataract far below. He did not know, of course, that Mick had had the truck lead-lined or that they were already out of the four-square-city-block radius of Torch’s ground zero detonation zone. Floating City had been incinerated, but Mick had not died and neither, he believed, had Nicholas Linnear. Mick had had a hand in Nicholas’s escape from Rock’s cage. Nicholas had had a hand in keeping Mick from being incinerated by Rock’s final attack.

			They had an appointment in the future, a day of reckoning, a moment toward which, Mick now knew, he had been moving all his adult life. That was why he had come to Tokyo, and why, if he were brutally honest with himself, he was with Giai Kurtz now.

			“Excuse me,” he said, pushing himself out of the banquette. On his way to the men’s room, he turned to glance at Giai, who was finishing the tiger prawns, using her long, delicate fingers like chopsticks. He paused, watching her insert one long nail between head and torso to crack a prawn open. Then he went down a short corridor and into the men’s room. He urinated, checked all the stalls even though he knew no one was there. Then he pulled out his cellular phone and made a call.

			“Time to go,” he said, when he returned a moment later.

			“Don’t you want dessert?” Giai asked, staring up at him with those huge eyes that had captivated him nearly fifteen months ago at the embassy fete in Saigon. Such bores, those political parties, unless you knew the right people, and Mick knew them all. Having asked the Japanese trade legate about her, he had set about separating her from the pack with the obsessive single-mindedness of an Australian Border collie. Her husband, a ruddy-faced, blond-haired Aryan businessman from Köln, arrogant and tormented, who fancied he knew all about Southeast Asia, was interested only in making deals. Mick had had the impression that if he had taken Giai then and there on the Persian carpet, Rodney Kurtz would not have blinked an eye. As it was, they did it in the powder room with a crystal bowl of heart-shaped soaps crashing to the marble floor as she came.

			“Later,” he said. “Not now.”

			He held out one hand and she took it, rising. As they crossed the floor, he waved to Honniko, the blonde in the gold bustier. The chanteuse had finished her set, otherwise he would have saluted her as well.

			“Where are we going?”

			“Home,” he said. “To Hoan Kiem.”

			She pulled up, looking at him quizzically. “My villa? I haven’t been there all day.”

			He knew what she meant. “Don’t worry,” he said, shepherding her along, “he’s not there anymore.” He smiled. “And whatever blood was spilled has been cleaned up.”

			“Where is he, exactly?”

			“Nowhere you want to know about,” he said as they swung out the door into the riotous Roppongi night. Immediately, they were hip deep in tourists and tripped-out teenagers. Just looking at them could give you a nosebleed, Mick thought. Tattooed heads, branded hands, and metal impedimenta pierced through noses, eyelids, tongues, lips, and nipples were the stuff of nightmares. The breakdown of society was evident everywhere. The hardworking races endure leisure only with great difficulty, Friedrich Nietzsche had said. Which was why, Mick supposed, he admired the Japanese. But look at them now! Lolling around, disfigured, grotesque as sideshow freaks.

			The rain-washed street seethed with the peculiar hormonal vibrancy of youth. Crowds of people thronged the sidewalks, pushing off into the traffic-clogged streets. A permanent pall of diesel fumes hung in the air, giving the neon colors a lurid hue. In windows were displayed the cream of this year’s crop of designer clothes, some of which, Mick judged, were not meant for the human form.

			They picked up a cruising taxi on Roppongi-dōri, took it to Giai’s villa in the Asakusa temple district. Hoan Kiem—Returned Sword—was a beautifully conical concrete and wood structure, more spacious than most Tokyo residences. Its cool, crisp interior was filled with dark-stained rattan in the grand Saigon manner, giving rise to the speculation that both Kurtzes were ultimately more at home there than in Tokyo. The rooms were illuminated at night by brass lamps and during the day by bars of sunlight filtering in through the wide jalousied windows. Through them, one had a spectacular view across the river to the futuristic-Flamme d’Or, the Phillippe Starck–designed building of black glass, a kind of tetrahedron on acid, surmounted by a vaguely flamelike shape derisively christened by Tokyoites “the Golden Turd.”

			Giai hesitated as she unlocked the door and Mick swung it open.

			“I told you he isn’t here,” Mick said, stepping past her and, grasping her hand, pulling her over the threshold. “Here, I’ll show you where it happened.”

			“No!” she cried, and almost succeeded in pulling her hand from his fierce grip.

			He stood in the center of what had been, until just after midnight this morning, Rodney Kurtz’s domain, smiling slyly at Giai. He raised his arms in an expansive gesture. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

			Giai glared at him darkly. “Bastard. Yes.”

			He went to the mirrored bar, took down a pair of cut-glass snifters. “It isn’t me who’s the bastard, darling.” He poured generous measures of Napoleon brandy, turned around, and handed her one. “It was your husband, Rodney. Remember?” He clinked his glass against hers, took a sip, watching her all the while. He liked seeing her this way: nervous and a bit unsure. But then he liked to engender those emotions in everyone he met.

			“The nights I would call you up, after he beat me, raped me, spit on me.”

			“And you came back for more.”

			“He always apologized. He was so repentant, like a little child.”

			Mick hid his disgust behind the mask he had perfected, thinking of what was to come.

			“You took it all.”

			“Not all,” she said defiantly. Now she downed the brandy in two hard swallows. Her eyes watered. “Not now. I made my stand. He’s dead and I’m glad of it.”

			“So you did.” Mick nodded. “Long life and health to both of us,” he said, then took more brandy into his mouth and savored it. One thing you had to say for old Rodney, he thought, he did know how to live.

			“And so,” he said, putting down his empty snifter and rubbing his palms together, “to bed.”

			Mick took her in his arms, feeling her melt against him. He was a man who believed himself to be, in the words of Nietzsche, predestined for victory and seduction. Like Nietzsche, his wartime idol, he understood the profound connection between the two. He was a man bent on controlling and outwitting himself. Like two of Nietzsche’s own idols, Alcibiades and Napoleon, he had the craftsmanship and subtlety for war. He was, in sum, continually challenging life.

			She tasted like burnt sugar and he crushed her to him. He stripped her of her clothes and inhaled her musk. As usual, she wore no underwear. Her breasts reared into his hands and she moaned deep in her throat. He lifted her by her buttocks and her legs wrapped around him. Neither of them could wait for the bed. Her fingers, which had so skillfully cracked the prawn’s translucent shell, now deftly unbuckled his belt, pushed down his trousers. She brought him hotly against her, her eyes flying open with the sensation, then closing slowly, languorously, as they began their rhythm.

			Quidquid luce fruit, tenebris agit, Mick thought between mouthfuls of dusky flesh. Whatever is started in the light continues in the dark. It was one of Nietzsche’s favorite sayings, and his as well. How true it had proved itself in his life!

			He pushed her roughly against the wall—just here—where he had made the first thrust with the push dagger, where the arrogance on Kurtz’s face had been supplanted by disbelief and, then, fear. Oh, the ecstasy of it! He, the true Nietzschean superman, bringing down the Aryan prey.

			He was grunting now, not with the effort but with the images flooding his mind. Giai licked his ear and hunched frantically against him. While his body worked, his mind sang! Of course Kurtz was tormented, of course he beat his wife regularly. There are countless dark bodies that must be inferred to lie near the sun; we shall never be able to see them, Nietzsche had written. Kurtz was one of them. Obviously, in marrying Giai he had crossed the line. Dissolution, the base shuttling and rearranging of the races, was intolerable to the proud and pure Aryan in him. Yet he would not leave her. So he beat her, punishing her for the sin he dare not admit to himself he had committed.

			Giai was soon to reach her pinnacle. She groaned, her eyes rolling, her belly rippling, the muscles of her thighs and buttocks clenching furiously. And, like a house plucked up by a tornado, he was brought along with her. She stroked the nape of his neck, his damp hair, crooning wordlessly like a child in delirium.

			It was Mick’s firm and abiding belief that morality was merely timidity tricked out in a philosophical overcoat. Even if he had not read this in Beyond Good and Evil, his own experiences in the war in Vietnam would have taught him the same thing. As it was, they merely made Nietzsche’s words resonate in his mind all the louder. And like all men of prey, he thought, I am misunderstood. What was morality but a recipe against passion, an attempt to castrate the dangerousness in which man lives with himself?

			“Yes,” Giai breathed. “Oh, yes!”

			He held her, light as a feather, as she shivered and moaned, trembled and clung in great gasping sighs, then started all over again as he put his head down, his white teeth sinking into the tender flesh of her shoulder as he skewered her—once, twice, three times—gushing as he thought of life—Kurtz’s life—bleeding away in a mass of stinking, steaming innards.

			He opened his eyes. Giai was staring at him.

			“I’m free, aren’t I?”

			He could feel her hot fluids—and his, too, perhaps—sticky on his thighs.

			“Had enough?”

			“No,” she cried. “No, no, no!”

			Of course not. It was part of their game.

			Before his erection could subside he rubbed cocaine into the reddened skin. He felt the familiar tingling, then the curious numbness through which only sexual desire could burn like a beacon in dense fog. Then he entered her again, walking her across the room, her heels bouncing against the tops of his buttocks.

			Giai, always wild with him, was particularly frenzied. In fact, her freedom, as she called it, had made her almost insatiable, and for once Mick thanked the lucky star under which he had been born for the cocaine-induced numbness. Otherwise, even he would not have been able to last.

			He had her on Kurtz’s dining room table, a polished teak affair from Thailand, on Kurtz’s desk, the cordless phone clattering to the floor, on Kurtz’s prize Isfahan rug, in Kurtz’s bed, and finally in Kurtz’s shower. And after Giai thought it was over, he did what he had wanted to do all along: he took her from behind.

			She wanted to sleep after all that exertion, but he was still wired. The cocaine, he told her, urging her to dress quickly while he struck a match and lighted his cigar. So instead of crawling between Kurtz’s silk sheets, they returned to the rainy, neon-lighted Tokyo night.

			The taxi he had called was waiting for them. It was after midnight and they made the trip to the warehouse district of Shibaura in short order. They emerged into Kaigan-dōri, and Mick told the taxi to pull over. He paid the fare and they got out, heading for Mūdra, one of the many hip dance clubs that had bloomed here like weeds in the early nineties.

			They had not walked more than a block when a black Mercedes rounded a corner behind them, heading along Kaigan-dōri. Mick glanced over his shoulder and saw it coming up behind them, swerving dangerously up onto the sidewalk, sideswiping a couple of moonfaced bohemians, chicly garbed in grunge, purple-black hair in exaggerated Woody Woodpecker top knots, their lips glossed in black.

			“What is it?” Giai asked.

			Up ahead, two bikers in luminous trench coats and multiple nose rings sat astride luridly painted Suzukis, swigging beer and trading lewd stories of mutilated flesh. Incensed, Mick walked a couple of paces on, shouting at the drunken teenagers, while Giai stood waiting. He turned. “Morons,” he said, but he was looking straight at the oncoming Mercedes, which, having cleared the cars ahead of it, now put on a last furious burst of speed.

			Mick shouted something incoherent and Giai turned, her eyes opened wide, just as the front fender of the Mercedes plowed into her. Instantly, she was slammed backward with such force that when she landed her back broke. But by then she was drowning in her own blood.

			The Mercedes had already taken off as people on line for the clubs came out of their shock and started to scream. There was a mad jostling, an almost carnivorous mass convulsing through which Mick slithered, heading up Kaigan-dōri, avoiding the jammed sidewalk, after the Mercedes. The familiar high-low police Klaxon could be heard, still some distance away but closing fast on the scene of panic behind him.

			He saw the Mercedes swerve left at the last possible instant, into a narrow alley, and he followed, his legs churning easily, his heart racing nicely, his lungs pumping in exhilaration. He turned the corner, saw the black Mercedes had come to a stop, rocking on its heavy-duty shock absorbers. The alley was deserted; even its usual denizens had headed toward the site of the screams.

			One of the black Mercedes’s rear doors flew open and he accelerated toward it, his heart singing. What was it Nietzsche had said? Ultimately one loves one’s desires, not the desired object.

			Then he was there, slinging his body into the backseat, hearing the gears crash, the tires squeal, the car accelerating down the alley as he leaned over, slamming the door shut, and he said to the driver, “Jōchi, well done!”

		

	
		
			BOOK 1

			BETWEEN DOG AND WOLF
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			The best way to keep one’s word is not to give it.

			—NAPOLEON
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			Tokyo • New York

			Nicholas Linnear looked out at Tokyo, its pink-and-acid-green neon signs creating an aurora that blocked the night. Far below, a soft parade of black umbrellas bobbed and weaved, filling the sidewalks of Shinjuku as the steady rain filled the gutters of the wide, traffic-clogged streets.

			It was a familiar view from his corner office on the fifty-second floor of the Shinjuku Suiryu Building. But almost everything now seemed different.

			It had been fifteen months since he had been in Tokyo, fifteen months since he had taken on giri, the debt he had promised his late father, Col. Denis Linnear, he would honor. Fifteen months since he had been contacted by a representative of Mikio Okami, his father’s closest friend and, as it turned out, the Kaisho, the oyabun of oyabun of all the clans of the Yakuza, the powerful Japanese underworld.

			Okami had been in hiding in Venice, under a death threat from his closest allies within his inner circle of advisers. He had needed Nicholas’s help, so he had said, to protect him. Nicholas had his own very private reasons for hating the Yakuza and could have turned his back on Okami and his obligation to his late father. But that was not his way. Honor meant everything to him, but the irony of helping keep alive the living embodiment of the Yakuza was not lost on him. On the contrary, in pure Japanese style, it added to the poignancy of his mission.

			Eventually, he had found and dispatched the would-be assassin, a particularly frightening Vietnamese named Do Duc Fujiro, along with the oyabun who had hired him. Now, with Tetsuo Akinaga, the only oyabun of the inner circle still alive, awaiting trial on charges of extortion and conspiracy to commit murder, Okami had returned to Tokyo, and Nicholas with him to face an entirely new threat.

			Fifteen months and to Nicholas it seemed as if Tokyo had changed beyond recognition.

			These changes revolved around the great Japanese depression that had begun in 1991 and showed little sign of lifting. Today, there were more homeless in the streets than ever before, every company’s profits were either sharply off or in negative figures. Layoffs—a hitherto unknown practice—had begun in earnest, and those remaining in jobs had not seen a pay raise in four years. On the way to Shinjuku that evening, Nicholas had seen outside food shops long lines made up of housewives who insisted on buying Japanese rice instead of the imported American variety.

			The trade war with America was intensifying almost every day. In addition, there was an increasingly militant and belligerent North Korean regime to consider. Japan’s pachinko parlors, traditionally run by native Japanese, were now in the hands of Koreans, many of whom had ties to North Korea, and it was becoming an increasing source of embarrassment to the Japanese government to have these profits going directly to the dictatorial and paranoid regime that ruled the North.

			For the first time since the advent of the great economic miracle in the early 1950s, Japan seemed on the brink of losing both momentum and purpose. People were dispirited and fed up, and the media, trained at birth to emphasize bad news while minimizing the good, could see only a dark, downward spiral.

			Nicholas felt a hand softly stroking his back, and he saw Koei’s face reflected in the rain-streaked window. With her huge, liquid eyes, small mouth, and angular cheekbones, it was far from a classically beautiful face, but he loved it all the more for that. She was the daughter of a Yakuza oyabun. They had met in 1971 and had fallen madly, magically in love. And out of that mad love, Nicholas had killed the man who he thought had raped and tormented Koei, only to discover that the man was innocent. The miscreant was her father. Shame had caused her to lie, and this had forced Nicholas to walk away. He had not seen her until last year, when Okami had arranged for them to meet again so Nicholas could heal the rage he felt toward her and all Yakuza.

			Over the years, she had turned her back on the world of the Yakuza, losing herself in the syncretic Shugendo Shinto sect in the mystical hills of Yoshino, where she might have remained but for a summons from her father. He needed to broker an alliance, and to seal it Koei was obliged to marry a man she had not met. After spending six months with the man, she wanted out, but he was unwilling to let her go. In desperation, she turned to Mikio Okami, the Kaisho, the one man who had more power than this man and would be willing to stand up to him. Okami had spirited her away, sending her into the hinterlands of Vietnam where this man could not find her, though he tried hard enough. The man she had been with, whom she had been duty-bound to marry and had come to despise and fear, was Mick Leonforte.

			“Nangi-san isn’t here yet,” she said, “and the dinner is scheduled to begin in ten minutes.” Tanzan Nangi was the president of Sato International, the high-tech keiretsu—the Japanese-American conglomerate Nicholas owned with Tanzan Nangi—that had been created from the merger of Sato Petrochemicals with Tomkin Industries, the company Nicholas owned and ran. “I hope this won’t be too much for him.” Six months ago he’d had a minor heart attack and, since then, had become somewhat more reclusive.

			“It had better not,” Nicholas said, checking his tie in the mirror. “The Japanese launch of the TransRim CyberNet has been his dream ever since my people came up with the technology.”

			Koei turned him around, worked on his tie herself. “The VIPs are arriving and Tōrin is getting nervous. He’s wondering why you’re not already down at Indigo to greet them.”

			“I’ve still got to make a last check at research and development on the fortieth floor.” Nicholas kissed her lightly. “The proprietary CyberNet data are being transferred to the central computer.”

			The CyberNet, a multimedia highway for trading and instantaneous communication throughout Southeast Asia, had the potential to lift Sato International out of its recessionary spiral and return it to profitability. But if anything went wrong with the CyberNet—if it crashed and burned—Sato International was sure to follow it down. The unique combination of Nangi’s calculating mind and Nicholas’s brilliant leaps of intuitive ingenuity had been the main reason for Sato’s success. But these days Sato, like all Japanese keiretsu, had been undergoing a painful restructuring.

			Keiretsu—holdovers from the prewar family-run zaibatsu—were groups of interlinked industrial companies composed around a central bank. In boom times this gave each keiretsu the major advantage of being able to lend itself money for expansion and research and development at highly competitive rates. But during a recession—as now—when banks ran into the twin difficulties of deflated values on their real estate portfolios and rising yen rates, they became a major liability to the keiretsu. Lately, it had been up to Nicholas’s American arm to provide the R&D for new Sato products like the supersecret CyberNet technology. Despite this revolutionary breakthrough he was racked by guilt. If he had not been with Mikio Okami these past fifteen months, he might have helped his company avoid the worst ravages of the deep recession. Instead, he had insisted that Sato International be at the forefront of fiber-optic telecommunications, and to that end, the vast majority of the keiretsu’s capital reserves had gone into expansion into not only Southeast Asia and China, but also South America. This was the smart long-term bet of the visionary, but it had created a short-term crunch that the recession had exacerbated almost beyond Sato’s tolerance. Now the company was forced to rise or fall on the success of the CyberNet, and Nicholas knew it was his doing.

			“Nicholas.”

			He smiled and, taking her in his arms, kissed her harder this time. “Don’t worry. I’ll see to it,” he said.

			She stood there, in her dark, sequined dress, looking impossibly lovely. “I know you,” she said. “Such a man of action. Wining and dining corporate guests cannot be your favorite thing. But consider the source and honor your promise. It was Nangi-san who requested you attend this dinner. You don’t need me to remind you of its importance. It will officially launch the TransRim CyberNet in Japan while representatives from America, Russia, Vietnam, Thailand, Singapore, and China look on. The Net is so important to Nangi-san—and to Sato International as a whole.”

			She was right, of course, to remind him to return to this time and place. Nangi was far more than Nicholas’s business partner. He was also his mentor. The two had shared so many life-or-death situations that their fates were now inextricably entwined.

			Koei picked up a phone, spoke briefly into it. When she turned to Nicholas, she was frowning. “Nangi-san still hasn’t arrived. It isn’t like him; he’s never late.” She touched his arm. “And, Nicholas, you’ve told me how tired and drawn he’s looked of late.”

			He nodded. “I’ll get in touch with him, then come right down. All right?”

			“All right.” She left him alone in the semidarkness of his office.

			He turned to his desk, asked the voice-activated autodialer to get Nangi’s home phone. It rang ten times before he told it to hang up. No doubt, Nangi was on his way.

			He dug in the pocket of his tuxedo, drew out a small matte-black rectangle slightly smaller than a cellular telephone. He thumbed a tab and it flipped open to reveal a small screen, which soon burned luminescent green. This was Kami, a prototype of the communicator that would soon be online for the CyberNet. The Kami had been keeping the two men in touch during the last part of Nicholas’s absence from Sato International’s boardrooms. He was about to use the touch screen to dial Tanzan Nangi’s personal number when the unit began to vibrate. He had it set to silent and this meant a call was coming in. He pressed the touch screen.

			“Linnear-san.” Nangi’s face appeared on the flat liquid-crystal-
display screen, incredibly clear via the digital video pathway. This vid-byte bandwidth communication was the technological breakthrough that made the CyberNet so valuable—and vulnerable to corporate espionage.

			The opening of the TransRim CyberNet in Southeast Asia and Russia had generated an almost feverish scrutiny from Sato International’s rivals. In an age when the speed of information was everything, whoever controlled so-called cyberspace on the Pacific Rim would reap billions of dollars of benefits for the foreseeable future.

			“Nangi-san, where are you? The TransRim launch dinner is about to begin.”

			“I am aware of the time,” Nangi interrupted in uncharacteristic fashion. He passed a hand across his face. Where was he? There was not enough background showing on the screen for Nicholas to tell. He only knew he wasn’t home. “But I have had something of a dizzy spell—”

			“Are you all right?” A stab of fear went through Nicholas. “Have you called the doctor?”

			“There’s no need, I assure you,” Nangi said hastily as his eyes flicked briefly to one side. Was someone in the room with him? “I am being well taken care of.”

			“But, Nangi-san, where are you? The guests are waiting.”

			“Yes, yes, I understand your concern,” Nangi said as a small cup of tea was placed in front of him by someone unseen. “But I am not indispensable. The party can go on without me.”

			Why was he keeping his whereabouts secret? Nicholas wondered. “Perhaps we should postpone the opening of the Net.”

			“Nonsense. It must be opened tonight.” For a moment, some of Nangi’s old spark and fire returned. “We have far too much riding on its success. Postponement will only send rumors through the industry that would surely undermine confidence. No, no. I trust you and Tōrin to do the honors. Whatever help you need, he’ll provide. As my new right-hand man, he can be of extraordinary use to you.”

			Nangi was about to disconnect from the CyberNet when Nicholas said, “Nangi-san, at least hear me out.” He’d gotten an idea, but would Nangi go for it? “Perhaps there is a way to use your absence to work for us.”

			Ill or not, this got Nangi’s attention. He lifted a hand. “Go on, please.”

			“Let’s make the first use of CyberNet in Japan a link from the dinner to you.”

			“No.”

			Nicholas was puzzled. “But it’s perfect, Nangi-san. You can stay where you are, and everyone can see you blown up on the special screen that’s been erected downstairs.”

			“I said no and that’s final,” Nangi snapped, and without another word, he disconnected from the Net.

			Nicholas, whose loyalty to Sato was now joined with his loyalty to Mikio Okami, did not know whether he felt more puzzled or concerned. He could not imagine Nangi acting in such a cold and irrational manner. What was happening to his friend? These abruptly ended communications were fast becoming the rule rather than the exception. He knew Nangi was under extreme pressure in putting the CyberNet online, and at seventy-six he was no longer young. But Nicholas suspected these conversations could not merely be explained away by Nangi’s age. Had the heart attack somehow changed his personality? Nicholas resolved to see him in person when tonight’s dog and pony show was over.

			As he checked his tuxedo, he took one last moment to evaluate his recent decision to join Mikio Okami, the Kaisho.

			The Yakuza’s role in Japan was significant. Unlike in America, where the underworld was outcast from society, the Yakuza were, in a very real sense, a part of it. Even though they might still see themselves as outcasts, they were an unspoken part of what was known as the Iron Triangle that, since 1947, had ruled Japan: bureaucracy, business, and politicians. The Ministry of International Trade and Industry, MITI, had emerged as the most powerful of the postwar bureaucratic entities. It was MITI that dictated economic policy and allowed the keiretsu, the interlocked trading groups run by the top industrial families, tax breaks and incentives to move into fields that MITI determined would be best for Japan as a whole. It was MITI, for instance, that decided in the 1960s to encourage the trading companies to switch from the manufacture of heavy goods such as steel to computers and semiconductors. In this way MITI orchestrated Japan’s economic miracle and, simultaneously, made billionaires of the industrialists. MITI perpetuated its absolute control over business by sending its ex-ministers out to work at the very keiretsu for which it created policy.

			But MITI had help. The Liberal Democratic Party, which had dominated Japan’s political scene from the forties through to its ouster in 1993, worked hand in hand with the ministry to keep Japan, Inc. on an even keel. This was relatively easy, since the Japanese people had been used to leaders taking care of them. Before the war, they had looked to the emperor for this. Afterward, it was a series of prime ministers from the LDP.

			As for the Yakuza, they were the intermediaries who greased the wheels. For the proper remuneration, they ensured that the LDP remained in power by brokering each prime minister’s constituency. For the proper remuneration, they saw to it that the “political contributions” the keiretsu made influenced the politicians to enact legislation favorable to business. And so it went for decades, an endless wheel of staggeringly swift progress and deeply entrenched corruption.

			Until the great recession of 1991 brought everything Japan, Inc. had worked toward to a screeching halt.

			Nicholas was about to go down to R&D when his Kami buzzed him. This time, he saw Mikio Okami’s face in the screen. Even with the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, accentuated now by the exhaustion evident on his face, he looked at least ten years younger than his ninety years.

			“Nicholas,” he said without the usual ritual of formality, “I have momentous news.” Without anybody else knowing about it, Nicholas had given him a prototype Kami so the two could keep in touch at all hours. CyberNet communications were far more secure than most cellular phone conversations. “Tomorrow morning the prime minister will announce his resignation.”

			Nicholas, feeling suddenly deflated, sat down on the edge of his burlwood desk. “That makes six in just over three years.”

			Okami nodded. “Yes. As I predicted, without a strong LDP, the coalition of lesser parties cannot hold the center. There are too many different and mutually exclusive agendas for a true consensus to form. The Socialists, especially, have proven difficult, and this has weakened every new prime minister because he has been, in one form or another, something of a compromise.”

			“What are we to do now?”

			“That’s why I’ve called. This latest resignation will come as a complete shock to all parties. There is no one waiting in the wings, no strong foreign minister or trade representative ready to step up as has been the case before. There will be a power vacuum. This means political chaos and we cannot allow that.”

			“I think we should meet.”

			Okami was nodding. “My thoughts precisely. The Karasumori Jinja the day after tomorrow at seven P.M. I will be tied up in urgent meetings until then.”

			“Agreed.”

			“Good.” Okami looked visibly relieved. “How is the reception going?”

			“I’m about to find out.”

			“Good luck.”

			Nicholas thanked him, then disconnected from the Net. He left his office, heading through the reception area, toward the private chairman’s elevator that would whisk him at high speed down to mezzanine level. He glanced at his watch. No time now to stop at R&D on the way down. Maybe he could break away during dinner so he could check on the CyberNet data transfer. As he fitted his key into the slot in the scrolled-bronze elevator door, he again heard Okami’s voice as the Kaisho had told him the real reason he had called in Nicholas’s debt of honor:

			When you came to me last year and I saw how full of hate you were for the Yakuza, I could find no way to tell you the truth about your father. That he and I—the Kaisho, the head of all the Yakuza clans—were partners from 1946 until his death in 1963 in the creation of the new Japan. Then I was obliged to carry on his vision virtually alone.

			Your father was the most remarkable visionary, and because you are his son, I finally summoned you to my side. Not to protect me as I told you—you have now seen that I am well capable of doing that with my own resources. It was merely the trigger to begin your healing, first, your rage at Koei’s mistake, and because of it, your unreasoning hatred of the Yakuza. So you could begin to understand the truth that lies behind your father’s carefully composed mask. And for you to accept that truth. It is time for you to continue the work Colonel Linnear and I planned together.
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			Two years before, Nicholas and Nangi had decided to buy the long-term lease of the stuffy French restaurant that had occupied the mezzanine level of the Shinjuku Suiryu Building when it had gone bust. For eighteen months, architects, technicians, and designers had been at work transforming a rather austere space into an opulent nightclub-restaurant suitable for entertaining on the grandest scale.

			Indigo had opened three months ago to great fanfare and, so far, extraordinary success. But, tonight, it was closed to the public so that Sato International could have its TransRim CyberNet launch party.

			The impressive three-story space was composed of an ascending series of flying-carpet-like platforms each occupied by three or four boomerang-shaped tables with semicircular banquettes facing onto a dance floor that had been laser-etched to resemble a vast Persian rug. Soft lights shone from high above the tables and, embedded in the dance floor, from below, giving the sensation of floating in a pool of blue-green light. Panels of cherrywood, stained indigo, rose in tiers at the restaurant’s curvilinear sides, and along one of them a long bar snaked, the lights glinting off its blued stainless-steel top. Bottles of spirits, liqueurs, and imported beers from Southeast Asia, the Philippines, and microbreweries in the States were arrayed on glass shelves hung against a long mirror.

			When Nicholas entered, the dance floor was alive with extravagantly dressed people and the hubbub of a hundred conversations in at least a dozen languages. People were three deep at the bar, the three bartenders kept humming with a constant barrage of orders. The cool jazz of Miles Davis was drifting from the sixty-six speakers sunk flush into the walls, ceiling, and floor.

			Heads turned at his approach, and it was no wonder. The guests saw a powerfully built man, graceful as a dancer with wide shoulders and narrow hips. What was most impressive—and intimidating—about him, however, was his fluidity of motion. He did not walk or turn as other people did but appeared to be skating on thin air, operating in very low gravity. When he moved, it was with all his weight in his lower belly, the place of power the Japanese called hara. He had dark, thickly curling hair that was at odds with the distinct oriental cast to his face—the high flat cheekbones, the almond-shaped eyes. Despite that, the face was long and bony, as if some English influence deep in his genes would not be denied its due.

			Nicholas picked out Kanda Tōrin, headed toward him through the crowd. Still in his early thirties, Kanda Tōrin was a tall, slender man with a long, handsome face and the cool, calculating demeanor of a man with a decade’s more experience. Nicholas’s opinion of him was still not completely formed. He had apparently proved to be an invaluable aide to Nangi during Nicholas’s absence. So much so that Nangi had recently promoted him to senior vice president, an unprecedented level for a man his age.

			To be truthful, Nicholas resented the younger man’s presence. It compromised his special relationship with Tanzan Nangi. That Tōrin was astute, perhaps even, as Nangi believed, brilliant, was beyond question, but Nicholas suspected he was also gifted with an overweening ambition. His power grab at the CyberNet was a prime example. Or was Nicholas being too harsh with his judgments? Tōrin could simply have had Sato International’s best interests at heart, filling the vacuum Nicholas had left. Still, Nicholas could not entirely shake the impression, admittedly hastily gleaned, that Tōrin was a team player only so long as it suited his own needs. That was a potentially dangerous trait.

			As Nicholas approached, he saw that Tōrin was being harangued by a florid-faced American with curly red hair and the belligerent demeanor of a man too long frustrated by Japan’s arcane and maddening protective barriers. Unfortunately, this was the attitude of too many Americans these days. Nicholas recognized this one as Cord McKnight, the trade representative of a consortium of Silicon Valley-based semiconductor manufacturers.

			Nicholas circled around until he was standing behind Tōrin’s right shoulder.

			“You poor bastard,” McKnight was saying. With his strong face and stronger ideals he would not have looked out of place on the athletic field of an Ivy League campus. His pale eyes, set wide apart, gave nothing away. “Was it only three years ago you guys bought into Hollywood, Manhattan, Pebble Beach, and two-thirds of Hawaii at prices no sane businessman would touch? Yeah, it’s gotta be ’cause now that your bubble economy’s burst, you can’t afford to hold on to anything you bought.”

			Tōrin said nothing, either out of good sense or an acute sense of humiliation. The recession had had an incalculable emotional effect on the younger men of Japan, Inc. These men had become used to their supreme power—their ichiban, their number-one-ism. The concept of Japan as number two, inconceivable only four years ago, had caused a severe shock to their egos.

			“I mean, look what’s happening now,” McKnight went on as a small crowd began to form. In among the curious onlookers Nicholas saw Koei and Nguyen Van Truc, the Vietnamese head of marketing for Minh Telekom, a company that had been trying to interest Nicholas and Nangi in accepting a capital infusion in exchange for a piece of Sato. “Japan’s already a second-rate power. Remember when you were bashing our education system? You don’t hear any of that crap now.” His lips cracked a superior smile. “Wanna know why? You guys are turning out computer-illiterate graduates. While we use computers in our schools from the ground up, you find them too impersonal. Your elaborate and cumbersome rituals of doing business are impossible to carry out via computer, so you think of it as a symbol rather than as a tool.” He laughed raucously. “You’d rather use a fucking abacus, for Christ’s sake.”

			His laughter kept on building. “My God, what you and your pals are missing back in the States, Tōrin. Locked into your monopolistic system, you can’t do what we’re doing so successfully. We’re forging our own kind of keiretsu—for the twenty-first century—built from alliances between telecommunications, consumer electronics, electronic media, and computer companies that have downsized. They’ve shed the fat of the last decade, become more productive and competitive while the Jap companies are still overstaffed and overdiversified.”

			“Don’t you think you’ve rather overstepped the bounds of good manners, old man?” Nguyen Van Truc said in his evenly modulated voice. He had been educated in England and, thus, possessed the exaggerated accent the foreigner often brings to the language.

			“Who the hell are you?” McKnight asked. “I’m only saying what’s right. Unless you have something constructive to say, butt out.”

			Van Truc looked around the crowd. He knew just about everyone and was in his element. He gave the American a superior smile. “I think you’re being overly emotional and over—”

			“Not constructive,” McKnight snapped, and returned his attention to Tōrin. “Here’s what I mean. We Americans have changed. We’re lean, mean fighting machines now. We can already transmit billions of digital bits of multimedia information to millions of households throughout the United States because we’ve got the most advanced cable system in the world.” His laugh was a derisive bark this time. “And what’ve you got? Zip. Hey, you know you’re the only developed country without a mature cable industry? Your manic desire to keep closed your telecommunications and broadcasting industries will be your downfall. The closed field has put you at an insurmountable disadvantage.

			“Ever hear of competition, buddy? It’s the American way and it’s going to beat you back into the sea. You need only look at high-definition TV to see the future. You’ve had to abandon an industry into which you’ve sunk—what?—hundreds of billions of dollars. Why? Because Japanese HDTV is analog and, therefore, obsolete. Ours is digital, so superior to your version there is no contest.”

			“You’re speaking of the past, Mr. McKnight,” Nicholas said. His voice caused a stir, and Tōrin glanced briefly over his shoulder. Nicholas wondered whether Tōrin was happy to see him. “Here, tonight, the future is now. The TransRim CyberNet is already online in Russia where it has far exceeded our expectations within an exceptionally short time. Check with Tōrin-san, he has all the most up-to-date figures.”

			The younger man nodded stiffly. “I will be presenting the full range of statistics during dinner.”

			McKnight scowled. “You’re Nicholas Linnear, am I right? Well, Linnear, correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t there a cybernet already active in Russia? Who needs another one?”

			“Tōrin-san can answer that better than I can.” It wasn’t true, strictly speaking but Nicholas needed to give Tōrin back some of the face McKnight had taken from him.

			“True enough, in Russia, the CyberNet was not first as it is in Southeast Asia, but that is irrelevant because it is the best,” Tōrin said, right on cue. “It is fast gaining on the indigenous Relkom, which lacks the many proprietary features of the CyberNet that your American cyberjockeys came up with. The CyberNet’s bandwidth—that is, the amount of information that can be transmitted along it—is far greater than Relkom’s, or any other current net, for that matter. The CyberNet is already online there and in Southeast Asia with the Kami’s next-generation communication: digital video.”

			Nicholas spotted Sergei Vanov, a young black-haired man with a Slavic face and soulful eyes. He pulled the Russian over and, smiling winningly at McKnight, said, “Let’s hear it from the horse’s mouth.”

			“I don’t know about a horse, but this Russian’s in love with Trans­Rim,” Vanov said with a chuckle. As an inveterate cyberjockey, he loved Americanisms or any foreign jargon, for that matter. It made him feel relevant, like a part of the world community. “My country is particularly ripe for the CyberNet, because it is filled with people like me, twenty-first-century entrepreneurs who understand how valuable the Net is to them, even with only a cheap clone of the first-generation IBM-PC and a modem. All we need do is plug into the Net for a fee and wheel and deal without any governmental influence or regulation.”

			Nicholas spread his hands wide. “Imagine. They trade everything from crops of potatoes to trainloads of potash, from rights to a portion of a new Siberian oil pipeline, Ukrainian wheat, to Bulgarian fruit.”

			Tōrin nodded, at last warming to the one-two-punch offensive that Nicholas had devised. “Anything and everything is possible—all one needs is the hardware, a commodity with which to barter, the imagination to close the deal—and, of course, the CyberNet.

			“Electronic mail, the current darling of Net-jockeys, will soon be a thing of the past,” Tōrin added. “Why type words into a computer when you can simply send the message via a video image? In our world, speed is of the essence. In that regard, nothing can beat a vid-byte. With the Kami one can word process, update spreadsheets, downlink and uplink to office computers, receive and send vid-byte faxes and vid-mail, buy, sell virtually anything, transact business on all the financial bourses.”

			“So great, but will the digital vid-thing really work?” McKnight said sourly. The wind had been taken out of his sails.

			“That,” Nicholas said, “is why we’re all here tonight.”

			“I, for one, already applaud the CyberNet,” Raya Haji said. He was a tall, dusky-skinned Muslim, the Singapore government’s representative. Nicholas had worked with him several years ago on Sato’s fiber-optic project in his country. He had been one of the Net’s most enthusiastic supporters from its very inception. “I can attest to its worth.” He pulled out a prototype Kami. “After the official opening, I plan to call the prime minister himself. And I can tell you I look forward to seeing his astounded face.”

			There was general laughter and applause from the crowd.

			“My workload has been cut by a third because of the CyberNet,” the Vietnamese Nguyen Van Truc chimed in. “Throughout Vietnam, now there is a reliable means of communication. No more blackouts or constant busy signals on overloaded, outmoded phone lines for me.”

			“Now that we’ve given you the unsolicited testimonial portion of tonight’s program,” Nicholas said lightly, “why don’t we get on with dinner? I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m starved.”

			There was general and enthusiastic assent. The guests consulted the small cards they had been given on arriving that indicated their tables and slowly milled toward the respective places. Koei stood by Nicholas as he shook hands and mouthed pleasantries with this VIP or that. When they were, at last, alone for a moment, she took his hand discreetly and squeezed it.

			“Quite a good showing for someone who despises this sort of thing,” she whispered.

			“Someone had to come to Tōrin’s defense. The man may be a first-rate administrator, but he’s still got a lot to learn about diplomacy.”

			“So, apparently, does McKnight.”

			Nicholas nodded. “He’s quite a bear, all right. But, in a sense, he’s only doing his job. It seems that one of the avowed goals of the current American administration is to push, bully, threaten, and goad the Japanese into opening as many of their businesses as possible.”

			Koei frowned. “We opened our rice market to the Americans, after months of bitter dispute and near riots by our farmers, and you’ve seen for yourself all that’s done is cause rice lines at the shops. Any more of this and we’ll turn into a third-world country just like Russia.”

			Nicholas and Koei were seated at a group of tables with many of the top Japanese politicians and bureaucrats. He wondered what their reaction would be come tomorrow morning when their prime minister delivered his resignation. Tōrin, who was with McKnight, Raya Haji, and several others some distance away, glanced darkly—and covetously—in Nicholas’s direction.

			“Poor Tōrin,” Koei said as they greeted their tablemates and sat down, “he looks as miserable as a drenched kitten.”

			Nicholas, who assumed the seating arrangements had been decided upon by Nangi, grinned and said, “It’ll do him good to enter the bear’s den. He’s got to master difficult people, and sooner is always better than later. Anyway, McKnight is essentially harmless. Even if Tōrin blunders and further angers him, there’ll be no real harm done.”

			Waiters were already circulating with the first course, poached tiger prawns with Chinese-herbed aioli. The striped shells were so thin and translucent no one bothered taking them off. They all crunched down, munching heads and all. Next came wooden trays piled with fresh cold soba noodles. The pale, buckwheat pasta was something of a delicacy, and Nicholas’s guests slurped noisily and appreciatively. Sake was served, along with beer and wine.

			Following this course, the room darkened and Tōrin took his position on a spotlit area of the dance floor. Just above him, a large screen had been lowered. He looked quite dashing, tall and handsome with his thick hair slicked back and his ramrod-straight demeanor. He looked, once again, the cool, unflappable executive.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, much as I hate interrupting your enjoyment of the wonderful food we’ve prepared tonight, it is my pleasure to preside over the opening of Sato International and Denwa Partners’ Japanese-based TransRim CyberNet.”

			Denwa Partners? Nicholas thought. Who or what the hell are they? Sato has no partners in TransRim!

			Down on the dance floor, Tōrin was holding a Kami, using the touch screen to dial a number. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is a historic occasion and I am honored that all of you are here to witness the first official digital video communication via the TransRim CyberNet. Please direct your attention to the screen.”

			“Moshi-moshi.” The screen had lit up. It was filled with the face of the prime minister of Japan. The clarity and detail of the digital image was astounding.

			Nicholas glanced over at the table Tōrin had been seated at, wanting to see the look on McKnight’s face, but he could not find him. His place was empty. No one seemed to notice he was missing except Nicholas.

			“Prime Minister,” Tōrin said. “This is Kanda Tōrin, vice president of CyberNet Operations for Sato International speaking to you from the nightclub Indigo in Shinjuku.”

			“Greetings, Tōrin-san,” said the prime minister. He looked gray and tired. Nicholas was not surprised. “This is Prime Minister Takanobu, speaking to you from the floor of the Tokyo Stock Exchange in Nihonbashi. My word, Tōrin-san, but you look your best in that tuxedo. Would you or any of your distinguished guests care to execute a trade on the New York Stock Exchange?”

			His comment was greeted by a roar of laughter from the assembled guests, which was quickly followed by a long round of thunderous applause. As the demonstration proceeded, to the continuing delight of the audience, Nicholas slipped out of his seat and, keeping to the shadows, exited the nightclub. He crossed the mezzanine lobby and had entered the chairman’s elevator to go up to check on the CyberNet data transfer when he saw McKnight striding quickly out of the men’s room on the far side of the lobby. McKnight, who had no view of Nicholas inside the private elevator car, went into Indigo.

			Nicholas pressed the button for the fortieth floor and the bronze door began to close. At the last instant, he shoved his foot between the door and the frame, punched the DOOR OPEN button. He peered across the lobby. Another man had come out of the men’s room. He had gone immediately to the bank of public elevators, pressed the UP button.

			Now, as Nicholas strode quickly out of the chairman’s elevator, the man slumped against the wall and would have collapsed completely had Nicholas not caught him. Still, he was all but dead weight.

			Nicholas thought he had recognized him from across the lobby, and now he was sure. This was Kappa Watanabe, one of the R&D techs in charge of making the CyberNet data transfer. He should have been on the fortieth floor. What was he doing coming out of the men’s room on the mezzanine? And what had happened to him?

			“Watanabe-san,” Nicholas said, but there was no response. The tech’s eyes were mere slits, but the pupils were dilated and unfocused.

			Nicholas listened to Watanabe’s heartbeat and pulse. Both were unnaturally slow, as if he were slipping into a coma. And unless Nicholas was mistaken, a faint bluish tinge was coming into Watanabe’s lips. Nicholas was about to call for an ambulance when he noticed the fingers of the tech’s right hand. They were curled inward in a curious kind of clawlike gesture.

			Quickly, with some alarm, Nicholas pried open the stiff digits in order to get a look at the palm. He had seen these same symptoms before on someone lying along Vung Tau, the beachfront southeast of Saigon. Peering at Watanabe’s palm, he found what he was looking for: a tiny puncture wound, dark blue around its edges.

			Nicholas remembered the oddly clawed hand on the snorkler who had washed up on that beach in Vung Tau. The man, already dead, created not a ripple of notice.

			He had asked a local fisherman what had happened and he was told that the unfortunate man had been lanced by a Banh Tom. The innocuous-sounding “prawn pancake” was, in fact, a dangerously poisonous stingray, indigenous to the Andaman and South China Seas, whose skin was striped like a tiger prawn’s—or the ocean bottom where it lay flat as a pancake and camouflaged, waiting to paralyze and kill its prey.

			Perhaps the snorkler had reached out for a particularly beautiful shell lying on the ocean floor. Whatever, he’d had the singularly bad joss to touch a Banh Tom and had been stung on the hand. “See here”—the fisherman had pointed at the palm of the snorkler’s hand—“the blue spot shows the poison.”

			Kappa Watanabe had been poisoned by the venom of a Banh Tom through a tiny needle that had punctured his palm. Why? Nicholas used a nail to strip open the skin at the wound site, bent over it, and began to suck out as much of the venom as he could, spitting the stuff onto the floor. Then he stripped off his bow tie, used it as a tourniquet around Watanabe’s wrist. Had he done enough to save the man’s life? There was only one way to tell for sure.

			Bending over Watanabe, Nicholas closed his eyes. And opened his tanjian eye. The world appeared to go into eclipse as he plunged into Tau-tau. A kind of darkness descended like a veil. Nicholas opened himself to Akshara, the Path of Light, whose philosophy was built around the ability to transmogrify energy, more specifically thought, into physical deed.

			The discipline taught that there was at the center of all things kokoro, a membrane upon which certain repeating rhythms were beaten. Like chants or mantras, these rhythms excited the membrane kokoro, causing in the adept an altered state in which psychic energy could be harnessed. In the end, Tau-tau was not so different from the power of Tibetan mystics, Chinese ascetics, or the shamans of many different tribal cultures. All drew energy from the same ancient source from which man, as he became ever more civilized, had been driven.

			But for Nicholas, Akshara was imperfect because embedded within the esoteric psychic discipline were dark kernels of Kshira, Akshara’s black other half, a discipline that had killed many of its adherents—or turned them mad. Nicholas had made this terrifying discovery while battling Do Duc Fujiro. Since then, his inner struggle—and urgent search—had been to overcome Kshira by merging it into Akshara in a fusion known as Shuken, before the dark path overtook him. Shuken—the so-called Dominion—sought to negate Kshira via integration into a whole that was at least partially mythical. Tanjian scholars disagreed on whether Tau-tau had ever been a whole of darkness and light or was ever meant to be. Those skeptics doubted that Shuken had ever existed.

			But Nicholas had to believe because there was a great danger, growing like an evil flower inside him. Each time he involved Akshara more fragments of Kshira loosed themselves in his psyche. Soon, he knew, if he did not find the path to Shuken, it would be too late. Kshira would claim him as it had his tanjian mentor, Kansatsu.

			Sounds echoed and re-echoed, suspended in the liquid of time. It was like being underwater, being able to hear as whales did over a distance of miles, sounds so acute they impacted upon the skin with a physical presence. The world itself seemed simultaneously close and far away, a bowl from which Nicholas could pluck a single element—a voice, an insect’s flight, the path of a vehicle—and dissect it with the most minute scrutiny.

			And in this state he reached into the bowl of the world and plucked out Watanabe’s psyche, attaching himself like a lamprey to a shark’s sandpaper skin. He was with the tech now—though he could not know it—a part of him. And Nicholas knew he was dying. The dose of venom that had been introduced was far more concentrated than that found in nature. Enough of it had already moved past the entry point, the tourniquet’s barrier, and had entered Watanabe’s bloodstream.

			Element by element, as he had been taught by Kansatsu, he went through the tech’s blood, observing as the nerve toxin swept along, until he isolated the substances he needed. Moving his psyche to different organ sites within Watanabe’s body and brain, he stimulated the production of antibodies, hormones, complex neuropeptides that would naturally inhibit the poison. Only when he was certain the tech was stable did he ascend backward into the cool, monochromatic light of normal reality.

			Nicholas, emerging fully from Tau-tau, called for security and, when the three men came at a run, had them move Watanabe to the company infirmary. “Get some ice on this as soon as you get him upstairs,” he told one of the security officers. “When the ambulance arrives, tell them this man has been poisoned with a form of nerve paralyzer. And I want you and another man with him at all times, even in the hospital. Don’t leave his side. Got it?”

			“Yes sir,” the officer said as the elevator doors closed.

			Nicholas sprinted for the chairman’s elevator, used his key, punched up the fortieth floor. An icy dread gripped his heart. Watanabe should not have been off the R&D floor. What was he doing in the men’s room on the mezzanine at the same time that the American Cord McKnight was in there? Nicholas thought he knew, but he needed confirmation, and that would only come at Watanabe’s workstation in R&D.

			The elevator door opened and he stepped out onto the main floor of Sato International’s Research and Development division. He found the night-shift manager, told him in broad strokes what had happened. “Get a security detail up here on the double,” he said. “I want the main corridor manned night and day. I’m going to be fiddling with Watanabe-san’s computer, probably taking it off network, so make sure the internal alarm is overridden.”

			“Yes, sir,” the stricken man said. “Right away.”

			“Also, get me the man in charge of transferring the CyberNet data.”

			“That was Watanabe-san.”

			“His supervisor, then. Tell him to meet me at Watanabe-san’s office.”

			“I’ll find Matsumura-san immediately.”

			Nicholas followed the night manager’s directions and found Watanabe’s office without difficulty. The tech’s computer was on. It showed that the downloading of the CyberNet data was still in progress. On the other hand, when Nicholas accessed the menu for the main data bank and punched in his access codes, he discovered that the CyberNet data had already been transferred to the core. That meant despite all the safeguards that had been put in place, someone had made an unauthorized copy of the proprietary CyberNet data.

			Returning to Watanabe’s program, he saw that it was offline the R&D network. Watanabe had somehow run the CyberNet data through his own program. That meant he could have made a minidisc copy. Theoretically, this should have been impossible. Nicholas’s own techs stateside had assured him the version they were sending contained an encryption that prohibited unauthorized copying. He could not, however, refute the evidence of his own eyes. Watanabe had found a way to defeat the encryption.

			“Linnear-san?”

			A slender, pale-faced man with wire-rimmed glasses and almost no hair had appeared. “I am Junno Matsumura.”

			“You are Watanabe-san’s supervisor?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Nicholas brought him up to speed.

			His eyes were wide behind the lenses. “I can’t believe what has happened.”

			“That makes two of us. I’ve found that Watanabe-san took his terminal offnet. Can you tell me if any other terminal was offnet at the same time?”

			“Let me check.” Matsumura bent over the terminal and, using the trackball mouse with lightning speed, went into the core data banks. “None, sir. Only this one was offnet.”

			Nicholas breathed a bit easier. That meant that whatever Watanabe was up to, he did it on his own. So now Nicholas knew what Watanabe had been doing in the mezzanine men’s room: passing the copy he’d made of the TransRim CyberNet data to Cord McKnight.

			“Should I destroy the CyberNet data on RAM here?” Matsumura asked.

			Nicholas thought a moment. “I have a better idea.” He told the tech what he needed done.

			“No problem,” Matsumura said eagerly. “It’ll be my pleasure.”

			Nicholas left him to it and went back downstairs. As he headed to the bank of elevators, he was pleased to see two security men on guard. Downstairs, he spoke briefly to another security guard. He learned that Watanabe had been taken to the hospital under tight security. He gave the guard instructions, then reentered Indigo. The demonstration had concluded, most successfully he imagined, and the guests were busy digging into the main courses. He located McKnight, sitting next to Tōrin, calmly dissecting his brace of lacquered whole roast squab.

			Nicholas slipped back into his seat, murmuring his excuses. Koei was tuned to his psyche and, though sensing his tension, knew not to question him in public.

			The dinner proceeded without incident. Koei, a charming and accomplished hostess, had kept Nicholas’s guests entertained in his absence. Now he did his part, all the while keeping an eye on McKnight. The ministers were predictably ecstatic about the digital video network. After the HDTV debacle they were relieved to have a Japanese project launched so successfully.

			“What happened to your tie, Linnear-san?” Kanioji Nakahashi asked. He was one of the ranking Socialist Party representatives in the Diet, the Japanese legislature.

			“I lost my napkin, Nakahashi-san, and had to wipe the squab grease off my mouth before the American McKnight could accuse me of being a glutton.”

			Everyone at the table roared with laughter, especially Nakahashi, who enjoyed a good joke at the American’s expense better than the next man.

			The dishes were cleared, dessert was served along with coffee and liqueurs, and conversation devolved into that form of meaningless small talk endemic to all receptions of any nationality.

			It was past eleven when the guests began to depart. Nicholas had surreptitiously dropped the keys to their car into Koei’s hand and had whispered in her ear that he would be home later. Keeping well back in the throng, he followed McKnight and a whole band of people out into the mezzanine and down the wide, sweeping metal staircase into the lobby.

			Outside, the rain had turned to mist. Still, a field of umbrellas flowered open as the guests waited for their cars and limos to pull up. McKnight was no exception, stepping to the curb to take possession of his white BMW. As he did so, Nicholas looked for the security guard he had spoken to earlier. He found him a hundred yards from the jammed building entrance, standing over a big black Kawasaki motorcycle with a futuristic, swept-wing silhouette.

			“Your bike’s all ready for you, sir,” the guard said to Nicholas. “I got it out of the storage lot, topped off the tank, and fired it up as you asked.”

			“Do you have the package?”

			“Straight from Matsumura-san.” The guard handed over a small Styrofoam-wrapped parcel. “He said he thinks you’ll be more than pleased with the results.”

			Nicholas thanked him, donned the helmet draped over one handlebar, and stepping on the throttle, took off after McKnight’s white BMW. The American was alone in the car.

			Nicholas kept well back in the traffic as he trailed McKnight through Tokyo’s clogged streets. He fit right in with the fleets of sleek motorcycles, as kids, joyriders, and gang members swept through the rain-slicked streets with a wild thrumming of powerful engines. Now and again, a pale, crescent moon peeked out from behind wispy clouds. The mist remained.

			It looked as if McKnight was headed for the crowded Ginza. If he made the Ginza Yon-chōme crossing, which was so vast it was like the intersection of the world, Nicholas knew there was a chance he might lose him. But instead, McKnight turned off before he got to the wide avenue, doubling back toward a different area of Shinjuku.

			In the seedy Kabukichō area, he headed across the railroad tracks, then swerved abruptly. His tires screeched as they slid on the wet tarmac, then the BMW made the cut and, rocking on its shocks, disappeared into a narrow side street.

			Nicholas nosed into what was known locally as shombenyokochō, Piss Alley. It was lined with bottomless bars, sleazy nightclubs with raunchy sex shows, and none-too-clean yakitori shops, which stood as slack-jawed as the vagrants who drifted by outside. Halfway down the block, Nicholas saw the white BMW being driven off by a valet. He didn’t know such services were available from the establishments of shomben-yokochō.

			He parked the Kawasaki, began to walk down the block. Which place had McKnight gone into? There were so many of them, jammed side by side, it was impossible to tell from the street and he did not think he had the time to poke his head into every dump.

			But there was another way.

			He entered into Akshara, reality sliding away like a dream turned sideways, colors coronaed, then bleached out by the inner light. And he was with McKnight as he cruised a sleazy bar filled with gunmetal smoke, dark swirls of mingled conversation, and very bad drag queens.

			He was with McKnight as he wended his way around tables filled with men dressed as women, businessmen and adventurous tourists, settled himself into a tiny corner table whose only other chair was occupied by the Vietnamese Nguyen Van Truc. McKnight ordered a whiskey.

			Nicholas entered the club. It was called Deharau, which meant to have nothing left.

			The drink came and McKnight tossed it down and ordered another.

			“Didn’t get enough at the reception?” Nguyen asked archly.

			McKnight eyed him. “I don’t know about you, buddy, but killing someone is not my everyday activity.”

			Nguyen pursed his lips. “You Americans are so fastidious. I told you. I should have done it.”

			“And I told you,” McKnight said, downing his second drink, “Watanabe’s deal was with me. He’d never have gone near you.”

			“And look what his trust of Americans got him.” Nguyen had to laugh. These Americans. So righteous in all they did and said. It got old quickly. “He should have known better.”

			Apparently, that ended the entertainment portion of the program.

			“Were you successful?” Nguyen said, leaning forward.

			McKnight’s third drink was served by a waiter with a huge set of false breasts and a wig like Dolly Parton, and both men waited until they were again alone within the convivial babble of the bar. “Yes, yes. Of course,” McKnight said. He was feeling that exultant rush of adrenaline that follows a close look at death’s face. Also, he was enjoying turning the tables on the Vietnamese. For the moment, he was holding all the cards, and he was going to milk that for all it was worth. He would, Nicholas knew as he circled his prey, be at his most indiscreet, and therefore, Nicholas concentrated all the more.

			“I am merely following orders. My superior wants—”

			“I know just what your superior needs,” McKnight said with a sneer that Nicholas could easily imagine. “And I have it.”

			“Time is of the essence.”

			“Really?” McKnight stretched his long legs. “Why?”

			“That is no concern of yours.”

			“No?” McKnight lit a cigarette, watched the smoke rise lazily toward the ceiling. “But I am in a position to help your superior.”

			“You were hired to do a job. If you were successful, then you will be paid—handsomely, as you know. Otherwise—”

			“Listen, errand boy,” McKnight hissed suddenly, “I’m an American, see? You don’t talk to me like that. No one does, not even your boss. I’m tired of sitting on the sidelines, being fed a peanut salary by guys raking in millions in stock options. I want a piece of the action and what I have on me is my ticket.”

			“The data, please,” Nguyen said stonily.

			“All in good time. I want a meeting with Mick Leonfor—”

			“Please, no names,” Nguyen said with some urgency.

			McKnight laughed. “Yeah, I know, I’m not playing the good little spy. But I did get your attention, didn’t I?” He released smoke through his nostrils. “Anyway, who’s around here to hear us, huh? A bunch of Jap pansies with wigs and eyeshadow.” He guffawed. “Watch out, Van Truc. They might hit you with a falsie.”

			“Nevertheless, you will refrain from using any names, is that clear?”

			“Tell me why your superior needs this shit so quickly.”

			At the mention of Mick Leonforte’s name Nicholas had gone as still as a statue. Gone was the aura of satisfaction at having successfully tracked a spy and a thief, replaced by a dark empty space into which he preferred not to look. While in the Vietnam War, Mick had been picked by a group of spies working inside the Pentagon to secure for them the major drug pipeline from the Shan States. They sent him into the badlands of Laos where Mick had promptly commandeered the pipeline and gone AWOL. Later, he had taken on Rock and a Vietnamese named Do Dur as his partners. Together, they had built Floating City in the nearly inaccessible highlands of Vietnam to house their fortune and the immense stockpile of armament they regularly sold to the burgeoning number of feudal warlords worldwide.

			Nicholas had thought Mick dead—incinerated or rotted with radiation poisoning during the detonation of Torch in Floating City. Now he knew that Mick was alive and behind the theft of the TransRim data, and his thoughts were filled with the same kind of static he had felt in Floating City when the two of them had come face-to-face.

			“This is not your business,” Nguyen said at last.

			“But, you see, I’m making it my business.” McKnight flicked ashes from the tip of his cigarette. “This is a requisite for delivery.”

			“We did not contract for—”

			“I just changed the terms, asshole. Now deal with it.”

			Nguyen waited a beat while he looked around the crowded bar. When he spoke, his voice had lowered almost to a whisper so that McKnight had to lean far across the table to hear him. “All right. But I daren’t tell you here. I know someplace more private.” He threw some yen on the table and they pushed back their chairs.

			By the time they stepped out onto the street, Nicholas was nowhere in sight. Standing in the shadow of a doorway to a sex club, he watched as the valet ran to fetch the white BMW.

			“You bring a car?” he heard McKnight ask.

			“Took a taxi over,” Nguyen replied. “That way, should anyone ask, there’s nothing to tie me to this place.”

			As they got into the car, Nicholas looked past the gamy stage shots, clustered like pustules on the doorframe, of women bound and gagged on a small spotlighted stage.

			The BMW’s engine sounded and he went across the street to the Kawasaki and climbed aboard. Still attached to McKnight, he moved in far behind them as Nguyen directed the American down a series of streets. They were heading east, toward the exclusive Shinbashi district where geishas still plied their ultracivilized trade. But Shinbashi was also home of the gargantuan Tsukiji Fish Market where the land abutted the wide Sumida River. The moon was obscured by thickening clouds, and the lights of the city bloomed like phosphorescent plankton in the ocean, white and ethereal, haloed in the inky night.

			Nicholas watched as McKnight parked the BMW by the water and the two men went along the dockside, stepping onto a small boat. Nicholas, physically marooned on the sidewalk, was obliged to rely solely on his psychic link to McKnight while he searched for a boat to follow them.

			There was none around and he began to run along the slick, deserted streets of the market, paralleling the boat’s progress. Just past the market, where the only lights came from across the Sumida, Nguyen slowed the boat so that only intermittent ripples veed out from its prow.

			Nicholas, deep in Akshara, heard voices coming over the water almost as if the two men were directly beside him.

			“Okay,” McKnight said, “this is as private as it gets in Tokyo. Now tell me—”

			Nguyen, stepping carefully down the center of the boat, struck him hard in the carotid nerve plexus at the right side of his neck. McKnight fell into Nguyen’s arms as if he had been poleaxed.

			While the Vietnamese went methodically through McKnight’s pockets, Nicholas sprinted down the quay. He was still a good distance away, and it was now not a matter of getting there in time but just how late he would be.

			Nguyen was an expert, and McKnight had not been particularly clever. The Vietnamese found the stolen TransRim data encoded on a minidisc within moments of rendering the American unconscious. It had been hastily pushed into the lining of one shoulder of McKnight’s tuxedo jacket, hidden by the padding.

			Nguyen pocketed the minidisc, then hauled McKnight by his jacket. Spreading his legs to brace against the inevitable rocking, he dropped McKnight’s head and shoulders into the water.

			Nicholas felt a cold ripple of recognition through his psyche and redoubled his efforts. He ran along the quay, passing through the reflections of lamplight that looked like a handful of tiny moons that had been thrown down from the sky.

			Ahead, in the Sumida, Nguyen kept one hand on the back of McKnight’s neck and began to whistle a low tune, a snippet of a Jacques Brel song. Nicholas recognized it—it encapsulated all the dehumanization the world underwent during the war in the image of the whore, lying on her back, her legs spread, calling, “Next!” to her soldier client.

			The melody served as a tangible line in the darkness, an umbilical cord linking him to the terrible act in progress. Closer now, he felt the imminence of death—not his own, but McKnight’s. It was eerie and unsettling to be a fly on the shoulder of death as it advanced to claim another victim. He was at once aware of McKnight’s psyche and the essence of what was coming to claim him. He could feel the cold and the dark as if they were moving toward an unseen void.

			There was a resonance in the air as of a winter wind blowing through a forest of icicles. This note combined with those Nguyen was whistling to create an entirely different melody that unexpectedly expanded into a dark symphony.

			This was, Nicholas knew, the moment of McKnight’s death, when something inside him screamed or sighed, in any case breathed its last, evaporating out of the corpus like light freed from a labyrinth. Nicholas’s heart clamped so tight he felt a pain in his chest. All the breath went out of him, and for a moment, he slumped limply, his eyes squeezed shut.

			The purity of the sound was absolute, and it continued to fix him in his tracks, his boat gliding silently across black, purling water, past huge facades that looked with blank-eyed stares at the death that had stolen silently across the water.

			When the sound vanished without the hint of an echo, Nicholas felt diminished. Perhaps it was only that the psychic connection had been abruptly severed, but he suspected there was something more. McKnight was gone and there hadn’t been a thing he could have done about it. Frustration mingled with the thought that even a bastard like McKnight did not deserve that kind of death.

			Now there was only the Vietnamese Nguyen, who, having ascertained that McKnight had breathed his last, tied him down with blocks of concrete, launched him over the side, and was on the move again.

			Nicholas had to deal with Nguyen. But how? Instead of returning to the dock by Tsukiji, he was continuing down the river. This further reinforced Nicholas’s suspicion that Nguyen had planned this all along. He had taken a taxi to the Kabukichō, he’d had this boat with the concrete blocks in its bottom ready and waiting. Nicholas felt certain that if McKnight hadn’t forced the issue, Nguyen would have found some way to lure him on board. Any way the deal went down, McKnight hadn’t been meant to live through the night.

			Nicholas took a deep breath; he had come to the place where the American had so recently been drowned. Extending his psyche, he could feel the black weight sinking down, down into the muck of the Sumida from which he would never resurface. Wherever Nguyen was headed, Nicholas reasoned he’d have to pull into shore sometime. Doggedly, gritting his teeth, he continued running, following Nguyen, paralleling the river lights and the dark blight heading down it, his mission now set firmly in his mind.
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			Margarite Goldoni DeCamillo emerged from her shiny new Lexus onto Park Avenue and Forty-Seventh Street. New annuals had been planted in the avenue divider, and halos of green were just beginning to wreathe the English plane and ginkgo trees. Though it was after five, the afternoon light was still strong, a surer sign than the still chilly wind whistling among the skyscrapers that spring was on its way. She told Frankie, her armed driver, to wait, then, accompanied by Rocco, her bodyguard, she entered the glass and steel skyscraper.

			On her way up to the thirty-sixth floor she had time to collect her thoughts. This respite, even so brief, was a blessing because over the past fifteen months she had had little time to devote to her business. Ever since her brother, Dominic Goldoni, had been brutally murdered, she had been thrust into a maelstrom of another life so alien and anathema to her that it had initially set her reeling. Even though Dom had tried his best to tutor her, introducing her to many of his most important contacts in New York and Washington, still she had been unprepared for the Machiavellian complexities of taking over his position as capo of all the East Coast families. Her husband, Tony D., the highly successful show biz lawyer, had been her mask. Ostensibly, Dom had chosen him to be his replacement, but all along it was Margarite who was pulling the strings like a ghost from the shadows. She not only had to keep the peace among her own galaxy of Families but continually to fend off the advances of Dom’s bitter enemy, Bad Clams Leonforte, who, now that Dom was dead, was avariciously bent on expanding his domain from the West Coast eastward. In the last several months, he had, over Margarite’s protests and best defenses, maneuvered and manhandled his way to controlling the Chicago and midwestern Families. She knew he would never have dared attempt such an usurpation of power—let alone been successful at it—had Dom still been alive. Always now, there was the metallic taste of bile in her mouth as she struggled with the fact that she had failed her brother and all the Families he had devoted himself to shepherding.

			The elevator slowed to a stop, a tiny bell rang, and the doors slid open. As she and Rocco strode down the gray and beige hallway toward the offices of Serenissima, her highly successful cosmetics company, she felt with a physical pang the heavy burden of responsibility Dom had placed on her shoulders. How she had missed being immersed in the excitement of her own business, the thousand daily decisions that would keep it on course, the triumphs and, yes, the failures, as well, because they were also part of the learning process.

			She and her partner, Rich Cooper, had built Serenissima up from a small two-person mail-order business to the burgeoning international organization it was today. The company now had boutiques in Barneys, Bloomie’s, Bergdorf, and Saks in New York and all across the country through a newly formed subcompany that doled out franchises. The French loved the products, as did the Italians and the Japanese. Later this year, Rich was planning an all-out assault on Germany, and there was talk of going into the former Eastern Bloc countries.

			Thank God for Rich, she thought. He had been minding the store while she had been busy battling Bad Clams and continuing Dom’s business partnership with Mikio Okami.

			Serenissima’s offices were low-key and elegant. Colors of toast and burnt rose predominated. The furniture in the reception area was actually comfortable—Margarite had insisted on it. The walls were dominated by enormous glossy blowups of the internationally renowned model she and Rich had chosen to be their sole figurehead. She had been with them from the beginning and had given the product line an instant recognition and cachet. Like Lancôme, they had decided to ignore fashion trends. One year the zaftig look was in among models, the next year the waif was all the rage. None of this mattered to Serenissima, whose net profits soared 25 percent per year.

			Rich was waiting for her in the conference room, a sconced, heavily curtained rectangle softened by floor-to-ceiling bookcases and the Old World cornices and moldings she had had put up. The room was dominated by a highly polished teak table in the shape of a boomerang, behind which was a long credenza on which stood a Braun coffeemaker and cappuccino machine, twin carafes of ice water, a bottle of sambuca. Behind its carved teak doors lay a small fridge and well-stocked minipantry. You never knew. Experience had taught them that when they got into a brainstorming session it could go all day and well into the night.

			Rich sprang up as she arrived through the double pocket doors. She took a last look at her bodyguard as he took up station just outside the boardroom. She hoped a day would come when he or someone like him would not be a necessity.

			“Bella, it’s been so long!” Rich opened his arms and embraced her, kissing her warmly on both cheeks in the European style. “I was getting worried about you. It was like you had fallen off the ends of the earth. I got so tired of speaking to your answering machine I blew a raspberry at it!”

			“I know,” Margarite said, laughing. “I heard it last night when I got home.” She disengaged herself. “I’m sorry I’ve left you in the lurch, but—”

			“I know, I know,” he said, putting up his hands. “You’ve had a helluva time with Francie.”

			This was the cover story she had chosen because, like all the best lies, it contained more than a grain of truth. Her teenage daughter, Francine, caught in the middle of Margarite and Tony D.’s abusive relationship, had become depressed and bulimic. Francie’s encounter with Lew Croaker, the ex-NYC cop and Nicholas Linnear’s best friend, seemed to have turned her around. Her deep-seated rage at her parents still existed, but Croaker’s influence had shaken it from the dark recesses of her subconscious. Francie loved Croaker with an absolute devotion that sometimes made Margarite jealous. She might love Lew—a sad, ironic love, since Lew’s overdeveloped sense of right and wrong was immutable—but his harmonious relationship with her daughter was sometimes so maddening that she cried herself to sleep. How she longed to have a normal, loving relationship with Francie. She wondered whether that might ever be possible.

			“She’s better, Rich, really,” she said, sitting down in the chair he had pulled out for her.

			Rich Cooper was a dapper-looking man. He was fluent in all the Romance languages and was currently breezing through his Japanese lessons. He had a certain adaptability to different cultures and mind-sets that others sometimes mistook for glibness. But to under­estimate him was to give him an advantage he would exploit to its fullest. He was in his early forties but his unruly sandy hair and quick blue eyes gave him a boyish air. He was small and compact and possessed of a seemingly inexhaustible nervous energy. He was the only man she knew who could spend five days working the Milan couture show, fly off to Tokyo, then jet to Paris for a week and return to the office ready to work. His favorite thing was to travel, to meet new faces and win them over to his cause.

			He was fervid about Serenissima—always had been—and he took great pride in its enormous success. From time to time, he had brought up the idea of going public, but Margarite was firmly against it. “Think of all the added capital that will flow in!” Rich would say excitedly. “A virtual avalanche, bella!” But, no, she would tell him. Going public meant a board of directors, answering to investors, the threat of being taken over or, worse, ousted from their own company. Margarite had seen it happen time and again. “What’s ours is ours,” she had told him firmly. “And I intend to see that it stays that way.”

			“So, bring me up to date,” Margarite said now as she opened her overstuffed Filofax.

			For the next hour, Rich gave her a rundown on sales—up 30 percent for the quarter; research and development—a new overnight cream that dissolved the puffiness of too much alcohol and not enough sleep; the franchise division—seventy-five and counting; the German putsch—the department store experiment at Kaufhof and Karstadt had been wildly successful, and their first two stand-alone boutiques were scheduled to open in the spring in Berlin and Munich. In fact, Rich, told her, he had just wrapped up the deal with the German partners who were going to build and manage the boutiques.

			There was not a negative note to Rich’s profit aria, and yet, watching him, Margarite could not shake the feeling that something was amiss. He played nervously with his silver Pelikan fountain pen—a gift from the Germans—and seemed to rush through his presentation instead of drawing it out, relishing every moment as he had every right to do.

			When he was finished and she had initialed the papers and co-signed every contract he had placed before her, she looked over to him and said in her usual blunt style, “Okay, what’s up?”

			For a moment, Rich said nothing. He rolled the Pelikan between his fingers like a drum majorette with a baton. Then, abruptly, he shoved his chair back and went to the windows. He pulled apart the heavy drapes, peered out across the city to the Hudson River and, beyond, the smoky haze of industrial New Jersey.

			“Rich . . . ?”

			“I wish to God you hadn’t come back.”

			“What?”

			He let go of the drapes, turned to face her. “I had the letter all drafted. It was going to be typed up this morning, sent over to Tony’s office.”

			She stood up, her heart pounding in her chest. “What letter?” She could see him take a deep breath, bracing himself, and she felt a painful constriction in her throat.

			“I’ve sold my share, bella.”

			Margarite stared at him, her mind in a numbed state of shock. She could not think of even one word to say except “Shit!” The kind of unconscious expletive you come out with when you see a car coming at you broadside and you know it’s too late to do anything but brace yourself for the impact and hope the seat belt and air bag are enough to save you. What was going to save her now? she wondered.

			At last, as the shock dissipated, she found her voice. “You bastard. Why?”

			He shrugged, looking sheepish now in the face of her growing anger. “Why else? Money.”

			“Money?” Outraged, she could hardly believe what she was hearing. “You mean you aren’t getting enough money, enough perks, now?”

			He shrugged again. “There’s always more money, bella.”

			Bella. “Stop that! You’ve no right to call me that anymore.”

			He went white, and stricken, he turned back to the window. “You see now why the letter would have been better.”

			Margarite put her fingers to her throbbing temples. She went to the credenza, poured herself a glass of water, fumbled in her purse for some extra-strength Bufferin, downed them with a gulp. Then, blotting her lips, she turned to him. “Why didn’t you discuss this with me before—”

			“Because,” he said, rounding on her, “you haven’t been here in months!”

			They stood close together, panting like two animals caught in a crossfire of headlights, terrified, unsure what step to take next.

			“Rich”—she put out a hand—“let’s talk about this now. It’s not too late to—”

			“It is too late, Margarite. I signed the papers late yesterday. It’s a done deal.”

			She looked into his blue eyes, trying to fathom the truth. This was so unlike him. It was as if she were seeing an entirely different person from the one she had come to know over the course of their twelve-year partnership. How many times had he been over to the house? He had come to Francie’s Communion, had bought her that six-foot, cuddly bear she still loved, had presented her last year with that massive multimedia system—stereo speakers and all—for her top-of-the-line Mac. And now this: betrayal. Why? For money?

			“Who did you sell out to?”

			“Oh, come on, bella, nothing’s going to change. I’ll still be working here. I signed a personal services contract—”

			“A contract!” He reacted to the sneer in her voice. “A paid employee in your own company.” She shook her head, raked fingers through her dark, thick hair. “Madonna, listen to yourself. You still don’t get it. These petzinavanti, whoever they are, own you. The minute they don’t like the job you’re doing or disagree with it or, even, don’t like the suits you’re wearing or the smell of your breath, you’re out of here, no recourse. Everything you’ve worked for for more than a decade, down the drain, over, finis.” She stared at him. “Oh, Rich, what have you done?”

			“What had to be done,” he said, turning away from her, “believe me.”

			“Right now I don’t believe anything or anyone.” She finished the rest of the water, poured herself more. Her throat was so dry. “So who is it? Perelman? Am I now co-owned by Revlon?”

			“No, no one like that,” he said, biting his lower lip. “In fact, this is the company’s first foray into cosmetics. It’s name is Volto Enterprises Unlimited. They’re out of West Palm Beach in Florida, but they have offices all over the globe. They flew me down to West Palm,” he continued, in a pathetic attempt to attach his enthusiasm to her. “Christ, you should see the layout they have there. This huge white stucco mansion over the Atlantic—breathtaking.”

			“So they had people schmooze you, probably fuck you till you couldn’t see straight, then greased you,” Margarite said, the disgust evident in her voice. “What was Volto’s head honcho like?”

			“I don’t know. I never met him. Just a bunch of upper-management people—the board of directors, I believe—and, yeah, some good-time, um, people.” Rich was bisexual, which was often something of an asset in Europe. “And a shitload of lawyers. It was unbelievable.”

			“Breathtaking . . . unbelievable,” she said bitterly. “I can’t wait to meet my new partners.”

			“Nothing’s going to change.” But he had already turned away from her, as if even he could not believe his words. “The Volto people will be in tomorrow to take a meeting with both of us. You’ll see, then, that this isn’t going to be the disaster you anticipate.”

			“Madonna, what cabbage patch did you grow up in?” She found herself on the verge of laughing, which was okay because it stopped the tears from forming. She finished her water, went straight for the sambuca. “You betrayed me, betrayed everything we had together.”

			Silence. Air rushing through the vent like a live wire, buzzing like the blood singing in her temples.

			“I trusted you and you sold me out.” She swung the empty glass at his head. “Bastard!”

			[image: ]

			Every Thursday at five Tony D. had a massage. Even when he was out of town—which he often was, in L.A.—work stopped on that day at that hour so he could relax. Relaxation was one of Tony D.’s requirements of life. He found deal-making impossible without it. A clear mind enabled him to conceive of new ways to fuck people over with impenetrable paragraphs of legalese that, like soft time bombs, would tie his adversaries into knots one, two, or five years hence.

			When, as now, he was working in his New York office, he retired at four forty-five to a back room adjacent to the gym he had installed during the recent renovations.

			It was just four thirty and Tony was on the phone with the head of Trident Studios in L.A.

			“Listen, Stanley, my client has a legitimate beef.” He nodded his patrician head. “Sure, I know all about it. I negotiated that sonuvabitch contract with your legal department. There’s three months of my blood in it and that’s why I’m telling you it’s not gonna work. . . . Why? I’ll tell you why, Stanley, that prick of a producer is stepping all over my client. He wants him gone. . . . That’s right, outta there. . . . Good, Stanley, scream all you want, get it out of your system now. Because if you don’t do as my client asks, I’m gonna see that your studio is closed down tighter than a duck’s ass. The unions will . . . A threat, Stanley? Are you serious?” He pushed a toothpick to the other side of his mouth. “You know me better than that. But I am what might be called a weatherman. . . . Yeah, that’s right. And at the moment from where I sit there’s a storm front heading your way so my advice to you is pull in your sails—all of them—before you capsize.”

			Tony D. slammed down the phone with an exhaled “Schmuck!” He thumbed his intercom. “Marie, when Stanley Friedman calls back, I’m not in. And call Mikey in L.A. Tell him three days at Trident, he’ll know what you mean.” That ought to clean Mr. Stanley Friedman’s clock, he thought. What would three days without a working studio cost Friedman? Plenty.

			He glanced at his slim gold Patek Philippe. Four forty-five. He stretched, rose, and went through a door at the rear of his office, kicking off his handmade loafers. All things considered, it had been a good day.

			Padding through the gym, he entered the massage room. He went to the window, stood looking out at Manhattan with blind eyes. Then he closed the thick curtains against the twilight glare of the city, disrobed, took off his jewelry, and lay facedown on a padded table with a freshly laundered towel draped over his hairy buttocks.

			The masseuse, the same one he had used for five years, entered the outer office, was sent by his receptionist down the long, richly paneled hallway smelling of new paint and a tweedy Berber carpet to the reception area of his own suite of offices. There, she and all her equipment were thoroughly searched by a pair of bodyguards. Then, and only then, was she escorted into the massage room.

			She entered today as always without a word, placing an audiotape in the stereo—Enya’s Shepherd Moons. He heard the water running as she washed up, then the soothing scent of rosemary as she opened a bottle of oil and, warming her hands by rubbing her palms briskly together, got down to work.

			The placid music washed over him as her strong, capable hands began kneading the tension from his neck and shoulders. As always, as he sank deeper into the growing lassitude, memories of his childhood surfaced like long-buried artifacts at an archaeological dig. The comforting smell of bread baking as his mother hummed a Sicilian tune under her breath; her forearms covered with flour and confectioners’ sugar, white as a ghost’s, thick as a plowshare.

			The sharp odor of rosemary reminded him, too, of the acrid smoke of the crooked, hand-rolled cigars his father used to make from Cuban leaf down in the dank cellar. The one time he snuck down there to have a look around, his father beat him senseless. That was okay; he had been stupid, straying into a man’s world before he was a man. His taciturn father, who spoke infrequently about sports but never about his job in a dingy factory across the river in Weehawken where he was daily exposed to the chemicals that one day killed him like that, wham! Better than a decade of emphysema or a year or two of lung cancer, Tony overheard a neighbor say to his mother at the funeral. Later on, when he got into Princeton, Tony D. realized that his father never spoke about his job because he was ashamed of it, ashamed of his lack of education. And when Tony graduated law school, his only wish was that his father had been there to witness his triumph.

			He grunted now as the masseuse’s fingers dug into the nerve complex at the base of his neck. His breathing deepened as he relaxed even more.

			The rosemary reminded him of Sunday dinners at his brother’s. Marie knew how to cook, you only had to look at her to know. But she was sweet and she had given Frank two strapping boys. More than Margarite ever gave him. Besides, Marie didn’t know the meaning of back talk. She knew a woman’s place and kept to it, let Frank bring home the bacon. While he was just a glorified messenger boy, a stooge, fronting for Margarite. God damn Dominic and his obsession with women!

			“Relax, Mr. Tony,” the masseuse said in a gentle whisper. “You’re tensing up again.”

			Yeah, well, who wouldn’t, Tony thought as he felt her fingers kneading deeper. Christ almighty, the humiliations he had to put up with. A bossy wife who thought she was a man, who couldn’t—or, worse, wouldn’t—give him a son. A daughter who was happier away from home in some place in Connecticut where Margarite had stuck her, wouldn’t even tell Tony where. And then there was this thing she was having with that fucking ex-cop Lew Croaker. It was enough to drive any real man insane.

			But Tony D. knew he had to be cool. Patience, never his long suit, was the key. If he could be as patient with Margarite and Francie as he was in his contract negotiations with the studios, he’d be okay. In like Flynn. The bitches would have to respect him, after a time. A reconciliation would come. Margarite would see how idiotic this fling with Croaker was and he could bed her again, maybe even get her to pop out the son he wanted so dearly. You weren’t really a man until you sired a male child, that’s what the old man had said, his hands filthy from the Weehawken chemicals, and he was right.

			He turned his head from one side to the other to ease the strain, and that was when he saw the heavy curtains move. He lay very still, his heart thudding slowly and heavily. He blinked, looked again. Stirring still. But that was impossible. This building was like so many of the city’s modern skyscrapers: the windows did not open. A breath of fresh air came to him, stinking of soot and car fumes. He moved his arm, so slowly the masseuse did not detect it.

			“Doris,” he said softly, “I think I’d prefer the lavender.”

			“Yes, Mr. Tony,” the masseuse said, lifting her hands off him and moving silently to her equipment bag where her containers of oils were grouped with a thick rubber band.

			As she bent over her capacious bag, the curtains billowed outward and Tony sat up. They parted to reveal a large circular hole cut in the window glass. The precisely cut glass lay like a gigantic lens, gripped by a pair of powerful suction cups, on a wooden scaffold that window washers use.

			The man who had cut the glass took one step into the room. He was dressed in the anonymous denim overalls of a window washer. His right hand was filled with a .38 fitted with a snub-nosed silencer. He grinned at Tony D.’s nakedness, showing crooked yellow teeth. “Bad Clams says, ‘Good-bye, Tony.’”

			Phut! Phut! The sounds were insignificant, much as if Tony had passed wind, but their effect was anything but. The grinning man spun backward, his mouth frozen in that same smirk but his eyes opened wide, registering shock at the silencer-equipped Colt .45 in Tony’s oily fist. He grabbed onto the curtains, pulling them half off their track, blood spurting from chest and throat. Then he pitched to the floor.

			“Too bad you won’t be able to tell Bad Clams anything,” Tony said into eyes already beginning to film over.

			He heard heavy gasping and turned, seeing Doris with one hand in her mouth, the other clutching something white, perhaps the bottle of scented oil she had just taken from her bag. Her eyes were wide and staring as she backed up against one wall.

			“It’s okay,” he said reassuringly. “It’s all over.” He got off the table and, holding the .45 at his side, walked toward her. “You’re safe now.” He tried a smile, but still panicked, she was fixated on the gun. Just like a woman. The last thing he wanted was anything to alert the building security. His was a strictly legit business, and any event to the contrary could kill his reputation. Hence the silencer on his .45.

			He lifted it, placing it gently on the massage table, coming toward her with his hands raised and open. “See? There’s no problem. It’s over.”

			He was within a pace of her and he could see her breathing was calm. She took her hand from her mouth. Tiny white ovals were imprinted on the skin where she had almost drawn blood.

			“Doris?” He touched her. “Okay? Are you all right?”

			“It’s not me I’m thinking of,” Doris said as she buried a four-inch stiletto blade in his sternum.

			“Oh, fuck! Wha—?” He fell against her, then opened his mouth to scream and found her fist jammed into it.

			“Bad Clams says you should take better care of yourself, Mr. Tony,” she said, staring intently at him as if he were a frog she was about to dissect.

			He wanted to curse her, to reach for his weapon, but he could manage neither. His legs had turned to jelly and his extremities had turned to ice. He grunted instead, as she quite expertly dragged the small but razor-sharp blade up through his lungs and into his heart and his full mass came against her.

			Dead weight, Doris thought as she pushed him down to the floor. She wiped the handle of the blade, then dragging the would-be assassin over, pressed his still-warm fingers around the folding handle. Looking around, she used a towel to drop the Colt between the two bodies. She picked up the white tampon within which she had secreted the stiletto. She jammed it into her bag, gathered up the rest of her equipment. Shouldering her bag, she ducked through the neat hole in the windowpane, clambered out onto the scaffolding, and was gone.
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