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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 Mike

My brother-in-law, my friend, who died too soon.

He is remembered here, and always.
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A false enchantment can all too easily last a lifetime.

—W. H. AUDEN

I don’t mind living in a man’s world as long as I can be a woman in it.

—MARILYN MONROE



THE PERSISTENCE OF MEMORY
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You can’t say that civilizations don’t advance, for in every war they kill you a new way.

—WILL ROGERS
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Hollywood • New York


Autumn

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

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

He was an exceedingly handsome man in a dark, exotic manner, charismatic to women, frightening to other men. He had thick blue-black hair and bold, explorer’s eyes. The sharp planes of his face gave him an aura he could intensify from deep inside himself when he deemed it necessary. What he was doing wasting his time in an auto shop was anyone’s guess, save for the fact that he quite obviously had an extraordinary affinity for vehicular devices. He could remake engines of any kind so that they far outperformed their factory specs.

In fact, Do Duc had chosen Hollywood because he could blend into the ethnic stew, could most easily remain anonymous within the grid of the bleak postmodern metroscape of endless strip malls, nearly identical housing developments, and shoreline freeways.

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

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

But, in truth, those moments were fleeting.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He removed two lengths of floorboard he had sawn through when he had first moved into the house, before he had met Hope, and removed the old olive metal ammo box. He opened this, pushed aside the cushioning wads of unmarked bills, plucked out a mask. It was a remarkable item. It appeared old and was hand-painted in rich, burnished black, with accents of green and gold on the cheeks, over the eyeholes and the lips. Constructed of papier-mâché, it depicted a man with a rather large nose, prominent brows and cheekbones, and a crowned forehead in the shape of a vee. The mask ended just above where a person’s mouth would be. Do Duc held the mask as tenderly as he would the body of an infant.

“What’s that?”

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

“What are you doing?” She ran a hand through her long blond hair, stretching in that sinuous manner she had.

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

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

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

A sly smile spread across Hope’s face. “We’re supposed to tell each other everything. Didn’t we promise—”

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

He watched with a trembling of intensity as surprise, disbelief, confusion, and terror chased each other across her face. It was a veritable smorgasbord of delicious emotions that he sopped up with his soul.

He stepped quickly back from the bright fountain of blood that erupted. A foul stench filled the bedroom.

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

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

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

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

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

Deplaning at Kennedy Airport, Do Duc went immediately to the wall of lockers in the main terminal. There he produced a key with a number stamped into it. He inserted it into the appropriate lock and removed the contents of the locker, which consisted of what appeared to be a physician’s black bag.

Do Duc rented a car. He used a false driver’s license and a protected credit card, one that could not be traced to him and would not show up on a hot sheet. He had spent some time in New York and so had no trouble finding the Belt Parkway even through the tricky maze of the airport grounds. Some miles east, in Nassau County, the highway became the Southern State Parkway.

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

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

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

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

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

He was in and out within seven minutes, having retrieved boots, overalls, shirt, webbed utility belt, and most important, an official laminated clip-on ID. The photo of the man, Roger Burke, looked nothing like Do Duc, but it made no difference.

Three miles from the building, Do Duc stopped the car and changed into the Lilco uniform. Working with an artist’s knife, provided for him in the capacious doctor’s satchel, he pried up the outer layer of lamination. He cut one of his photos from the strip he had taken outside Lauderdale, glued it over Burke’s black countenance, replaced the lamination. The result would fool no one for long, but Do Duc didn’t need long.

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

He made his way back to the packed northbound Wantagh Parkway, which soon turned into the Northern State Parkway heading west. The first exit was Post Avenue, and he took this north. Just after he crossed Jericho Turnpike he found himself in the tony suburb of Old Westbury. He went under the Long Island Expressway, made a left onto the north service road. Just past the Old Westbury Police Station, he made a right onto Wheatley Road. Here, in stark contrast with the industrial clutter of Hicksville, he cruised slowly past large old-money estates, complete with white-brick walls, stately oaks, winding driveways, and massive brick or fieldstone houses with whitewashed porticos or columned porte cocheres.

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

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

He gave Burke’s Lilco ID number and a line about having to check the feeder cables because of a dangerous outage in the area. The simplest lies were the most believable, he had been taught, and the risk of raw electricity made even the most stouthearted people nervous. A moment later, he heard electronic servos start up, and the gates began to swing slowly inward.

Do Duc pulled on padded gloves with a black rubberized exterior, put the car in gear, went slowly up the driveway. He drove with his left hand only. His right hand was buried in the open jaws of the black physician’s bag.

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

The guard came up, made eye contact, and asked for Do Duc’s ID. He was clad in sneakers, jeans, a chambray workshirt, and a corduroy jacket beneath which his piece bulged from its shoulder holster. Mafia button man or ex-cop, Do Duc mused, these days it was difficult to say.

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

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

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

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

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

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

The teeth almost came through the padding then, as the dog bit down in reflex. Do Duc stepped away from the fountain of blood, holding the twitching beast at arm’s length, grunting at its weight, but happy at the resistance in his biceps and deltoid muscles.

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

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

“Mr. Goldoni?”

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

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

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

“Right,” Do Duc said, flashing his ID briefly as he stepped across the threshold.

The man’s eyes tracked the plastic badge. “I’m Tony DeCamillo, Mr. Goldoni’s brother-in-law.”

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

Do Duc let DeCamillo’s unconscious form slide to the floor. While so bent over, he took the time to inventory the man’s gold jewelry—rings, watch, cuff links, tie pin. Then he took DeCamillo under the arms and dragged him into the coat closet in the huge marble-floored foyer. Do Duc used flex he produced from his bag to tie DeCamillo’s wrists and ankles. He took a scarf from a shelf, balled it up, and stuffed it in DeCamillo’s mouth, then secured it with more flex.

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

Back in the foyer Do Duc mounted the wide mahogany staircase. The wood was polished to such a high gloss he could see himself reflected in it. His shoes made no sound on the Persian runner.
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Margarite DeCamillo was luxuriating in a steamy bath in the master bedroom wing. Her head was back against a rubber pad, her eyes half-closed as she felt the heat seep through her muscles into her bones. This was her favorite time of day, when she could shut the world away, relax, and let her thoughts drift free. The added responsibilities her husband had recently taken on had changed him irrevocably. She knew he was worried, definitely in over his head, and probably in trouble.

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

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

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

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

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

The outsize tub was carved from a monstrous piece of black-and-brown onyx, an oval bowl filled now with hot water, aromatic salts, and Margarite DeCamillo’s voluptuous form. The water spigot was gold, carved in the shape of a swan’s head and artfully curved neck, the taps, also gold, its wings. The niche into which the steeping tub had been set was clad with floor-to-ceiling mirrors, which now reflected the image of Do Duc as he entered the humid room.

Margarite DeCamillo started, simultaneously sitting up straight and clasping her hands over her naked breasts. Her amber eyes opened wide, her ample lips forming an O.

“Who are you? What do you mean by coming—”

“I’m here to make you an offer.” Do Duc’s deep voice was soft. Nevertheless, Margarite was compelled to silence.

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

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

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

“You said something about an offer.”

Do Duc nodded, noting the choice of her response as well as the coolness of her voice. “That’s right. We both have something the other wants.” He allowed a smile to spread over his face. “For instance, I want to know where Dominic Goldoni is.”

A look of relief came over Margarite, and she laughed. “Then you’ve come to the wrong person. Ask the feds. I have no idea where my brother is.” Then she snorted derisively. “Now get the hell out of here, you cheap hustler.”

Do Duc ignored her. He said, “Don’t you want to know what I have that you want?”

She smiled sweetly. “What could you possibly—?”

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

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

“Now,” he said, “can we agree that we have something to talk about?”

“Bastard,” she moaned. “Bastard to do this to me.”

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

“I’ve got nothing to say to you.” Margarite pulled her hair off her face. She sat on the edge of the tub, seemingly oblivious now to her nudity. “My own life means nothing to me. I’d never betray my brother, even if I knew where they’ve put him.”

Do Duc drew an oversize bath towel from a rack above his head, threw it at her. “Dry yourself off,” he said, stepping out of the tub. “I’ve got something to show you.”

He herded Margarite out of the bathroom. She had wrapped the towel around her so that it covered her from just above her breasts to just above her knees.

“How stupid are you? Don’t you understand it doesn’t matter what you do to me? I don’t know anything. The feds made sure of that.”

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

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

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

“Francie!”

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

“Oh, my God, Francie!”

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

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

Margarite whirled. “Yes, yes. Anything. But take her down!”

“When you’ve done as I ask.” Do Duc’s voice was gentle. “I’ve no wish to hurt her, you see. But know that her life is in your hands.” He came across the room, handed Margarite the towel. “Do we understand one another now?”

Margarite again gave him that look he had seen so often in canny gamblers, and he knew that she was thinking of slipping a letter opener between his ribs. He wondered whether she had it in her to actually commit such an act of finality, to be party to an act that would forever alter the core of her. Contemplating her, this was the question that intrigued him the most because, now that he had come in contact with her, he recognized something in her and was drawn to it.

“What is it you want from me?” she asked.

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

At first, she refused his offer.

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

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

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

Margarite put her balloon onto the glass-and-brass coffee table. “You’re crazy. It’ll never happen. For one thing, calling me—or anyone else in his family for that matter—is strictly against the rules.”

“Nevertheless,” Do Duc said, “he’ll call.”

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

“You stupid beast. My brother, Dominic, was put into the Federal Witness Security Program almost a year ago. He was allowed to take his wife and children with him. Since then, I have not heard from him. Neither has his mother. He was told in no uncertain terms what the rules were—no contact with family or friends, otherwise the feds could no longer guarantee his safety.”

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

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

Suddenly she stopped speaking, and Do Duc knew that she desperately wanted a response from him. This had been her first shot at trying to gain the upper hand, and for this he awarded her more points. He said nothing.

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

“Let my daughter go,” she said softly.

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

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

“Set up an immediate meeting—without his WITSEC handler.”

“He won’t do that.”

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

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

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

“Ah, you bastard.” She closed her eyes. He’s ruined everything, she thought.

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

Do Duc abruptly slammed his hands together. Her brandy balloon was between them, and it shattered with a loud crackle, making Margarite jump. He liked what that did to her eyes, and he was poignantly reminded of the Sargent painting of Madame X.

He said, “I have killed your bodyguard, your rottweiler, and your maid. Don’t think for a moment that I will hesitate to take your daughter’s life.” His glittery eyes would not let hers go. “As I have pointed out, Francine’s life is quite literally in your hands.”

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

Do Duc stood up. “An interesting question coming from Dominic Goldoni’s sister. Don’t you use your maiden name—his name—in your own business? Of course you do.” Giving her a small, convincing smile, he said, “I wonder how Tony D. feels about you being known as Margarite Goldoni. Is that part of the rage he feels for you?”

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

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

He waited, losing part of himself in the Provençal landscape Martin had conjured with the arcane power of a sorcerer. Do Duc thought that he would gladly give up everything, even the constant proximity to death that kept him focused and stable, to be able to paint just one canvas like this one. He had no children—at least none that he knew of—but this masterpiece was better than a child because it sprang godlike from your head and stayed exactly as you had envisioned it. He could imagine no greater reward in life.

“How interesting, a beast who appreciates fine art,” Margarite said at his elbow.

He had heard her coming or—more precisely—had felt it, and he recalled his question of whether she would have the guts to wield the letter opener. He did not turn his head away from the Martin, but said, “Dominic will call within the next two hours. Are you ready to keep your side of the bargain?”

“Give me a moment,” she said. “I’ve never made a deal with the devil before.”

“Perhaps not,” he said as he swung toward her, “but I’ll bet your brother has—more times than he can count.”

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

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

Margarite’s tongue came out, moistening her lips. “Do you have a name?”

“A few. You can call me Robert.”

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

“What what’s like?”

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

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

“Do you have family?”

The question knifed through him, so he smiled at her, charming her with one of his many masks. “That was a long time ago.” But his voice sounded hollow even to his own ears, and Margarite was clever enough to pick up on this.

“Were you an orphan?”

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

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

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

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

“What do you want with Dominic?” Margarite asked.

“Information—that only he can provide.”

“That simplifies things. I can get it for you when he calls.”

Do Duc smiled coldly so that she knew in her heart he was nothing more than a weapon. “Margarite, I will tell you now that if you deviate at all from our prepared scenario, Francine will die and you will witness it.”

“All right!” She shuddered and put her face in her hands. “Just—don’t say it again. I don’t want you even thinking it.”

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

“Yes, I know just how powerful. Who do you think sent me?”

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

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

Do Duc shrugged as he came and sat down beside her. “Life is full of surprises—even for me.”

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

“On the contrary. I welcome it.”

He watched the emotions flurry across her face.

“My God, who are you?” she whispered. “What sins have I committed that would bring you here?”

“Tell me, are you as innocent as your brother is guilty?”

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

“In the end, we’re all animals. We’ve got to get dirty sometime. This is your time.”

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

“I wish you wouldn’t.”

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

“It frightens me that you know Dominic is going to call.”

“Yes, I know.”

“His friends . . .”

“He has no more friends.”

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

She wondered why he hadn’t assaulted her. He had had every opportunity to take advantage of an entire array of provocative situations: while she was naked in the bath, while she was dressing as he watched, anytime while they had been here in the library. Certainly, after she had recovered from the initial shock of his presence, she had given him every opportunity, knowing that he would not be thinking clearly trapped between her thighs and his blood filled with testosterone.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Margarite, bellissima!” Dominic’s voice said in her ear, and she slowly closed her eyes.
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Year after year

On the monkey’s face,

A monkey’s mask.
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Tokyo • Marine on St. Croix • New York


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

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

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

Nangi was the canny Japanese, a former vice minister of MITI, Japan’s all-powerful Ministry of International Trade and Industry, with whom Nicholas had decided to join forces, merging his company, Tomkin Industries, with Nangi’s Sato International.

Interestingly, both men had inherited the top position in their respective conglomerates, Nangi from his best friend’s dead brother. Nicholas from his late father-in-law. For this, and many other reasons, there was a unique bond between the two men that could never be severed.

Nicholas stepped off the elevator at the fifty-second floor, walked past the deserted teak-and-chrome reception lobby, past silent offices and workstations, into his own office, which, together with Nangi’s, comprised the entire western-facing end of the floor.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Nicholas understood the reference. Unlike Tomkin Industries before the merger, Sato International had always had ready access to capital until now, when the ground rules in Japan had suddenly changed. The most radical difference between American and Japanese corporations had in recent years turned from being a valuable asset to a dangerous liability. All major keiretsu in Japan were either owned by or folded into a commercial bank. In Sato’s case, it was the Daimyo Development Bank. This cozy relationship within the keiretsu allowed it to borrow money for expansion or research and development at low rates and with exceedingly generous terms.

Now, however, Japan was in the grip of an economic crunch of a size and gravity unknown since the horrors of the immediate postwar period. It had begun in 1988 with the government’s misguided efforts to prop up an economy already suffering the first effects of a far too strong yen by artificially creating a land boom. Investing within their own country, these ministers reasoned, would mitigate, at least to some extent, the value of the yen. And the theory worked—up to a point. Then values began to stretch the bounds of reality. And still Japanese businessmen—cash rich and arrogant in their seemingly unflagging success—poured money into real estate. Inevitably, the bubble burst. Overleveraged on property they could no longer unload even at steep discounts, many businessmen went under, losing vast fortunes virtually overnight.

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

Daimyo Development Bank was no exception. Though hit less hard than some that were now out of business, the bank was weathering an exceptionally rocky period, and its losses had recently become a significant drag on Sato International’s bottom line. As recently as six months ago Nangi had had to replace Daimyo’s chairman, and still the mess was far from being under control. It was a source of particular humiliation to him since he had once been the bank’s director.

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

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

“I need to give the situation some more time,” Nangi cautioned, not for the first time. “Vietnam is still newly opened, and I don’t fully trust the government.”

“What you mean is you don’t trust the Vietnamese at all.”

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

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

“They’re just different.”

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

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

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

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

“Excellent,” Nicholas said, pouring them both more tea. “You won’t regret your decision.”

“I hope not. I am going to have to call on some of my Yakuza contacts.”

“If only you knew the Kaisho,” Nicholas said with no little sarcasm.

“I know you have no respect for the Yakuza. But then again you’ve never made any effort to understand them. I find that particularly curious considering the pains you’ve taken in assimilating virtually every other aspect of Japanese life.”

“The Yakuza are gangsters,” Nicholas said flatly. “Of what use would understanding them be to me?”

“I cannot answer that. No one can, save yourself.”

“What I can’t fathom is your connection with them. Leave them to their own dirty business.”

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

“You mean it’s not practical.”

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

“Go see your Kaisho, then,” Nicholas said, “or whoever he is.”

Nangi shook his head. “The Kaisho is purported to be the oyabun of all oyabun. The boss of all the Yakuza family bosses. But let me assure you he does not exist. It is a term some clever Yakuza concocted to keep the police in their place.” Kaisho meant “the mysterious commander.” “As long as there is a sense among us outsiders that there is a quasi-mythical boss of all the oyabun, there’s a level of the Yakuza hierarchy no one can penetrate. It aids their mystique, enhances their face whenever the cops stage a gambling-parlor raid or two for the media.” He shifted in his seat. “All of my Yakuza contacts deny any knowledge of a Kaisho.”

Their conversation eventually turned to the Hive computer, Nicholas’s pet project, which was now on hold because Hyrotech-inc., the American firm designated by the U.S. government to design the computer for all its branches, had inexplicably reneged on the deal Nicholas had negotiated to manufacture it.

“The most worrisome aspect of this is that no one at Hyrotech will return Harley Gaunt’s calls,” Nicholas said. “I’ve told him to go ahead and institute a lawsuit claiming breach of contract. In addition, I instructed him to name the U.S. government as codefendant.”

“The government?” Nangi said, concerned.

“Yes. I think they’re behind the whole thing. Stonewalling is their forte, not Hyrotech’s.”

He brought Nangi up to date on the company’s progress on the Chi Project. Nicholas had chosen the name Chi, which meant “wisdom.” It had been his idea to turn one entire kobun—division—of the company to the Chi Project. The Chi was a new kind of computer that required no software: it was literally as flexible as its user. It needed no software because it was a neural-net machine. The Chi prototype contained over a thousand minuscule “cubes”—as opposed to chips—composed of sixty-four electronic neurons whose design was based on those in the human brain. This machine operated by example. A “correct” decision as determined by its user produced one kind of current through the neural net, a “wrong” decision another kind of current. In this way the computer actually learned the functions required of it and how to best perform them without having to be configured for different software interfaces.

“Though it looks as if Ricoh will be the first to market with a neural-net computer,” Nicholas said, “I’m convinced Chi will be far more advanced and will gain us market share very quickly after its introduction.”

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

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

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

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

“Moshi-moshi.”

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

“Who is calling?”

“I represent Mikio Okami. Does the name mean anything to you?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The smells of lath and plaster, varnish, paint, and heated flex greeted Nicholas as he stepped off the elevator. The foreman recognized him at once, bowed, and handed him a hard hat, which Nicholas wordlessly put on. He went straight to a wall phone. He had only thirty seconds to wait before it rang.

“Yes?”

“Mr. Linnear.”

“Speaking.”

“Ah.” There was a great deal of emotion in that one brief exclamation. “I understand it is safe now to speak. I am gratified that we have connected so quickly.”

Nicholas was gazing into a space composed of a series of curled-edged platforms large enough to hold three or four small tables, each with a semicircular banquette, that the architect had designed to appear as if they were floating like magic carpets above a cuneiform dance floor, laser-etched to resemble a Persian rug.

“Who is this?” Nicholas asked. “You obviously know me, but—”

“I am employed by Mikio Okami. My name is therefore of no matter.” The voice waited a beat. “Do you remember your promise?”

“Yes, of course.”

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

“I understand.”

“He requires you to go to Venice, Italy. A first-class ticket in your name is waiting for you at the Air France counter at Narita. Please be prompt and pick it up at least two hours before flight time, nine-forty P.M.”

“This evening? I can’t just drop every—” Nicholas stopped, realizing he was speaking to dead air; the voice had already hung up.

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

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

Suddenly, in the wake of the call, the Colonel’s words had taken on a very sinister cast, indeed. Nicholas had surmised even then, so long ago, that Mikio Okami had to be Yakuza. In fact, given the difficult and demanding nature of his father’s work in the muddy postwar flux of Japanese political circles, it seemed natural that he would have come into contact with this potent and rather ubiquitous element of Japanese society. Nicholas remembered hearing persistent rumors of factions of Yakuza being hired by the American Occupation Hierarchy to quell certain labor strikes in 1947–48, said to be coordinated and funded by the Communists. The fierce and intimidating Yakuza were the logical foot soldiers in such an internecine war, since they were the quintessential capitalist loyalists, ready and willing to die for the freedom of their country, virulently opposed to any leftist tilt.

But if Mikio Okami had been a Yakuza oyabun, family boss, just after the war, and assuming—generously, Nicholas thought—that he was thirty at the time, he would be in his late seventies now—possibly over eighty. Too old to continue the never-ending orchestration required to maintain the Yakuza’s unique symbiosis with the police, government, and bureaucracies? Or old enough to be in need of reinforcements against the encroachment of the other Yakuza families on the rise in power and influence? Either way, Nicholas did not like the possibilities.

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

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

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

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

He heard sounds from the corridors as the offices began to fill up. He had no interest in facing anyone at the moment, so he slipped out the side door to his office, took the spiral staircase down one flight to the fully equipped gymnasium. There, stripped to shorts, T-shirt, and sneakers, he spent the next three hours working first on aerobics, then abdominals, weight-circuit training, and finally, his beloved martial arts: aikido, kendo, as well as the various subdisciplines of Akshara, which were so ancient that they had no names in the Japanese language. In this manner he cleansed first his body, then his mind, and finally, his spirit of the various negative toxins that the postmodern world invariably built up.

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

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

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

Trained in the arcane mysteries of Tau-tau, the tanjian, whose origins harked back to myth-shrouded ancient China, were ancient mage-warriors who wielded a knowledge so potent, so elemental, that most humans had been cut off from it for centuries.

The basis of Tau-tau was kokoro, the heart of the cosmos. Kokoro was the membrane of life. Just as in physics the excitation of the atom caused the most extraordinary reactions of energy—light, heat, and percussion—so, too, did the excitation of the cosmic membrane manifest its own ethereal energy.

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

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

The more Nicholas studied Akshara the more he understood Kansatsu’s temptation, for it was becoming clear to him that the Way of Light was in some aspects an incomplete discipline. No records existed that far back in time, but he suspected that in the first days of Tau-tau the two disciplines were part of one whole. At what point they were riven in two—or why—he could not say. Perhaps at some date now long forgotten the mind of man—even a tanjian mind—could no longer be trusted to use the knowledge of Kshira in a prudent fashion; perhaps the lure of massive power became too great even for these ancient mages of the mind.

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

Once, Kansatsu had spoken of koryoku—the Illuminating Power—with the kind of reverence he reserved only for gods. If there had ever been a focal point—real or imagined—between Akshara and Kshira, Kansatsu had been convinced koryoku was it. His anguish that for all his expertise in Tau-tau he could not achieve the Illuminating Power must have been a crushing blow to him—one so deeply felt that he had not allowed anyone to suspect.

In his studies after Kansatsu’s death Nicholas had come to believe that koryoku might be the Path, the needlelike fulcrum from which the whole would open up like a flower.

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

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

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

Sometimes, lying in the shallows of night, Nicholas started awake to discover that he had been dreaming. In his dream world, he existed in Shuken, as he believed his forebears had once done, open to the full limits of Tau-tau—the full sphere of Akshara and Kshira at his command. And he knew with the certainty that comes in dreams that koryoku was the sole path to Shuken.

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

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

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

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

Sometimes, his anger at Justine was palpable. She had been in Japan for years now, yet she had failed to make the requisite effort in joining in. She had no Japanese friends of her own—save Nangi, and that was at his instigation and continuing effort. She still exhibited the Westerner’s typical bewilderment at the complex net of customs, courtesies, and expressions of respect that defined Japanese society. And worst of all, she was beginning to exhibit that kind of blind impatience and outright resentment toward the Japanese that Nicholas had witnessed in a number of American business contacts.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Seiko,” Nicholas said.

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

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

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

“Yes, sir. I have questions on clauses six-a and thirteen-c.”

“Seiko, I don’t know how long I’m going to be away,” he said as they reached the landing. “You’ve got to get used to relying on your own good judgment. Just remember I trust you.” He smiled at her as he led the way to his office. “Now tell me your concerns on how the lawsuit is worded.”

She answered him in clear, concise phrases, and he saw immediately that she had a facility for cutting through the mind-numbing legalese.

“I agree,” he told her when she had finished. “Let me see how you would solve the problems in a revised draft before I leave the office this afternoon. If I agree with you, we’ll run it by the legal department in New York.” Before she left, he added, “And tell Nangi-san that I need to see him as soon as possible.”
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Here I am in a sleazy motel off Highway 95, Margarite Goldoni thought. What am I doing here? I must have lost my mind. No, not your mind, she reminded herself. Your freedom.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He knew what she was thinking.

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

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

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

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

Also, she worried about Francine, who was sleeping in the grip of the liquid he would force down her throat each morning. He had a bag of phials and small canisters tucked away in the kit bag in which resided, like a death’s-head, her savior the razor. Every night, he would spend an hour or so grinding what looked to her to be roots and herbs and unidentifiable dried things in a stone mortar, adding at times liquids from his phials. What was he doing? These alchemical constructs, which, by degrees, perfumed the close air of their mean motel rooms, seemed the most menacing part of him. She was certain she could feel an almost primitive heat emanating from them, a kind of power that frightened her.

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

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

“Wait,” she had whispered. “I have to use the bathroom.”

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

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

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

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

“Finished?”

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

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

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

“You’re vibrating.”

She had given a little moan.

He knew what she was thinking.

“What do you mean?”

“I can see the energy boiling off you like smoke.”

She turned around in the dark to face him. “You can see what?”

“I can see auras. There’s a way. I’ve been trained.”

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

He said, “We’re all alone, in the end, with our sins.”

She shuddered. “I was never alone. Ever since I can remember I’ve been in the company of men: my father, my uncle, then boyfriends, lovers, a husband. What must it be like to be alone. The freedom it must—”

“I’ve always been alone,” he said thoughtfully. “Even in the most crowded city street I am isolated.”

“Don’t you have any family . . . friends?”

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

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

“What family I had is dead. Dangerous.”

Margarite turned toward him, clearly fascinated. “Dangerous?”

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

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

“Not if the tragedy destroys what family you had.”

“All the love you missed.”

Damaged.

“We rise at dawn. Go to sleep,” he said.

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

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

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

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

She wanted to laugh, to spit in his face, but she also felt the razor, warm inside her—and there was something else, a mysterious emotion, elusive as mist, that locked her lips together.

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

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

“How like his signature these bruises are.”

With his fingertips on her purple flesh she could not speak; her mind was blank save for the warmth she felt flowing from him, entering her where she hurt the most.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Margarite gasped as he opened his fingers. They were uncut.

“Touch it,” he said. “The blade is unsharpened. The one I use is locked away.” His grin broadened. “I could feel you watching me, your eyes following the track of the blade as it scraped away my hair. I know greed, Margarite, and I could feel your greed. You wanted my razor . . . and I gave it to you.”

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

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

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

“Answer me!” his voice so sudden, so harsh that she started.

And said, “Yes.”

“I suspected as much,” he said with a curious satisfaction that caught her. “You would have killed me; you have it in you.”

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

“And what else have I given you, Margarite? Do I need to tell you? Now you know you have the strength of purpose . . . to do anything.” He touched her nipples, setting them on fire. “Now you see that I know you better than you know yourself.”

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

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

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

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

Not only had these transformations failed to assuage her essential unease, but, he realized now as he spun around the dangerous hairpin turn near the house, they had made him uncomfortable in the one place he had once felt most at ease. Even the construction going on two lots farther down the road hadn’t dampened his love for the place, but he took the last half mile at a slower than normal speed. It was a good thing he did because just before the driveway to the house he came upon one of the gigantic earthmovers being used to excavate the new house’s foundation, and he was obliged to pull into a neighbor’s driveway so that the monstrous vehicle could safely pass.

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

“Seiko called,” she said even before he had a chance to kiss her hello. “Were you too busy to phone me yourself ?”

She turned on her heel, went inside, where he followed her into the kitchen.

“The truth was I was too upset,” he said. “I had to work out to calm myself down.” He went past her, began the preparations for brewing green tea.

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

“I’m happy to talk to you,” he said as he measured out the finely cut leaf, took up the reed whisk.

“Why did you ask Seiko to call me?”

“I didn’t. She saw it as her duty.”

“Well, she was wrong.”

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

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

“You’re in their country, and you—”

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

“I’ve told you, Justine, if a space doesn’t belong to any individual—like a public space—the Japanese feel there’s no need for politeness.”

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

“I’m sorry.” She said nothing. “Justine, Seiko was only doing her job.”

“Then she’s too efficient by half.”

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

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

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

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

Justine turned, her face dark with anger that had been pent-up too long. “Are you having an affair with Seiko?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Tell me the truth, damnit! Anything will be better than this hell of suspicion.”

He took a step toward her. “Justine, Seiko is my assistant, period.”

“Is that the whole truth? You’d better search your soul before you answer.”

“Why would you doubt me?” Her stricken face hung before him and his heart broke. “Justine . . .”

“You’ve spent so much time with her.”

“It was necessary.”

Her shoulders shook. “Taking her to Saigon—”

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

“Oh, Christ, Nick, I’m sorry. I don’t know . . .”

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

It had been unfair of her to suspect him, he knew, even as he was uncomfortably aware that it was unfair of him to continue to imprison her here in a land she despised and could never understand.

He opened her shirt, held her breasts in his hands as the nipples grew taut and hot. Her mouth would not relinquish its hold on him, and he thrust his hands down farther, unfastening the Western belt, dragging her jeans off her thighs.

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

“Justine—”

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

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

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

She was weeping uncontrollably, and he kissed her lips, her cheeks, eyes, forehead, and temples.

“Justine, Justine, as soon as I get back from Venice, I promise we’ll go to New York.”

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

“I—Justine, I have no choice.”

“I’m begging you, just stay with me a few days. Take time off from work, from . . . everything. We’ll go away, into the countryside—to Nara, the ryokan you like so much.”

“That sounds wonderful, but this trip is not of my making. I can’t—”

“Just tell me what’s so important in Venice and I swear I’ll try to understand.”

“An old friend of my father’s needs my help.”

“Who is he?”

“I’m not sure.”

“You mean you don’t know him?”

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

She shook her head, tears rolling down her cheeks again. “Ah, now we come to it. Your duty. Don’t you have a duty to me?”

“Please try to understand.”

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

“Justine—”

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

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

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

Father, Nicholas thought.

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

He could feel Iss-hogai now, just as he could see it as it struck the water so many years ago, plunging vertically to the bottom. And now, as past and present began to collide, it seemed so close to him that he could reach out and touch it.

He had thought he was quits with it then, that he had no more need of its power to inflict death, but like his past with his father, like his present with Justine, there was an essential element, unknown, as yet unwritten, that remained unresolved.

The Colonel, whom Nicholas loved and revered, had nevertheless had a secret life wholly apart from Nicholas and Cheong. Nicholas had discovered years after the Colonel’s death that he had murdered a dangerous political radical named Satsugai. He was the husband of Nicholas’s aunt, Itami, and though she despised him, still she was his wife. The Colonel’s action had had the profoundest effect on Nicholas’s life when Satsugai’s son, Saigo, had sought to murder Nicholas in revenge.

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

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

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

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

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

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

[image: Images]

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

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

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