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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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			For my beloved Victoria:

			my tireless advocate; my best friend—

			without her I would no doubt float away
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			The hunting lanterns on Mount Ogura have gone, the deer are calling for their mates. . . .

			How easily I might sleep, if only I didn’t share their fears.

			—ONO NO KOMACHI

			It’s all very well in practice, but it will never work in theory.

			—FRENCH MANAGEMENT PRINCIPLE
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			In nature a repulsive caterpillar turns into a lovely butterfly.

			But with human beings a lovely butterfly turns into a repulsive caterpillar.

			—ANTON CHEKHOV
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			Shan Plateau, Burma

			Autumn 1983

			It was said that they called him Wild Boy because he had seen every Tarzan film, knew every Tarzan’s name from Elmo Lincoln onward. He had his favorites, of course, but he claimed to love them all.

			They—that is, the mountain tribes of the Shan—had no reason to disbelieve him, since Tarzan films were the rage in the foothill towns below that were lucky enough to have a projector, and able to rent films flown in from Bangkok.

			Truth to tell, the Shan who knew Rock—which is to say all of them who were involved in the growing, harvesting, refining, selling, and shipping of the tears of the poppy—called him Wild Boy because they had seen him screw together his custom-made rocket launcher, slap it over his right shoulder, and blow his enemies into kingdom come.

			Over the years, one opium warlord after the other had tried to kill Rock, but Wild Boy had been, in his own words, “born and raised on rock ’n’ roll and war.” He was a veteran of Vietnam, at the war’s height, in charge of recruiting CIDGs, Civilian Irregular Defense Groups, from the Wa, the Lu, the Lisu, all the mountain tribes of Burma, and from the Mekong Delta–born Cambodians to fight the Viet Cong.

			He was one of those rare, blood-soaked demons who found that he could not do without the proximity of death. He loved everything about it: the smell of it, the cessation of hearts and spirits it caused, the noise of it or the stealth required to achieve it. But he loved, most of all, the contentment it brought him, the softening of the hard edges of his mind that, like diamond blades, sought to chop his reality into incomprehensible pieces.

			He was not one of the casualties of the war, who returned home with their heads filled with ARVNs and helicopters and a tide of burst bodies and running blood so high they could never climb out the Pit. The Pit was Asia, and they had been in it up to their eyeballs.

			So had Rock, but the difference was he reveled in it. Because he emerged from the war, for the first time in his life, with a purpose. And that purpose had led him here, to the Shan Plateau, the metaphorical apex of the Golden Triangle, that area where China, Burma, and Thailand came together, where the altitude, the weather, and the soil were ideal for the growing of poppies.

			Rock not only accepted the attempts on his life, he welcomed them. He rightly saw in them not merely a macho test of his skills, but a path to his acceptance up here in the rarefied air of the Shan Plateau. And he knew these people well enough to understand that without acceptance, he would be forever adrift, a kind of jungle wraith, no better than a beggar, really, making his living going from warlord to warlord, selling his own particular brand of death. Besides, in their eyes, he was a Western barbarian.

			Without accepting him, the Shan would never trust him. And without their trust, Rock knew, he would never get rich. Rock wanted very badly to be rich. It was the only thing that mattered to him, save the manufacture, subtle or swift, of death.

			In the end, he defeated everything they sent at him, defying General Quan’s public threat that “your agony will live forever.”

			It was General Quan, opium warlord of the Shan Plateau, who had over the past five years systematically murdered his rival warlords—all Chinese—and who now had a monopoly on the richest and most productive poppy fields in the world. As a Vietnamese, General Diep Nim Quan was better supplied—officially, cheerfully from Saigon—than his rivals, who were obliged to barter inferior arms from itinerant Soviet black marketeers.

			A goddamn Vietnamese, Rock had thought, that’s who I’ve got to deal with here. Who said the war was over?

			Rock was on his way down the mountainside. He had been waiting for the money that had been promised him, but had never come. Now he was on his way to Rangoon to telex his partner. He had to know how long the delay was going to be.

			He stumbled across Mai, who was lying along a path with a wooden cart overturned on her leg. It was the animal pulling the cart, however, whose leg was broken.

			Even Rock, with his acute sense of paranoia, had to admit that Mai was irresistible, with her golden, glowing skin, her long, lithe legs, her huge eyes, and her firm, hard-nippled breasts.

			Rock had righted the cart and seen to Mai, then shot the animal to put it out of its misery. He had expertly skinned it, quartered its flesh, scraped down the bones.

			Wild Boy had become like every Asian; he never let anything go to waste. In fact, it was safe to say that he thought of himself as Asian. He might once have been American, but now nationality had ceased to mean anything to him. Every so often he would finger the metal dog tags that still hung around his neck, as if, like jade to the Chinese, they were a powerful talisman. But he never looked at them. He was Rock, the Wild Boy, a state, a country, a law unto himself.

			He loaded everything—the meat, the skin, the bones (for soup), the girl—into the cart. When he lifted her up, her long nails gently scratched his skin. The sapphire in the lobe of her left ear sparked in the sunlight.

			Rock pulled the loaded cart himself seven miles to his temporary camp. Though he had been on the plateau for three years, he did not yet have a permanent home; that luxury would only come in time, a perquisite of acceptance and trust. For the present, however, he needed to make it difficult for the assassins to find him; it was part of the game, yet another demonstration of his skill.

			Mai told him that she came from a farming village high in the mountains, “at the top of the world,” as she put it. By which she meant amid the poppy fields.

			He could see that look in her eyes. He recognized it because he had seen it so many times before throughout Southeast Asia, and because he was so attuned to the Asian mind. It was his size. He was six foot two. In the States that was medium tall; here in Asia it was gigantic. Rock laughed to himself. He could see right into her mind. She was wondering if all of him was that big. Soon she would find out.

			While she tended to the deep purple bruise on her leg, Rock made dinner, a stew utilizing the fresh meat he had brought back. When the pot was simmering, he set about scraping the inside of the hide to prepare it for tanning. While he worked, he wondered about her long nails, something one would never see on a farm girl. His sixth sense—what the Japanese, under whom he had studied hand-to-hand combat, called haragei, the divine energy—began to flood his mind with the clarity of insight.

			When he looked up, he saw Mai standing naked just outside the flap of his tent. He stared at her, thinking, This one is special. His hands and forearms were covered with blood. He could feel himself getting hard. It had been some time since he had been with a woman, but seeing Mai, he knew that it wouldn’t have mattered if he had had sex an hour ago—he would still be hard.

			He dropped his enormous Marine combat knife onto the red underside of the skin and stood up. He saw Mai’s gaze lower from his face to the place between his legs. He stood out a country mile. Then she turned and went inside the tent. Rock followed her, bent over slightly from the fierceness of his erection.

			Inside, she was kneeling in the dimness. She beckoned him on, then held her cupped palms in front of her breasts. Rock unbuckled his belt, and she did the rest. She held him tenderly in both hands.

			Her head bent, the cascade of her lustrous hair fanned his naked thighs, the flutter of a nightbird’s wing. She touched him first with the tip of her tongue, then laved him with the flat of it. At length, she used her lips.

			She engulfed him, and as he watched with slitted eyes her cheeks hollow, Rock had that flash of insight that the Shan call the Ruby. He knew by her skill and her expertise who she must be. He knew where she had come from, and who had sent her. He knew what he must do.

			She sucked slavishly at him. One hand gently squeezed his scrotum, the other snaked between his thighs to probe his other opening.

			Rock bent over and, encircling Mai’s tiny waist, slowly inverted her until her breasts pressed against his lower belly, her thighs resting on his shoulders. He felt as vibration her moan as he plunged his face into her humid mound.

			She tasted of mango and spice. He tongued her while her loins tensed expectantly, then all through the spasms caused by her contracting muscles. And again.

			She sucked all the harder, moaning for him to come. Rock put her on the floor of the tent and entered her. It was not easy. He was very big, and she was small. But, gradually, she accustomed her engorged flesh to his.

			Rock began to stroke long and hard, feeling her thrusting up on him with what seemed genuine desire. Even as his eyes began to glaze, he was in touch with haragei, connected with the treachery and deceit spun like a web around him.

			He was about to come, and he let her know it, grunting and thrusting even harder. Felt her lifting her right hand from his shoulder where it had been gripping him with sweaty abandon. Saw, out of the corner of his eye, a bright gleam, like a darning needle, the metal jacket fitted over one long nail, its tip dark and lustrous with poison.

			He grabbed for her hand, but he misjudged her quickness, or his willpower was not quite strong enough, and he began to ejaculate into her. He lost his hold on her wrist, saw the nail, curved like a scorpion’s tail, blurring in toward the side of his neck and his carotid, knew he’d be dead within seconds.

			Devoid of conscious thought, afloat in the void of haragei, he smashed his elbow into her face, feeling with some satisfaction the crack of bone, feeling the heat of her inner tissue, the smell of her blood like a rose bursting open.

			Then he had her right wrist and, taking hold of her forefinger, plunged the poisoned nail into her solar plexus.

			The next morning, he made the steep, grueling ascent into General Quan’s territory. It had rained during the night, and the day was hot, unusual at this high elevation. Rock was sweating by the time he sighted the first of General Quan’s patrols.

			He put down his bundles, set himself against the bole of a tree, and ate a bit of dried fish in the cool shade. He took some water from his canteen. When he was finished, he set about making a fire, hanging up his stewpot. He poured the contents of one of his bundles into the pot.

			By that time, General Quan’s patrol had spotted the smoke from his fire. They were coming, AK-47s at the ready. There were five of them, he saw. Perfect. He began to whistle the Doors’ “Light My Fire.”

			Wild Boy got out his rocket launcher, fitted the pieces together. When the patrol was in range, he loaded, fired, and took three of them out in a brilliant blaze.

			“Get me General Quan!” he yelled in their peculiar dialect. “Tell him Wild Boy wants to see him.”

			The remaining two soldiers scrambled away, and Rock settled down to wait. An hour later, they were back with someone of some rank. The two Shan kept their distance.

			“Who are you,” the commander said, “to demand General Quan leave his compound?”

			It was a matter of face, Rock knew. In Asia, it was always a matter of face. The man who forgot that, or thought he could circumvent it, would never survive in this part of the world.

			“I am Wild Boy,” Rock said, hefting his rocket launcher. “I demand nothing. I requested an audience with General Quan. I am a courteous man. To demand is to act the barbarian.”

			The commander, who had heard of Wild Boy, was nevertheless impressed by this speech. He grunted. “The general may grant you an audience if some concessions are made. For instance, recompense must be made for the three men you killed.”

			“An unfortunate mistake. I was merely attempting to defend myself.”

			“General Quan will not accept this explanation. There are now three families who will go hungry.”

			“I will pay so that they will not go hungry,” Rock said, knowing the drill.

			“Do you have gifts for General Quan?”

			“Certainly. Only a barbarian or a witless man would come empty-handed to an audience with the emperor of the Shan.”

			Thus mollified, the commander waved Rock upward. Rock packed his gear with great care. He made a show of breaking down his rocket launcher, stowing it away, to further allay whatever fears the commander might still harbor.

			The commander led the way, the two soldiers flanking Rock on either side. He had no fear of them at all. He was now under the benevolent protection of General Quan. If the patrol was attacked at this moment, the men were bound to safeguard him even at the expense of their own lives.

			General Quan’s compound was bristling with armed men when the patrol arrived. It seemed as if every available man had been ordered to be in attendance at Rock’s arrival. This rather primitive display of territorial superiority impressed Rock. It meant that he was being taken seriously. That boded well for the interview.

			General Quan had been dispatched to the Shan five years ago to begin to funnel the fabulously rich vein of illegal commerce to be had here in the direction of his terribly impoverished country. He knew he had more to fear from the Chinese opium warlord then in control of the Shan Plateau than he did from the pitiful attempts by the ragtag Burmese army to clean up an area essentially impossible to police.

			He was not to be seen when the commander ushered Rock into the main building. Rock was left alone, with not even a young girl to serve him tea. This was quite deliberate on the general’s part, since it further displayed his superior position.

			An hour later, a young woman did enter. She was quite beautiful. She averted her gaze from Rock’s and knelt before a blackened hole in the floor across which was an iron post and, gathering dry twigs into a cone, started a fire. Carefully, she placed three hardwood logs across the flames. Then she rose and left.

			Another half hour passed, during which time Rock heard nothing but the dogs barking outside, and orders being shouted by someone outside.

			General Quan arrived in a flourish. He wore tanned leather breeches, and a rough muslin shirt over which he sported a goatskin American military flight jacket with a patch of the Fourteenth Air Force on the right sleeve. Unlike the other Shan warlords Rock had met, he wore no jewelry save a necklace of rubies and sapphires, the largesse of the Burmese lowlands. He was attended by two Shan bodyguards armed with machine pistols.

			The young woman reentered with an iron kettle and a pair of earthenware cups on a lacquer tray. She hung the kettle on the iron post over the fire. Tea was served, hot, thick, and sweet, in the Thai tradition. It was quite bracing. Rock hadn’t had decent tea in six months, and he took his time, savoring it.

			At length, he said, “I have agreed to make recompense for the disagreeable incident this morning. Of course I was at fault, and I wish to make amends to the families of those unfortunately dead.”

			General Quan considered this. His commander had already reported as much to him, of course, but he was gratified to see that this Wild Boy had decent manners, after all. Not that his civilized comportment would stop General Quan from having this foreign devil killed. He had become far too dangerous to be allowed to remain in the Shan States.

			General Quan could see the greed in the foreign devil’s eyes as easily as he could feel the slime on a slug. Wild Boy wanted a piece of the tears of the poppy—what else would bring a foreign devil all the way up here, an interdicted area as far as the Burmese government was concerned?

			Huh, his wa is not so strong as the stories tell, General Quan thought as he eyed the giant from over the rim of his teacup. Now that I have him here, I will humiliate him for the loss of face he has caused me among my men. Then I will bury him up to his thick neck and let the ants and the sun take care of him.

			The only possible cloud on his horizon was Mai. Where was she? And why had she not killed this foreign devil, as she had been ordered to do? Perhaps, the general mused, she had not yet devised a clever way of meeting him. Then, unbidden, the thought arose, as black and ugly as dung, that something had befallen Mai. Perhaps she had been hurt in the jungle or again kidnapped by one of General Quan’s many enemies. His scrotum contracted painfully at the thought. What would he do without his precious Mai? She was his talisman; everything good that had happened to him had occurred while she was with him.

			General Quan smiled at Rock. “More tea, perhaps?”

			Rock nodded. “Thank you for your hospitality,” he said, bowing. “I am unworthy of such munificence.” As he watched the beautiful young woman pour, he wondered whether this one might be Mai’s sister. For as sure as he was sitting here now, Rock knew that Mai belonged to General Quan.

			From his longtime contacts among the Wa, the Lu, and the Lisu, he had heard the jungle rumors about Mai’s prowess in effecting, as the Chinese termed it, the clouds and the rain, eliciting spectacular orgasms from her lover. But he had treated them as just that, rumors that picked up embellishments from each mouth that passed them on. Until Mai had taken him between her lips. Then he knew—the Ruby had told him with a certainty impossible to ignore.

			When they had finished their second cup of tea, Rock said, “In addition to the recompense for the grieving families, I have brought the general a special present.” He began to unpack his stewpot and sacks. General Quan’s men reacted by lowering the muzzles of their machine pistols.

			“Food!” Rock cried, laughing, as he ladled the stew into the pot, hung it over the fire. “Food fit for the gods themselves!”

			The general watched the proceedings with a jaundiced eye. “I have been paid in rubies, sapphires, jade, and gold. But never with a meal.” He was not displeased, however. Good food was one of his passions, as Rock had heard from his contacts.

			Wild Boy ladled out the stew, placing it before General Quan, who, leaning over the steaming bowl, inhaled deeply. “It smells delicious.”

			He signaled to one of his bodyguards, who slung his machine pistol across his back, picked up the bowl, and, dipping two fingers into stew, ate several mouthfuls. General Quan watched him expectantly.

			At length, the bodyguard belched, gave a curt nod, and handed the bowl back to his leader. General Quan made no apologies for this seeming lack of manners, and Rock did not ask for one.

			General Quan took up a pair of golden chopsticks encrusted with rubies and sapphires, settled the bowl in the palm of his hand, and holding it just under his chin, commenced to shovel the food into his mouth. He was like a mammoth machine; even Wild Boy was impressed by this engine of consumption. The general paused only once, and that was to gasp, “It tastes even more delicious than it smells.”

			“You are most kind.” Rock bowed again. He held out his hand. “Please. Allow me to refill the general’s bowl.” He stirred the bottom of the pot with his ladle, then loaded up the bowl General Quan handed back.

			While he watched the general continue his shoveling act, Rock said, “I had heard that the general enjoys his women fully as much as he does his food.” He turned his head in the young woman’s direction. “Now I know the truth to those stories.”

			The general’s small eyes were almost closed with the pleasure of gorging himself on Rock’s magnificent stew.

			“I have also heard,” Rock said, “that the jewel among the general’s women is one named Mai. Is she here, General? Might I see her?”

			“Uh.” There was only a momentary lapse in the shoveling act.

			“No? Oh, what a pity.” Rock smiled. “Well, I’m not surprised, I suppose. Such a rare treasure is not so easily on display, even for favored guests?”

			“Uh.”

			Rock shrugged. “But, then, who knows, perhaps Mai is not so far away from us at this moment.”

			General Quan was almost finished with his second bowl of stew. His face was glistening with a combination of sweat and grease. He glared at Rock. “What nonsense are you speaking?”

			“Have you reached the bottom yet? Of the bowl, that is?”

			General Quan probed through the remnants of the thick sauce. “One more piece of delicious meat.” He picked it up with the tips of his chopsticks, was about to pop it in his mouth when something caught his eye. He held the piece of meat out so that he could see it better. He shook off the excess gravy.

			What he saw was the unmistakable glint of a magnificent Burmese sapphire, and he thought, Ah, the foreign devil is very clever—here is my real gift.

			But then his eyes opened wide and everything he had just eaten came spewing out, along with a long, low wail.

			The sapphire was embedded in a whole, human ear. His beloved Mai’s ear.
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			You will always find some Eskimos willing to instruct the Congolese on how to cope with heat waves.

			—STANISLAW LEM

		

	
		
			1
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			Saigon • Tokyo

			Nicholas Linnear was waiting for his man. While he did so, he drank a warm beer and observed the cockroach as large as his thumb survey the filthy room as if it were the shogun in feudal Japan. He was in a third-floor front room of the Anh Dan Hotel, a thoroughly unpleasant establishment that nevertheless suited his purposes. The sickly light thrown by one disheartened forty-watt bulb exposed the cracks, noxious stains, and peeling and discolored paint. It worked when electricity was provided (which wasn’t all that often) if one touched two ends of the exposed live wires together at the point on the wall where a plate and switch should have been. The smells of raw sewage and stale sex pervaded the entire hotel, and outside the appalling clamor from Nguyen Trai Street was an incessant and disreputable companion at all hours of the day and night. This was Saigon, after all, and worse, Cholon, where sooner or later all the dregs of the city ended up.

			Nicholas turned to look at Jisaku Shindo, the Japanese private detective hired by his partner Tanzan Nangi to unravel the mystery surrounding the murder of Vincent Tinh, the former director of the Saigon branch of Sato International, the giant keiretsu—conglomerate—Nangi and Linnear co-owned.

			“Do you think he’ll come?”

			“The friend of a friend said he would.” Shindo’s clipped speech cut through the humid atmosphere.

			Nicholas mentally reviewed the activities of Vincent Tinh. Tinh, it seemed, had had a private agenda. He had used his job at Sato International as a mask to conceal his nefarious business, stealing and selling the proprietary technology of Sato’s ultrasecret Chi Project. Under Nicholas’s guidance, the Chi Project was creating a revolutionary generation of computers that was a quantum leap beyond anything currently on the market or elsewhere in development. Based on neural-network technology, the first-generation Chi computer processed data in the same way the human brain did.

			Like most criminals—even those of the genius class—Tinh had been undone by his greed. Cobbling what he could purloin of the Chi technology with elements of the new American Hive computer (also based on a type of neural-net chip), he created here in Saigon a bastardized hybrid that he began to sell on the vast and immensely lucrative Southeast Asian gray market.

			Because of Tinh, Sato-Tomkin—the American arm of Sato International—and Nicholas, in particular, had been accused by the Americans of theft, illegal manufacture, and espionage leading to treason. Nicholas, who had hired Tinh in the first place, had a compelling personal as well as a professional stake in finding out how much damage Tinh had done before his demise.

			Even more alarming, now that Nicholas was here and had listened to Shindo’s perspective on the situation, he had come to the conclusion that Tinh wasn’t the only key to the severe blow given to Sato International’s business and reputation.

			For instance, who had constructed the Chi-Hive hybrid? Certainly Tinh had lacked the requisite knowledge and expertise in advanced computer design even to attempt such an audacious leap of faith. Indeed, merging two parallel but undoubtedly different precepts of cybernetics was a feat beyond an overwhelming majority of technicians. Sure, there were a million cyber-techies out there who could burrow their way into an existing system, but it would take a theoretician of remarkable talent and insight to do this job.

			Whom had Vincent Tinh found for such a difficult task?

			And then there was the question of Tinh’s curious death.

			According to Chief Inspector Hang Van Kiet of the Saigon police, Vincent Tinh had been killed accidentally while trespassing on property he did not own. The said property was a vast creaking warehouse in the northern district that stored barrels of sulfuric acid, salt, gasoline, bicarbonate of soda, and potassium permanganate. In other words, it was a drug factory. Nicholas knew that Van Kiet was lying.

			Last week Shindo had interviewed the chief inspector. Van Kiet, a wily-faced, slender Vietnamese with the yellow eyes and teeth of a back-alley predator, had doggedly kept to his story that Tinh’s death had been accidental. When Shindo had pressed him, he retaliated by intimating that because Tinh had trespassed it was far better to leave the matter where it lay, in a closed file.

			Shindo had wisely not revealed that a friend of a friend had smuggled him a copy of the autopsy report, which showed that while Tinh had, indeed, been burned in a vat of sulfuric acid, the coroner had also extracted twenty-five heavy-caliber machine-gun bullets from his flesh. This was information, Shindo had decided, that Van Kiet was better off not knowing he possessed.

			Shindo had sized up the chief inspector quickly—this was a necessity in his business—and reported that he suspected Van Kiet knew far more about Tinh’s demise than he was willing to share. Shindo made it abundantly clear to the chief inspector that he was willing to barter U.S. dollars for information.

			Van Kiet’s face had closed as tightly as a vise and he had abruptly terminated the interview, an odd and downright discourteous reaction for a Vietnamese. This was very bad news, indeed. It meant that the chief inspector had been impolite out of a sharply honed instinct for survival.

			Law and order had no meaning in present Saigon—at least none that would make sense to any civilized human being. This was a city—indeed, a country—so inured to the dogs of war that its society had been reshaped by the utter lawlessness that was one of war’s major by-products. A ferocious form of negotiated anarchy ruled here. As a result, the police had less power than the army, which, in turn, had less power than the dark, mercenary forces that swirled at the periphery of society—hidden yet subtly defining it. These were men who, as children, had been bred and nurtured by the frenzied chaos of a centuries-old war waged variously against the Chams, Cambodians, French, Chinese, Russians, and Americans.

			It had been a war that, like a great serpent shedding its glittering scales, periodically transformed itself until, at the end, it had become some perniciously mutated form of psychedelic happening: an absurd agglomeration of dropped napalm, mind-altering drugs, massed ordnance, high-decibel rock ’n’ roll, a cornucopia of destructive hardware, a release from poverty, mass confusion, a concentrated discharge of hatred, an eerie, macho game of chicken. In short, it had been the ultimate clash of high-visibility mass murder and animistic death concealed by night.

			Every official in Vietnam was on the take; it was simply a way of life. But Van Kiet had demurred. Why? Fear was the only emotion strong enough to overcome avarice. There was, then, the ominous threat of corrupt power in very high places, pulling strings that made even the chief inspector of the Saigon police jump. That had put the investigation on a whole new and dangerous plane, which was why Nicholas was here now, and why Shindo resented him.

			Shindo continued to smoke and did not look at Nicholas. He was slim, of average height with the closed, set face of an old man. It was a face quickly forgotten, even if seen at length; it had no distinguishing feature. This was a distinct asset in his line of business; others in his profession had to work at being invisible. He wore a white shirt, gray polyester slacks, and a dark patternless tie as narrow as a knife.

			Nicholas, languidly drinking his beer, watched the cockroach, which was surely more at home in this third-world tomb than he would ever be. Dark light spun off its pale carapace, deforming it. He looked upon the insect benevolently, as a kind of compatriot from whom he could better learn to survive in this steaming jungle of a city. His visits to Saigon had been infrequent, unlike Shindo, who came here often. Shindo had many Vietnamese friends, acquaintances, and contacts.

			From an adjacent room Nicholas heard the heavy rhythmic thuds of bodies on a bed, the animal grunts, the liquid sucking sounds of fierce coupling.

			Shindo removed a gun from a holster at the base of his spine. It was an army .45 of American manufacture, nine years old, maybe more, and must have cost a small fortune, but he was right not to trust his life to any of the cheaper Soviet- or Chinese-manufactured handguns for sale in the back alleys of Cholon.

			“I have bought a gun for you,” Shindo said unkindly. “Do you know how to fire one?”

			“I do. But I never use firearms.”

			Shindo grunted, ground the butt of his cigarette beneath his heel, lit another. “This is Saigon. It’s not like Japan, it’s not safe at all. Even a baby in diapers can have a gun.” He was clearly disgusted. “What will you do when one is aimed at you?”

			Nicholas was a ninja, but he was also tanjian, a hereditary member of a syncretic psychic discipline far older than any martial art. The essence of Tau-tau was kokoro, the membrane of all life. Just as in the physical world the excitation of the atom was the basis for all movement—not only human, but light, heat, and percussion—so, too, did the excitation of kokoro give rise to psychic energy. Thought into action was at the core of the tanjian’s training.

			Akshara and Kshira, the Way of Light and the Path of Darkness, formed the two primary teachings of Tau-tau. Nicholas had been trained in Akshara, but all the while Kansatsu, his sensei, was secretly embedding within him certain principles of the dark side. Some believed that it was possible for one highly disciplined mind to contain both Akshara and Kshira, but invariably, over the centuries, the dark side proved too powerful, overwhelming those adepts who sought to embrace it, corrupting them without their being aware of it, and so it was rarely taught.

			However, as he delved deeper into Akshara, Nicholas began to understand the lure of Kshira, because it became clear to him that the Way of Light was somehow incomplete. This was how he had formed his theory that in the beginning of time Tau-tau was fully integrated, the light and dark hemispheres one far more powerful discipline. Somewhere during the centuries, the ability to harness Kshira had been lost.

			For uncounted centuries the goal of tanjian adepts was to form Shuken, the Dominion. Shuken was the whole, the perfect integration of Akshara and Kshira. Without Shuken, which was the one key, adepts who attempted to study both paths of Tau-tau were invariably destroyed by the dark side. Thus had Kansatsu met his fate, overwhelmed by the potent evil of Kshira.

			Was this, too, the fate Kansatsu had planned for Nicholas? Surely there was a time bomb ticking inside Nicholas’s head, readying itself to destroy him. And so, he was desperately trying to discover the secret of Shuken.

			But Shuken had proved a highly illusive state. It was achieved only through koryoku, the Illuminating Power. Nicholas had been told that Mikio Okami possessed koryoku, which had been a crucial factor in his rise to power, his dominion over all other Yakuza oyabun. Because of this, Nicholas had a personal stake in finding Okami alive and in good health: he wanted to extract from him the secret of koryoku and, through it, Shuken.

			“Put the gun away. You have other things to concern you,” Nicholas said, his thoughts returning to Shindo’s resentment of him.

			Shindo, firing up another cigarette from the butt of the last, seemed as distant as a statue of Buddha. The weapon disappeared as if it had never existed, but it was clear from his movements that he had a certain facility with guns.

			“Did you have friends in the war?” Nicholas asked, trying to connect with the PI. Shindo regarded him for a moment through a haze of curling smoke. He lounged against the greasy wall like a pimp in a brothel. “I knew people . . . on both sides.” He took a drag of his cigarette, blew smoke in a furious hiss. “I suppose that surprises you.”

			“Not really. In your business—”

			“Now you have real reason to distrust me.”

			So that was it. Shindo felt Nicholas’s arrival on his turf was an expression of his employers’ lack of faith in him.

			“If that was the case,” Nicholas said, “I would have terminated your contract immediately.”

			Shindo’s shoulder came off the wall, as if he might evince some interest now. “What do you know of the war, anyway?”

			Nicholas considered a moment. “So much has been written about how traumatized Americans were by the war, but it seems to me there was something else far more sinister at work, something most people either did not want to talk about or did not get. Kids from all over—from the inner-city ghettos and dying small towns—were given unlimited use of deadly weapons. They were trained to use submachine guns, handheld rocket launchers, flamethrowers, and were told killing was more than okay; it was expected of them. I think for some of those men the war became an intoxication almost beyond imagining, a better high than pot or heroin; it was a mind-altering experience. But how could it be any different? These kids were thrown into a reality beyond law and endowed with the power of life and death.”

			Shindo was watching him now through eyes slitted by smoke and emotion. “Yes,” he said after a time. “It was just like that.”

			The couple next door had finished their sweaty exertions, and Nicholas could hear drifting in through the open window a few bars of a singer lamenting in Vietnamese-tinged French something about a soul alone and in torment. The sentiment, exaggerated by a voice filled with perverse sexual pathos, seemed perfect for Saigon.

			There was a peculiar note in Shindo’s voice, and Nicholas wanted to identify it. “The war was very personal for you.”

			Shindo walked across the room. “I had a lover. Once, he was a soldier. A grunt who served here.”

			“And survived.”

			“In a manner of speaking.” Shindo watched the glowing end of his cigarette. The song, building to a crescendo, cascaded through the room in a ghostly swirl. “In the end, he didn’t want to live anymore. He couldn’t. The demons the war had embedded in him were eating him alive.”

			It was odd, Nicholas thought, how one could tell a perfect stranger what was otherwise unthinkable. “What happened?”

			“What needed to happen.” Shindo seemed carved out of the humid night, as if he belonged here rather than in Tokyo. “I’ll tell you what’s funny. The people who were here, who were fighting the war—and now I mean both sides because, in the end, there was no difference, really—they needed the war. Insanity had become the norm for them, their reality, and they were sunk so far in it they couldn’t get out. They dreamed of the war—it drew them like a flame, fed their worst instincts, buried their humanity beneath a foul bed of killing lust—and they never wanted it to end.” His eyes lifted from the tiny ember to Nicholas’s face. “What happened was this: I killed him in the manner he asked me to.”

			The contralto, nearly finished, was abruptly drowned out as another couple threw themselves into sexual convulsions, louder this time, so that Nicholas had the impression that the man was taking the woman quite violently up against their common wall. If they weren’t careful, they’d be electrocuted by the live wires as had a man and his whore earlier that day, or so the leering proprietor had informed them. Sex and death, never far apart, were almost indistinguishable in Saigon, Nicholas thought.

			The cockroach was unperturbed, unlike Nicholas. But then it hadn’t understood Shindo’s story. The floor was vibrating to the ancient ritual, and Nicholas was sure he could smell female musk. He moved across the room, away from the disturbance, away also from the open window, which could announce his presence in this native area as surely as if he’d been centered in a gilt frame.

			“He’ll be here soon, if he’s coming at all,” Nicholas said. “Time for you to leave.”

			“I still think it’s a mistake for you to see this man alone. We know nothing about him.”

			“I’m the one who knows the ins and outs of the neural-net chip. If he’s suspicious and quizzes you, we’ll be dead.”

			“We can both—”

			“No. He told me it had to be one-on-one. If I were him, I’d turn tail the moment I saw the two of us.”

			From his new vantage point Nicholas could see a wedge of the teeming street. Cyclos, three-wheeled cab-bikes, whizzed by alongside old Soviet-built trucks belching clouds of noxious diesel smoke. Flocks of cyclists squeezed by on either side of the larger vehicles, and every so often a so-called marriage taxi rumbled by, old American gas-guzzlers from the fifties or sixties, finned like a spaceship, wide as a boat. Packs of ragged street urchins played dangerous games of pickpocket with businessmen seeking to open low-overhead, high-volume manufacturing in newly booming Saigon by day and an unbridled sexual smorgasbord in Cholon by night. Soldiers in their khaki uniforms rubbed shoulders with saffron-robed Buddhist monks, scantily dressed prostitutes, and a legion of amputees and the deformed. There were always the maimed in Vietnam, young adults scarred by the war and children deformed by its aftermath, dioxin-based chemical defoliants such as Agent Orange.

			As they had repeatedly for months, Nicholas’s thoughts returned to Mikio Okami. Okami was the Kaisho—the head of all the Yakuza clan heads, the oyabun. He had been close friends with Nicholas’s father, Col. Denis Linnear, during the American occupation of Japan in the late 1940s. Nicholas had promised his father to help Okami if the Kaisho should ever need it.

			That time had come. Okami had had a stormy relationship with the members of his inner council for some time. It appeared that Okami’s final break with them had occurred over his alliance with Dominic Goldoni. The inner council had been part of a scheme that Okami had set in motion. Known as the Godaishu—Five Continents—the group implementing the scheme had been woven from carefully chosen elements within the Yakuza, Japanese government, Mafia, and U.S. government to create what could only be described as an international criminal conglomerate, skimming off staggering sums of money from arms as well as from legitimate businesses. As profits multiplied, the inner council began to agitate to move into other, darker areas of business, such as drug trafficking.

			Okami and Goldoni both rebelled and had clandestinely formulated their own plan. Their alliance was betrayed; Goldoni was brutally murdered, and Okami, in his headquarters in Venice, had asked for Nicholas’s help. In Venice, Nicholas had met one of Dominic Goldoni’s sisters, Celeste, who was also pledged to help the Kaisho. In the end, Okami had been forced into hiding, one step ahead of his death. Now, while Nicholas was in Vietnam, his longtime friend ex-NYPD homicide detective Lieutenant Lew Croaker was in New York shadowing Goldoni’s other sister, Margarite, in hopes of following Okami’s Nishiki network back to Okami himself. Sooner or later, Margarite, who had inherited the mantle of power from her brother, would make contact with the network, since it was the Nishiki that provided the dirt on both influential politicians and captains of industry that had made the Goldoni family preeminent in power in America’s underworld.

			Nicholas felt compassion for his friend. It could not be easy for him to maintain his distance from the woman he so obviously loved and, at the same time, discreetly spy on her every movement. Nicholas could only guess at the turbulent emotions such actions would bring up. Nevertheless, he and Croaker had determined it had to be done.

			It was Nicholas’s belief that Okami had gone deep to ground. And Okami, it seemed, was leaving clues to direct Nicholas and Croaker toward Avalon Ltd. and the Nishiki network. Why? At first Nicholas believed it was because Tinh had been a supplier of the company. But now he realized Okami was telling them that Tinh was just a small piece of the puzzle. Again, Nicholas found himself wondering who Tinh’s business partners had been.

			Tinh’s body had been picked up by a man posing as his brother. In fact, Tinh had no family, and it was subsequently discovered that the man who had claimed him was Yakuza. Could this man have been a member of one of the families of the Kaisho’s inner council?

			Curiously, he gave as his business Avalon Ltd., a mysterious international arms-trading conglomerate. Embedded within its closely guarded computer system, Nicholas had found reference to something known as Torch 315. The assumption that he and Lew Croaker had made was that Torch was some sort of new weapon and that 315 might be a date—March 15. While they had no direct evidence for this, the fact that Okami had directed them to Avalon Ltd. gave the assumption a good deal of weight.

			Nicholas knew that Okami wanted him to track down and eliminate those responsible for trying to assassinate him. Did the way lead here to Saigon where a Yakuza posing as Vincent Tinh’s brother and an employee of Avalon Ltd. has picked up the corpse of the murdered man? Why give the firm’s name—and particularly that firm? Was Nicholas again being subtly manipulated by the Kaisho? This was another compelling reason for him to come to Saigon himself.

			Nicholas could not surrender the suspicion that Okami, in directing him toward Avalon Ltd., was also directing him toward Torch 315. It was a vital piece of the puzzle the Kaisho meant him to solve.

			Nicholas saw a figure heading across Nguyen Trai Street in a direct line for the entrance of the Anh Dan Hotel. He put down his beer bottle, automatically glancing at his watch as he turned away from the window.

			Midnight.

			“There’s no more time for argument. Get out of here, Shindo. Now.”

			His man was here.

			♦  ♦  ♦

			Naohiro Ushiba, striking a familiar pose, faced the massed lights, cameras, and questions that had become a fixture at his ministry ever since the scandals of 1992 had ripped apart the tightly bound weave of Japan’s political, economic, and bureaucratic infrastructure.

			Ushiba was Daijin, chief minister of the Ministry of International Trade and Industry, Japan’s single most powerful economic-political entity. It had been MITI that had fueled and directed Japan’s postwar economic miracle through its policy of high-speed growth. MITI had targeted which industries it deemed would benefit Japan the most, using rebates, discounts, and tax incentives to make it beneficial for the large keiretsu—conglomerates—to switch into these industries. With new scandals unfolding almost every week—the latest being the agonizing reformation of political power lines—the political, business, and financial infrastructure of Japan was coming apart at the seams.

			The world had changed considerably in the thirty-nine years since the Liberal Democratic Party was formed. Then, it had stood for the future of Japan, the only alternatives were the Communists and Socialists. A succession of LDP prime ministers had joined with the Daijins of MITI to build Japan into the economic colossus of the present. But the LDP had grown fat and corrupt beneath the burden of almost four decades of unchallenged power, and now, in the most recent elections, they had been brought to their knees. Perhaps, Ushiba thought, it was time.

			Now the inevitable had happened: it was MITI’s turn to be racked with extreme pressure and public scrutiny. Two of its senior ministers had been indicted in a computer-software kickback scheme that involved several manufacturers who had been granted an excess of dispensations from the ministry.

			Ushiba, who was determined to hold the moral center in the firestorm of scandal and controversy, had dismissed the offending ministers with alacrity. Even the predatory press had been impressed with the speed and thoroughness of his internal investigation. However, damage had been done, and a cloud still hung over MITI, as evidenced by frequent newspaper editorials and magazine pieces.

			As a result, every question today seemed to be excruciatingly difficult. “How can you explain away MITI’s involvement in the artificial real estate boom of the 1980s that has now turned into a disaster for our economy and our banks in particular?” asked one reporter.

			“The idea behind the upward prices of Japanese real estate was sound and was researched thoroughly before being put forward,” Ushiba said smoothly. “In the eighties, the yen was so strong that our economy was being crippled by spending overseas. Raising real estate prices at home was an excellent way to regain investment in Japan.”

			“Daijin, what can you tell us of the stories we’ve heard lately of Yakuza involvement in our economic politics?” another reporter asked. “Specifically, what about Akira Chosa, who seems to be moving into the power vacuum left by the disappearance of Mikio Okami.”

			Ushiba cleared his throat. His lean, muscular body was surmounted by a head whose beautiful features might be termed effeminate. Unlike Western cultures, the Japanese had a history of such men being heroes. Bishonen, they were called, exquisite young men who existed under the aegis of an older individual.

			“As you gentlemen of the press know, Akira Chosa is oyabun of the Kokorogurushii. This clan name is ironic and quite typical of the pathetic mentality of Yakuza. Kokorogurushii means ‘painful.’ The word Yakuza is made up of the numbers in a losing hand at gambling; there is, always, within the Yakuza an undercurrent of a kind of self-flagellation, a sense of having to pay a penalty for living a life outside the law.”

			Ushiba looked around the room, his dark eyes liquid in the TV lights. “Having said that, let me also state that the Yakuza have been more active of late. In fact, we have uncovered a systematic pattern of ethically questionable business relationships between individuals within the Yakuza and certain major equity and financial firms. Chosa is, indeed, exerting some muscle, but I can assure you that MITI and the Tokyo prosecutor’s office are working together to see that these extralegal connections are ended once and for all.” Ushiba leaned forward a fraction to emphasize his next words. “Chosa is just one of the oyabun whose business is like a poison in the blood of Japan. It must be expunged as rapidly as possible.”

			“Can you tell us what exactly is being done, Daijin?” a third reporter queried. “The Japanese economy is in bad enough shape without Yakuza clans draining it still further.”

			“I agree completely,” Ushiba said. “I assure you that we at MITI are on a crusade to curb all illegal activities of any nature. We must, at all costs, restore public confidence in our way of life. I needn’t remind you that over the decades MITI has been the staunch watchdog in our country’s phenomenal but often difficult and painful economic growth. MITI never once flinched from its duties. Now we see our mandate as expanding. You can count on MITI to protect the interests of the people of Japan.” He went on to give them an impressive list of statistics his ministry heads had compiled on areas of corruption that had been cleaned up or were currently under investigation, answered several more questions, then turned the press conference over to a dark-faced man of impressive countenance, Tanaka Gin, the most renowned member of the terrifying Tokyo prosecutors with whom Ushiba had been liaising for months.

			Back in his office, Ushiba ran a hand through his hair and found it wet. With distaste, he went into his private washroom, swallowed a pill. He pushed a towel over his hair, then splashed cold water on his face.

			Though he had initiated these press conferences, he found them to be an increasing burden. However, he was locked into them. He had become like a poster boy or a talento. His brainchild had given him a kind of instant celebrity, and since this devolved onto MITI, it was deemed beneficial for the beleaguered bureaucracy as a whole.

			His intercom was buzzing when he returned to the office. His secretary announced that Yukio Haji wished to see him. Ushiba glanced at his jam-packed schedule book. He did not see Haji’s name listed, but since Haji was one of the young ministers whom Ushiba was training, he bade his secretary send the man in.

			Haji, in a somber mood, entered, sitting in a steel-frame chair that Ushiba indicated. Haji was an earnest young man who had come to MITI with the highest possible grades, honors, and recommendations. Ushiba had been determined from the outset to make something special of him.

			“Daijin, I know how busy you are, but there is a serious matter that cannot wait.”

			Ushiba sat back, lit a cigarette while he studied the young man’s unlined face. Here was a product of the new Japan, under pressure to perform at full capacity at every level of his education, examined, probed, pushed at every level after graduation. Being accepted at MITI was his reward, but Ushiba made certain he knew that was not the end of it. Haji might be a product of postmodern life, but Ushiba was seeing to it that he was possessed of kanryodo, the spirit of the samurai-bureaucrat. A code of honor, as strict as the ancient samurai’s Bushido, operated here, and recruits either accepted it as gospel or they were transferred to another, lesser ministry.

			“What is the problem?” Ushiba said.

			“I went to my checking account to pay my rent this month and found that I had insufficient funds.” Haji drew forth a folded sheet of paper. “Please accept my resignation. I am leaving ministry service. It is clear that I have worked hard but learned little.”

			Ushiba took the proffered resignation but did not open it. Instead, he opened his lighter, put the flame to the corner of the paper. When the last ash had crumbled from his fingers, he said, “How much do you owe?”

			When Haji told him, he wrote out a check, which he handed over to his astonished protégé. “Read the Hagakure, the Book of the Samurai. Your ignorance of its wisdom is your true transgression.” He did not ask what Haji had spent his money on because he did not care. All that mattered was that kanryodo be adhered to, that misconduct within the class remain undetected by those outside. “Youthful indiscretion is understandable, even to be expected. I do not intend to lose one of my best recruits because of it. I am your superior and so responsible for you. Take the check and we will say no more of it. The matter is settled.”

			♦  ♦  ♦

			The Vietnamese was not much of a man. Nicholas was disappointed by the appearance of the slightly built individual in the doorway to his hotel room. The cockroach was gone, scuttling for its lair the moment the rap fell upon the closed door. Nicholas had stood aside while he opened the door left-handed.

			The man limned by the buzzing fluorescent of the hallway was slender, slim-hipped. His face was partly in a shadow cast by his American-style fedora. He was dressed in a finely tailored business suit that nevertheless had about it the unmistakable lines of a made-to-measure job. His tie and shirt were woven of Thai silk, and he smelled faintly of a floral cologne that made Nicholas’s nose itch. The whole had a vaguely affected look that he did not care for, but the man was careful to keep Nicholas’s right hand in view, and this was impressive because in this instance it would have been Nicholas’s primary weapon.

			The man stepped into the room, said, “You are Goto?” That was the pseudonym Nicholas had given the friend of Shindo’s friend who had agreed to help them.

			“Right.”

			The man looked around the room with curiosity rather than suspicion. “Ready to go?”

			“I don’t know your name.”

			He shrugged. “Call me Trang. One name’s as good as another, isn’t it, Chu Goto?” Trang smiled, revealing white, even teeth behind pouty lips.

			Nicholas grabbed his jacket and they went out. He didn’t bother to lock the door behind him; he had paid for the room in advance and he wasn’t coming back.

			“You always pick such, ah, luxurious accommodations?” Trang’s voice had a husky, midrange tone, as if he were a heavy smoker and drinker, which, Nicholas thought, could be all too true.

			A bevy of half-naked women were lounging in the entryway to the hotel. They were as over-made-up as rock groupies and just as young, Nicholas thought. What a life. They made sucking sounds with their lips and grabbed at their breasts as the two men pushed past them. They smelled of cheap perfume and of sex.

			Trang had long, quick strides and Nicholas found himself having to push himself in order to keep up with the Vietnamese as he darted amid the late-night throngs that swarmed along Liem Van Chau Boulevard. Choking exhaust from the traffic combined with clouds of smoke from street stalls in which meats and vegetables roasted over charcoal fires.

			What Nicholas had told the skittish friend of Shindo’s friend was that he had obtained a prototype of a second-generation neural-net chip. What he needed was a theoretical-language technician who could decipher the new technology and build a workable machine around it—fast. And whoever it was, Nicholas had cautioned, had better know how to keep his mouth shut. The idea had been that whoever had put together Tinh’s computer with a first-generation neural-net chip would jump at the chance to get his hands on a second-generation chip, because upon learning of the illegal computer, Nangi had moved to shut it out of the East Asian gray market.

			The promise of a second-generation chip was like being offered a billion dollars tax-free—the possibilities were unlimited for constructing a cybernetic machine so advanced it would blow all competition out of the water.

			Seventy-two hours later, the friend of a friend had phoned him to give him the particulars of the meeting. Nicholas had agreed to the date and time—the next day at midnight—but had changed the venue to the Anh Dan Hotel in Cholon, where Shindo was familiar with the layout, including entrances, exits, and cover as well as the general surroundings. That was sensible, as well as prudent. It was essential, Nicholas had long ago discovered, to catalog what he called “the smell” of a site for any rendezvous—a mosaic of sight, sound, smell, taste, and feel. Because to know when a site didn’t smell right you had to be familiar with all the pieces that fit together to make the whole.

			Nicholas understood the pressure under which Shindo had been operating. It was imperative in paranoid Vietnam to make any inquiries under cover of maximum security. Unstable political factions still vied for power with a fractured military, mountain insurgents, and ethnic vigilantes, so all foreigners were automatically suspect. But beyond that, neither Shindo nor Nicholas knew the identity or the strength of the enemy. Vincent Tinh and those in his operation may have been involved with drug smugglers, black-market munitions specialists, power-crazed Chinese mountain warlords, Yakuza—the list was endless. Still, there was one ubiquitous truth: all of these factions were exceedingly dangerous and all had spies in and around Saigon. Outnumbered and outgunned, Nicholas knew he had to step carefully lest the weight of his unknown enemy come down on him and Shindo all at once.

			“Trang,” he said now, taking a chance, “how long did you work for Vincent Tinh?”

			“Vincent Tinh?” Trang was brought up short, a stone in the stream of traffic eddying around them.

			“Yes.” Nicholas searched Trang’s face looking for duplicity, but finding something else, something he couldn’t put his finger on.

			A deafening roar filled the street as a covey of motorbikes swept past, the echoes of their exhaust thrumming off the shopfronts. A blast of rock ’n’ roll sped like a manic race driver, Mick Jagger wailing about war.

			“You worked for him, didn’t you?” Nicholas said.

			Trang swung his head so that his eyes went blank in the streetlights. “If I had, I’d be dead now.”

			By which answer Nicholas knew he had hit a raw nerve. Even if Trang hadn’t worked for him, he knew some of what had happened to Tinh and why. That made him instantly valuable to Nicholas.

			He reached out. “Just a minute, Trang—”

			But Trang pulled away, darting ever faster through the swelling throng, and Nicholas found himself sprinting after the Vietnamese. What the hell was he up to?

			Trang was hurrying southeast, toward the Kinh Ben Nghe Canal that acted more or less as the southern boundary of central Cholon. A pair of monks in saffron robes, their faces serene and observant, turned their heads as he pushed by. A gaggle of kids tried to grab at him, their outstretched arms like a forest of sea anemones. A streetwalker eyed him from behind outlandish false lashes. She looked like a Carnaby Street tart circa 1969. It appeared as if all of Saigon were caught in a weird psychedelic time warp, desperately trying to reconjure its salad days, which were, perversely, during the height of the war.

			Nicholas had nearly caught up to Trang when he thought he saw Shindo moving toward him at the periphery of the crowd. Then the image was gone, and he hurried after Trang, who slipped through the throng as easily as an eel through a coral reef. Nicholas’s anxiety increased as he recalled Shindo’s warning about this place. This was his turf, not Nicholas’s.

			He slipped past a cluster of people, sprinted across a brief clear section of street, and made a lunge for Trang. Someone was heading toward the Vietnamese from the opposite direction. Nicholas was reaching out to protect Trang when he heard a sharp report.

			At almost the same instant, the head of the man beside Trang blew outward like a cracked melon. A hail of blood, tissue, and shattered bone erupted, and Nicholas found himself prone on the ground. The smells of incense and death mingled in his nostrils. A shocked silence gripped the narrow street, followed by the first wail of a human voice, picked up and echoed by others.

			Nicholas, on his knees, sank into Akshara, spiraling downward toward kokoro, the heart of all things. He chose one of the ages-old rhythms of Tau-tau, beating upon the membrane of kokoro, creating the psychic resonance that transformed thought into deed. Light flashed, then dimmed, colors bled one into another as time warped outward and away. Thus armed, he opened his tanjian eye, expanding his psyche outward. The man was dead. Automatically, his psyche searched for another tanjian presence, but found none. And then, his attention returning to the corpse, he saw the dark tie, narrow as a knife. It was no longer patternless. A Jackson Pollock–like spray of blood was spiderwebbed across it.

			Oh, Christ, he thought. It’s Shindo.

			He reached out, but Trang was suddenly crouched beside him. “No! There’s no time!” he shouted in Nicholas’s ear, and hauled him to his feet. Trang made an abrupt turn to the left, disappearing into darkness. Nicholas, with one quick glance back at Shindo’s sprawled body, followed him.

			What happened was this: I killed him in the manner he asked me to, Shindo had said about his lover. But now Nicholas realized that he had been talking about himself as well. He couldn’t stay away from Vietnam. The war had caught him up in its malignant thrall, and in the end he died as he had wanted to, in-country, from an enemy bullet.

			Together, Nicholas and Trang hurtled down one narrow back alley after another in such rapid succession that Nicholas lost all sense of direction. He supposed that was the point: if he was confused, so would be anyone trying to pursue them. He wanted to ask Trang a dozen questions, chief among which was, Had that shot been meant for him?

			At last, they broke out onto Tran Van Kieu Street. Ahead of them, the dark waters of the Kinh Ben Nghe Canal gleamed in the lights from the city. They raced toward the bridge upon which Con Gluoc Street spanned the canal. Beneath it was utter blackness.

			Trang slipped beneath the bridge. Nicholas hesitated for a moment, looking back over his shoulder. He did not care for the darkness. He did not know Trang, could not for certain trust him. What if this was a setup?

			What good were these doubts? he asked himself. If Trang was for real, he needed him. Shindo was dead and Trang was now his only lead in the investigation. All he knew for sure was he’d never find out standing still.

			He ducked his head, slipping into the blackness. He was immediately up to his knees in filth. The stench was overpowering. But now, as his eyes adjusted, he saw a dim outline of a small boat tied up against the stone pilings. Trang was moving in the darkness, and Nicholas heard a rustling of cloth. Then Trang clambered into the boat, untied it, and pushed off while Nicholas leapt aboard. The craft rocked dangerously, and Nicholas was obliged to stand spread-legged in the center in order to bring it back to stability.

			By that time they had emerged from beneath the bridge. Nicholas scanned the shoreline, looking for anyone with an inordinate degree of interest in them, but the exercise was fruitless. Too many faces, too little light, and the inconstant rocking motion of their passage defeated him. He opened his tanjian eye, searching for a malign presence, but the welter of people provided too much interference. Mind reading was not among the advantages of the tanjian. Adepts could, by a clever combination of psychic insight, observation, and intuition, come to an approximation of it, but it was not true mind reading and had to be treated with a great degree of caution.

			It occurred to Nicholas that they were too vulnerable out on the water, and he turned his attention to Trang in order to tell him this.

			Trang had disappeared. In fact, Nicholas saw with a jolt, he had never existed. The slim figure running the noisy outboard motor was without the fedora and suit, and now Nicholas recognized that it was feminine in every way. This was the oddity he had instinctively registered earlier but could not quite pull into the light of consciousness.

			“Shit,” he said, sitting down heavily, “who the hell are you?”

			“My name is Bay,” the young woman said. He could now see her for what she was: a beautiful Vietnamese with clear skin, large, luminous eyes, and long, cascading hair. The hat, then, had been an essential part of the disguise, not an affectation. He had to admire her; there was no trace of the portrait she had so skillfully painted of Trang.

			“What happened to Trang?”

			She smiled with pouty, sensual lips as she steered around an oncoming boat, giving it a wide berth. “Let’s make it simple and say Trang was killed back there on the street.”

			“No. A man who worked for me was murdered, and you simply left him—”

			Her head turned toward him and her black eyes bored into his. “That man could have been you. You’d do well to remember that. Did you see what was left of his skull? What you seek is both illegal and very dangerous, Chu Goto. Whose responsibility is the man’s death, mine or yours?”

			Nicholas opened his mouth to reply, but his tongue seemed to have trouble working. She had startled him not only with what she said but with the force she had used.

			“Men changing into women, a murder in the street, running from an unknown and unseen enemy. What’s going on here?”

			“This is your journey, Chu Goto. You asked for it.”

			Nicholas said nothing, digesting all that had happened from the moment this disguised woman had appeared at his hotel-room door. What rankled him the most was that he hadn’t immediately seen through her mask. His pride had been pricked, and what was worse, she appeared to understand this. What exactly did she know about him? He had assumed that here in Saigon he wouldn’t be recognized.

			“You must trust me,” Bay said in an urgent tone. She maneuvered the boat into a darkened, deserted slip on the opposite shore. Nicholas estimated that they were just over three miles southwest of where they had boarded the boat. “I’m going to take you to the man you want to see.”

			“The theoretical-language technician?”

			Bay nodded her head. “The Russian Jew, yes. Abramanov.”
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			Tokyo • Saigon

			Akira Chosa, oyabun of the Kokorogurushii family, drank in the dense, resonating knell of the shrine bell. The bell, made of a composite of bronze and copper, was the height of three men. It had been cast more than 250 years ago at the same shrine foundry that had turned out some of the finest samurai armor and katana Japan had ever seen.

			At dawn, dusk, and midnight the bell was rung by a trio of Shinto priests propelling a thick beaten-bronze post, hanging horizontally by the side of the bell. Its hemispherical head was wrapped in a square of specially woven indigo cloth that was replaced each year on the last day of winter in a ceremony that took the better part of an entire day.

			Chosa, a devout Shintoist, had attended this ceremony every year since he had attained manhood, and more than once he had knelt, shaven head bowed, in the midst of these priests, praying to the gods of the shrine’s sacred camphorwood trees from which it was built, the piercing white snow that lay atop its eaves, and the crepuscular moon that illuminated them all, with blood on his hands, the remnants of affairs of business or of honor.

			This was before he had been elevated to the rank of oyabun, but the blood marked, like the rungs on a ladder, his ascent through the ranks of the Kokorogurushii.

			Chosa could not fail to hear the beating of the great shrine bell and be moved. Like art, this symbol of his inner beliefs affected him far more deeply than did his dealings with humans, which, in his opinion, were insignificant and ephemeral. In the end, Chosa fervently believed, only the cosmic symbols survived in the mind, the heart, the spirit, the places of eternal wandering.

			As the sound swelled, enveloping him, he wept. He licked his lips, tasting in his saliva this deep tolling as if it possessed the bitter tang of hardened steel. It did not seem to matter to him that, twenty floors up, he could not see the shrine, hidden as successfully as a mushroom in a forest of cryptomeria. Hearing the beating of the bell was what was important.

			He listened, tears streaming down his cheeks, even after the beating had ceased, straining for each echo as it rose up the night-black canyon of steel and glass, dying away in the tungsten- and antimony-tinged air high above Tokyo.

			When at last the final reverberation had played itself out in the confines of the room, he turned from the window, which he had thrown open just before midnight. As he did so, the octopus on his back and sides rippled its eight arms. This elaborate irizumi, the traditional, highly charged tattoo of the Yakuza, spread over his torso and upper arms. The octopus was a great brown creature, eyes full of violent sorrow. It was garlanded with sakura—cherry blossoms—as if it had emerged from a hillside in Nara, rather than from the depths of the ocean. Four of the octopus’s arms were engaged in a struggle with a fierce, bearded warrior wielding a battle ax; the remaining four arms erotically embraced a magnificent seminude woman. The dual nature of the octopus was rampant in Japanese legend; its sexual potency was believed to be unparalled. And why not? With eight arms, it must surely be a better lover than a man.

			The octopus in motion, Chosa faced the Plexiglas case placed against one otherwise bare wall. In it resided a life-size wax replica of Marilyn Monroe in the one pose from The Seven Year Itch that had passed from mere fame into genuine legend. Legs spread, hands splayed between her legs, a startled moue on her face, this Marilyn mannequin wore the same dress the real one had worn when stopping on a subway grate while hot air billowed it up around her sensational thighs. Chosa had paid through the nose for it. In his replica, a small motor blew the air upward, the dress eternally waving like the flag at the grave of the Unknown Soldier.

			“What is it you see in her?”

			The unmistakable voice turned him slowly around until he was looking into the exquisite face of Naohiro Ushiba, Daijin of MITI. Ushiba gazed with obvious distaste at the image of Marilyn. “Everything about her is so . . . exaggerated, as gross as an American cross-dresser.” He made a parody of the moue Marilyn used to seduce the world, making Chosa laugh.

			The sound irritated Ushiba further. “It’s like a corruption of the soul, this image.”

			Chosa shrugged. “Whose soul? And what is your definition of corruption?”

			Ushiba glowered at Chosa. “I fear the dark night of the American psyche is imprinting itself on you. You know my definition of corruption: American work ethic, American hedonism, American shortsightedness, American elitism.”

			Chosa smiled. “So dour, Naohiro. So different from your ebullient act in front of the press.” Chosa gestured at the cityscape outside the windows. “Look out there. We are the land of the empty symbol.” He pointed to the Marilyn replica. “Now that you have a degree of celebrity you should be more sympathetic. This is just another symbol—and quite a fascinating one. Who better than we to understand it?”

			Chosa was an impressive man. His wide face and chunky body appeared attached without the need for a neck, the beach-ball head smashed cruelly down between massive shoulders.

			The irizumi made him seem larger, more commanding than he might otherwise be. The force of the tattooing, the hyperimaginative covering of his flesh in colored inks, served the same purpose as a mask might on someone with less personality. Ushiba, who knew him better than anyone else, was of the belief that its facade allowed Chosa the freedom to employ chimerical personality shifts without the leash of conscience or remorse, as if the creatures crawling over him might be responsible for this behavior and not Chosa himself.

			“You make me sick,” Ushiba said, but his glance briefly touched the spot on Chosa’s flesh where beast and woman joined most intimately. “These bastard Americans . . .” He seemed to strangle on bitter emotion.

			“It’s the Americans we’re in bed with who make you sick,” Chosa said, moving into the kitchen to prepare tea.

			“That we need them at all is galling.” Ushiba lit a cigarette as he followed Chosa. “I wonder that you don’t feel it.”

			“Oh, I do feel it.” Chosa put water on to boil, taking cups from a cabinet, measuring out tea. “But, unlike you, I’ve learned to live with it.”

			This suite, part of a triplex Chosa owned in the building, was reserved only for him and his occasional guests. Bodyguards and servants lived in the rooms below. He was one public figure who cherished his privacy. Midnight might seem an odd time to meet with the chief minister of MITI, but after all, Chosa was Yakuza, and such direct links between the underworld and the bureaucracy required absolute security. That the Daijin Ushiba was an adviser to the former Kaisho’s three-member inner council was a secret no one involved wanted known. Since Tomoo Kozo’s death late last year, the inner council consisted of Chosa, Tetsuo Akinaga, and Tachi Shidare, a young man elevated to Kozo’s position of oyabun of the Yamauchi clan. With the exception of Shidare, who was as yet too young, these men—along with Ushiba—were reigning members of the Godaishu who had become discontented with Mikio Okami’s power as Kaisho. After months of bitter debate, they had agreed to oust him, but somehow, someone unknown had transformed that decision into a death sentence for Okami.

			“It’s humiliating.”

			“No.” Chosa turned on the Daijin abruptly. “It’s humiliating being privy to your weakness.” He poured tea into two cups, and they sat at the kitchen table, staring into one another’s face.

			“Yes.” Ushiba blew out a cloud of smoke. “My doctor tells me my ulcer is worse. The Americans are making it bleed; don’t you think I have reason enough to despise them?”

			Chosa handed Ushiba the tea. As he did so, he gave him a skeptical look. “Oh, yes. But you delimited the Americans. Just like you helped us delimit the Kaisho.”

			“Murdering Mikio Okami. Is that what you term delimiting?”

			Chosa raised his eyebrows. “Okami is dead? Do you know something I do not, Naohiro?”

			“Well, no, of course not.” Ushiba made a grimace of pain, wrapped his fine fingers tightly around the earthenware cup. “I was merely assuming his demise.”

			“With Okami that would be a mistake.” Chosa drained his cup, ran his fingertip around the bottom, picking up the limp tea leaves. He deliberately ignored the Daijin’s pain; to do otherwise would make Naohiro lose face.

			“But surely if Okami were alive, we would have heard some word of him by now.”

			Chosa sucked his fingertip into his mouth, chewed meditatively on the bitter leaves. “True, I have heard no word of Okami. But his would-be assassin is now dead, so firsthand verification is impossible.” He smiled, putting his hand over Ushiba’s. “Don’t worry about the Kaisho. His power has been destroyed. It is as my grandfather said, ‘Count as friends only those who have the ability to destroy you.’ ” Chosa cherished these moments because they were the only time when he could confront Ushiba honestly.

			“If you truly thought Mikio Okami was alive, you would do something about it,” Ushiba continued as he tapped ash off the end of his cigarette. “He was your problem.”

			“Yes. The Kaisho.” Chosa’s face was thoughtful. “A latter-day shogun. What a disaster he was for us! So much power concentrated in one man. Disgraceful!”

			“Disgraceful only because he managed to put himself beyond the scope of even your power. I, myself, could admire him for that.”

			“Pah!” Chosa appeared disgusted. “With all your spies, don’t tell me you didn’t know I was the one who ordered his death.”

			Ushiba’s beautiful face turned hard. “Your habit of making fun of me will be the death of you, one day. I assure you I knew nothing of that plot.”

			Now Chosa could not contain his mirth. “Of course the Americans have put a hole in your stomach. You’ve been busting a gut trying to understand their humor.”

			“And you,” Ushiba said, scowling, “have picked up too much from them.”

			“Well, if so, I’ve lost nothing in the process, so I wish you’d quit worrying about it. Bad for your stomach.”

			“So’s this tea.” Ushiba pushed the cup away from him. He got up, went quickly to the bathroom, leaving Chosa alone with his thoughts.

			It was true, he thought mournfully, the Americans would be the death of Naohiro. That would be a sad day, for he, Chosa, would lose his edge with the other oyabun, his shinning path to the ministries of Japan. Well, it was a difficult decision, but he knew he must plan for that day. Naohiro was not getting better, despite the best efforts of his physicians. He should have been in hospital months ago for a week of intravenous drug therapy and utter calm, but Naohiro would not—or possibly could not—agree to it.

			Naohiro possessed kan, a word adapted from the Chinese that referred to the home of a ruling mandarin. In modern Japanese it was the definition of power for the bureaucrat and was the basis for the word kanryodo, the way of the samurai-bureaucrat.

			Naohiro was a true samurai-bureaucrat. His work at MITI meant everything to him. The one sure way to kill him quickly, Chosa mused, would be to take him away from his work. The physicians knew that so they had not insisted.

			Chosa revered Ushiba; he might even in his own way love him. But Chosa was, first and foremost, a pragmatist. In the world of violence and treachery that he inhabited, there was little room for compassion or sentiment except as acceptable symbols at specified and infrequent intervals.

			Ushiba returned to the kitchen, white-faced and silent. He lit another cigarette, stood silently smoking for some time.

			Knowing he had offended the Daijin, Chosa now sought to win back the ground he had lost. He went to the refrigerator, brought back a carton of milk from which he filled Ushiba’s teacup. “Cheer up, my friend. At least, you don’t have to worry about Tomoo Kozo anymore.”

			Ushiba gave a disgusted grunt. “Crazy oyabun! He tried to destroy Nicholas Linnear and wound up being killed by his prey.”

			“Look on the bright side. The Kaisho’s inner council is better off without him.”

			Ushiba shrugged as he sat down. “That may well be true, now that you and Tetsuo Akinaga have agreed on Tachi Shidare’s accession to oyabun of the Yamauchi clan. You two will have more control than you did when Kozo was the Yamauchi oyabun.”

			Ushiba scowled as he looked down into the milk. “But you had best make certain Linnear never discovers that it was Kozo’s man tailing his wife when she had the fatal accident. Considering how he feels about Yakuza in general, he’d come after all of us, not just the Yamauchi. The police we can control through the politicians whom we own, but Linnear is the one man who can destroy us.”

			Chosa grunted. “We’ve made certain that Linnear will never learn the true nature of the incident. The truck driver knows nothing more than he gave to the police in his statement. There was no mention of the white Toyota. Even Tanzan Nangi has no idea that Kozo was having Linnear’s wife followed. Why would he? Kozo was crazy, we all knew it. What did Kozo have to gain by having her followed?”

			“That’s simple. Once Kozo learned of the link between Okami and Linnear, he put Linnear’s wife under surveillance in hopes of finding her husband.”

			“Who was this man she went to meet, who she spent the night with in a Tokyo hotel?”

			“He was her lover, an advertising executive.” Ushiba continued to stare into his milk, smoke curling around his face. “They were both innocent.”

			“Yes, but we didn’t know that then. All Kozo knew was that the man was an American who, upon arriving in Japan, had gone straight to Tanzan Nangi. Kozo, already wary of our American partners in the Godaishu, became suspicious.”

			“Paranoid, you mean,” Ushiba said in contempt.

			“There is always a whiff of paranoia to suspicion, isn’t there?” Chosa was thoughtful for a moment. “In any event, Kozo had Linnear’s wife followed. She must have spotted the white Toyota following her and panicked.”

			“So the death of Linnear’s wife was accidental.”

			“Not at all,” Chosa said thoughtfully. “If you think about it, it’s Linnear’s fault. The life he chose to live murdered her. She was always looking over her shoulder, jumping at shadows.”

			The Daijin laughed harshly. “You’ve put an interesting spin on nasty events.”

			“Nicholas Linnear. As you have said, he’s very dangerous, highly skilled. There isn’t an oyabun alive who isn’t terrified of him.”

			“Except you, eh?” Ushiba said archly.

			“Especially me.” Chosa poured himself more tea, tried to ignore Ushiba’s milky cup. “I have a more realistic respect than most for Linnear’s hatred of the Yakuza.”

			“Don’t let’s bring a sense of personal vengeance into a situation that is already fraught with enough difficulty.”

			“Is that what you think?” Chosa eyed Ushiba. “I’m going after Linnear for a very good reason. Somehow, Okami learned of my plot to have him eliminated, and he responded in an altogether extraordinary manner—he enlisted the aid of Nicholas Linnear.”

			Ushiba shook his head. “But how was that possible? Linnear despises all Yakuza.”

			“Of that I have no doubt. But inside Linnear is Japanese, just as his father, Colonel Linnear, was. There is a family debt owed to Okami and Linnear is obligated to fulfill it. Giri. He became Okami’s protector. That is why I have no faith in the assumption that the Kaisho is dead. And that is why I put to you that Linnear must be destroyed.”

			“Whatever arguments you put to me, I must forbid you to act against Linnear.”

			Chosa looked at him archly. “You forbid me?”

			“Listen to me, I am the voice of reason. Kozo tried it and he’s dead. But I know you. You think you’re better than Kozo. You think you can outsmart Linnear.”

			“I know it. He is a man, after all, not a machine or a god. And he is vulnerable just like any man.”

			“You will jeopardize the entire Godaishu because you want to prove your erection is bigger than his.”

			“Spoken like a true woman.”

			Ushiba stubbed out his butt, got up, and went over to the kitchen window so he could drink his humiliating milk in privacy. Having to ignore Chosa’s cruel wit was bad enough. He did not want to think about Nicholas Linnear or the pitched battle Chosa was precipitating. Instead, he peered through the glass. All he could see was a thicket of steel, tinted glass, and ferroconcrete. It was quite a sight, a testament to how successful his policies had been, how far and how fast Japan had grown. Too fast, he thought now. Like a child who has learned to run before he can walk, Japan now stumbles in its prodigious efforts to outproduce the West.

			Ushiba turned back to the oyabun. “Linnear is not like other men.”

			Chosa was very relaxed now; this worried Ushiba, who turned back to the window. He knew what that studied calm portended: imminent action.

			“Rubbish. I happen to know the origin of Linnear’s intense hatred for the Yakuza. I intend to make it his Achilles’ heel. Men who hate deeply are careless men.”

			Ushiba felt the knife twisting in his stomach, saw his grimace reflected grotesquely back at him. With a convulsive gesture, he brought the cup to his lips, drained it. The milk would not be enough, he knew. Just as the regulations he was putting into effect would not be enough to stem the tsunami of the economic slide.

			The present was bitter, indeed, for him. The bureaucracy had failed in its promise to protect Japan’s central banks, three-quarters of whose assets were in equities and real estate. With the Nikkei at less than 60 percent of its value of just a few short years ago and property values at ten cents on the dollar, the banks’ assets were perilously low.

			The present invidious cycle that had developed was proving resistant to Ushiba’s best efforts to break it. The economic malaise had caused a flood of corporate bankruptcies, putting even more pressure on the banks’ monetary reserves. This, in turn, had made investors so fearful they were continuing to sell equities at an unprecedented rate, despite the government’s assurances as to Japan’s overall economic health.

			The trouble is, Ushiba thought sourly, after all the scandals of corporate and bureaucratic kickbacks and illegal payments, the man in the street believes we deserve everything we’ve brought on ourselves—and he’s justified in that opinion.

			He turned around, abruptly disgusted with these self-pitying musings. What was he so worried about, anyway? They had the Godaishu. Whatever disasters were lurking short-term for Japan, they would not affect the Godaishu. The men who comprised the Godaishu, global in design, generating assets from all over the world, were insulated against any short-term setback; even the involvement of Nicholas Linnear. If Chosa said he had a way of neutralizing Linnear, Ushiba had no choice but to believe him. Anyway, he wanted to believe him.

			He also wanted more milk, but he would not ask his friend. What good would it do, anyway? he asked himself bitterly. Everyone, Chosa included, thought his pain stemmed from a bleeding ulcer. Good. He had fooled them all. How quickly they would be rid of him if they knew he had stomach cancer.

			Inoperable. That is what he had told his physicians when they had described the aftermath of cutting him open: an invalid who could not even digest food on his own, riddled with bags, tubes, and hoses like some subhuman beast. No, no. That humiliation was not for him. Better the silence of the grave.

			“One thing I know for certain,” Chosa said, “is that the Godaishu has a better chance of reaching its goal now that Mikio Okami is gone.”

			Ushiba was pensive. “Okami lost faith in what he had set in motion. Why? I ask myself this question over and over. Okami always was a patriot. He understood that purges needed to be implemented in order to stem the moral decay that had rotted Japan ever since the Americans forced us to adopt a constitution they wrote for us.”

			“What does it matter? Okami is history,” Chosa said with finality. “Whatever he thought no longer matters. We have our future laid out in front of us. It is our karma, my friend, and we are so close I can taste victory.”

			Ushiba, wishing he possessed the oyabun’s surety of the future, said, “Be that as it may, we still have problems that must be solved. The Americans, first and foremost, must be dealt with. Already their dominance in fiber optics and telecommunications is threatening our future. The twenty-first century will be dominated by those companies that can transmit data most quickly and efficiently.”

			“Another reason to fear Linnear. His company, Sato-Tomkin Industries, holds multiple patents on proprietary telecommunications technology that for now we can only dream about. Sato-Tomkin is currently in mainland China, India, and Malaysia laying miles of fiber-optic cables that will one day transform those countries into true competitors of ours.”

			“Once again, I warn you. Linnear is ninja and he is exceedingly clever,” Ushiba said. “I have attempted to intimidate him with no success. He quietly brings to bear a force greater than the one leveled at him.”

			“It’s not your job to worry about Linnear.”

			“No, but it’s my duty to protect the Godaishu. Going after Linnear presents an unconscionable risk to us all. To involve him in our affairs now—”

			“He is Okami’s protector,” Chosa snapped. “He’s already involved.”

			♦  ♦  ♦

			They were on a bus ride to nowhere. Or so it seemed to Nicholas as he sat beside Bay. The old crate that would have passed for a bus twenty years ago bounced along a potholed tarmac road. The interior stank of animals and urine; at every jounce the dozen or so caged chickens let out a chorus of raucous squawks that made the yellow bird jump in anxiety. The yellow bird was in a tiny bamboo cage beside the driver’s head, wired from the ceiling of the bus. Nicholas had heard it said that Vietnam was the one country where people took birds for walks and ate the dogs for dinner. Shindo had cautioned him never to ask what kind of meat he was being served.

			Perhaps this four-wheeled death trap was being used as a truck to transport these chickens to market, for there were no other human passengers and none were waiting for it along the dark, pitted road. How Bay even knew of its existence was beyond him, but it had been waiting for them three blocks from the spot where she had tied up the boat. Twenty minutes later, they were out of Saigon proper, heading southwest.

			“Where are we going?” he had asked Bay.

			“The Iron Triangle.” By which, he surmised, she must mean Cu Chi. This region had become infamous thirty years ago for its miles-long network of multilevel tunnels that allowed the Viet Cong to control the area just sixty-five miles from Saigon. The Vietnamese had begun the tunnels during the 1940s in their war against the French. The hard-packed red earth of the area made it ideal for digging, and decades later, the network had undergone extensive expansion and renovation until it stretched all the way to the Cambodian border.

			Nicholas said, “Bay, I want some answers now. What was your relationship with Vincent Tinh?”

			Bay stared out the window. Her hair, bound in a long, thick tail, wound over her shoulders. She seemed a strong, motivated woman—no wonder her pose as a man had proven so successful. She had the kind of face that, though entirely feminine, would need minimal makeup to turn her into a convincing male persona. This almost androgynous nature made her all the more intriguing, especially because she carried it so unself-consciously.

			“He never employed me, though he tried,” she said at last. Her head was still turned slightly away from him, but he could see her in ghostly reflection in the dark window. “He tried to make it with me as well. But I knew his reputation, knew that if I said yes to any one of his proposals, I would be sucked wholesale into his world.” Her fingers fidgeted in her lap. “That I couldn’t afford. I’m an independent operator—a kind of go-between, sometimes even a mediator between . . . factions.”

			“By ‘factions,’ I assume you mean drug warlords, arms merchants, terrorists, and the like.”

			Bay said nothing for a long time. The bus rattled on, the chickens squawked, and the yellow bird hopped from perch to perch as if stung by jolts of electricity.

			“Whatever you may think of me, Chu Goto, I have worked very hard to gain an enviable position. I am beholden to no one, yet many people of influence owe me favors. I wonder if you understand the importance of this? Perhaps not. My country is different from all others. It takes time, patience, and acceptance to understand the nature of Vietnam. I promise that judging us by your standards can only end in disaster for you.”

			For someone else, perhaps, it would have been easy to dismiss the words of a woman. But for Nicholas, time, patience, and acceptance were three virtues of paramount importance. Also, he had learned the necessity of “seeping in,” of absorbing by immersion the strange, the bizarre, and the frightening. Vietnam was a terrifying culture to the outsider, and terror had a habit of placing its hand across one’s eyes at precisely the wrong time. Bay was right: it would be a disaster for him to judge her as he might a Japanese or an American.

			“I appreciate your insight, Bay,” he said carefully. “Can you tell me anything about Tinh’s death?”

			“It was no accident, but I imagine you already know that.”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you also know that he was murdered in the Chinese manner?”

			“Chinese? I don’t think I understand.”

			“Once upon a time, the Chinese warlords of the Shan mountains eliminated their enemies in the manner in which Vincent Tinh was killed. They shot them, then left them to be found in the acid that helps refine the tears of the poppy into opium. It served as warning to others who would try to betray them.”

			“You mean they don’t do it anymore?”

			Bay ducked her head so that her hair swung across one shoulder. “In a manner of speaking. They no longer exist. They have been supplanted by one man who now virtually controls the poppy trade.”

			“Really? I have never heard of such a man.”

			“I’m not surprised.” Bay’s eyes watched his with neither fear nor judgment. “To speak his name is to court instant death.”

			“All right. I accept that. But is this man responsible for Tinh’s murder?”

			Bay’s eyes, dark as coffee, held his. “I will tell you a story about this place where we are headed. It is called Cu Chi. You have heard of it?”

			“Yes, I have.”

			“During the war, the Twenty-fifth Division of the U.S. Army established a major base of operations in Cu Chi in order to deal with the VC menace so close to South Vietnam’s capital. No one knew how the VC were able to maneuver at will so deep inside enemy territory. Months of grunts being found murdered in their tents every morning finally led to the discovery of the tunnels beneath the base camp, but at a horrific cost in human life. By sheer chance, the Twenty-fifth Division had made camp directly atop the tunnels.”

			Nicholas thought about this for some time. “Was Tinh operating too close to the man who now controls the poppy trade?”

			“The poppy trade is not all he controls.”

			No wonder Chief Inspector Van Kiet had refused Shindo’s bribe, Nicholas thought. He was scared shitless. “Bay, do you know this man’s name?”

			“Chu Goto, or whatever your real name is, I told you that I was an independent operator. That does not mean I cannot precipitate enemies should I become foolish.”

			They were interrupted by a guttural noise from the bus driver. Bay quickly went forward and Nicholas heard them speak briefly. Even from that distance he could discern the note of urgency in their voices.

			When Bay returned, her face was pale. “We’re in trouble. There is a police roadblock ahead. I believe they are looking for us.”

			“Why? We’ve done nothing.”

			Bay jerked her head. “Nothing except leave the scene of a murder, show up unescorted in a highly restricted area, conspire to trade in contraband materials—and those are just three of the legitimate charges that could be leveled at us.”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Thirty years in prison without a trial or hope of parole. It’s a lifetime. And your government, Chu Goto, has no formal diplomatic relations with Vietnam. If you are caught, you have absolutely no recourse.”

			She was leading him toward the rear of the bus, where the driver had opened the accordion door.

			“And that’s not even counting the obvious—that the police are on the take from people far more powerful than we are. If they catch us, we’ll be lucky if we aren’t executed on the spot.”

			Her last words were cut off by the wind as she jumped into the night. Nicholas leapt after her without hesitation.

			♦  ♦  ♦

			For a moment, Chief Minister Ushiba was blind with the pain. Then his vision cleared and he was able to see the simple wooden edifice of Yasukuni.

			The hoarse shouts of patriots in years past still echoed through the smoggy afternoon, oblivious to the modern din of passing traffic.

			The Yasukuni Shinto shrine, near the moat surrounding the Imperial Palace in the heart of Tokyo, had become a memorial for Japan’s war dead, and to the bravery of kamikaze deaths, one of the war machine’s most notorious sacrifices to a victory in the Pacific that had been doomed by superior will and radiation.

			Ushiba resisted putting the flat of his hand against his gut, swallowing a pill instead. Now he took three a day instead of one, and he struggled to keep his mind sharp in the face of the potent painkiller. Where would it lead? He suspected that he was already an addict, unable to face each day without the mask of calm the narcotic provided, damping the level of his suffering to tolerable levels.

			He lit a cigarette, drew the smoke deep into his lungs. As he moved toward the shrine, he willed his legs into their normal stride, thinking as he did of the history of Yasukuni, how in the latter half of the 1930s it had become the focal point for the government-propagated right-wing demonstrations used to whip up the population into a militaristic frenzy.

			Recently, a high court decided that ministers were forbidden to worship at the shrine in an official capacity because it violated the postwar constitution insisting upon a distinct separation between religion and the state. But, of course, that was an American-written constitution, and many ministers chose to ignore the court decision.

			A few snowy-haired old men were at the shrine, soldiers no doubt, dreaming of the war and their part in it, remembering compatriots who were no longer with them. Ushiba ground his cigarette beneath his heel, then stood beside them. He rang the bell to wake the kami of the shrine, then clapped his hands twice, bowing his head in prayer.

			He dropped some money between the red wooden slats of the collection box, then he went to the nearby building. It appeared closed for repairs because signs were up and uniformed workmen were scuttling all around it. On closer inspection, however, it was clear that these were no workmen.

			One of them, the largest of the lot, glowered at Ushiba before recognizing him. Then he bowed deferentially, took up some tools, and stepped aside.

			Ushiba went into the building, which was a museum commemorating the kamikaze dead. Tattered flags, banners, and hurried poems written in the blood of the heroes of the war adorned the walls, all of them carefully annotated.

			And Ushiba, overcome with emotion, recalled a haiku:

			The wind brings enough

			of fallen leaves

			To make a fire

			One man was in the museum, tall, almost gangly, so thin his wrist bones were knobs. He turned when he heard Ushiba, and a slow smile spread across his face. This was Tetsuo Akinaga, oyabun of the Shikei clan, and the third member of the Kaisho’s inner council, which included Akira Chosa and Tachi Shidare, Tomoo Kozo’s successor. Not coincidentally, these were also the oyabun who had helped build the Godaishu with Mikio Okami. Since the Kaisho’s ouster, Ushiba’s role, it seemed, had expanded from adviser to full-fledged council member.

			“A fitting place for us to meet, eh, Daijin?”
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